
The Cult of Python 

I have seen Monty Python and the Holy Grail at least sixty times. 

I first watched it in 2001, when I was nine years old. In hindsight, I don’t think nine was an 

appropriate age to be watching British sketch comedy for the first time, but my parents laughed in the face 

of MPAA ratings and anyway, I’d begged to see it almost as hard as I’d begged to get the fourth Harry 

Potter book the day it came out. 

(“Do you have to read all the time?” my father asked, glancing at my pile of library books as he set 

down his NASA badge and suitcase on the dining room table. “I mean, it’s great, but you could go outside 

every once in a while.” 

“If I go outside someone will tell me how the book ends and my life will be over,” I said, in a tone 

of grave urgency. 

My father turned to my mother in mock sadness. “Think of the potential. We shouldn’t have given 

her books as a child. We should have given her math formulas.”) 

I loved stories, and I read books and watched movies far above age-appropriate levels simply 

because they interested me. But I didn’t want to watch Holy Grail because it interested me. I wanted to 

watch it because Megan Idle had told me to. 

Megan Idle was in sixth grade with me. She had a wild mass of frizzy brown hair and wore round, 

John Lennon-esque glasses that made her blue eyes seem impossibly large. She was routinely dismissed 

from Ancient History for laughing too loudly in the back of the classroom, and she carved pictures of cats 

into the long wooden desks in Earth Science. The only person who seemed to be friends with her was a 

mousy girl named Katherine who never seemed to speak; all of the kids who wanted to keep their 

reputations intact stayed as far away from Megan as was possible in a middle school of only one hundred 

students. 



Naturally she fascinated me. 

I was not unpopular in sixth grade; most people liked me, and a lot of the pink polo-clad girls with 

long straight hair and the latest bellbottom jeans liked to confide in me, presumably because I had a 

bowlcut and braces and glasses and they felt sorry for me for looking like an exceptionally ugly five-year-

old boy. But I didn’t want to be like them, these girls who told me stories about the Davids and Matthews 

and Charlies that they had dated for ten minutes on Instant Messenger before they’d ended their romance 

with a smiley face and “lol.” No, I wanted to be like Megan Idle, Lennon glasses and all. So when 

Annabel, a study hall friend of mine who shared my passion for books, told me that she was sitting with 

Megan and Katherine at lunch that day and asked if I wanted to come with her, I didn’t hesitate. 

 

All I will say about that first lunch with Megan Idle is this: she had Dunkaroos, and she let me 

have some. That’s when I knew I’d made the right decision. Oh, and of course there was one more thing, 

and that was her suggestion that Annabel and I watch Holy Grail. It went something like this: 

“Have you guys watched Monty Python and the Holy Grail?” 

“No.” 

“You should, like, watch it.” 

“Yeah, it’s really good,” said Katherine. (She speaks! O speak again, bright angel!) 

“Okay.” 

I liked conversations in middle school: they were simple and to the point. 

 

“You want to watch Monty Python?” asked my dad when I got in the car and explained the 

situation. “Well, maybe I haven’t done that badly with you after all.” 



We watched the movie that night, and I thought it was… okay, for something I didn’t really 

understand. Show me a sixth grader who fully grasps the comedic nuances of any Monty Python sketch 

and I will show you a budding sociopath. I don’t say this to raise any doubts about Megan and Katherine; I 

doubt they could comprehend the movie any more than I did the first time they saw it. Annabel didn’t get 

it either. I know this not because she specifically told me she didn’t get it, but because the next day when 

we all reconvened for lunch, we both spoke of the film in vague but enthusiastic statements: “That part 

with the knight getting his arms and legs chopped off was, like, really gross… but really funny!” and 

“After I watched it I just kept being like ‘Ni!’ over and over and my parents, like, totally didn’t get it!” 

Megan laughed and Katherine nodded and we rehashed a few more scenes with fond confusion. They 

suggested we watch it all together, and of course we agreed, never thinking it would actually happen. 

It did happen. We watched it together, and then we watched it again. We quoted our favorite lines 

at each other, trying to decipher the bit at the end of the Knights of Ni scene when they change their name 

to something long and inaudible. (For the record, it’s “The Knights Who Say Ecky-Ecky-Pkang-Zoop-

Boing-Mumble-Mumble.”) We each picked our favorite knight and acted out the film as that character – 

mine was Sir Lancelot, and to this day I still watch every movie starring John Cleese. We pored over the 

troupe members’ lives, wondering whether Megan was related to Eric Idle by some miraculous twist of 

fate. We skipped down the halls cupping our hands into makeshift coconuts, asking passerby about the air-

speed velocities of unladen swallows, at which point one of us would inevitably yell “African or 

European?” We were empowered by Python, and the fire of our evangelism burned bright. We were the 

Knights of the Round Table. We were invincible. 

 

One day we were sitting in the library singing the Ballad of Sir Robin in perfect tonedeaf harmony, 

when Annabel and Megan handed me a sheet of paper and looked at me expectantly. “What is it?” I asked. 



“A test,” they said. 

I looked down at the paper. In front of me was a sheet of paper, filled with thirty in-depth 

questions about Monty Python trivia. It had been typed neatly in Microsoft Word like any other exam for 

Language Arts or Introduction to Algebra. 

I’m not sure what I said then, if anything at all, because I think my jaw dropped. 

Katherine looked apologetic. “We’re concerned that you’re not putting in as much time studying 

Python as much as the rest of us have. We just wanted to see how you did.” 

My jaw dropped wider, if that was even possible, considering I was at the stage in my orthodontic 

torture that involved fixing my Neanderthal jawline with the sheer force of rubber bands running from the 

top of my mouth to the bottom. “I don’t get it –“ 

“If you get more than five questions wrong, we won’t speak to you for the rest of the week,” said 

Megan firmly. 

Annabel said nothing at first, but the look on her face suggested guilt. “Come on, let’s give her 

some time.” 

As they walked away, I stared down at the paper and realized that the stories were wrong: your life 

didn’t actually flash in front of your eyes when you were about to die. 

 

Some sample questions from my Test of Friendship and Python Prowess: 

1. What is the name of Lancelot’s page? 
(Answer: Concorde) 

 
2. What member of the family did the Majestic Moose once bite? 

(Answer: sister) 
 

3. What is Sir Galahad’s descriptive adjective? 
(Answer: the Chaste) 
 

4. What plant on the shrubbery did the tallest Knight Who Says “Ni” like? 



(Answer: laurels) 
 

5. Who is Sir Not-Appearing-In-This-Film played by? 
(Answer: Michael Palin’s son) 
 
 
 

I really tried to answer the questions on that test. I finished half of them, then left it on the library 

table and walked out. My parents consoled me, my mother telling me that I shouldn’t be friends with girls 

like that anyway. True to their word, none of the three girls spoke to me for the next week. I went back to 

the lunch table of Popular Girls Who Pitied Me, and let them pity me a little more. After a week I was 

back in the foursome, but things had changed for both them and me: I was no longer their equal. To them, 

I was subordinate, only a lackey in their Holy Church of Python. And to me, I was the only one with any 

shred of common sense. 

I stuck with them, though. Despite my lofty image of myself, I was a born follower. I couldn’t 

stand up to them, much as I wanted to, because they had been the first people to really accept me, and 

after that abandonment was out of the question. So I stayed, even as their Monty Python phase waned and 

their Beatles phase waxed. The process started all over again for them, the immersion, the infatuation – 

although I knew more Beatles songs than the rest of them, thanks to my father. By the time The Beatles 

had given way to Good Charlotte, I was fed up. My time in the chains of obsession had come and gone.  

When Megan, Annabel, and Katherine all moved to public school at the end of eighth grade and I 

stayed at private school, I was more than ready to see them go. These days, Megan is married and a 

staunch Republican, Annabel tweets almost exclusively about hockey, and Katherine has yet again faded 

into silence – or at least disappeared beyond the reach of social network stalking. In ninth grade, when we 

watched the film in English class, a girl turned to me and asked, “Didn’t you and your friends act this out 

all the time in middle school? Why did you do that?” 



I gave her a noncommittal answer about preteen phases and bad influences, my eyes still glued to 

the screen. I had been internally quoting all the lines, and I was annoyed that she had interrupted my train 

of thought. It had been three years since I had seen the movie – after that year I imposed an indefinite ban 

on any Monty Python-related media – but the words came to me automatically, almost like a song. It was 

comforting, watching the familiar scenes play out in front of my eyes. I always knew what was coming 

next. 

Even now, I can quote Holy Grail from start to finish without even playing the movie, much to the 

dismay of anyone who let me watch it with them – which happens, at my insistence, at least twice a year. 

But it’s important, that distinction of loving Grail as a film and not as a fuel for friendship. In the end, my 

story is just the same as that of anyone else who lived through middle school: I wanted to make friends, I 

made friends, and then I cut ties with those friends over something completely trivial. 

Besides, Good Charlotte was really bad. I played a song for my parents once, when we were feeling 

nostalgic in the car. After the first few searing guitar chords, my mother covered her ears and shook her 

head at me. 

My father was more articulate. “What is this? It sounds like they’re thirteen and in need of a good 

spanking. Turn this crap off.” 

 


