The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus

Terry Gilliam’s 2009 movie ”The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus” has taken some serious beating from the press. It lacks a plot, it says. It’s incoherent, it says. It’s boring, it says. But you know what? I don’t think so! I think it’s a great film, maybe not as good as Gilliam’s “Brazil”, but definitely as good as “The Adventures of Baron Munchausen” and way better than “The Brothers Grimm”. I was perfectly entertained and I didn’t find the movie incoherent or missing a plot. On the contrary. I fully enjoyed Gilliam’s trippy imagination and especially his point about it being the storytellers who are keeping up the Universe!

“The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus” tells the story of the 1,000 year old Doctor and his theatre troupe consisting of his daughter Valentina and the two helpers Anton and Percy. The thing about Doctor Parnassus is, that he’s a betting man and for the past 1,000 years he’s been gambling against the Devil, thereby receiving extraordinary powers. His theatre is no ordinary burlesque, it’s a place where the doctor is able show you your wildest dreams, but it’s up to you to chose what is right and what is wrong. When the troupe rescues the con-man Tony whom they find hanged under Blackfriars Bridge in London, things take unexpected turns, both for the doctor, Tony and the Devil.

When “The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus” first hit the big screen, most people focused on Heath Ledger, who had tragically died halfway through the making of the movie. It is a morbid moment in the movie when the troupe finds Tony’s dead body dangling from the bridge and you can’t help but think about Ledger’s faith. When that is said, Ledger is brilliant as Tony and so are the other actors playing the same role. Actually, if you didn’t know better, you should think that it had always been Gilliam’s intention to let other actors play Tony whenever Tony gets into the Imaginarium’s dreams and fantasies. Here we see Tony as women would like him to look (played respectively by Johnny Depp and Colin Farrell) and the way he himself would like to be (Jude Law). Ledger and Depp are without doubt the most entertaining actors of the movie along with Tom Waits as the dandy Devil and the lovesick Anton played magnificently by Andrew Garfield. The strange 1,000 year old friendship between Dr. Parnassus and his sidekick, the sarcastic midget Percy, is brilliantly displayed by respectively Christopher Plummer and Verne Troyer, and Lily Cole does her best to portray the 16 year old, hard-smoking daughter Valentina, who dreams of a normal life with husband and kids.

I’d say that “The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus” is one of Gilliam’s better movies, showing his weird imagination and ability to create memorable images. The movie pays tribute to everything weird from “7 Faces of Dr. Lao” to Monty Python’s Flying Circus (oh yes, there are dancing cops in skirts and silk stocking!) and I won’t hesitate to give it four out of five starts: ****.
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