

Chapter Eight

Once a Knight’s Enough for Anyone . . .

I’m not sure I like being called a ‘Serious Historian’. They laughed in the Middle Ages, you know. They laughed all the time!

 

Terry was a serious historian, of course. Or he would certainly become one, his typewriter recommissioned to ponder upon Chaucer and Richard II, Romans and Barbarians. In later life, Terry lived and breathed his period of expertise – the Middle Ages – but it all started with a joke. A 600-year-old joke – a joke that was almost as old as the title of this particular chapter. A joke in which Terry’s twin passions of comedy and history converged.

Whenever Terry was assigned a place on a soft sofa to chat about his latest history publication or documentary, the conversation would invariably be preceded by a clip from Monty Python. Terry knew it; the presenters knew it; the researchers and the talent bookers knew it – Terry was on the show or in the magazine because he was a Python with a project to promote. Everybody was also in on the in-joke that Terry would happily play along with it, on occasion gently chiding or mocking the host or the journalist who had lazily spun out the same old line about this renowned Python, this well-loved funny man, now embracing his studious side. The fact was Terry had always embraced his studious side, particularly when being a funny man. Though it all started as a joke, historic truth was at the heart of Terry’s best-loved work.

Terry had read Geoffrey Chaucer at school. Chaucer has been dubbed the ‘father of English literature’ and the ‘father of English poetry’, but it was as the father of English satire that Terry warmed to his wit. Terry was less impressed by his stories. He baulked at the tragic tumble into misery within ‘The Monk’s Tale’ and the headstrong heroism of ‘The Knight’s Tale’. At university, Terry’s studies took in Beowulf to Byron, via Shakespeare, Spenser and Milton. A history of literature and language from 1475 until 1824, but nothing beyond that. Not that Terry cared. His passion was for the medieval. He wrote a thesis on Chaucer’s Knight at Alexandria and came to the conclusion that it wasn’t Chaucer who was dull and uninteresting, it was the misinterpretations of misguided literary scholars he was studying that were dull and uninteresting. For Terry, the problem was that Chaucer’s stories were being read as po-faced cautionary tales and not as the parodies they were. This distrust of scholarly works was the seed that initially deterred him from wanting to write about other people’s work and, instead, write his own material, create his own jokes. Perhaps this view also helps to explain why, when Terry had written his own sketches, he then wanted to perform them himself – he did not want other actors to misinterpret his jokes as literary scholars had misinterpreted Chaucer’s.

Still, Terry’s fascination with Geoffrey Chaucer and, in particular, the first thirty-six lines of ‘The Knight’s Tale’, was his passion, his hobby, his obsession. All through Oxford, on to his fledgling days at the BBC, and even when he was chatting to women he fancied, the conversation would invariably turn to Geoffrey Chaucer, as Alison Telfer can testify: ‘Pretty much from our first date onwards, Terry would talk about Geoffrey Chaucer, and certainly from the first few weeks we were living together. If he had any spare time at all at the weekends, he would be down in the library, reading up about Geoffrey Chaucer.’

Life and work and the need to earn a living continually got in the way, however. When Monty Python became popular enough to guarantee reasonably steady finances, Terry found he was more at liberty to go back and study Chaucer. He had read ‘The Worthiness of Chaucer’s Knight’, an article by American academic Charles Mitchell. Moreover, in 1971, Italian film-maker Pier Paolo Pasolini had been in Britain shooting The Canterbury Tales, an orgy of burnt oak and buttocks. The satire of Chaucer was the very spirit of the times. His hedonistic, carnivalesque sense of fun was very much in synchrony with the last half of the Sixties and the first half of the Seventies. More pertinently, Chaucer was in tune with Terry’s own sense of freewheeling comedy success. To him, Chaucer and Python were inextricably entwined.

While Terry’s personal passion and ambition had to function within the larger group, the medieval authenticity of the feature film that would become Monty Python and the Holy Grail is certainly very much his individual vision. The idea for the film flourished during early 1973, when Python was enjoying a break from television and tackling the fresh challenge of book publishing and relishing the gleeful bonding of live performance. Although the film And Now for Something Completely Different had proved a surprise commercial success – certainly it was a surprise to Terry – the group still considered cinema to be the ultimate medium to conquer. With the Pythons never tighter as a unit, the move to the big screen was a deliberate decision to grow the Python brand. Moreover, for Terry’s personal gratification, a combination of comedy and the Middle Ages would be the ideal project with which to make the leap to film director.

The original concept was that only half the film would be set in medieval times, while the other would be set in the 1970s. The grail was to have been discovered in the department store Harrods, for, as Terry joked: ‘you can get anything in Harrods!’ However, that the vast majority of the final cut of Holy Grail would be historical is very much down to Terry, and Terry’s desire to make a Middle Ages romp. It’s Python does Chaucer, basically.

And while the palpable excitement of Terry directing his first film was slightly counterbalanced by the fact that Terry Gilliam also wanted to direct his first film, it was only slight. Half a film was far better than nothing and Holy Grail had, after all, been conceived as a split plotline. Healthy disagreement and debate within the group had always proved invaluable in any case, and Terry was the director, on behalf of the group. Whatever anybody else may have thought.

Film production was, of course, a costly business. Even if Monty Python and the Holy Grail was to be made on a relative shoestring budget of £229,000. Notwithstanding that the sum was fairly typical of a six-week British film comedy shoot, the Holy Grail script was something a little more ambitious; something completely different. In the end, rock ’n’ roll saved the day – or, at the very least, wealthy rock ’n’ roll fans of Monty Python did. Producer Michael White had secured investments from Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin. A Stairway to Comedy Heaven, indeed. Not that Terry was overly bothered about where the money came from, as long as they had the money. And he was directing. At last!

Ever since those fledgling days of making short films at home in Surrey, and throughout those nagging days in television when he felt he was the best judge of how his comedy should look, Terry had wanted to call the shots. He wanted to have full control. Gone now was the mad Scottish direction of Ian MacNaughton.

The jokes were as mad as ever though, and now they were being played out in Scotland too. In a very very cold, very, very dark Scotland, as it turned out – for five weeks in the May and June of 1974. Shooting in wide open spaces rather than a costly studio was cheaper, for one thing. What’s more, that desolate countryside looked right. Terry stuck to his belief that a joke had to look right in order for it to reach its maximum hilarity. While his creative master plan is laudable, it did mean shooting conditions were decidedly bleak. As Terry once told me, with a wry grin, ‘We were all cold and wet and miserable. All except Graham. He was very cold, very wet, very miserable, and very drunk!’ Still, as Alison Telfer remembers, the joy of the team was very much evident. With a six-week-old Sally in tow, Alison took the overnight train, ‘and stayed for three weeks. As part of the unit. The Pythons were all having a ball. The only dissent I ever saw was within the crew, but the two Terrys worked wonderfully well together.’

Although, creatively, they would often knock heads and disagree, Terry G. and Terry J. had a similar fierceness of vision. A desire to absolutely get what they wanted. Their way or the highway. On the Grail, it would appear, they shared the same vision, and the on-the-hoof, day-by-day, very piecemeal, very Python scouting of suitable locations was a joint effort. Alison says, ‘Myself and Maggie Gilliam and our two Terrys would traipse round the Scottish landscape looking for ideal places for them to shoot. They got on very well. Maggie and I just tagged along. With Sally tucked under my arm.’

Alison and Sally were to appear in the film, and even made it as far as donning costumes. But Sally’s director dad changed his mind. Alison says, ‘I was dressed up in dirty rags for a crowd scene but the trouble was I had to have Sally with me and she was very, very pale. Terry just couldn’t bring himself to put mud on her. There I stood, as a muddy old peasant, with this bright white baby in my arms!’ The historian Terry Jones could only have King Arthur striding around the place in clean and elegant clothes in that scene. Everybody else had to be covered in shit. If a joke looks right, people will laugh! Even if Terry the Historian would be continually undermining certain elements that were perceived history rather than actual history. As well as being covered in filth, the crowd artistes were given blackened teeth. For Terry this was a step too far: ‘in actual fact people in the Middle Ages had pretty good teeth. They hadn’t discovered sugar as yet and so hadn’t discovered tooth decay either!’ Still, he accepted that the audience at large would expect these peasants to look as bad as possible. Anyway, if the joke looked right to the viewer, it would be funny.

The location had to be steeped in the correct history too. Even though the Scottish governmental department in charge of protecting the environment was not happy. The thought of Terry and his crazy Python crew gallivanting all over some of their precious castles was considered not only potentially damaging but moreover an act that would undermine the dignity of the buildings. Terry pointed out that, for over half a millennium, it had been the site of bloody battle, family feud and terrible torture. But a few blokes singing silly songs and whacking coconuts together and dragging and catapulting a wooden ‘Trojan Rabbit’ all over the place was clearly too much for them. These people were not Python people.

The search across the width and breadth of breathtaking Perthshire turned up the derelict Doune Castle, just eight miles north-west of Stirling. This was history. This was authentic. And, although this was always a comedy first and foremost and a history lesson second, the sharp focus of Terry’s passion for Chaucer’s Knight was part of the film’s palette. For the building of Doune Castle was contemporary with Geoffrey Chaucer. That coursed stone had been overseen, in the late fourteenth century, by Robert Stewart, the Duke of Albany, the ‘Uncrowned King of Scotland’, and laid while Geoffrey Chaucer lived and breathed and wrote. If you believed in fate and signs and that, then this was it. With the imposing backdrop of Doune Castle and the surrounding landscape, Terry’s film became something of a medieval epic with loads of very silly things going on within it. There’s Michael Palin as the bolshy Dennis citing republican doctrine in the face of Graham Chapman’s stoic King Arthur. Terry himself, as the filth-collecting mother of Dennis, joins in with the militant diatribe, screaming, ‘Well, I didn’t vote for you!’ Terry’s vast array of comic cameos ranges from the squeaking left-hand side of the three-headed knight to the wan and effete Prince Herbert, who only wants to avoid his fate of being married off in order to increase the wealth of his father – Mike as a northern swamp magnate. Terry’s skill at mime is deployed as Prince Herbert surreptitiously scribbles a note begging for help to escape his imprisonment in his father’s castle. Graham and Eric are the idiotic guards, happily watching Terry secretly scribe, and not stopping him as he gingerly fires the missive out of his barred window.

That Terry was making his feature film directorial debut here, and giving several delicately comic performances, and coaxing lots more hilarious turns from his fellow Pythons, is admirable to say the least: these included, unforgettably, John Cleese as the demonic Tim the Enchanter, and the foolhardy Black Knight who fights on as his limbs are chopped away, and the taunting French guard who will fart in your general direction. John is Sir Lancelot the Brave too. A fresh-faced heroic bumbler. All the knights are cut from this same armour. Enthusiastic, unquestioningly brave, and just a little bit stupid. All apart from Eric Idle’s Sir Robin, who is not-quite-so-brave-as-Sir-Lancelot. In actual fact, he’s an utter coward who, as the song goes, is: ‘bravely taking to his feet . . . and pissing off home!’ Terry’s central role is that of Sir Bedevere, one of King Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table, sporting a huge moustache and played like a pseudo-intellectual, with pompous, matter-of-life observations, memorably as the very logic of burning a witch if she hasn’t drowned in the ducking pool is questioned and debated like a lesson in a public school.

Terry gladly professed that the majority of the books in his library: ‘are of or about the fourteenth century. I think I can reason why that is. In a way, I like that distance between myself and my own world and the things I’m reading about. I think I’m a bit naive about the world as it is now. When I put my nose in a book, I have that need to distance myself from what I see and feel each and every day. You can see things much clearer when they are in the past or a fantasy on reality or abstracted from what’s going on around you.’ This passion, when Terry was face to face with Doune Castle, was made, if not flesh and blood, then tangible stone. Directing Monty Python and the Holy Grail had consolidated his desire to write an academic work.

 

The overriding thing that really rankled with Terry was that literary scholars didn’t seem to like ‘The Knight’s Tale’ very much and, as far as he was concerned, they didn’t like it because they didn’t understand it. Terry now had the drive to write his book. Years of research was about to become a few years of actually writing the thing, but he had the title. Chaucer’s Knight: The Portrait of a Medieval Mercenary. History is all about interpretation, and Terry had a passionate interpretation he needed to share. For Terry, Chaucer purposefully retold the historical truth of a dreaded and disastrous battle as a triumphant victory. For, far from Chaucer’s gallant hero, Terry’s interpretation of the Knight is that he is a cunning, despicable figure. Chaucer is satire. It’s just that the joke, the pastiche of this 600-year-old text, had been lost to a modern audience.

Every time Terry had caught a glimpse of his valuable and treasured library of scholarly works on Chaucer, the conviction that he was right would niggle away at him. It was impossible to ignore. He had an uncontrollable desire to put the record straight. Terry Jones, comedian, comedy writer, comedy film-maker and funny man, took on the challenge to reinstate the comedy within Chaucer’s misinterpreted prose. This was a Knight in Tarnished Armour. What’s more, Terry saw Chaucer’s work as a direct spoof of Teseida, the epic work by fourteenth-century Italian poet Giovanni Boccaccio.

Over an extensive ten-year period from the late 1960s, in between writing, editing and shooting Python, Terry grabbed every opportunity to decamp to the sainted portals of the British Library. As he would often say, the historian never stops learning. Even about his pet subject. Indeed, even while writing the book that would become Chaucer’s Knight, Terry was still learning, forever going back, unpicking and ironing out details, and adding fresh discoveries about medieval Prussia to the paperback edition. What resulted from all those hours of research and rethinking was a weighty 300 pages, in his contemporary, uncluttered and cohesive style, which seemed to him, on the face of it, unpublishable. Even though Terry valiantly restricted his academic leanings to extensive footnotes, figuring that only the dedicated scholar would bother reading those! He happily admitted that these were: ‘a kind of cry out for respectability, but I didn’t do it because I wanted to be respectable.’ This wasn’t Python. It was a Python, on the surface of it, trying to be serious. Yes, that oft-repeated amazement of a comedian having a serious side was there from the outset. Of course this particular comedian, like so many comedians, had always had a serious side, and within Terry’s historical research he found his catalyst, his protagonist, his baddie.

Terry’s historical villain was Sir John Hawkwood. This was no Python knight from Holy Grail. Bedevere the Wise, the rather po-faced knight Terry cast himself to play in the film, was, unsurprisingly, based upon a character from the legend of King Arthur as told in Wales. A one-handed warrior, Bedwyr Bedrydant was Arthur’s loyal marshal, one of the most respected personages in court in medieval Europe. In the English retelling of the Arthurian adventure, he was the trusted knight who returned the fabled sword Excalibur to the mysterious Lady of the Lake. Sir John Hawkwood was the very antithesis of the brave knight. Terry’s historical thesis cast Hawkwood as a mercenary, providing his services as soldier and killer to the highest bidder. A blaggard, in fact. As if to emphasise Terry’s heartfelt belief that history was a contemporary thing – it was a living history – he could get severely worked up over the dastardly exploits of Hawkwood, this fourteenth-century assassin for hire, who found fame and fortune in Italy. Such was Terry’s anger that when visiting Florence he would make a beeline for the cathedral and enjoy giving a disgruntled stare to the much-respected fresco of Sir John Hawkwood there, painted by Paolo Uccello. The portrait is the work of art from which his reputation as a heroic knight had been based upon since it was painted in 1436. It hangs there to this day, side-by-side with a monument dedicated to Italy’s favourite poet, thinker and religious authority-baiter, Dante.

Terry’s research convinced him that Sir John Hawkwood was the inspiration for the illustration for Chaucer’s ‘The Knight’s Tale’, in the Ellesmere edition of The Canterbury Tales, the earliest surviving manuscript of Chaucer’s tales, printed in the early fifteenth century. For Terry, the similarity between this fictional knight and Hawkwood was clear to see.

This was the 600-year-old joke that Chaucer’s Knight exposed. ‘The Knight’s Tale’ was a lampooning of a callous mercenary, not a celebration of a brave warrior. Terry’s book set out to analyse and disentangle this satire, though in his preface he admitted that this was a tall order. Six hundred years is, after all, a long time, particularly when satire, by its nature, relies on a certain amount of established knowledge on the part of the audience. Terry beds this thought within the point of reference his reader would associate him with. That of broadcast comedy. He believes that ‘it is hard enough now to explain why “I.T.M.A.” made us laugh a mere twenty-five years ago.’ That Terry references a BBC radio comedy show from his own wartime past anchors his book in his mentality as a comedy writer and a historian of comedy. In this attempt to highlight how, although the context of jokes may be lost to time, the principles of how they work stay the same, Terry even references one of his own jokes. Rather modestly describing Monty Python as ‘the TV show in which I have been involved over the last ten years’, he recounts the ‘Wrestling Epilogue’ sketch, from episode two, in which ‘instead of debating the existence or non-existence of God, a bishop and a humanist philosopher fought each other for it. It seems to me that Chaucer made this same joke almost six hundred years ago.’

Terry’s book also sets out his stall as a theorist who holds a personal opinion, and – aware that it will ruffle academic feathers – one that has its ‘shortcomings’. Terry’s spearhead attack was to immerse himself in it until he had a full understanding of the actual history of the Middle Ages and the mercenary knights as opposed to the rather fanciful and creative history of literary scholars. They had got it wrong because they had merely read Chaucer rather than trying to understand the time in which Chaucer lived – the context needed for satire to work. Chaucer wasn’t writing fact, of course. This was fiction. But, being satire, it was a reflection of reality, and, above all, Terry believed, it was a comedic commentary on Chaucer’s own abhorrence of the commercialisation of warfare. It was considered one of the great evils of Chaucer’s age. Regrettably, in the second half of the twentieth century, it still was.

So, Terry Jones, that young student at Oxford who had been incensed, was now Terry Jones, a thirty-something man, still incensed but with a celebrity profile. That celebrity clout was then, as it is even more so today, honey to the bee of the publishing industry. And Terry found a champion in the form of Colin Webb, who would steer his literary ship for many years. As often as not through uncharted waters.

Colin was working for Hamish Hamilton at the time, having been charged with pepping up the list with books on cinema and comedy. There he published a collection of Richard Boston’s humorous Guardian articles, titled Baldness Be My Friend – his lack of hair being an amusing grievance that he wrote about often. It was Boston who mentioned to Colin that his good friend, Terry Jones, had a book he wanted to publish but, surprisingly, simply couldn’t place. Methuen, the home of Python in print at that time, had passed on it. As Colin Webb recalls, ‘the Pythons were remarkably loyal to certain people’; but with Methuen off the table, Terry decided to actively look for a willing publisher. ‘As I recall, the majority of publishers had turned it down, simply because they didn’t see how it had a connection with someone who had become known for comedy and humour.’

Colin met Terry and: ‘I got on with him very well. Immediately, as it happened, because we had a background of various things in common.’ Colin had started in publishing in 1964, at Woburn Press, where he had overseen the publication of books dedicated to Morecambe and Wise, Barry Took and Marty Feldman’s Round the Horne radio scripts, and the first collections of Spike Milligan’s Goon Shows: ‘As a result of that first meeting, I published Terry. Chaucer’s Knight was our first book together.’

Although Colin had total faith in the book and, in turn, Terry had total faith in Colin, it must have been egg on the faces of several commissioning editors when Chaucer’s Knight did so remarkably well: ‘it sold very nicely but, even more importantly to Terry, it was remarkably well reviewed. It even got a fabulous review in the Wall Street Journal.’ Colin and, indeed, Terry knew that the publicity machine and the far and wide stocking of the book was largely down to his Python fame, but they knew too that hardened book reviewers would be dubious about this funny man off of the screen trying to cut it as a serious historian.

The distinguished Dr Reginald T. Davies, having joined as an assistant lecturer in the Department of English Literature at Liverpool University and then become reader and public orator, wrote on behalf of many, in the Times Literary Supplement, on 22 February 1981:

 

One who lives off his study of literature may, perhaps, be forgiven for approaching this book gingerly: Terry Jones of the Monty Python team may have written an ingenious send-up of proliferating scholarship! But not so. Enjoying a secret second career as learned medievalist, through three hundred serious pages he develops, with sure professional foot, a thoroughly documented, single-minded thesis, new in literary studies, but consistent with its primary commitment to reductive satire.

 

Davies went on to confirm that several other historians shared Terry’s interpretation that this knight was, to quote the book, the most ruthless of a gang of mercenaries ‘swarming across Europe’ at the time, with no ‘family background, no coat-of-arms . . . [and] no manorial estates’.

According to Terry, Chaucer’s Knight lacked pity as he slaughtered and morals as he purloined. Concluding that the knight was a disreputable figure instilled even more respect for the satirist at the heart of Terry’s book, reasoning as it does that it is scarcely credible that Chaucer – as both humourist and Christian – would glorify such a bounder as a hero.

That his findings were filtering through to respected reviewers and, moreover, distinguished historians, meant everything to Terry. This was vindication of the highest order. Here was a funny man and a serious historian. The two were one and the same, and he knew exactly what he was doing. Having said that, Terry was forever playful throughout the publishing process, and in a euphoria of happiness. You could never take the Python completely out of the historian, and he dedicated his publisher’s prized copy of Chaucer’s Knight:

 

To Colin who made this book possible,

love from a grateful author*

Nevill Coghill Terry 28 Jan 1980.

 

*Also willing to do odd jobs + complete Baby-Minding Service

(details on request) and now incorporating the ‘Benidorm’ School

of Spanish Dancing (applicants should be under 21, female and

scantily dressed if possible).

As Colin reflected, over forty years on, that was: ‘Very Terry!’ It was also the culmination of a very good time. Colin and his wife Ann spent lots of time with Terry and Alison. Much fine wine and good food was consumed and a real friendship and relationship between author and publisher was forged. As a result, Colin maintains a rather lovely thought: ‘it was Terry’s work which, in many ways, defines his personality.’ This is a summing up that many of Terry’s friends agree with. The man and the work were so tightly intertwined, so complete, that conversation would invariably lead back to history and books.

Chaucer’s Knight had long been a burning passion project for Terry. It was also one he knew would upset certain pretentious academics, but, as Colin Webb believes, ‘it was all done with such determination and enthusiasm and, above all else, sheer glee, that most so-called serious historians took it in their stride.’

Of course, not everyone agreed. Some serious historians, like children in the playground, argue and fight and taunt each other. There were some who disagreed with Terry’s argument, but, though he might have felt a little battered by these counterclaims and, indeed, counter-books, with a weary shake of the head he would be his usual philosophical self and mutter that when he was dead, in twenty years’ time, maybe then, and only then, the naysayers would admit he was right. In actual fact, twenty years and more after Chaucer’s Knight was first published to critical acclaim and high sales, Terry was still dutifully and merrily ploughing that self-same field of research.

Indeed, history is not only a subjective thing but also a contemporary thing, open to multiple interpretations. That Terry stated that Chaucer’s Knight was not only a villain but a funny villain, a pantomime baddie in many ways, was a very Terry-like stance to take. That he proved his theory, over and over again throughout the book, was undeniable, and praised accordingly. As Terry explained: ‘My pathetic political convictions of the present directly stem from my readings of the fourteenth century and the controversy between the Lollards and the Church back then.’ The Lollards were the radicals who were intent on reform. In contrast, the reactionaries of the established Church were slow in registering the threat these radicals posed. And when the Church did react, it was in the extreme. So extreme that they were burning people in barrels! Terry would draw comparisons with the communist movement of the 1930s, when terribly respectable Cambridge undergraduates were flying the red flag.

He also enjoyed pointing out that jokes are recycled down the years. At the time he began writing, older, traditional commentators enjoyed claiming that the trends for long hair and less rigidly gendered clothing meant that they couldn’t tell what sex the young people of today were. That same joke, observed Terry, had been published in a cartoon in Punch in the 1880s and, what’s more, it had been a comic observation in medieval times too. Terry would often quote a favourite Middle Ages joke: ‘The way that people do dress you cannot tell who are the boys and who are the girls.’ It was the same reaction to changing fashions, passed down the ages. Perhaps it was Terry’s love of comedy, and love of contemporary parallels, that went some way to, on occasions, dulling his clear reputation as a learned historian with a great deal of sense to say.

Terry had another niggling theory regarding Chaucer: a dark suspicion that Chaucer’s death in 1400 was so mysterious and so undocumented. Even that date is uncertain; it was etched onto his tomb some hundred years after his death. There was no will, nothing. And this was a very famous man, an important public figure: a famed writer, considered the country’s finest living poet, a respected public speaker, a scholar and diplomat, as well as brother-in-law to John of Gaunt, one of the most powerful men in the kingdom. And for such a person, so well known at the time of his death, to leave behind no record, no clue to the cause of his death, seemed deeply suspect to Terry. To conjoin the past and the present, as we must, this was a celebrity, or, as Terry referred to him, ‘the pre-eminent intellectual superstar of his time’, and yet his sudden and unexpected passing left absolutely no trace. For Terry the historian, this was all too bizarre. This greatest of English writers didn’t even leave any manuscripts behind. As Terry pondered with incredulity: ‘How could this be?’

It was an intriguing question for any historian. However, for a while, Terry’s polymath, butterfly brain was consumed by many other pressing projects. He was intrigued by the end of Chaucer but felt that it was such a vast task, he would have to set aside far too much valuable time in order to do it justice.

Then, in the late 1990s, he was invited to attend the Chaucer Congress, a symposium of Chaucer scholars in Paris. As part of Terry’s lecture, he wanted to use his session to summarise his suspicions about Chaucer’s death, to momentarily scratch this itch. Terry Durland, senior lecturer in literature at Trinity College, Dublin, suggested that instead of a talk they hold a coroner’s inquest. It was to be a living, breathing, contemporary investigation into Chaucer’s death, with Durland acting as the coroner and Terry as the chief accuser alongside three other academics, Juliette Dor, Alan Fletcher and Robert Yeager. It swiftly proved that this fascinating hypothesis could be best explored by a hive mind of experts. It would also mean that Terry would have some heavyweight assistance in compiling his book. Thus it was that this collective of historians, under Terry’s headline name, found a publisher for their findings.

Twenty-odd years since turning down Chaucer’s Knight, it was old Python faithful Methuen who published this voluminous and well-crafted criminal spin on the passing of Chaucer, Who Murdered Chaucer? A Medieval Mystery, in 2003. It was, as the title suggests, more of a detective yarn about the writer than another reappraisal of his work. Terry set up this crime fiction-cum-historical debate, suggesting murder or political assassination, based on the idea that Chaucer’s work had become awkward and inconvenient as the reactionary Henry IV expunged the liberal legacy of Richard II. It was all to do with the maelstrom at the heart of English politics at the beginning of the fourteenth century. By the dawn of the twenty-first century that was a field of expertise Terry was well respected for and a topic that, as the publisher’s blurb put it, combined his usual: ‘revelatory scholarship with the flair for narrative that marks all [his] work . . . an absorbing synthesis of history and literary analysis.’

It was pure serendipity, but Terry’s delving into Chaucer’s final chapter came hot on the heels of the BBC’s high-profile dramatisations of eight of his Canterbury Tales. Terry, who dutifully sat through one of these – ‘The Sea Captain’s Tale’ – saw exactly what the series was doing. It wasn’t really Chaucer but it was what Chaucer would have done with a twenty-first-century BBC film crew, a contemporary reimagining of a Chaucer theme, which, in turn, he had borrowed, maybe from our old Italian chum Boccaccio or maybe from some other even earlier writer. However, Terry’s real frustration over the series was that, as a result, the BBC refused to commission his own Chaucer documentary. With the drama series, in tow with a run of animated adaptations, Terry was told, in no uncertain terms, that ‘the BBC thought that was enough Chaucer!’

In January 2004 the Beeb did broadcast Terry’s major TV series Medieval Lives, though, an ambitious documentary travelogue in association with Professor Alan Ereira. Who ‘had read Chaucer’s Knight long before I met Terry, and thought that what he did was very clever. And original.’ Alan wasn’t 100 per cent in agreement with everything Terry had written, but that is always the way with historians and he was, in the main, with him pretty much all the way.

As Terry explained with regards to the purpose of Medieval Lives: ‘it was my way to get my own back on the Renaissance!’ He had a historical bee in his bonnet again, and it was a frustration that historians and art critics would light up at the merest mention of the Renaissance, as if the human race had no sense of individuality before it. In fact, Terry would argue, the Renaissance was a retrograde step in how it not only celebrated the learnings of Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome as the ultimate in enlightenment but urged the population to return to writing and conversing in classical Latin. As a result, it killed spoken Latin stone dead. This was the very reason why Terry championed the writings of Chaucer and Dante: they energetically wrote in the vernacular and, thus, ‘celebrated the vitality, exuberance and individuality of ordinary men and women.’ These were writers who wrote in a very modern way, and, as Terry argued, the Middle Ages was a very modern place to live!

He would revolt when historians would condemn the Middle Ages as some sort of uninspiring era of stagnation and ignorance. Nor should one ever – even in jest – suggest to Terry that people in medieval England were convinced that the world was flat. They really didn’t believe that. It was an invention – aimed at the legacy of Christopher Columbus – by the American writer of Sleepy Hollow, Washington Irving, in 1828. It was a myth that endured all the way through to a debunking of the Middle Ages in a millennium opinion piece in the New York Times. A piece that added fuel to the fire of Terry’s aim in writing Medieval Lives. He would talk delightfully about his favourite medieval writers, with Chaucer front stage and central, of course. To Terry, the voices of these 600-year-old scribes rang in his ears on a daily basis, and they were, genuinely, ‘just as alive as we are today’. It was his historical mission to share this passion. To share his knowledge and understanding of Chaucer, simply as a way to know and understand more about ourselves.

And that’s exactly what history is. What history meant to Terry. It was a way to connect the present with the past, a way to sprinkle some wonderment over those long, often misinterpreted voices. And, for Terry, the straightest way to get his message across – the swiftest arrow to the heart of the matter – was comedy. And if that meant wallowing in yet another screening and post-screening discussion of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, then so be it.

Thirty summers after it had taken Britain and then, rather wonderfully and rather surprisingly, America, by storm, the film itself was now history. A living, breathing, laughing, but accurate, history of Terry’s Middle Ages. Terry was chuffed to talk about Grail. At any time. Not only was it a film he was inordinately proud of – achieving, as it does, a very funny celebration of medieval history – but it was a blessed relief that people still loved it as much as they did. For many it is the Python document. The Holy Grail, if you will.

Even as the twenty-first century rattled on remorselessly, Terry could give you a cold stare and shiver at the memory of the uncertainty and unsteadiness of the pre-production and filming of Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Despite their apparent confidence and ease in embracing books and the stage, the Python group were well aware of the bigger, international arena that cinema opened up. After much cajoling and rewriting, many within the group voiced concerns that the final shooting script just wasn’t funny enough. Terry, as lead director, had faith in the material, although even that began to wane during the making of the film. The script was far too ambitious for the budget. The money certainly couldn’t stretch to the planned battle sequence that was the original ending of the final shooting script for the film. This medieval massacre was, therefore, scuppered before it even began, by the appearance of extras, dressed as contemporary police officers, breaking up the fight: like the law of 1975 stepping in and dispersing an overly keen historical re-enactment group.

But even the constraints of the limited budget added charm to Monty Python and the Holy Grail. The Middle Ages meets the mid-Seventies. The invasion of the now into the past at the film’s end is one final, self-aware acknowledgement of the reality of Python comedy within not only history, but in the act of making a film. However, Terry’s initial dilemma about covering up the shortcomings of the money at his disposal was compounded by the reaction of the audience who sat and watched the rough cut of the film. This was a crowd of investors and, as Terry recalled, sure enough: ‘they laughed for the first five minutes, then absolute silence for the whole rest of the film. It was one of the worst nights of my life.’

Things could only get better – and they did. Monty Python and the Holy Grail holds some of Python’s most treasured and oft-quoted characters: Eric Idle crying out, ‘Bring out your dead!’ and even accepting those who aren’t quite dead yet; Terry Gilliam’s moronic jailer who has ‘got lumps of it round the back!’; and that most charming of Terry’s performances, our beloved, pale and pathetic Prince Herbert, of Swamp Castle, who rather than marrying a princess with huge tracts of land, just wants to sing, sing, sing . . .

The Charisma record, The Album of the Soundtrack of the Trailer of the Film of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, was around half soundtrack and half fresh material recorded in March 1975, ahead of the film’s release across America. And it was Terry, along with Graham Chapman, who journeyed to the States in order to promote the film. They attended the New York screening, which attracted a crowd of people desperate for a ticket. Such was the buzz of popularity that, when Terry and Graham arrived for the screening in Chicago, they found a young Python devotee there already; he had got to the cinema early in order to guarantee himself a seat. This was ‘Professor of Python’ Kim ‘Howard’ Johnson: ‘Monty Python had been running on PBS – the Public Broadcasting Service – firstly in Dallas, and then across the country. I had got obsessed with the show. A lot of America had got obsessed with Python. So much so that the queue for the Holy Grail screening at the Carnegie Theatre in Chicago was right round the block. I had been there for hours and hours in order to get a front row seat. And I had a couple of carved coconuts as gifts for Graham and Terry.’

As with almost everything Terry did, the coconuts were not just comedy, they were comedy history. Their use on location was a handy and cheap way to suggest horses, but the self-same comic trick had, typically, been used by Spike Milligan and his bunch of crazy cronies in A Show Called Fred, in 1956. In that televised attempt at a Goon Show-styled sketch, Peter Sellers and Graham Stark had performed an entrance, on ‘horseback’, with nothing but a coconut each. Suitable then that it was the Goons – well, Sellers and Spike with Dick Emery – in The Case of the Mukkinese Battle-Horn that Terry had selected as the support short film for Grail’s American release. Daylight robbery, I tell you!

Although none of the Pythons expected American success, particularly Terry, in light of the fact that And Now for Something Completely Different had only done moderate business in the States, he did readily agree to add an appearance on PBS to his promotional tour across America. It was ostensibly to urge audiences to go and see Monty Python and the Holy Grail, but Terry’s expectations were low: ‘I went on the channel to bring in some cash. If only to raise enough for our fares home!’ In the end, it was a push that helped the film make a profit of $50 million over the next decade.

A whole lot more money was added to the Holy Grail coffers when, thirty years after the film was made, Eric Idle turned the whole romp into the musical Spamalot. Terry was supportive, reflecting that ‘eventually we all got a little percentage and a credit on the poster, for writing the original film.’ He even attended the Broadway premiere, and the West End one too. It was all glorious grist to the mill of a mini epic that has seen Holy Grail Ale, computer games, action figures, furry bloodstained rabbit slippers and, yes, even collectible coconuts.

And even though he wasn’t around to enjoy the fiftieth-anniversary re-release of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, it is a joyous film that remains instrumental in solidifying and rarefying Terry’s hard historical researches. If people watch the film and then read Chaucer’s Knight, that’s as wonderful a historical legacy as Terry could have hoped for. It is also wonderful that, for Terry, history remained a source of magic and amazement. His final academic job was a translation and reappraisal of the General Prologue to Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales for a proposed website and, most innovatively, an educational mobile phone app. It was eventually launched just a few months after Terry’s death. The app’s creator, Professor Peter Robinson, in Canada, said at the time: ‘Terry’s work and passion for Chaucer was an inspiration.’ The historian never stops learning indeed. And while that is true, for Terry that learning could never start early enough in others. Hence why he would gleefully accept children’s films and children’s television assignments that were oozing with comedy and tinged with history.

At the end of the twentieth century, Terry had a hand in the adapted English script for the French, German and Italian co-production of the live-action comic strip movie Asterix and Obelix Take on Caesar. A typically humorous assault on authority, within Terry’s translated screenplay the oft-repeated and lacklustre orders issued by bored military officers end up simply being vocalised as the same old: ‘Blah! Blah! Blah!’ He also voiced Obelix, the hulking sculptor and deliveryman, in the English version of the film. As played, in the blockbuster flesh, by Gerard Depardieu.

This subversion in comedy and cartoons was a very Terry way of introducing kids to history. Even if that meant reimagining the folk of the Middle Ages as dragons. Yes, as dragons! Blazing Dragons was a popular animated series, a co-production between Nelvana Limited in Canada, and the animation studio Ellipse, in France. Screened in Britain on the commercial station Carlton Television and in America on Toon Disney, it was a rollicking success that, although it only ran from the September of 1996 until the February of 1998, generated and indeed generates a very vocal cult following. While the idea of humanised dragons may sound like the fevered cheese dream of a serious historian, it was, as Terry would tell me with a chuckle over a few pints, the simple result of a very drunken lunch with Emmy-Award winning broadcaster and writer Gavin Scott. He had met and befriended Terry when he was script editor and developer for The Young Indiana Jones Chronicles. Terry was employed as actor and director on the series, and enjoyed the company of Scott. So much so that the gloriously nutty notion of Blazing Dragons was hatched. That initial boozy banter was pretty much Terry’s sole contribution to the franchise. As with much of his life, he regretted never having the time to further develop the idea because he always had something much more pressing to occupy his mind. He couldn’t even slip in a recording session here or a voice-over session there to play one of the key dragons, although: ‘as far as I remember, they wanted me to play the king. It would have been good to be the king. King Allfire of Camelhot. Oh dear! I just couldn’t do it! Not because I didn’t want to. I just didn’t have the time.’ Brooklyn-born actor and artist Aron Tager obliged in Terry’s stead, although Terry did prove available to voice a few characters for the video game based upon the series. He is the 1st Uncouth Revolting Peasant, Trivet the Jester and, most pleasingly of all, Sir Burnevere, a dragon-twist on his Welsh-inspired Holy Grail character. The cartoon television series – in which Burnevere was Scottish and would cry ‘Hoot McGregor!’ when things went wrong – and the computer game it inspired led to a frantic and very vocal online fan club called Blazing Dragons Revolution.

Terry would look, with mock concern, over his pint glass when I mentioned that this dedicated group were continually calling upon Terry and his co-creator to bring the series back. ‘Don’t tell them that I haven’t even ever seen an episode, let alone that I have absolutely no power in bringing it back. Well, maybe I have, but I’m not entirely sure I want to. Is it any good?’ Although no expert, I had seen enough to reassure Terry that it was decidedly Pythonesque in its knowing comedic twisting of history. What’s more, the spirited song and dance opening credits, with colourful dragons having a ball, was very Holy Grail in its singalong quality.

Having returned, with Michael Palin, for a location report for the 30th anniversary DVD of Holy Grail, a few years later Terry, alone, made his own personal pilgrimage back to Doune Castle. Unannounced and unrecognised, it was Historic Scotland employee Catherine Mason who recognised him and gave him the guided tour. There and then he agreed to record the attraction’s audio commentary. Catherine remembers: ‘we provided him with the script but he added and adlibbed that material.’ Sure enough, as you would expect, Terry is always funny and never boring. He even instructs you to press the green button for more on the Python connections from when ‘me and some friends made a very silly film here!’ The only stipulations for Terry were that he would not receive a fee for his services and that the castle must never, ever charge visitors for his guiding narration. As Catherine Mason remembers: ‘it was Terry’s gift to the castle.’ It still is. Terry may be long gone, but his historical passion and comic memories still thrill tourists, with his final lapse into the swallow debate as real swallows swoop over your head!

There’s something fitting that the weird and the wacky and the wonderful kind of bookend Terry’s professional life as a historian. It was a lifelong odyssey, and, while many profiles and even some obituaries called Terry a professional funny man and an amateur historian, Terry always claimed: ‘it’s actually the other way around. It’s not hard to put on a frock and squawk some silly lines! The hard work is getting to grips with Geoffrey Chaucer. That’s something I’m still working out. I think it always will be.’





A Middle Word

A quite unnecessary intrusion into the narrative structure of this book by Eric Idle

Hey, sorry to intrude like this, popping up here in the middle of this book completely uninvited, but I’m far too late for the foreword and I’m not sure I will survive long enough for the afterword, so I thought it best to nip in here to say just how much I loved Terry and how much I still miss him.

I first saw him on stage in 1963 at the Edinburgh Festival, where he was part of the Oxford revue, I was part of the rival Cambridge crew, and Graeme Garden and I popped along to see what they were up to. What they were up to was being very funny, and it was a surprise therefore a few months later to see Terry acting extremely seriously in the West End, in Hang Down Your Head and Die, a polemical play protesting the barbarity of hanging. At that time, I remember, he resembled Anthony Newley, but as he aged he reminded me more of Robert De Niro. He was a handsome bastard anyway, but always a very kind man.

We first worked together after Oxbridge as writers for David Frost on the BBC’s The Frost Report, amidst some of the finest wits in television, including the irreplaceable Marty Feldman and the irrepressible Barry Cryer. We were only callow youths and new to the trade, but they made us very welcome and encouraged us. Terry had cleverly partnered up with Michael Palin, whom I had seen the following year at the Edinburgh Festival and who was funny enough for a brigade of comics, so that when Humphrey Barclay invited me to write and star in a children’s television show to be called Do Not Adjust Your Set I agreed, provided I could have Terry and Michael help write and perform it with me. So they were co-opted by Humphrey and away we went, joining David Jason, Denise Coffey and the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, winning awards for our kids’ show, and garnering a large audience of adults who would race home to watch us at five twenty in the evening. We were extremely popular with waiters, I recall, and two people who stopped work every week to watch us were John Cleese and Graham Chapman. From this grew Monty Python’s Flying Circus, which was a collision between our kids’ show and At Last the 1948 Show. What followed could not have been predicted by any of us – a collaboration that lasted from 1969 until 1983, and grew from a late-night TV show on the BBC to a world-renowned comedy troupe that segued from television into four movies, three of which were brilliantly directed by Terry.

My finest time with Terry was playing Ratty to his Toad in his movie of The Wind in the Willows, which he also wrote and directed, and indeed for the rest of his life we emailed each other as ‘Ratty’ and ‘Toady’. In fact towards the end, as his memory of who people were faded, I asked his son to say hello from Ratty, and to my joy they told me he lit up and beamed.

I have so many happy memories of him, but this isn’t the middle of my book and I have intruded quite enough in this one, so I must make my excuses and leave.

I miss you so much, Toady.

Love,

Ratty

 

Eric Idle, California, May 2025





Chapter Eleven

Albatross? Python Reunited

The one thing we all agreed on was that our chief aim was to be totally unpredictable and never to repeat ourselves. We wanted to be unquantifiable. The very fact that ‘Pythonesque’ is now an adjective in the Oxford English Dictionary means we failed utterly!

 

So is The Wind in the Willows a Monty Python film? Well, no, obviously not. But is it a Python reunion film? Well, yes, kind of. And this was the blessing and the curse for Terry. The albatross round his neck, if you will. Terry valued and understood the lasting legacy of Python. He could somehow detach himself from the Pythons, look at it as an abstract entity; as a very good unit. The whole group together had a natural comedy chemistry. So, as director and instigator, it was Terry who worked hardest to get them all back together again – whether for the Python films proper or by casting his fellow Pythons in his own films.

In a practical sense, such was their comedy bond and working relationship of long standing and international appeal, that, when Terry wrote lines of dialogue for Michael or John or any of them, he not only knew exactly how they would deliver them but also that he could trust them, completely, to understand them. The Python sense of humour was Terry’s sense of humour and, sometimes, it was only another Python who could fully grasp the idea that Terry had in his head. Moreover, not only would the integrity of Terry’s screenplay be preserved, but the film set would be a fun one, of shared memories, shared jokes and shared comradeship. You only have to watch ten seconds of a scene with Terry and Eric in The Wind in the Willows to see that. Terry admired and respected his fellow Pythons, yes, but the verve and energy and sheer electricity that sparked to life when the Pythons assembled often gave him a much-needed fillip.

It seemed the public also needed the feel-good lift that the comedy of Monty Python provided. That initial burst of television episodes ignited a seemingly insatiable need for more Python, in whatever form that might take. Python had always had a very serious business head on its silly shoulders and the demand was lucrative to say the least. However far the six members might wish to drift or move on, reunions, reissues and recycling kept the brand potent; while funerals, feuds and financial meetings kept them in the papers. Every so often, with a sense of inevitability, they would be dragged back together again – yet another fascinating clash of the Python planets, rather like amicably separated parents meeting up once in a while to see how their grown-up children are getting on.

Few writers and performers would eschew the chance of success in order not to occasionally feel like a victim of it. Although, without getting out any small violins, it is possible to see how public demand to make more of something you know has realistically run its course could be frustrating, if everything you do subsequently is liable to be compared unfavourably with it. For example, every lazy journalist would bemoan the fact that Erik the Viking wasn’t as funny as the Python films. Well, it wasn’t a Python film. Terry Gilliam’s Brazil had a chillingly nice Michael Palin; while The Adventures of Baron Munchausen had a bald-pate, speedy Eric Idle. Neither of those were Python films either.

Throughout the late Seventies, even as Terry and Mike were concocting Ripping Yarns, John Cleese and Connie Booth were running Fawlty Towers, Eric was playing with the Rutles, Terry G. was making Jabberwocky and Graham was writing good film roles for himself to play, the Python nostalgia juggernaut continued. Classic sketches were repackaged for The Monty Python Instant Record Collection for Christmas 1977. With this, the Python branding embraced, even encouraged, its naysayers by blatantly admitting that this lavish greatest hits package was nothing more than a complete and utter rip-off. The fact was, of course, that the biggest rock acts, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, had already issued several such greatest hits packages; and that the Python audience wanted a similar such handy compendium of their favourite group. However, the group mentality had been set in stone. The Pythons would always send up the regurgitation of old material; and the audience would laugh at the joke, and laugh as they re-bought. Brilliant comedy as bare-faced commerce.

As a group, since the early days they had taken on commercial ventures. For Michael Palin: ‘it was always fun, and it was going to be paid work. We took on most things. We did a few ads, although neither Terry nor myself were particularly interested in commercials. It paid a lot of money. Politically we didn’t feel right about doing it. It was exploitation of the workers.’ As an antidote for directing adverts for Guinness, and Gibs Shampoo, and Harmony hairspray, and Bird’s Eye frozen food, Terry also delivered Who’s There?, an instructional short film about canvassing for the general election of 1970, on behalf of Harold Wilson’s Labour Party. Deploying his talents to amuse to sell products or help the party was always a means to an end to support Terry’s entrepreneurial ventures and his community spirit, embodied in Vole and the Penrhos Brewery. Terry would also counterbalance the corporate pound by readily performing vintage comedy sketches for Amnesty International concerts and other charitable events.

Resurrecting old Python material was also a means to an end. It brought in money, yes, but it also galvanised the audiences. It kept old fans happy and, it was hoped, attracted new fans. Although, following the success of Monty Python’s Life of Brian, Terry was predictably keen to build on the repackaged legend and generate new Python material. Ideally, another feature film. However, films take a long time to put together and, first and foremost, there was the minor matter of recording one more album outstanding from the contract the group had signed with Charisma Records. Still, Python being Python, they managed to make a benefit out of a beholden promise. Monty Python’s Contractual Obligation Album was recorded over lengthy sessions throughout January, February, March and April of 1980 and, while, as the title suggests, a lot of the material was rehashed sketches from previous comedies, dating back to the I’m Sorry, I’ll Read That Again days, there was fresh material too, including a silly songbook of brand new numbers written by Terry.

Python sound engineer André Jacquemin remembers: ‘everybody was very good and relaxed in the studio. It was fun, as always. And they all worked very hard on it. Terry more than most. Despite that very funny title, there was never a feeling that they were doing the record to get it done. Absolutely no feeling that they were just throwing it together. We recorded far too much material, actually. They all came with their individual bits. That was the only difference. It was less of a team effort, more individuals all working on the same album.’

This more individual approach, along with the vast number of sketches and songs recorded, gives the album a slight sense of the Beatles’ mammoth 1968 release commonly known today as the White Album. The world awaits the full, double record, concept album from the Pythons. The Shite Album, perhaps.

The orchestral version of Terry’s ‘I’m So Worried’ – a song listing things he purported to be concerned about, particularly the baggage retrieval system at Heathrow – was even recorded at Abbey Road. In his wisdom, Terry decided to actually sing it live ‘with this bloody huge orchestra’. So they built a sound booth in the studio and Terry went in and started singing. They did a few takes but the time was running out and it was André who was getting worried. Then Terry wanted to do one more take. André explained to him: ‘Terry, it’s going to be a bit expensive . . .’ But Terry was adamant: ‘No, no, no, don’t worry. We’ve got time to do it’. So they did. ‘That cost us ten grand extra! Just because Terry was being passionate about wanting to do another take!’ recalls André. ‘Terry was really good to work with. And a lot of fun. And very appreciative. Although, at times, he would go off on a tangent because he had his typical Terry feeling that I have to do it this way . . . even if it would get him into trouble and cost us even more money!’

Terry was so enamoured of the ‘I’m So Worried’ song that he asked André to record several different versions of it. One was the country and western version: ‘This was after we had blown a load of money at Abbey Road! Anyway, we did that version back at Redwood Studios [the studio André ran, largely funded by Terry, Michael Palin and various Python-related projects]. But Terry couldn’t quite get it working properly. We had a few attempts at it and Terry stopped and said: “I just don’t know what’s wrong!” Then he had a lightbulb moment. Terry said: “Let me take my trousers down to see if that makes a difference!” So he undid his belt, and dropped his trousers down round his ankles. I had a load of my muso mates, and Terry Jones, in the studio, stood there in his underpants, singing his heart out on “I’m So Worried”. And that’s the version we used!’

So, dear reader, the next time you hear ‘I’m So Worried’, just imagine Terry singing in his underpants, with a studio full of musicians, fit to burst with laughter. Or why not ask your device to play it now. As André remembers: ‘Terry was so chuffed with that. He finished the song, looked at me and said: “I knew that would work!” ’

Any songs that required a certain kind of doom-laden weight would generally fall to Terry, with his semi-operatic kind of Welsh booming voice, memorably on the deliberately dull ‘Here Comes Another One’. He would often ad-lib in a recording session, changing lines as he went and wrong-footing the engineers. ‘Here Comes Another One’ just goes on and on and on, hilariously so, until he comes to a halt and then, after a moment’s pause, goes on a bit longer.

There was an energetic relentlessness about Terry at all times. Particularly when the creative juices were flowing. André remembers him just making up the song ‘Traffic Lights’ on the spot. ‘Terry said: “I’ve got an idea. Hang on . . .” I would be recording everything, all the time, anyway, just in case, but Terry just went into “I Like Traffic Lights . . .” and wouldn’t stop! He wandered over to the piano and started plinking and plonking out this tune. Just making up this really funny, annoyingly unforgettable little song. Totally spontaneous. Organic. That’s why I think there’s this magic affection for what the Pythons did. Just off the cuff. It’s a kind of magic comic genius.’

Monty Python’s Contractual Obligation Album may have been made because it was just that – something they were obligated to do. And yet, perhaps because it forced the team to both delve into their back catalogue and focus their minds on new material, the sessions for the album seem to have energised the Pythons. They certainly energised Terry.

 

Over in America, a cult Python fandom had been growing since Flying Circus had first aired on PBS in 1972, particularly among students. This grew hugely in the slipstream of Holy Grail and Life of Brian, presenting the Pythons with the opportunity to put on a live show on a scale unimaginable in Britain at the time, and make rather a lot of cash doing it.

Monty Python Live at the Hollywood Bowl galvanised the student hysteria for the now-classic silly sketches and songs and indulged the group in rehashing and re-performing the tried and tested favourites they had been doing on stage since the early Seventies. Only this time the audience capacity was seventeen and a half thousand people. And at the four Python gigs, performed at the end of September 1980, the majority of that capacity audience were stoned. They still chanted along to all the familiar routines, though. Yet again, Terry did ‘Nudge, Nudge’ and ‘The Lumberjack Song’, not to mention the blueprint for Python, the Slapstick Lecture from his Oxford days. Terry, as the bashed, bruised and battered victim of the wooden plank, threw himself into this pivotal, pioneering sketch. It was placed right before the intermission, in order for him to shower and compose himself for the second half of the performance.

Despite the huge audiences and love for Python among a certain demographic, the rest of America were not always entirely clear on who or what this ‘Monty Python’ might be. The booker of one television chat show in Philadelphia thought that ‘Monty Python’ was one person. Various lopsided seats had to be dragged onto the set in order to get them all in shot. Terry ended up perching himself upon the knee of fellow guest, singer and Starsky and Hutch action hero David Soul.

Despite the success in America, Terry was never, not for one second, tempted to greedily embrace the strong dollar, even when they were getting amazing offers and the super-tax at home – at a peak of 90 pence in the pound – was less than super for those earning the big money: ‘I love England too much to become a tax exile,’ he explained. Terry supposed it all depended on just how interested you were in money. If he had gone off to Los Angeles and become a tax exile, he’d be cutting himself off from his roots. And Terry could never have done that. He was never particularly motivated by money and fame, for a start. And the beer was rubbish! His ambitions had always been centred around making things.

Safely back in England, Terry couldn’t resist an opportunity to make something with his beloved old writing partner – though strictly speaking it was a filming of a thing from their past. The Box was a television adaptation, directed by Monkee Micky Dolenz, of the ‘Buchanan’s Finest Hour’ play from Their Finest Hours, which Terry had written, with Michael Palin, for the stage and performed at the Sheffield Crucible five years earlier. This version was edited to a commercial television half-hour, with a large packing crate in shot and three dismembered voices: Charles McKeown, as disgraced Member of Parliament Sir Clive Buchanan, Terry as his assistant Harrington and Michael as a French escapologist, complete with dead and decomposing girlfriend.

The tongue-in-cheek commentary has Britishness at its heart – a parody of an advertising campaign on behalf of the strength and durability of British manufacturing. Terry would have revelled






























































Afterword

by Terry Gilliam

My final memory of Terry is of him walking on the Heath.

He looked fantastic. He had lost a little weight and was fitter and looked better than I had seen him in years. He was dressed immaculately. But there was no one at home. He was a shell. A beautiful shell.

He reminded me of somebody out of a children’s story. Out of one of his children’s stories. Or out of the children’s literature he loved so much. Like the White Rabbit in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Dressed so dapperly but in a state of anguish. He would be constantly taking his pocket watch out, checking the time and putting it back. Taking it out, looking at it and putting it back. As if he had somewhere he needed to be. Urgently. The sad fact was that he had nowhere to be. Nothing to get back to.

I like to think of him, head down, scurrying off quickly, and disappearing down the nearest rabbit hole, to find a permanent peace, a permanent happiness.

 

Terry Gilliam, Hampstead, May 2025
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