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INTRODUCTION

Since their arrival in the late 1960s, Monty Python have been to blame for a comedy revolution that not only defied the limits of British sensibilities, it defiled them, leaving a wet spot so immense that future generations are defined and drenched forever in their influence. Yes, these “Beatles of Comedy” are as immortal as they are inspirational, as innovative as they are intelligent, and as incomparable as they are, er, um, insert a word beginning with ‘in’ here. For more than 50 years, their original brand of ensemble silliness has circumnavigated the world more times than Michael Palin’s toothbrush, their legacy remaining erect for each new generation to gaze upon in awe.

The group’s genius lies in its fusion of zany lunacy and profound existentialism, a hyper-intellectual immaturity hitherto never seen before on UK TV; they struck a major chord with the fast-changing 1970s counterculture immediately, rightly ridiculing the foundational institutions of snobby British society just as the potential for colour TV kicked in. As Michael Palin said, “Monty Python was a child’s way of deconstructing television.”

On the eve of 40 years since their last true masterpiece, 1983’s The Meaning of Life, was born, this compact compendium is here to celebrate every morsel of the troupe’s output. This tiny tome may be perhaps the only time you ever expect the Spanish inquisition to arrive (see P33), so, you’re welcome. It’s certainly the only time you’ll see silly walks, ex-parrots (and ex-lepers), fish-slapping, spam, shrubberies, and, of course, ocelot spleens, under the same umbrella, all curated expertly from Monty Python’s mighty canon – Flying Circus, Holy Grail, Life of Brian, and Meaning of Life – as well as a few other bits and sods we found lying around.

Made from the paper of the mightiest tree and cut to size with a herring, this Little Guide may be only ever-so-slightly bigger than a wafer-thin mint, but it’s packed with enough preposterous comedy power to keep proper Pythonites stuffed with silliness until Mr Big Nose is taken away for crucifixion. So, if you’re ready, let’s begin.



It’S...
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NIPPLES EXPLODING WITH DELIGHT
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The circus is in town! It’s time for a joyride inside the silly-filled mind of Monty Python, the brainchild of six loonies who stole the keys to the asylum.

Let’s kickstart this cute collection of quotes with something completely normal (nobody’s expecting that!) – the greatest gags pulled from the 45 episodes of genius that complete Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Hold onto your spam, it’s going to get very, very flipperwaldt gersput!
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And what exactly are the commercial possibilities of ovine aviation?
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The Tourist and the Shepherd discuss flying sheep, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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When we couldn’t figure out what to write about, we would take a thesaurus and I would read words out. Graham would say, ‘I like plummet.’ I said, ‘So do I. It’s a funny word.’ Pffffft . . . splat! ‘So what would plummet?’ He said, ‘A sheep would plummet, if it tried to fly.’ Then we had the flying sheep sketch.

[image: image]

John Cleese, on the lunacy of language helping write sketches, New Yorker, interview with Michael Shulman, September 20, 2020.
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Eh? Know what I mean? Know what I mean? Nudge, nudge! Know what I mean? Say no more! A nod’s as good as a wink to a blind bat, say no more, say no more!
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Arthur Nudge, on sex (presumably), Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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The other Pythons all lead boring lives, but Graham lives what we do on the screen for real.
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Terry Gilliam, on Graham Chapman, Late Night with David Letterman, June 24, 1982.
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Welcome aboard, Britisher pig. Quite a little surprise, ja? But perhaps you would be so kind as to tell us how you know about certain allied shipping routes, ja? Come on, talk!

[image: image]

The Nazi Fish, to the freshly gulped Michael Palin, following his fish dance slap, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.



 

Halibut (large)

The species of fish used by John Cleese’s soldier to thwack Michael Palin’s soldier into Teddington Lock in the “Fish Slapping Dance” sketch. Palin started the fight with two tiny pilchards.



 

October 5, 1969 10.55pm

The night comedy, and television, changed forever. It was the debut broadcast of episode one of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, a month before the BBC announced a full service of colour television.
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Nine out of 10 British housewives can’t tell the difference between Whizzo Butter and a dead crab.
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Palin’s Interviewer meets the Pepperpots (who threaten to slit his face!), Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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The BBC didn’t quite know what to do with us and so they rather nervously gave us a free hand to create our own program.
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Graham Chapman, on Flying Circus, interview with the New York Times, 1976.
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I must warn you, sir, that outside I have police dog Josephine, who is not only armed and trained to sniff out certain substances but is also a junkie.
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Police Constable Henry Thatcher interrogates Sandy Camp before E. B. Debenham (Mrs) complains to the BBC about the silly sketch, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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Why is it the world never remembered the name of Johann Gambolputty de von

Ausfern-schplenden-schlitter-crasscrenbon-fried-digger-dangle-dongle-dungle-burstein-von-knacker-thrasher-apple-banger-horowitz-ticolensic-grander-knotty-spelltinkle-grandlich-grumblemeyer-spelterwasser-kurstlich-himbleeisen-bahnwagen-gutenabend-bitte-ein-nürnburger-bratwurstle-
gerspurten-mit-zwei-macheluber-hundsfut-gumberaber-shoenendanker-kalbsfleisch-mittler-aucher von Hautkopft of Ulm?
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Mr Figgis pines for a particular decomposing composer, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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Five episodes are definitely cringe-worthy and I suppose another five or so are a little below par, and about a third of the rest are pretty good. And the rest: really, really, quite good.
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Graham Chapman, on the 45 episodes of Flying Circus, from A Critical Look at Python, 2006.
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For the very first show, the audience consisted of a lot of old-age pensioners who actually thought they were coming to see a real circus. They were a bit puzzled.
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Terry Jones, on Flying Circus, interview with Mike Sacks, Vulture, January 2014.
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Now, I’ve noticed a tendency for this program to get rather silly. Now I do my best to keep things moving along, but I’m not having things getting silly. Those last two sketches I did get very silly indeed!
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The Colonel warns the film crew, before stopping the Two Hermits sketch (for getting too silly), Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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I didn’t want to be a barber anyway. I wanted to be a lumberjack! Leaping from tree to tree as they float down the mighty rivers of British Columbia! The giant Red-Wood, the Larch, the Fur, the mighty Scott’s Pine! The smell of fresh cut timber! The crash of mighty trees! With my best girlie by my side! And we’d sing, sing…SING!
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Bevis the Barber (AKA, the Lumberjack) prepares to break into song, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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’E’s not pinin’! ’E’s passed on! This parrot is no more! He has ceased to be! ’E’s expired and gone to meet ’is maker! ’E’s a stiff! Bereft of life, ’e rests in peace! If you hadn’t nailed ’im to the perch ’e’d be pushing up the daisies! ’Is metabolic processes are now ’istory! ’E’s off the twig! ’E’s kicked the bucket, ’e’s shuffled off ’is mortal coil, run down the curtain and joined the bleedin’ choir invisible!

THIS IS AN EX-PARROT!
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Mr Praline complains to the pet shop owner about the lifeless symptoms of his Norwegian Blue, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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If I said you had a beautiful body, would you hold it against me… I am no longer infected.
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Hungarian Man tries his best to speak English with a Tobacconist using a Dirty Hungarian Phrasebook, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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It’s Deirdre.
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Mr Pewtey, to the Marriage Counsellor, about his ravishing wife’s name, “soft and gentle, warm and yielding, deeply lyrical and yet tender (and frightened like a tiny white rabbit)”, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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What’s brown and sounds like a bell?
Dung!
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© Arthur Name, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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Good riddance to him, the freeloading bastard, I hope he fries! And the reason I feel I should say this, is he would never forgive me if I didn’t, if I threw away this glorious opportunity to shock you all on his behalf. Anything for him, but mindless good taste.
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John Cleese, at Graham Chapman’s memorial service, 1989.
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Mr Wentworth just told me to come in here and say that there was trouble at the mill, that’s all! I didn’t expect a kind of Spanish Inquisition!

[image: image]

Reg never expected the Spanish Inquisition (as the Spanish Inquisition burst through the door), Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition!

[image: image]

Cardinal Ximénez (with Fang and Biggles by his side) to poor unexpecting Reg, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.

* “Their chief weapon is surprise! Surprise and fear. Fear and surprise. Their two weapons are fear and surprise – and ruthless efficiency! Their three weapons are fear, and surprise, and ruthless efficiency, and an almost fanatical devotion to the Pope. Their four weapons are such elements as fear, surpr–”
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Mike Palin wrote ‘The Spanish Inquisition’. How did Mike go from England in 1911 to then having three torturers from the fifteenth century burst into the sitting room and announce, ‘Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition’? Where did he make that connection? And how did he make it work? In the end, you get a laugh. But when you reverse-engineer it, it’s quite hard to follow how he came up with the original spark, the original idea. And yet it still works.
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Terry Jones, on “The Spanish Inquisition”, interview with Mike Sacks, Vulture, January 2014.



 

May 11, 1969

The day Monty Python was born at the Light of Kashmir tandoori restaurant, Hampstead, London. Graham, John, Eric, Terry J, Michael and Terry G met to discuss working on a new BBC comedy series together.



 

December 8, 2010

The day Elon Musk rocketed a giant wheel of Le Brouére cheese into orbit as a maiden test payload for SpaceX’s Dragon space capsule, aboard a Falcon Rocket. He later revealed it was “the silliest thing he could think, and inspired by Monty Python”, presumably the “Cheese Shop Sketch” from Flying Circus.
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I’m sorry to have kept you waiting but my walk has become rather sillier lately so it takes me a rather long time to arrive.

[image: image]

Mr Teabag to Mr Pewtey, at the Ministry of Silly Walks, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.



 

11 minutes

John Cleese’s Silly Walk is a great way to get fit. According to Forbes, 11 minutes a day of silly walking is enough to fulfil the 75 minutes of vigorous physical activity per week required for adults to maintain good health.
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You know, there are many people in the country today who, through no fault of their own, are sane. Some of them were born sane. Some of them became sane later in their lives. It is up to people like you and me, who are out of our tiny little minds, to help these people overcome their sanity.
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Reverend Arthur Belling of St Looney Up-The-Cream-Bun-and-Jam goes full bananas, following a BBC voiceover for sanity, Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 1969–1974.
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It’s just gone eight o’clock and time for the penguin
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