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British Humour

Fawlty Towers

In this episode Basil has asked Manuel to put a bet on a horse for him at the local bookmakers.  Basil’s wife does not approve of his gambling and Basil has told Manuel to say nothing to her about the bet.  The horse, Dragonfly, won the race and now Basil has an added problem – hanging on to his winnings.  At the beginning of this scene Basil tries to remind Manuel to keep quiet about his win.  But makes the mistake of using the same expression he has used many times when berating Manuel for his stupidity: “You know nothing.”

The misunderstandings between Manuel and Basil are a key strand in the humour of Fawlty Towers.  Like many native English speakers Basil expects foreigners to understand English.  Basil thinks that if he speaks slowly and loudly enough Manuel has to understand him.  Of course ultimately the joke is on Basil.  Manuel is the more attractive character – uncomplicated, endlessly cheerful and positive about life.  Basil is his polar opposite.

Manuel finally seems to understand what Basil has told him to do.

BASIL 
You are going to forget everything you know about Nitwit.

MANUEL
No.  No.  Dragonfly.

BASIL

Eh.  Dragonfly.  Yes.

MANUEL
Si.  Si.  Si.

But as Basil goes through the doorway Manuel says:  “Eventually.”   Manuel is very proud of this recent addition to his English vocabulary and, of course, his use of the word makes perfect sense: we are all likely to forget such details eventually.

John Cleese, who plays Basil, was also one of the creators and scriptwriters of this series.  Inspiration for the Manuel character came from the observation that amusing misunderstandings occurred in London restaurants at that time because many waiters were Spanish or Italian and could understand very little English.

The character Manuel is developed upon this comic potential for misunderstanding.  But Manuel is also in the tradition of the buffoon.

The word, which came into English from Italian via Middle French around the time of Shakespeare, means a ludicrous figure, a clown, a gross and usually ill-educated or stupid person.  

It is interesting here that the ludicrous figure of fun is a foreigner.

MANUEL
I am from Barcelona.  I know nothing.







