
here is no such thing as a dull conversation with ALAN G 
PARKER, at least if one has more than a passing interest 
in music. It’s hardly surprising that his super-fan obses-
sion with getting up close and personal has informed 
his approach to directing some of the most compelling 
documentary films of the last 10 years, including Monty 
Python: Almost The Truth – The Lawyer’s Cut, Hello Quo! 
The Status Quo Story, Who Killed Nancy?, Rebel Truce: The 
Story of The Clash and, most recently, It Was Fifty Years 
Ago Today! The Beatles: Sgt Pepper & Beyond, which ran for 
two years on Netflix after a worldwide cinema release and 
several months at the toppermost of the UK home video 
charts.

At the end of 2020, Parker is due to release an extraordinary 
new movie, one that has been meticulously planned for two 
years and is set to eclipse all of his previous achievements. 
That’s what would happen in the ‘normal world’, however, 
nothing about 2020 is remotely ‘normal’. Like so many pro-
jects, this one has been delayed indefinitely as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. And it sucks.T

Meet Alan...
A tattooed, lager-loving, 
rock’n’rollin’ Asperger’s 
sufferer who showed 
The Beatles how to make 
a killer documentary about 
their most famous LP.
Interview by MARK CUNNINGHAM

“We were just starting to do 
something new and then, out 

of the blue, it all came to a 
screeching halt in March.”

ALAN G PARKER

At the Hollywood Hotel, Los Angeles, 2013.
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In early June, the director and his team should have 
been filming in Los Angeles. Instead, his face is 
beaming into my office via Skype as he talks about the 
social and commercial impact of the virus. “I think in 
many ways it’s been both a blessing and a curse. It has 
put a full stop on everything,” comments Parker, 55. 
“From our point of view we were just starting to do 
something new and then, out of the blue, it all came to 
a screeching halt in March.

“Given the nature of the many Zoom calls I’ve taken 
in the last few weeks, and the very positive view the 
industry seems to be taking regarding documentary 
films after COVID, it seems the spotlight might well 
be shining on our side of the business a little more 
brightly. It’s going to be a lot easier to assemble a team 
of 12 and move around interviewing one or two peo-
ple a day, than it is to kick-start the next 007 or Star 
Wars movie. I think some positivity will come out of 
it in the long run and we are fortunate in that respect 
because we’ve been developing a number of things 
over the last couple of years. At the last count we have 
four projects at varying stages of development, one of 
which is very much our main focus.”

LABEL MAN
Born in Blackburn, Lancashire in 1965, Parker gained 
his first experience of the music business while work-
ing locally and in Manchester during the ’80s. In 1994, 
he moved to London to become a press officer – a 
job that turned out to be less rewarding than he had 
first imagined. Taking a leap of faith, however, he soon 
found himself working in the catalogue department at 
EMI Records, looking after Buzzcocks, The Stran-
glers, Stiff Little Fingers and many other acts, often 
spending time with them on the road as a key player 
in their reissue campaigns.

Parker’s relationship with the documentary genre 
began during his tenure at EMI, when he contributed 
to a number of titles as a “Mr Fix-It”, researcher or 
interviewee for episodes of the Classic Albums series, 
several Sanctuary Music DVD releases and projects 
for the BBC and Secret Music. 

“I found it all very fulfilling and insightful, and realised 
my attraction to documentaries had been growing 
since my teens,” he says. “I was staying at my aunt’s 
place in 1982 when we picked up The Compleat Beatles 

on Betamax from the local rental store. I watched it 
three times in one weekend. I’d have been about 17 
and already a Beatles fan, but that hit me like a ton 
of bricks and I remember thinking how incredible it 
would be to create something like that.

“I’d always enjoyed working in the 
music industry, but having done it for 
years I was subconsciously looking 
for a fresh challenge. If the phone rang 
and it was a TV or DVD job, I’d move 
things around and accommodate it, 
which sometimes meant working all 
through the weekend, such is the 24/7 
nature of this business.”

A chance conversation with a respect-
ed movie producer friend, Martin Baker (the son 
of actor Stanley Baker), heralded the start of a new 
career. Baker was then working with Don Letts, Julian 
Temple and a number of other directors, and encour-
aged Parker to use his skill set within the film world. 
With his friend’s support, Parker was soon working 

on Letts’ film about The Jam and their landmark 
album All Mod Cons, and using his knowledge of the 
band to contribute to the edit. 

“Don asked me if I’d ever thought about directing 
films,” recalls Parker. “On his next 

project, he took me under his wing, 
showing me the process, step by step. 
The next thing I knew, I was directing 
a 40-minute short for Momentum 
Pictures titled Love Kills. It hadn’t 
been my career plan, but I was really 
enjoying it.”

Out of the starting block, the first 
movie Parker made in his own right 

was Never Mind The Sex Pistols. Starring 
his friends Malcolm McLaren and Glen Matlock, it 
was awarded Time Out magazine’s Film of the Year in 
2007. Now recognised as a fully fledged and trusted 
film director, he soon went on to receive six EMMY 
nominations as the visionary behind Monty Python: 
Almost The Truth – The Lawyers Cut, a glorious, two-

Opposite: Parker and a familiar, statuesque hero. 
Below: Python’s Michael Palin, John Cleese, Terry Jones, Terry Gilliam and Eric Idle at the launch of Parker’s film.
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hour offiicial documentary, released throughout the 
world in 2009 to cinemas and the home video market, 
as well as being broadcast in the USA as a six-part TV 
series.

Parker describes the Python project as his “biggest 
break” – one whose story began when he co-or-
dinated the reissue of the comedy team’s album 
catalogue on CD whilst still at EMI. He recalls: “My 
literary agent [Parker has also authored 16 books] 
also represented Michael Palin, so I got the wheels in 
motion immediately and Operation Python CD was 
underway. The release date coincided with the week 
in which Spamalot opened in the West End, by which 
time I’d made some good friends in the Python camp. 

“By 2008, I had a few films already under my belt as a 
director. I knew the 40th anniversary of the first Mon-
ty Python’s Flying Circus TV series was on the horizon, 

so I pitched the idea of producing a big documentary 
celebration of all things Python and, of course, we 
were all completely delighted with the response.”

DAYS IN THE LIFE
After the Python movie put Parker’s name in the 
mainstream spotlight, he and producer Alexa Morris 
founded A Geezer & A Blonde Productions, and 
began to work on how to mark yet another major 
anniversary with a film rich in detail and exclusive 
new content. 

The object of their fascination was The Beatles’ 
era-defining Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, 
which turned 50 in 2017. Through an industry source, 
Parker was able to gain advance information about 
Apple Corps’ plans for a lavish celebratory reissue 
and, most importantly, how the band’s organisation 
would represent this anniversary cinematically. 

“Apple and Universal Music were planning a mas-
sive promotional campaign,” says Parker, “but I was 
shocked to discover that the only video content 
included in the deluxe edition was going to be an old 
South Bank Show documentary from 1987. The road 
was clear for us to make something quite profound 
and that was the beginning of It Was Fifty Years Ago 
Today! The Beatles: Sgt Pepper & Beyond.”

In many ways, Apple shot itself squarely in the foot 
when it released the Ron Howard-directed movie 
Eight Days A Week: The Touring Years. Apple’s press 
announcement claimed that it would feature a huge 
amount of unseen footage, along with many stories 
brand new to The Beatles’ worldwide fan base. When 
the film opened, however, it was disappointingly light 
on new material and hardcore fans were vocal in their 
dismissal within days of release. 

“They felt like they were being fed the party line once 
again,” claims Parker. “I knew that with my friend 
Keith Badman, the king of researchers, we could do 
a much better job of turning over all the right stones. 
For example, Apple insisted that colour footage of 
John Lennon making his infamous ‘Jesus Christ’ apol-
ogy didn’t exist because the masters had been wiped, 
which is why they used a colorised 
version for Eight Days A Week. 

“The thing about Keith Badman is, he 
welcomes things like this as a great 
challenge. He won’t stop digging until 
he finds that clip of film that everyone 
else thinks doesn’t exist, so it’s easy to 
see why he’s Queen’s go-to guy. Within 
two weeks, our ‘Rock’n’Roll Detective’ 
had found the original colour footage in 
Europe! He’s our secret weapon – if he 
can surprise me with archive content I 
didn’t know existed, then I know we are 
on to something truly special.

“We continued at the same pace and 
HTV in Wales informed us they had 
been sitting on footage of The Beat-
les during their meditation course in 

Bangor since ’67, but no one, not even Apple, had even 
enquired about it. Discoveries such as these were un-
folding while the group’s friends and former employ-
ees were giving us new stories and explanations on an 
almost daily basis.”

Parker began to build a Sgt Pepper movie he knew 
could not be rivalled. The press and fans alike could 
not agree more. As one reviewer commented, “[Ron] 
Howard may have had the boys on his side, but Parker 
clearly has years of devotion on his!” The DVD topped 
the UK chart for 22 weeks while the Blu-Ray version 
spent 16 weeks at No.1 – an unprecedented achieve-
ment for a 100% unofficial title.

TAKING IT TO THE MARKET
It Was Fifty Years Ago Today! opened on May 26th 
2017 in 225 UK cinemas and Parker was assured of an 
instant hit. Once he became aware that neither of the 
surviving Beatles were promoting Pepper’s anniversa-
ry with a press jaunt, he hit the media trail hard.

“Sir George Martin’s son Giles was the only person 
with a direct connection who was promoting the 
album so, as a consequence, a lot of doors opened 
instantly to me,” says Parker. 

“I’ve learned from 
trusted sources 

that Paul and Ringo 
really enjoyed the 

film. That’s as much 
of an endorsement 

as I’ll ever get.”

Being interviewed at Liverpool’s FACT
media centre on June 1st 2017, 
the 50th anniversary of Pepper.
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“Ultimately, this meant that at some point Giles and 
I would cross paths, as we did for the first time at 
Virgin Radio, when he simply pointed at me and said, 
‘You’re the movie guy, aren’t you? We heard there’s 
some great footage in your film’. He asked us to drop 
a few copies off at Apple’s office in Knightsbridge the 
next day. I’ve since learned from trusted sources that 
both Paul and Ringo really enjoyed the film. For me, 
that was a truly great result because that’s as much of 
an endorsement as I’ll ever get.”

The accolades continued to build as Parker 
and the movie gained exposure through 
further broadcast appearances around 
the world, including Jonathan Ross’ BBC 
Radio 2 show, and a ‘Director’s Q&A 
Tour’ of UK cinemas. “We learned from 
experience how uncanny it is that even 
50 years after the group’s break-up, the market 
continues to be as hungry as ever for anything Beat-
les-related.”

ALLIED FORCES
As any director will tell you, great results rely on team-
work. To Parker’s credit, his “perfect foil” amounts to 
a small, focused group of professionals with whom he 
has developed an almost psychic level of communica-
tion. “We’ve never been a huge team,” he says. “I’m a 

firm believer in the old adage ‘put the money on the 
screen’. We don’t cut corners, we aren’t into fair-
use footage or trying to find copyright-free musical 
content; everything is licensed and paid for. Not only 
does this give broadcasters and distributors peace of 
mind, it also means you are creating long-form con-
tent – not one of our films hasn’t had a minimum 10-
year shelf life. Investors like that because the finished 
results can breathe for longer. 

“A project always starts with an exploratory 
conversation between my business partner 

and producer Alexa Morris and I. One of 
Alexa’s long list of considerable talents is 
that her social intelligence is exceptional. 
She has the ability to organise and bring 

the best out of my ideas. 

“Sometimes it’s better if a subject has not been 
covered before, but that itself isn’t a rule of thumb. 
It’s quite possible to get a great story out of some-
thing that’s been done to death if you take a different 
approach and load it with exciting, new content and 
observations, which is why our research guru Keith 
Badman is worth his weight in gold.”

The team also includes editor Ian Farr, director of 
photography Steve Kendrick, gaffer and sound man 

Robin Rice, and the award-winning Margarita 
Doyle, Terry Gilliam’s long-time line producer. 
“With this span of talent we have pretty much 
everything covered,” claims Parker.

THE GOOD, THE BAD & THE LAZY
A truly great documentary, says Parker, should 
captivate the viewer like a brilliant drama, and 
effortlessly withstand multiple viewings. “At 
least once a year, I watch both The Sweeney and 
Minder from start to finish. Even though they are 
more than 40 years old, they are so well scripted 
and produced, and you have to embrace similar 
principals if you’re going to make a worthwhile 
documentary.

“I’ve had Status Quo fans walk up to me in the 
street, and tell me how highly they regard Hello 
Quo! and how much they’d wanted that from 
a Quo documentary before we came along. So 
these things are achievable. A good documen-
tary always needs a beginning, a middle and an 
end. That sounds simplistic but you’d be sur-
prised how many ignore these essentials.

“Low content documentaries are as interest-
ing to me as low content drama and you can 
easily spot them from a distance. The archive 
budgets are tiny and the same faces are wheeled 
out, telling the same tired old stories. These 
might work as late night one-offs on a niche TV 
channel, but they don’t have what it takes to be 
successful within the home market. I find these 
programmes annoyingly lazy because they don’t 
particularly cater to anyone. The fans get excited 
but then end up very disappointed and critical. 
You can’t see the money on the screen because 
little or no money was actually spent on it. No 
matter how you wrap it up, dull is still dull.”

The proliferation of streaming platforms is mak-
ing it more difficult for these cheaply made films 
to reach the market, and that’s no bad thing ac-
cording to Parker. “When you deliver to the likes 
of Netflix, Apple TV+ and Amazon Prime, they 
want a good stream of paperwork,” he observes. 

Above: Alexa Morris, producer and co-founder of A Geezer & A Blonde Productions; ‘Rock’n’Roll Detective’ Keith Badman.

TEENAGE DREAMS
Parker: “I always think we were very 
lucky as kids. My Dad was a huge music 
fan, so each Saturday we’d go into town 
with him and he’d buy us singles and, 
occasionally, an album. He really en-
couraged that in a big way. 

“By 1977, I had a paper round and  
could afford go into town with my mates 
and pick up an album every weekend 
[see Parker’s first 10 LP purchases 
above], My record collection grew so 
large that when I was 16, I was compet-
ing with many kids way older than me.
 
“Back then in Blackburn, we had many 
local record shops but my main go-to 
places were Ames Record Bar and 
Reidys. I became such a frequent visitor 
that I’d be guaranteed a coffee when-
ever I had a rummage through the new 
release boxes. They’d save me window 
displays and posters. It was a great time 
to be a music fan.”
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“This inevitably means that anything that includes 
unlicensed content won’t make the cut. It’s like these 
platforms have built a wall to keep that kind of thing 
away but they are equally welcoming to filmmakers 
who adopt good practice and they are quick to make 
their minds up about a product.

“Personally, I can only regard streaming as a positive 
because it doesn’t seem to have a noteworthy ef-
fect on our DVD and Blu-Ray sales. We have always 
loaded our movies with a ton of extras to ensure that 
we cater for both die-hard fans and the wider general 
public.”

Above all, Parker has a huge appreciation of directors 
who can bring a subject to life and pour everything 
into making definitive statements. “If I ever need 
some inspiration, it’s never far away because my col-
lection of DVD/Blu-Ray discs is endless! For me, the 
gold standard is shared between The Beatles Anthology, 

Pink Floyd – The Story of Wish You Were 
Here and Queen: Days Of Our Lives. Also, 
the docs that Wes Orshoski made about 
Lemmy and The Damned were both 
incredibly well assembled. 

“Sometimes I find inspiration in things 
that are a million miles removed from 
what we would normally do. I’m not re-
motely a football fan but titles like Bobby, 
I Believe In Miracles and The Class Of ’92 
were so easy to watch.”

THE G FACTOR
Sharing his name with the older and 
more established Sir Alan Parker, the 
director behind such cinema classics as 
The Commitments, Midnight Express and 
Pink Floyd The Wall, is a constant source 

of hilarity for my interviewee. “There was 
one occasion where Alexa and I were invited to The 
Groucho Club to meet a lovely chap. It took about 
half an hour before he cut to the chase and asked how 
much it would cost to licence The Commitments for 
two TV screenings. Talk about mistaken identity! 

“I have actually met Sir Alan twice in the same Lon-
don branch of Starbucks, and he’s an incredibly nice 
chap. He’s also the reason why my middle initial – G 
for Graham – has become a constant.”

One characteristic that separates the two Parkers is 
the younger director’s Asperger syndrome, a form 
of autism that can affect communication but also 
increase motivation. AGP often regards this condition 
as a professional asset, as he explains: “Having met a 
number of fellow Aspies [Asperger’s sufferers] over 
the years, I believe there is a dedication within the 
condition that takes us further than others. It makes 

us more inquisitive with a yearning for greater detail 
about everything. My mind is a junkyard of data and 
ephemera, floating around and looking for space! 

“I can’t simply tell you that I’ve been a serious Beatles 
fan since the age of nine because that would massively 
undersell my obsession. I need to hear every take of 
‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ that was recorded from 
the day they began the sessions. I take that passionate 
dedication into my work. I don’t want to just make a 
good film on a particular subject, I want to make THE 
film on that subject. I guess it’s just the person I am 
and I believe that everything can be achieved with 
dedication.”

AWAITING THE FUTURE
As the world struggles to come to terms with an 
inevitable long recovery from the COVID-19 crisis, 
Parker and his team are waiting patiently for a light at 
the end of this dark tunnel. He says: “As things stand, 
we are ready to go with our next project, so it’ll be full 

steam ahead as soon as the opportunity opens up. I’m 
itching to reveal what it is but that’s not how things 
work. Let me just say that people who enjoyed the Sgt 
Pepper movie will love what we’ve got up our sleeves, 
and a heap of fresh discoveries will take it into deep, 
uncharted waters.

“Beyond this project, I am keen to expand the scope 
of my film making. Whilst I’m enthusiastic about cre-
ating more documentaries, there is much more to me 
and I’m looking at big screen drama on a world stage 
as my next major step forward, with new ideas com-
ing thick and fast. It’s been an exceptionally tough year 
all round but I remain very excited about all manner of 
possibilities for the future. Bring it on!”

•   All photography © A Geezer & A Blonde Productions except where stated.

Left: With broadcaster Jonathan Ross during the 
Sgt Pepper movie media campaign. Below: Queen’s 
Brian May – a contributor to Parker’s Hello Quo!

“I don’t want to just 
make a good film 

on a particular 
subject, I want to 
make THE film.”
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magazine Total Production International (TPi), MARK CUNNINGHAM is 

currently a director of the entertainment media creation hub, groovehype.  
Visit http://groovehype.uk for more information.


