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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Rev. B. Desmond

      Ref. No. 81/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	'The Unbelievable Truth – Colin Farrell's darkest secrets'
	28 March 2006


Complaint Summary:

Fr. Desmond's complaint, under Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to a scene in a broadcast in the series 'The Unbelievable Truth'.  In the particular scene a man dressed in a priest's vestments and holding a ciborium pretended to distribute Holy Communion to a group of men.  Instead of saying 'Body of Christ', he announced 'Body of Colin Farrell', to which the men replied 'Amen'.  Then a close-up showed that the vessel contained not the sacred hosts but Viagra pills.  

The complainant submits that this tasteless and vulgar display was a mockery of the Blessed Eucharist, the central tenet of the Catholic faith.  No reputable broadcasting body would insult the religion held by the majority of the people.  

Station’s Response:
RTÉ submits that the broadcast complained of is one of a series of 'mocumentaries', a genre of programme which sends up documentaries with make believe 'facts' about so-called 'celebrities'.  The series 'The Unbelievable Truth' is, by its nature, an iconoclastic programme.  The object of the series has been to present in a satirical, iconoclastic manner fictional biographies of high profile Irish celebrities.  These fictions were predicated on factual aspects of each featured celebrity's character.  Colin Farrell is a successful Hollywood actor who comes from Dublin.  He has an image as a hard-living, party-going individual, notorious in particular for his sexual exploits.  It was these aspects of Colin Farrell's personality which were satirised in the episode of the 'The Unbelievable Truth' which has led to this complaint.

The objective of the sequence complained of was to satirise the much-publicised sexual prowess of Colin Farrell, and was not intended to mock the institution of the Eucharist.  The scene followed a surreal suggestion made in the preceding scenes that Mr. Farrell was physically diminishing in stature because his sexual capacities were being drained by drug manufacturers to produce medication that would benefit men suffering from sexual dysfunction.

It is acknowledged that this scene, along with others in the series, may have pushed at the boundaries of what might, in an earlier schedule slot and on another channel, be regarded as offensive to the religious or sexual sensibilities of some viewers.  The series was scheduled on RTÉ Two, a channel associated in viewers' minds with alternative comedy.  It was broadcast an hour after the start of the watershed at a time when viewers might expect to see broadcast material which might not be to everyone's taste.  While it is acknowledged that Fr. Desmond's sense of offence and grievance is genuine and even understandable, this programme was certainly not aimed at people like Fr. Desmond.  It was aimed at an audience with an irreverent sense of humour who would not be offended by its contents.

The series generally aims to satirise some of the stalwarts of Irish celebrity culture – e.g. The Corrs, Bono, Ronan Keating – but does not set out to attack institutions such as the Catholic Eucharist.  The narrator of the programme is Colin Murphy.  The audience would be familiar with his irreverent style and his humorous mockery of the establishment which is evident in the series he presents on RTÉ Two, 'The Blizzard of Odd'.  This channel has developed in recent years an audience expectation of humour aimed at a young adult audience with a high tolerance of a kind of humour older viewers might find tasteless.  

The particular scene that has offended Fr. Desmond occurs about halfway through the programme.  By this time the lampooning nature of the programme is very evident and the viewer could not be taken unawares by what was to come in the programme.  The scene is manifestly satirical.  There is no way the characters could be confused for 'real' people.  It is not the Eucharist that is being mocked.  It is the excessive attention given in a celebrity-driven media to Hollywood stars and the almost religious reverence attributed to their mundane lives.

RTÉ's ambition is to offer its viewers choice and to provide programming that satisfies all sections of its audience.  When it comes to comedy this is very difficult as there is no consensus and some viewers are likely to find youth-orientated 'alternative' comedy humourless and offensive.  This is clearly what has happened in the case of Fr. Desmond.  However, Fr. Desmond did have the choice of not watching 'The Unbelievable Truth'.  At the same time on RTÉ 1 he could have chosen to watch 'Prime Time'.  It is by expecting members of the audience to exercise their discretion that RTÉ hopes to be able to cater for diversity in values and attitudes in the public.

It is acknowledged that taste and decency considerations must also be taken into account by broadcasters and that these considerations are best put into practice by appropriate scheduling and by ensuring that the audience is not caught unawares by the content and tone of upcoming programming.

In assessing this complaint, a balance has to be struck between the legitimacy of free expression, the diversity of values that exists in Irish society today and the need to avoid giving gratuitous offence.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  This programme was a satirical take on the character and lifestyle of the actor Colin Farrell.  The Commission notes that the content was somewhat irreverent from the outset.  It was also evident to the viewer that the humour was edgy and flippant.  The Commission would also acknowledge that humour often walks a tightrope in regard to taste and decency.  However, due care needs to be taken with religious beliefs.  In this particular broadcast, a scene included an actor (supposedly Colin Farrell) as a priest performing the sacrament of Holy Communion.  The setting is in a church, with four men in attendance and the background music was of a religious nature.  In the course of the scene, the actor priest from the altar states 'Look, I knows youse are horny and I feel your frustration.  I'm here to give of my body so that you can eh commit sins.  Now who's first, lets go?  The four men approach the altar and the actor priest states: 'Body of Colin Farrell'.  At the end of the scene the camera zooms in on the 'chalice', which is shown to contain 'viagra'.  The Eucharist is central to the Catholic Faith, a sacrament.  In common with all religious beliefs, sacraments should be treated with respect.  However, in this particular scene, the Eucharist was treated in a totally disrespectful manner.  The Commission was of the view that the scene was likely to be offensive to people of particular religious beliefs.  Such treatment of any religious belief is inappropriate.  The manner in which a sacrament was used for a laugh in this section of the programme went beyond acceptable standards.  The Commission was of the opinion that it was offensive.  The complaint was upheld with reference to Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency, pursuant to RTÉ's 'Programme-Makers' Guidelines').
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