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Introduction

When Mel /Brooks decided to tackle the sweeping expanse of human history, he didn’t aim for a dry documentary or 

a solemn epic. Instead, he chose the razor �sharp wit that had made Blazing Saddles and Young Frankenstein 

cult classics, and he wove it into a comedic tapestry that spans continents, epochs, and absurdities. History of the 

World, Part /Iis a cinematic romp that parodies everything from the Roman Empire to the Cold War, all while poking

fun at the very idea of summarizing our shared past in a single film. Released in 1981, it remains a testament to

Brooks’s fearless humor and a cultural artifact that continues to spark debate about satire, historical representation,

and the boundaries of comedy.

1. The Genesis of a Satirical Masterpiece

1.1 Mel /Brooks: The Visionary Behind the Curtain

Born in 1926 in Brooklyn, New /York, Mel /Brooks grew up in a family of Jewish immigrants who instilled in him a love 

of storytelling and a sharp sense of humor. From his early days as a writer for Radio City to his breakthrough with 

the television series Rowan &amp; Martin, Brooks honed a style that blended slapstick, wordplay, and cultural 

commentary. By the time he directed Blazing Saddles in 1974, he had already proven his ability to subvert genre 

expectations. History of the World, Part /Iwas the logical next step: a film that would allow him to tackle a subject

as vast as humanity itself while remaining true to his comedic instincts.

1.2 Conceptualizing a Global History

The idea for the film germinated during a conversation with his wife, Barbara, about how history is taught in

schools. “Why not show it in a way that makes people laugh?” he mused. Brooks spent months researching

historical events, myths, and cultural tropes, compiling a list of scenes that could be turned into comedic sketches.

He famously described the film as a “great historical parody” that would cover “everything from the first man to the

last man.” The challenge was to condense centuries of nuance into a 95 �minute runtime while maintaining narrative

cohesion and comedic timing.

2. The Structure of History: A Cinematic Tour

2.1 The Ancient World

The film opens with a dramatic, albeit absurd, depiction of the creation myth. A giant, flailing hand—played by

Mel Brooks himself—creates the world, and a chorus of angels (with a surprisingly modern twist) sings about the

“big bang.” From there, the story leaps to ancient Egypt, where a Pharaoh (played by George Burns) demands a

pyramid that can fit an entire nation. The scene is a mash �up of the grandeur of the pyramids with the slapstick of a

building that keeps collapsing, all while a chorus of workers mutter about “the cost of the project.” The ancient

Greek segment follows, parodying the Iliad and the Odyssey with a comedic twist on the Trojan War, complete with

a Trojan horse that turns out to be a literal, over �the �top horse.

2.2 The Middle Ages and Beyond

Brooks continues with the medieval period, featuring a scene where a group of knights (including a cameo by the



legendary actor, the late John Wayne) are in a “knight school” that teaches them how to be “chivalrous.” The film

then jumps to the Renaissance, where a portrait of a painter (played by Peter Sellers) is captured in a

“paint �by �numbers” style that satirizes the art world’s obsession with authenticity. The comedic climax of the historical

timeline is the Cold War, where two spies (played by Gene Wilder and Michael J. Fox) engage in a series of

misunderstandings that culminate in a nuclear disaster that’s ultimately revealed to be a massive, comedic

misunderstanding.

3. Production and Behind-the-Scenes Insights

3.1 Casting Choices

•  George Burns as the Pharaoh—his dry wit and comedic timing added a layer of authenticity to the ancient 

Egyptian scene.

•  Peter Sellers as the Renaissance painter—his penchant for impersonations made the art �world satire 

especially sharp.

•  Gene Wilder and Michael J. Fox as Cold War spies—both brought a dynamic energy that helped the film’s 

final act feel both urgent and absurd.

3.2 Filming Locations and Set Design

Set design was a monumental task. The production team built elaborate sets that mimicked ancient temples,

Roman coliseums, and medieval castles—all while incorporating modern props to heighten the comedic effect. The

Egyptian set, for example, featured a massive pyramid that was constructed using a combination of traditional

building techniques and modern scaffolding. The Cold War set was shot in a de �commissioned U.S. Air Force base,

which allowed the filmmakers to create a believable yet exaggerated nuclear bunker.

3.3 The Role of Music and Sound

Music was handled by composer John Williams, who delivered an original score that cleverly blended classical

motifs with modern pop. The film’s opening theme—an anachronistic mash �up of Gregorian chants and disco—set

the tone for the rest of the movie. Sound design also played a pivotal role, with each era’s unique soundscape

helping to transport the audience to different historical periods while maintaining the comedic rhythm.

4. Reception: Critics, Audiences, and Box Office

4.1 Initial Release and Box Office Numbers

Released on February /27, 1981, History of the World, Part /Iopened at the number one spot in the United States,

grossing over $4.2 /million in its opening weekend. By the end of its theatrical run, it had earned $30 /million worldwide

—a respectable figure for a comedy that tackled a niche subject. The film’s success was partly due to its star-

studded cast and the reputation of Mel /Brooks as a master of satire.

4.2 Critical Reviews

Critics were divided. Variety praised the film’s “inventive script” and “bold visual gags,” while New York Timescalled

it “a bit too broad for some tastes.” However, many reviewers acknowledged that the film’s humor was “timeless”

and that it managed to keep the audience engaged throughout its 95 �minute runtime. The film’s Rotten Tomatoes

score currently sits at 71 /%, reflecting a generally positive consensus among modern audiences and critics alike.

5. Legacy and Cultural Impact

5.1 Influence on Comedy and Film



While the film may not have achieved the same iconic status as Blazing Saddles, it has nevertheless left an 

indelible mark on the world of comedy. Its approach to historical parody paved the way for later films like 

Dr. Strangelove and Monty /Python’s Life of Brian, which also used satire to comment on real-world issues.

Moreover, the film’s use of anachronistic humor—mixing modern references with ancient settings—became a

staple technique in comedy movies that followed.

5.2 Fan Community and Modern Relevance

Today, History of the World, Part /Ienjoys a cult following. Fans often quote its most memorable lines, such as

“We’re the only people who can make the world look like a joke.” The film’s influence can be seen in modern

streaming platforms where historical documentaries are often accompanied by comedic commentary. Additionally,

the movie’s themes—questioning authority, challenging the status quo, and using humor to confront uncomfortable

truths—continue to resonate with new generations.

6. Frequently Asked Questions

•  What makes History of the World, Part /I different from other historical films? It combines a sweeping historical 

narrative with absurdist comedy, turning each era into a comedic sketch.

•  Did Mel /Brooks write the screenplay? Yes, he wrote the screenplay in collaboration with several other writers, 

including his wife Barbara.

•  Is there a sequel? No, the film remains a standalone piece, but its success paved the way for other satirical 

projects.

•  Can I watch it on streaming services? The film is available on several platforms, including Amazon Prime 

Video and Hulu.

Conclusion

In a world where history is often taught as a series of dates and facts, Mel /Brooks offered an alternative: a film that 

invites us to laugh at the absurdities of our past while still acknowledging its significance. History of the World, 

Part /Imay not provide a comprehensive textbook, but it delivers a unique perspective that encourages viewers to

question how history is presented and remembered. Whether you’re a history buff, a comedy lover, or simply in

search of a film that challenges conventional storytelling, this 1981 classic remains a must �watch—proof that even

the grandest narratives can be told with a wink and a punchline.
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