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WIVEL
WHEN
BRASS EYE
WAS BROADCAST ON CHANNEL 4 IN 1997, Chris Morris came under attack on a daily basis, accused of pulling apart the very fabric of British culture, claims that would be made even more loudly in 2001, when the show’s
Special
was broadcast. One tabloid even printed his contact details and urged the public to phone him to tell him what they thought of his ‘brass eye’. Though he had become used to hearing that his work was unacceptable over the years, there was something personal and sustained about the reaction to
Brass Eye
. But rather than change his number, Morris simply recorded a new answering machine message.

‘Hello, you’ve reached the newsdesk,’ he said. ‘Please leave your message after the tone.’ It seemed as if the newspaper had printed its own number in error. The sputtering fury of callers was abruptly transmuted into the less immediately gratifying emotion of rather petulant complaint.

‘He was entirely nerveless,’ Morris’s friend, broadcaster Nick Barraclough, told one newspaper. Jo Unwin, Morris’s partner, read the piece and later told him, ‘You’ve got that so wrong. He’s afraid of the dark.’

Charlie Brooker has been a writing partner of Morris and says, ‘He seemed to find it like an annoying change in the weather. He didn’t seem like somebody who was stressed or under house arrest.’

The answering machine message was a classic piece of misdirection that echoed what Morris did best in his broadcast work. Programmes such as
Brass Eye
avoided easy targets and popular shots. If you noticed its creator at all, he would be standing to one side, subtly directing the unwary into traps that they had every opportunity to avoid. Celebrities, politicians, authority figures. Nobody was off-limits. No topic was untouchable.

It divided the reception to shows like
Brass Eye
across unusual lines. As important as the humour was the question of whether or not you thought what Chris Morris did was allowable. Was it OK to use subjects such as drugs, sex and the decline of morals in society to make jokes about the way they were portrayed in the media? The answer didn’t come in generational terms. You didn’t have to be older to feel uncomfortable about the way he got stars to endorse entirely fictitious charities and, if you went through the whole series and the 2001
Special
on paedophilia without thinking at least once that something, somewhere was indefinably, slightly, watch-through-your-fingers wrong, you were either doing very well or, more likely, hadn’t taken it all in on the first go and would later pay closer attention and pick up something ghastly and troubling. If still funny.

For something so clear and loud,
Brass Eye
gave away almost nothing about its origins. Chris Morris never told you what to think, and he gave away little of his motivation. You could believe almost anything about the show and its creator – the two seemed interchangeable – and there were no shortage of theories. He was the tiresome prankster out to shock. He was a contemporary satirist who was presenting a critique of modern media. He was misanthropic, a loner who was too clever for his own good. It was as if
Brass Eye
arrived fully formed and perfected its mixture of shiver and laughter with the 2001
Special
.

The most obvious starting point for the style which he made his own is
On the Hour
, the show on which Morris made his first major national appearance some ten years earlier. And yet even this is not clear cut. This part of the story belongs as much to Armando Iannucci. It was he who pulled together a group of ambitious and talented young performers to pioneer the eerily accurate style of news comedy with Morris.

Each member of the group was fiercely talented and ambitious and all went on to phenomenal success in comedy and elsewhere in the 1990s. But there was something compelling about Morris’s own story and the way that he would push at what was acceptable wherever he was which has made him such an enduringly fascinating figure. He developed his own style as much as his fellow
On the Hour
performers, but unlike them he had never worked on the comedy circuit. And so no account of his trajectory in the 1990s would be complete without a diversion to cover his early career in local radio, where he learned to love the medium and to tear it apart with a surety that came from intimacy.

His is a chronology which is a career in reverse, launched with a conventional success in
On the Hour
and becoming ever less predictable and more inventive, working only to his own agenda. It’s not something that someone who wanted to be a star could have done. Morris didn’t join his colleagues as they went to even greater success with the various incarnations of Alan Partridge. Instead he stayed just under the surface of general popular awareness, still broadcasting, but returning to radio and rehearsing the techniques he would bring to
Brass Eye
.

Morris himself has a reputation for being both hard to pin down and extremely approachable, rumours which are true in equal measure. It was hard to see how a book like this could work without his involvement. His circle of friends is very protective, and it seemed impossible to imagine that they would talk without his approval. Exactly one year after first being contacted, he arranges a meeting at his management company.

In person, with his black trousers, a long scarf and coat to keep out a February chill and the hair that away from the smoothed-down anchorman style is a mass of curls, he retains the youthful air of a tall, enthusiastic student. The impression is of someone fascinated by people in general, by what motivates them, what they do and how they do it. We discuss comedy, books and how he feels about this one in particular. He’s not sure that he wants to revisit what were often draining episodes in his past. And, having greatly overrun our allotted time, we move outside, but continue talking halfway down the street, about what he’s doing, where he’s finding his inspiration at the moment. He thinks he’s unlikely to be interviewed. But the channels of communication are open, he promises, making a channel-of-communication kind of gesture as he disappears. He hasn’t responded to any further requests.
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