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Family matinees: fantastic voyages

February 25–March 27, 2011


Time bandits
Saturday, March 12, 12:30 p.m.
Sunday, March 13, 1:00 p.m.

1981, 116 mins. Imported 35mm print from Handmade Films. 
Directed by Terry Gilliam. Produced by Terry Gilliam.  Written by Terry Gilliam and Michael Palin. Photographed by Peter Biziou. Edited by Julian Doyle.  Costume design by James Acheson. Music by Mike Moran.Cast: John Cleese (Robin Hood), Sean Connery (King Agamemnon, Fireman), Shelley Duvall (Dame Pansy, Pansy), Katherine Helmond (Mrs. Ogre), Ian Holm (Napoleon), Michael Palin (Vincent), and Jim Broadbent (Compere).

An excerpt of a review by Vincent Canby, The New York Times, November 6, 1981:
Time Bandits is a cheerfully irreverent lark—part fairy tale, part science fiction and part comedy. It's a fantastic though wobbly flight through history and legend in the company of a small boy named Kevin and six dwarfs named Randall, Fidgit, Wally, Og, Stutter and Vermin. These are not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill little people. They're more like the angry, liberated ids of the crowd Snow White hung out with. 

Because the film… was written by Michael Palin and Terry Gilliam, and directed by Mr. Gilliam, it's no surprise that Time Bandits recalls the manic work of the Monty Python group, of which Mr. Gilliam and Mr. Palin are founding members… 

Time Bandits has as its basis nothing less than the Greatest Mystery Story Ever Told—the creation of the universe. It is the antic idea of Mr. Palin and Mr. Gilliam that the Supreme Being (Sir Ralph Richardson) became a little forgetful toward the end of those first, eventful seven days and left some holes in time. The dwarfs, who had helped Him in His work, but always in lowly tasks -creating trees and bushes and doing repair work of one sort and another—eventually rebelled and took off from His workshop, taking with them a map showing where the ''time holes'' were. 

As Time Bandits begins, the dwarfs have just fled from their master and, accidentally, run into young Kevin in his 20th-century London bedroom. Like the little boy in Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Kevin is delighted by the strangers and enthusiastically joins their grand scheme to become the greatest international bandits in history. 

Nothing, of course, ever works out as planned, especially by this unruly crew. By chance, they fall through one hole in time and find themselves with a short-tempered Napoleon (Ian Holm), who is in the process of conquering Italy. Though victorious, Napoleon is not happy. He feels himself to be surrounded by ''freaks''—men taller than he is. When first seen, Napoleon is sitting in the ruins of Castiglione watching a Punch and Judy show with rapt attention. ''That's what I like,'' says Napoleon, ''little things hitting each other!'' He replaces his general staff with Kevin and the time bandits. 

In swift succession, the dwarfs and Kevin drop into and out of ancient Greece, where Kevin becomes the adopted son and heir of Agamemnon (Sean Connery); Sherwood Forest, ruled by Mr. Cleese's Robin Hood, who affects the forced, royal sort of affability of someone like the Duke of Edinburgh at the inauguration of a public swimming pool; the deck of the Titanic, just in time for one of the dwarfs to order champagne ''with plenty of ice,'' as well as mythical lands inhabited by giants, ogres and worse. 

Also seen from time to time is David Warner as the Evil Genius, who seeks to rule the universe with the dwarfs' time-hole map, and, near the end, the great Sir Ralph, whose God is a benign, weary, graysuited fellow bored to distraction by the question as to why He chose to allow evil loose in the world. He brushes the subject away: ''Something to do with free will, I think.'' 

The physical production is elaborate and lush, and the special effects are marvelously well done. It's played with fine comic style by everyone from Sir Ralph, Mr. Connery, Mr. Holm and Mr. Warner on down through young Craig Warnock (Kevin) and the six irrepressible dwarfs, David Rappaport, Kenny Baker, Jack Purvis, Mike Edmonds, Malcolm Dixon and Tiny Ross. They're definitely not the sort of dwarfs who'd be caught dead whistling while they worked… 
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