
Monty Python Life Of Brian

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Regina & Bentley • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 1

Monty Python Life Of Brian

The Unrivaled Genius of Monty
Python's Life of Brian

In the pantheon of comedic cinema, few films have managed to be as
controversial, beloved, and intellectually enduring as Monty Python's Life
of Brian. Released in 1979, this satirical masterpiece follows the
misadventures of Brian Cohen, a man born in the stable next door to Jesus
Christ, who is repeatedly mistaken for the Messiah. More than just a series
of witty sketches strung together, the film represents a fearless critique of
religious dogma, political groupthink, and blind obedience. Its razor-sharp
writing and unforgettable performances have cemented its status not merely
as a comedy classic, but as a profound cultural landmark that continues to
provoke thought and laughter in equal measure.

The film was directed by Terry Jones and written by the entire Monty
Python troupe, which included Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry
Gilliam, Eric Idle, Michael Palin, and Jones himself. After the international
success of Monty Python and the Holy Grail, the group sought a new target
for their absurdist humor. They originally considered a parody of the life of
Jesus but quickly realized that doing a direct satire of the Gospels might be
too confrontational and thematically limiting. Their genius solution was to
set the story in 33 AD Judea and focus on a peripheral figure—an ordinary,

reluctant man caught up in extraordinary circumstances. This shift in
perspective allowed them to lampoon the mechanics of faith, the fervor of
followers, and the absurdities of organized religion without directly
attacking the figure of Christ, though the film still ignited fiery protests upon
its release.

The Plot: A Reluctant Messiah in a World of Absurdity

Monty Python's Life of Brian centers on Brian Cohen (played brilliantly
by Graham Chapman), a hapless Jewish man born on the same day as Jesus
and in the adjacent stable. The film opens with the Three Wise Men visiting
the wrong manger, offering Brian's mother, Mandy (Terry Jones), gifts
meant for the newborn king. This early scene establishes the film's central
conceit: a case of mistaken identity that spirals into a full-blown religious
movement.

As an adult, Brian is a disgruntled young man who joins the Peoples Front
of Judea, one of several bickering splinter groups fighting against Roman
occupation. Led by the fanatical Reg (John Cleese), the PFJ is more
concerned with ideological purity and internal debates than with any actual
resistance. After a botched attempt to paint anti-Roman graffiti, Brian is
chased by Roman soldiers and seeks refuge on a rooftop. There, he delivers
an improvised speech to a crowd in an attempt to fool the guards. The



crowd, however, misinterprets his words as divine teaching, and soon, Brian
is being followed by a growing multitude of disciples who are determined to
see him as the long-awaited Messiah.

Despite his repeated denials—his famous cry of "I'm not the Messiah! Will
you please listen? I am not the Messiah, do you understand?
Honestly!"—the followers see his humility as further proof of his divinity.
The film then follows Brian's reluctant, frustrating, and ultimately tragic
journey as he is caught between the demands of his followers, the threats of
the Romans, and the manipulations of various political factions. The story
culminates in his crucifixion, but even in this dark moment, the film ends
with the iconic singalong, "Always Look on the Bright Side of Life," a
defiant anthem of resilience in the face of utter despair.

Humor as a Scalpel: Satire and Social
Commentary

What separates Monty Python's Life of Brian from standard comedy is its
layered, intelligent satire. The Python team used humor not just to elicit
laughs, but to dissect the mechanisms of belief, power, and absurdity. The
film's primary target is not faith itself, but the institutional and social
structures that form around it.

Critique of Blind Faith and Dogma

The film's most powerful critique is directed at the followers who are
determined to believe, regardless of what Brian says or does. This is
epitomized in the scene where Brian, exasperated, tells the crowd, "You are
all individuals!" To which the crowd replies in unison, "Yes, we are all

individuals!" One lone man then says, "I'm not." This brilliant exchange
captures the paradox of groupthink: the desire to be part of a movement
often requires the surrender of individual thought. The followers are not
seeking truth; they are seeking a leader to validate their own need for
purpose and belonging. The film argues that this blind devotion can be
dangerous, leading people to ignore reality, reason, and even the object of
their worship's own words.

Political Absurdity and Factionalism

Another rich vein of satire in Monty Python's Life of Brian is its take on
political movements. The numerous Judean splinter groups—the Peoples
Front of Judea, the Judean Peoples Front, the Popular Front of Judea, and
the Judean Popular Peoples Front—are a merciless parody of leftist
factionalism. They spend more time arguing over ideological minutiae and
condemning each other as "splitters" than actually fighting their common
Roman enemy. This satire was a direct reflection of the political climate of
the 1970s, but its relevance has only grown in the modern era, where
political discourse is often characterized by infighting, purity tests, and
performative outrage. The scene where Reg passionately asks, "What have
the Romans ever done for us?" only to be forced to admit they have
provided aqueducts, sanitation, roads, irrigation, medicine, education, wine,
public baths, and peace, is a masterclass in exposing how we often take for
granted the benefits of the very systems we claim to despise.

The Absurdity of Punishment and Bureaucracy

The Roman bureaucracy is portrayed as a cold, efficient, and utterly absurd
machine. The infamous "Biggus Dickus" scene, where a Roman centurion
struggles to maintain his composure while reporting to his superior, Pontius
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Pilate, is a brilliant example of using schoolboy humor to puncture the
pomposity of power. Pilate and his guards have names that sound like Latin
obscenities, and the entire meeting is derailed by the guards' inability to stop
giggling. This scene highlights the inherent ridiculousness of those in power,
reminding us that authority figures are often as flawed and childish as the
people they govern. The final sequence, where Brian is processed through
the Roman justice system with a dry, bureaucratic efficiency, is the ultimate
expression of this theme—the state's machinery of death operates with the
same mundane routine as a tax office.

Controversy and the Fight for Free
Speech

Upon its release, Monty Python's Life of Brian was met with a storm of
controversy, particularly from religious groups. Protests were held in the
United Kingdom, the United States, and several other countries. Some local
councils banned the film, and in some areas, it was only shown under the
protection of the police. The controversy, however, turned out to be a
double-edged sword; it galvanized public interest and sparked a broader
debate about censorship, blasphemy, and the limits of free expression.

Perhaps the most famous fallout was a televised debate in the United
Kingdom hosted by the BBC, which pitted Python members John Cleese
and Michael Palin against the Bishop of Southwark and writer Malcolm
Muggeridge. Cleese and Palin argued that the film was not an attack on faith
but on the institutions that distort and exploit it. They emphasized that the
film was more critical of dogma, hypocrisy, and the herd mentality of
followers than it was of Jesus himself. In fact, Jesus appears only briefly in
the film (during the Sermon on the Mount), and his words are portrayed as

genuinely wise and compassionate, just heard incorrectly by the crowd in
the distance. This defense, coupled with the sheer cleverness of the film,
eventually swayed public opinion. Many critics and religious figures
themselves came to see the film as a valuable, if uncomfortable, piece of
satire that held up a mirror to the dangers of religious absolutism.

Theological Debates and the Nature of Belief

Interestingly, the controversy surrounding Monty Python's Life of Brian
also led to serious theological discussions. Some religious scholars argued
that the film was not blasphemy but rather a form of radical Christian
humanism. By focusing on the gap between the teachings of Christ and the
behavior of his later followers, the film could be seen as a call for a more
authentic, less institutionalized form of faith. The film's critique of false
messiahs and the ease with which a cult can form is a cautionary tale that
resonates with any study of religious history. The philosopher and
theologian Robert M. Price even argued that the film is "one of the most
biblically literate and theologically astute films ever made." This perspective
adds a layer of depth to the film, suggesting that its most powerful function
was not to mock belief, but to question the shape that belief so often takes.

Enduring Legacy and Cultural Impact

Decades after its release, the legacy of Monty Python's Life of Brian
remains immense. It has been consistently ranked among the greatest
comedy films of all time by publications like the British Film Institute,
Empire magazine, and Total Film. Its quotes have permeated the language.
Phrases like "He's not the Messiah, he's a very naughty boy!" "Always look
on the bright side of life," and "What have the Romans ever done for us?"



are instantly recognizable to millions, even to those who have never seen the
film.

The film also had a profound influence on subsequent comedians and
filmmakers. It paved the way for a more intelligent, irreverent style of satire
that tackles major institutions head-on. Monty Python's Life of Brian
demonstrated that comedy could be both deeply silly and profoundly
serious, that it could make you laugh uncontrollably while simultaneously
making you think. It inspired generations of writers to aim higher, to use
humor not just as an escape from reality, but as a powerful tool to examine
it.

The film's final scene, the horrific yet buoyant crucifixion, is perhaps its
most brilliant and controversial stroke. As Brian and his fellow condemned
prisoners are nailed to their crosses, they begin to whistle and sing Eric
Idle's "Always Look on the Bright Side of Life." The juxtaposition of a
gruesome execution with a cheerful, music-hall tune is the ultimate Python
absurdity. But it is also a profound statement on the human condition. It

suggests that even in the face of absolute meaninglessness and suffering, we
can choose to defy despair with a song. This bleak yet life-affirming ending
is what elevates the film from brilliant satire to something approaching the
sublime. It is a reminder that the only way to deal with the absurdity of life
is to laugh at it, and perhaps, to whistle a tune.

Conclusion

Monty Python's Life of Brian endures because it is so much more than a
joke. It is a fearless examination of the human need to believe, the dangers
of group identity, and the absurdity of power. It is a film that manages to be
intellectually rigorous and ridiculously silly in the same breath. Its satire is
as sharp and relevant today as it was in 1979, a testament to the timelessness
of its insights. While it was born in controversy, it has earned its place as a
beloved, cherished classic—a film that continues to provoke, amuse, and
inspire audiences to think critically about the world around them. And
perhaps, in a world that often feels as chaotic and paradoxical as the Roman
province of Judea, that is the most valuable comedy of all.


