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Madness with 

DAVID D. DAY 

runs the risk of being caught up in the readily found in some of their television 
abswdity ic analyzes. Prafessorial seri- programming and repeatedly used in what 

The best way to illustrate the trade- 

127 



Cinema 

from BBC "high intellect" programming (a 
kind of broadcast journalist and a class of 
programming they repeatedly satirize), who 
introduces a show called "The Epilogue: A 
Question of Belief."= Cleese is set up as 
moderator of what we presume will be a de- 
bate between two intellectual heavy hitters 
on the question of God's existence - Mon- 
signor Edward Gay, Visiting Pastoral Emis- 
sary at the Somerset Theological College 
and author of the best seller My God, and 
Dr. Tom Jack, "humanist, broadcaster, lec- 
turer, and author of the book Hello, Sailor." 
But Cleese tells us that rather than debate 
God's existence, his two guests have decided 
tonight to wrestle for it, the question to be 
decided by two falls, two submissions, or a 
knockout. The studio backdrop then parts 
to reveal a wrestling ring, where the ring- 
master, in a high pitched, nasal, huckster's 
voice, introduces on his right, "for Jeho- 
vah," Monsignor "Eddie" Gay, and on his 
left, "author of the books The Probkm of 
Kierkegaard and Hello, Sailor, and Professor 
of Modern Theological Philosophy at the 
University of East Anglia, Dr. Tom Jack." 
The two then start to wrestle, with Cleese 
providing sportscaster analysis of the match, 
before the scene changes. 

This short sketch nicely illustrates my 
point in this essay. Theological and meta- 
physical debates are about as abstruse and 
rarified as forms of dispute come. By their 
very nature they involve subtle intellectual 
distinctions and questions of proof and be- 
lief that as a rule cannot be settled finally. 
Above all, theology and metaphysics are in- 
tellectual disciplines. But here, they are un- 
expectedly juxtaposed with wrestling - and 
while intending no slight to the complexities 
of wrestlug, compared to metaphysics the 
sport dearly is not subtle. Rather, it is terri- 
bly obvious, and almost altogether physical. 

The juxtapositioning of these two 
kinds of contest is so violent and jarring that 
it makes us laugh, from surprise and shock 
as much as from anything else. But the 
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humor is even more subtle - there's a strong 
satirical edge to the juxtaposition as well. 
The existence of God is an issue about 
which many people would like some cer- 
tainty. And yet as the history of philosophy 
and theology has shown, these disciplines 
have been frustratingly unable to answer 
this extremely difficult question. Sports, on 
the other hand, almost always produces a 
clear winner and loser (enough so that when 
a tie occurs, fans of both sides are often 
more frustrated than they would be by a 
clear loss for their side). The sketch thus 
subtly satirizes a very human desire for cer- 
tainty-wouldn't it be wonderful if we 
could answer the question of God's exis- 
tence as simply as we settle a wrestling 
match? In fact, Cleese in a voice over at the 

two falls to a submission." 
Many of the juxtapositions in Monty, 

Python's humor are made much funnier by 
the anachronism of the two things being 
put together. Take for example "The Attila 
the Hun S h ~ w . " ~  This sketch from the s e e  
ond season starts off with Cleese's voiceover' 
of clips from old Hollywood costume spec- 
taculars, in which he talks of the various 
barbarian leaders ravaging the Roman Em- 
pire in the fifth century, of whom "none 
surpassed in power and cruelty the mighty 
Attila the Hun." The scene then cuts to 
"The Attila the Hun Show," in which we see 
Cleese as Attila in black leather armor, long 

Van Dyke - comes into his blandly deco- 
rated suburban home, the only nod t~ 
"Hunnish" style a pair of crossed spears on 
the wall, and gives a present to his two chil- 
dren, Jenny and Robby Attila the Hun - a 
severed head. Cleese then mugs a huge smile 
into the camera, saying that he wants his 

yqg$&&;*-? 
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ontation between Arthur 
e peasant. This scene begins 

a standard that seems to con- 

In any case, the situation is 

d with sticks and piling up 

iding up behind Dennis as he 
, pulling a heavy cart. Thanlcs 

scene s bbcking, Dennis and Arthur 
framing a distant castle. Both these 
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shats are ideologically lnaBed. Their setups 
in each case present h l b ~ i i a g  peasants in 
the fareground with a qamb J of authority 
placed behind and slightly abwe h, the 
stanch4 (and Arthur) in the &s;t shot and 
the castle in the second. 

The scene develops to identify e&i-s. 
ideology. Arthur mistakenly accosts Dennis 
as "old woman," as&% who the owner of 
the castle is. At this point, perhaps because 
of the scene's setup, but as much because we 
41 have certain ideas (variously derived) 
about how peasants behaved in the Middle 
Agwx~wards their betters, we expect Den- 
nis to show soms d c k e w .  Dennis ia, how- 
ever, aayding but,deEkm&A in his re- 
sgme.  h m d  he t&s.&thur that he and 
-iani~~are--.~ --- 

dicalist commune. Dennis also objects to 
Arthur's automatic treatment of him "as an 
iderior," and he accuses Arthur of "ex- 
ploiting the workers" and "hanging on to 
outdared impezialist dogma." The conflict 
intensib as Arthur becomes increasingly 
exasperated with. Dennis's torrent of quasi- 
Mar& rhetoric, which grows more impu- 
dent and abusive with the arrival of rein- 
forcemento, In the middle of their argument, 
the other peasant intmdes, saying, "Den- 
nis, the~e's some l o d y  filth over here." 
Then, being informed that Arthur is.her 
king, she wmts te know how he got to be 
king -she "diddt v ~ t e  fw hh." 

Aahyr, his eyes turned heavenward, 
launches into a description of h ~ w  he re- 
ceived his kingship by the supernatural 
sanction of "the Lady of the Lake, her arm 
clad in the purest shimmering samite," who 
lifted Exdibur "aloft from the bosom of 
the water, sqydying by divine providencen 
that he, Arthur, "was to carry Exdibur." As 
he speaks, a, choir of angelic voices begins to 
sing m t k e ~ a C ~ o t m d ~ ~  . , 

---- 

bnwive rep ulsiveness makes Arthur a sym- 
pathetic character here, Arthur is, nonethe- 
less, abruptly cut short by Dennis' derisive 
squawk, followed by oBe of .the funniest 



lines in &e movie; "Strange women lying in 
ponds d i ~ r i b ~ ~ ~ s w a i d s  is no basis for a 
system of gowmment: You can't expect to 
wield supreme executive power just because 
some w a t q  tart. threw a sword at  you!" 

The juxtaposition of unlikes is clear 
here: the dialogue offers two radically 
different ideas about where the right to rule 
derives from, each drawn from very differ- 
ent periods in history. Arthur's is the more 
authentically medieval of the two: he claims 
to rule by supernatural sanction, reflected 
by the intervention of the Lady, This is not 
surprising: medieval political theory saw a 
reflection of the divine order in the struc- 
turing of the moflarrchical state. As Dante 
puts it, "When mankind is subject to one 
Prince it is most like to God and &is inz- 

' 

plies conformity to the diwirt-e intention, 
which is the condition of perfeaion" (13). 
Dennis' reply is of course thoroughly mod- 
ern: political power "derives from the man- 
date of the masses, not from some farcical 
aquatic ceremony." As with "The Epilogue" 
and "The Attila the Hun Show," the j m -  
positioning of these two ideas is startling 
and funny. But the humor becomes much 
sharper by the presence of anachtsnism in 
the juxtaposition. Dennis refers to Arthur's 
ideas as "outdgted." But in the Middle Ages, 
they would not seem outdated at all, andso 
Dennis's dismissal of them seems that much 
more bizarre and jarring. The satire also be- 
comes more incisive. I am puttihg this 
crudely, but generally speaking, Marxist 
theory hm tended ro see in the "exploita- 
tive" medieval s o d  order an earlier form 
of economic arganizaticsn later transcended 
by capitalism, as capit&.sm would be tran- 
scended by communism. There is a sort of 
self-congratulatory positivism in this 
stance: we who live a t  the end af history 
can afford to patronize a past we have tran- 
scended by imagining ir any way we want 
to. Having Dennis anticipate the worker's 
utopia in this way ~atirizes the modem ten- 
dency to create a pwt that bolsters our cur- 

rent political self-satisfaction (rather ironi- 
cally, given the course of political history 
since the movie came out in 1975). 

There are other free standing gems of 
this kind in the movie-such as the 
Rambo-esque juxtaposition of modern mil- 
itary hardware arrd medieval religious relics 
irr the scene involving the Holy Hand 
Grenade of h t i o c h  with its biblical in- 
struction manual, the Book of Armaments. 
A much more complicated series of these 
juxtapositions involves the film's "self-ref- 
erentiality" - its tendency to call attention 
to itself as a fictional narrative being made 
about King Arthur and the Middle Ages 
more generally but in our own technolog- 
ically ssphisticated present. 

One example of this self-referenudity 
accurred in ths &st advertisements for the 
film: the o r @ d  1975 poster for the film 
prodaimed that it "sets movie making back 
900 years." The anachronistic absurdity of 
the joke - there was no film 900 years ago 
- nevertheless zeroes in on a very real mod- 
ern desire to know the past: iffilm malting 
technology had existed in the Middle Ages, 
wouldn't it now be possible to know that 
disrant time and place much better than we 
currently do? Film, after all, shows us things 
as they really are; it is as close as we have 
come to a truly transparent medium of rep- 
resentation. The problem with this wish, 
though, is that film is no less crafted than 
any other narrative mode - and like any 
such mode, it will show'traces of its fiaiond, 
manufactured nature in various ways. In 
films about the past, bad costumes, histor- 
ical inaccuraoies, or stilted, archaic dialogue 
might be some of the more noticeable fea- 
tures of the film's manufactured nature. 
Film itself, by the use of camera shots, light- 
ing, and other technical aspects of the %- 
guage" of film, will also show up the created 
nature of the movie. To heighten the sense 
of rdism in the film, movies about the past 
usually try to avoid these problems by pay- 
ing very dose attention to the minutiae of 
I 



&Presentation (as with The Last of 
$it@* and G u a t u r  1. Mong Ppbon 
?,Holy GaiA though, does just the 
la;- Despite a very sophisticated and 
i-swtive visual style, from the fifm 
m, this fih call& attention to its 
Fawe by coatinually juxtaposing the 
rn 831wion with the means necessary 

it. 
tle most notorious of these incidents 
s rhe mcormut shells, which anyone 
,ever seen bfilm will always men- 
t &st time it comes UD in conversa- 

ilm propt r s m A o f f  (after the 
if the c t k &  subtitled in Swedish) 

of lwge white uncial 
: b a c b u n d  r d n e  

hwisb of heroic music. The writ- 
ithe s ~ &  set vp an (extremely =- 
-4 be "medieval," whatever that 
-We hme the date, and we have the 
s met Americans, anyway, E&d 

ddle Ages 
wer heard 

usually go' tog&eJ); 
of the Holy Grail, we 

film has something ;o do with 
athur-so we are set up to expect 
=ion of the medieval. And the fib 

plays on these expectations: rhere 
k mist blown on a siehinp, omi- 

(Englanc 
then that 

u u. 

d is gray and foggy, 
cryptic standard from 

n w n e  with &ur and Dennis ap- 
b$c k cryptic, but nonetheless it feeds 

eeptions: 
ed in the 

people were tortured 
Middle h e s  all the " 

k&nd while nailing them to wagon 
@ and sticking the whole affair on a 
bsmy not be authentic, the scene 
b its intended effm. Then the most 

thing ha 
ves cloppi 

.ppens: we hear the 
rig for a second or two 

' ' we see what is really making the 
,4 Most people seeing the movie the P 
ne probably expect to see a hi&, 

&brse, come out of that mist - few 

ideas modern peapk have about the Mid- 
dle Ages are more o-ipresent than the 
image af the k n i i t .  He b w  rqresenrs our 
m i m a  o&awe at the barback splendor of 
the Mddle Ages and nr f ~ s  vio- 
lence and hierarchy. But what comes CW 
screen is ~f course King -Ar&m and h3s 
squire, both on foot, with & qwha dick- 
ing two'coconut shells together to make the 
sound of the horse's hooves. 

This scene is wonderful because it al- 
most impudendy insists on the importans 
of gettlng the sound of a medieval icon 
right, even if it denies us (for a while, any- 
w) & v k d  represeatatism &&at icon. 
The Fy&~a rrmpe &qlap WST of com- 
i d y  m i s p l d  ksiaess wI&.*ag .one 

ri&r while failkg nr seedm leaving 
another. out tends to d e  t b  exedsk 
rather pointless (except as self .mo&e ry, at 
which it succeeds brilliantly, -of course). And 
the scene virtually shouts out, "This is a 
movie, and what's more, a very GiUy movie 
that will continually call artention to the 
k t  that it's a silly movie and nothing more. 
Deal with it." 

The scene is perhaps the most memo- 
rable example of Monty @don and the Holy 
Grails tendency to undercut its illusion by 
juxtaposing it with the means for creating 
that illusion. But there are orhers. One that 
is especially hnny occurs late in the film, as 
Arthur and his knights are king chased 
around by the Black Beast of Aaaaar- 
rrrgghh. Tk sequence is of course ani- 
mated in Terry Gillieys wonderful "mock 
illurninsion' style, although the Beast itself 
looks like one of the -flabby, rounded 
grotesques from the animated sequences in 
the TV series. The narrator (Michael Palin) 
solemnly intones that the heroes wouM cer- 
tainly have perished had not the animator 
suffered a sudden, fatal heart attack, where- 
upon the scene cuts briefly to Gill& hav- 
ing a seizure, then back to the Beast van- 
ishing from the cartoon. Again, illusion is 
juxtaposed with the means of creating it. 
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It is probably far too grave to refer to 
this particular kind of juxtaposition as a 
theme in Monty Python and the Holy Grail. 
But it probably is not being too serious to 
refer to it as a major feature of the movie's 
plot, such as it is, especially considering a 
thread that starts around halfway through 
the film, after the failure of the Trojan Rab- 
bit ploy. An elderly, tweed suited, spectacled 
man, referred to in a subtitle only as "a fa- 
mous historian," comes on screen to explain 
Arthur's subsequent strategy for taking the 
castle. This man is a cartoon example of the 
sort of academic the Monty Python troupe 
regularly satirized on television. He looks 
like the stereotype of the British academic, 
and sounds like one, too: his English is 
carefully correct, he has the right accent, 
and he speaks and gestures withthe sort of 
animation academics famously bring to let- - 
tures about subjects most people cannot get 
that worked up about. Then there is a drum 
of horse's hooves, followed by the appear- 
ance of a knight on a real horse, in full 
armor, who flashes between the camera and 
the historian and cuts him down with a sin- 
gle stroke. 

The brutality of this scene is shocking 
but also finny: the historian's explanation 
is simply unnecessary to follow the film's 
plot, and we mourn him no more than we 
might any other big mouth interrupting an 
amusing story. His wife, or daughter, or 
some other middle aged female relation is 
upset, though, and she appears on screen 
standing over his body before the story 
moves on to the "Tale of Sir Robin." The 
narrative again briefly alludes to this new 
subplot several scenes later, when the 
episode of the Knights Who Say "Ni" is fol- 
lowed by a brief shot showing the same 
woman standing over the historian's body 
with several policemen, plainly telling them 
what happened. The policemen next appear 
standing by the shrubbery plot of the 
Knights Who Say "Ni," following the ex- 
plosion of the Holy Hand Grenade and 

alerted to its sound. They appear again after 
Arthur outwits the Bridge Keeper, shaking 
Lancelot down as he leans with his hands 
against the roof of their squad car, the sta- 
tic and scratchy voices of their radios pro- 
viding the shot's only sound. And their final 
and most important appearance is of course 
in the film's last scene, when their car pulls 
up in front of Arthur's advancing army.-~he 
last shot is of Arthur being led away in 
handcuffs, obliterated finally by a pdice- 
man's bark of "that's enough" and his palm 
covering the camera. 

These last juxtapositions of the film's 
"outside," the means-and circumstances of 
its production, with its fictional medieval 
"inside," very amusingly tie the film up. 
When Monty Python and the Holy Grail was 
first released, I remember hearing more than 
one person remark that the ending was 
something of a disappointment, and I al- 
ways wondered if there were any more ap- 
propriate way the Python troupe might 
have ended it. But I have always concluded 
there was not. In an interview taped at the, 
time the Fawlv Towers videotapes were re- 
leased, John Cleese remarked that people 
staying in hotels are always under the illu- 
sion that they have some ownership of their 
room, when in reality there is a host of staff 
who constantly want to get in that room, for 
various reasons. The situation with Monq 
Python and the Holy Grail is humorously 
similar: the makers of the medieval fiction 
may want to have their world, their room, 
all to themselves as a sort of imaginary 
space, but modernity intrudes in spite of 
their best efforts. Sometimes they have to 
use coconuts to make the sound of horses if 
they cannot get the real thing; sometimes 
the animators keel over and die; sometimes 
the cops break in and stop the party, espe- 
cially if the film has knights on the set run- 
ning around killing historical consultants. 
The film thus satirizes not just particular 
views and ideas that we have of the Middle 
Ages, but the modern obsession with mak- 
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King Arthur and his knights encounter one of the Knights Who Say "Ni" in Terry Gilliam and Terry 
Jones's 1975 film Monty +on and the Holy Grail. 

ing and holding them at all. The film seems century world. Tennyson writes of a Round 
to say that the enterprise of historical recre- Table maintained by united faith in the vi- 
ation simply cannot be maintained. sion of an ideal leader, an act of will he 

Perhaps it is not surprising that Monty feared the British Empire of his own day was 
Python and the Holy Grail is concerned with growing incapable of. 
how the means of fiction impact on its mat- Graham Chapman's Arthur is simi- 

for centuries. Such a concern is wen less sur- rious as we expect Arthur to be, but his 

English treatment of Arthur as a warrior his followers, he says in disgust, "Let's not 
king, to produce the story of an ideal, go to Camelot. It is a silly place." This is 
chivalrous society standing as an example to truly an Arthur for the post-Vietnam po- 
his own politically fragmented mid-fifteenth litical and social cynicism of the 1970s: 
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individuals may be fine, but collective in- 
stitutions disappoint. 

Rather s&&isingly, and interestingly, 
this te&ique of juxtaposing anachronistic 
unlikes Gcwes on issues that professional 
rnedkvalists were only beginning to be aware 
of when I first wrote on Mong @thm and 
#be Holy Gail ten years ago. At that time, 
scholars of medieval literature such as Lee 
Patterson, David Aers, and Sheila Delaney 
were actively debating the then tottering 
methods of the "patristic school" represented 
by critics such as D. W. Robertson, Jr., 
which sought to interpret medieval texts ac- 
cording to the models of medieval Biblical 
e~egesis.~ Patterson and the others essentially 

I argued &a patristic schohrihip wm based 
' on a politidly consemzive, per+ even 
,' reactionary, ihlization of the Middle Ages 

as an historical period free of textual ambi- 
guity, when the meaning of texts could be 
neatly discovered by application of a pre- 
vailing interpretive template controlled by 
. the medieval church. Rather than try to re- 
place this conse~ative approach with one 
more liberal, these scholars argued for a crit- 
icism that EranMy admitted its ideological - 
motivations and preconceptions &en as it 
usedthem to interpret the past. As hers put 
it, "To acknowledge this [one's ideological 
stance and the effects it has on one's criti- 
cism] is to acknowledge severe problems. 
But these are simply unavoidable, and they 
are best confronted openly" (2). Here was a 
medid i sm that tried to acknowledge its 
means even as it used them to recapture the 
past, a juxtaposition not unlike that de- 
ployed to humorous effect in Monty +hen 
and the Holy Gail. 

In the decade since, this historio- 
graphic sophistication has become much 
more the norm in medieval studies, not just 
in literature but in history, enough so that 
a m e d i d  historian like Norman Cantor 
can write a fairly popular book on the sub- 
ject -Inventing the M i a k  Ages. Even more 
remarkable may be the way this awareness 
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of how means condition product is now d 
over the historical map. For example, it is 
of central concern in books on the person-; 
ality of Hitler, such as Ron Rosenbaam's E5G. 
pkzining Hitder, or to the issues of Holocaust 
denial raised by the David Irving libel trial. ' 

But then, this conflict is perhaps not so sur- 
prising after all. In both these areas, the 
litical basis af historical interpretation i8 
glaring, much more so than in medieval 
studies. 

tention of cruquing historiography 
they made either their TV series or 

them sound like very serious dr 
would take a bt of the fun out 

parallels (for lack of a better word) the a n -  
cerns of historians and other academics is 
interesting. When the troupe satirizes the 
ways we know the past and our motives in 
doing so, they seem to be treading the same 
intellectual path or one very similar to that 
which the serious academics whom rhey sat- 
irize have since trodden. That the Python ' 
troupe got there first is a wryly funny &m ! 
ment on the frequent obtuseness of acade- 
mic critics, and also the way that witty 
comics can brilliantly identify the same iw 
sues academics do - treating them with a '  
humor and lightness of touch never found 
in professional criticism. But any critic who . 
has thoughtfully read Swift or Chauer, or 
carefully watched Monty Python and the 
Holy Grail, should not be surprised to find 
his subject anticipating him. 

NOTES 
1. Day, *Monty Python and the M e d i d  

Other" 84-92. 
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