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The Story 
How Sweet to Be an Idiot is more than a concert film it’s a time-travelling tribute to the life and legacy 
of Neil Innes. Through a blend of stunning live performances and documentary-style vignettes, we 
trace Neil’s extraordinary journey through British cultural history: from surreal pop satirist with The 
Bonzo Dog Band, to trusted Monty Python collaborator, and the mind behind The Rutles and solo 
TV genius. His music was sharp, silly, poignant and always politically prescient. This film aims to tell 
his story with the same spirit he brought to everything he did: irreverent, generous, and brilliantly 
original.

“He was a great writer and he was eccentric and he was clever 
without being pretentious. And he was the warmest of people to 
be with, he was a most lovely friend.”  

Michael Palin, Monty Python

Neil Innes in The Life of Brian



 

Michael Palin

Yo La Tengo

The Concert 
At the heart of How Sweet to Be an Idiot is the extraordinary 
live concert held at The Indigo at The O2 in November 2024 
— a joyful, funny, and emotionally charged celebration of Neil 
Innes’ life and work. Featuring a unique lineup of friends, 
collaborators, and admirers, the show brought together 
generations of talent to perform Neil’s songs, share stories, 
and revel in his influence. With appearances from Aimee 
Mann, Yo La Tengo, Emo Phillips, Michael Palin, Terry 
Gilliam, Roger McGough, Ade Edmondson, Leg' Larry 
Smith & Rodney Slater from The Bonzos, John Halsey 
(Rutles), and many others, the night was a rare blend of 
music, comedy, and heartfelt remembrance. Captured in 
stunning detail, the concert forms the backbone of the film — 
a living tribute that radiates with the wit, absurdity, and charm 
that defined Neil Innes.

Ade Edmonson

Joe Stillgo

Kevin Eldon

Emp Phillips



Rehearsals 
The day before the concert, performers gathered for a full day of rehearsals and we filmed 

everything. These behind-the-scenes moments offer a rare glimpse into the collaborative spirit 
that defined Neil’s career. Laughter, improvisation, emotional reunions  this material adds an 

informal intimacy to the film, showing the human connections behind the public performances. 
It's also where many contributors opened up about Neil, often more candidly than they ever 

had before.



  The Bonzo Dog Band 

Long before “alternative comedy” had a name, The Bonzos 
were pioneering it — fusing Dadaist absurdity with music hall 
flair, jazz, psychedelia, and anarchy. Led musically by Neil 
Innes and visually by Vivian Stanshall, they created a genre-
defying blend of the silly and the subversive, inspiring 
generations of performers who saw in them permission to be 
weird, clever, and unclassifiable. 

Their influence echoes loudly through British and international 
comedy and music. Stephen Fry, Ade Edmondson, Kevin 
Eldon, and Emo Phillips all credit The Bonzos with shaping 
their creative outlook — not just in tone, but in the fearless way 
they broke form. Kevin Eldon, who performs Bonzo material 
today with his band Spammed, sees them as vital precursors to 
Britain’s entire alternative scene. 

Even Monty Python, known for reinventing comedy on screen, 
found kindred spirits in The Bonzos 
— working together on Do Not 
Adjust Your Set and beyond. Neil, 
in particular, became their 
musical conscience, bridging the 
worlds of sound and sketch. 

To this day, The Bonzo Dog Band 
remains a secret handshake 
among comedy and music lovers 
— an underground institution 
whose spirit lives on in every 

artist who refuses to choose 
between the ridiculous and the 
profound.

The Bonzo Dog Band 

Ade Edmonson

Bonzo’s ‘Legs’ Larry Smith

Kevin Eldon with Spammed



 

Neil Innes’s journey with Monty Python began before Flying 
Circus even hit the air. In the late 1960s, Innes was already 
making a name for himself as a founding member of The 
Bonzo Dog Band. Their appearance on the ITV children's 
show Do Not Adjust Your Set — alongside future Pythons 
Michael Palin, Terry Jones, and Eric Idle — was an early 
indicator of the creative chemistry that would soon bloom. 

By the time Monty Python’s Flying Circus took off in 1969, 
Neil was part of the wider comedy revolution orbiting the 
group. He officially joined the Python team during their post-
TV phase, contributing original songs and appearing on-
screen in their later work. His involvement deepened during 
the making of Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975), where 

he not only composed several musical pieces but also 
appeared in small acting roles — most memorably as the 
obnoxious minstrel who sings the fate of Sir Robin. 

Innes’s role expanded further in Monty Python’s Life of Brian 
(1979), where he co-wrote and performed music as well as 
playing his hilarious role as a gladiator. His ability to write 
clever, genre-spanning songs on demand made him an 
essential creative ally — a sort of “seventh Python” in all but 
name. 

The Pythons themselves held him in high regard. Michael 
Palin called him “the warmest of people” and “a great writer, 
eccentric and clever without being pretentious.” Terry Jones 

once referred to him as “the musical soul of Python.” His 
knack for blending satire with sincere musicality mirrored the 
group’s own blend of intellectualism and absurdity. 

Neil’s collaboration with Eric Idle on The Rutles — the 
legendary Beatles parody — grew directly from his time with 
Python, and further proved his unmatched ability to write 
pastiche that rivalled (and in some cases, matched) the music 
it parodied.  

But Neil Innes was never just a sideman. He was a creative 
equal; a vital part of the extended Python universe whose 
contributions, both musical and comedic, are funadmental to 
its lasting success.

“Neil was the unsung seventh Python. He brought music and 
madness in equal measure. We were lucky to have him.” 
Terry Gilliam, Personal tribute, 2020

Neil on Set of ‘Monty Python and The Holy Grail’ 

Neil Innes & Monty Python



 

The Rutles 
“All You Need Is Cash” — and Neil Innes’ genius. 

What started as a one-off spoof became a foundational work of musical 
parody. The Rutles, Neil’s loving send-up of The Beatles, co-created with 
Eric Idle, delivered original songs so accurate, so tuneful, and so witty, that 
even George Harrison became a fan and contributor. Neil wrote and 
performed the entire Rutles songbook — 20 near-perfect Beatles pastiches 
that stand not just as parody, but as great music in their own right. 

The Rutles’ DNA runs deep in generations of musical satirists and 
intelligent absurdists. “We wouldn’t have Flight of the Conchords 
without The Rutles,” said one critic — and the same could be said of acts 
like Weird Al Yankovic, Tenacious D, and Spinal Tap who credited The 
Rutles as not only their biggest influence, but also their greatest 
competitors. High praise indeed. 

Artists in this film — including Yo La Tengo, Aimee Mann, Ade 
Edmondson, and Kevin Eldon — credit Neil and The Rutles with showing 
that satire and melody can live together without compromise. And as Emo 
Phillips notes, “Neil’s gift was that he could write a song that made you 
laugh and cry in the same verse.” 

The Rutles is more than parody — it’s a landmark in postmodern music, 
created by an artist who understood The Beatles as well as they 
understood themselves.

“The Rutles was one of the most brilliant things I’d ever seen… and Neil 
Innes’s songs were so good, they were dangerous.” 

Matt Groening (The Simpsons creator) 
Interview in Mojo Magazine, 2005

John Halsey/Barry Wom



 

Television Work: Innes Book of 
Records & Beyond 
Neil Innes was more than a musician — he was a world-builder. His television work, 
especially the groundbreaking Innes Book of Records (BBC, 1979–81), gave him a rare solo 
platform to explore the space between sketch, song, satire and surrealism. Each episode felt 
like a visual album — self-contained, uncategorisable, and full of eccentric characters and 
haunting melodies.  

Neil’s TV output is now recognised as quietly revolutionary. He made music television into an 
art form — influencing not just sketch comedy, but the DNA of music video itself. 

Comedians and artists including Stephen Fry, Ade Edmondson, Michael Palin, and Matt 
Groening all cite Neil’s TV work as formative. It opened up a strange, cerebral space on 
British screens — one where humour didn’t need a punchline, and songs could smuggle 
satire into your head on the back of a perfect tune. 

In a world of formulaic content, Neil’s television output still feels radical: handmade, poetic, 
and defiantly hard to pin down. With rare archive material and new commentary, How Sweet 
to Be an Idiot will help bring this overlooked work to a new generation.

George Harrison & Neil Innes



 
Family 
For all his wild creative energy, razor wit, and 
enormus public profile, Neil Innes lived a life 
grounded in quieter commitments; especially to his 
family. He was, by all accounts, a deeply devoted 
husband and father. While his artistic life took him on 
tours, film sets, and global stages, Neil worked hard 
to protect his private world from the demands of 
fame. 
His marriage to writer and artist Yvonne Innes was a 
cornerstone of his life. Together they raised a family 
largely away from the public eye — a conscious 
choice in an industry that rarely makes space for 
privacy. Neil was a man pulled between two 
masters: his art, which demanded everything, and 
his family, which meant everything. 
As is often the case with great artists, this balance 
was not always easy — the life of a touring musician 
and satirist doesn’t lend itself to routine — but Neil 
found ways to stay grounded. He rarely spoke 
publicly about his home life, but it was evident to 
those close to him that it mattered more than 
anything. 
In Dip My Brain in Joy, Yvonne Innes’s moving 
memoir of their life together, she shares rare insights 
into Neil’s personal world — not only as a beloved 
cultural figure, but as a husband, a father, and a 
deeply thoughtful man. Drawing from her words, our 
film will offer a sensitive and honest window into the 
side of Neil Innes that fans rarely saw, but that 
shaped the soul behind the songs.



 
Why Now? 
Neil Innes was a rare talent — a songwriter, satirist, and performer whose work shaped the course of 
British comedy and pop music from the 1960s onward. From the anarchic brilliance of The Bonzo Dog 
Do-Dah Band, to his pivotal role in Monty Python, to the Beatles parody The Rutles, Neil’s career 
charted a uniquely subversive and joyful path through music, television, and film. 

And yet, despite his immense influence, Neil was never fully recognised by the mainstream. His work 
existed at the intersection of high musicality and surreal humour; too clever for novelty status, too 
funny for serious rock, and too modest to self-promote. Since his death in 2019, fans new and old have 
been calling for a proper celebration of his legacy. 

This concert film , How Sweet to Be an Idiot, is that long-overdue celebration. With exclusive 
performances, rare footage, and appearances from those who loved and worked with him, it offers a 
heartfelt, funny, and deeply musical tribute to a man who deserves to be remembered. 

The time is right and the audience is waiting. 

Ilustration Created by Terry Gilliam
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