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FOREWORD



By Hart Hanson (Showrunner of Bones, The Finder, Backstrom)


One summer morning, a couple of years ago, I came to work on the Fox lot to find that a documentary crew was waiting to interview me for a film called Showrunners. I had no memory of agreeing to do any such thing (I still don’t) but that is not odd for me. I agree to do things all the time—especially things that will happen more than two weeks in the future—because I know that day will never come.


But in this case the day had come and it was today. My intention was to blow them off. I had a rewrite to do on a Bones script, I was trying to get another Fox series called The Finder up and running, there was a sound mix, casting, and some sort of kerfuffle on set to do with how realistic a dead body looked—all in all a typical morning on a TV show for a showrunner and I hadn’t even had my coffee.


The mistake I made was to speak to the documentary film crew in person and look the director, Des Doyle, in the eyes. Des has warm and intelligent eyes. Then he told me about his film, told me how hard he was working to make that film, and he convinced me that he was actually fascinated by the process of making “American TV.” (Did I mention that Des and his crew are Irish? Like James Joyce Irish? Historically, these people survived a potato famine and the Troubles, so how the hell was I going to deny them because I hadn’t had my coffee?)


I suspect all the other showrunners that Des Doyle spoke with fell into the same warm pit and decided to cooperate even though they too lacked the time and/or inclination.


Des convinced me that if I told him the truth about showrunning then the other showrunners might do the same thing. That was intriguing to me because when it comes down to it, running an American TV show is like sex… no matter how much you ask around or how many courses you attend there’s no real preparation for the real thing. And when it finally happens for real you know in your heart that you’re doing it in a maladroit manner. Tragically, even years later, you may continue to believe that other people possess some secret knowledge which allows them to perform at a much higher level than you do. (Not just me. Other people too. Ask around.)


Another similarity between sex and showrunning (I have done both. Yes I have.) is that when you actually do see someone else doing it, it’s likely to be accidental and traumatic such as catching your Uncle Buzzy in the tool shed with the lady who cleans his teeth. (Not just me. Other people too. Ask around.)


I know what you’re thinking, “What about porn?” Let me tell you, porn isn’t necessarily a useful learning tool because porn results in self-loathing (I am not equipped like that) and inappropriate moves that have no place in real life (what the hell did you do that for?)


Well, thanks to Des Doyle and his committed group of Irish documentarian filmmakers, you don’t have to pick up your showrunning knowledge from the street or Uncle Buzzy. What they’ve done is make a delightful, suitable-for-work, non-pornographic film called Showrunners. This book is the official companion to that film.


Showrunners tend to be an interesting group of people even if you aren’t in the TV business—probably because they are forced to live in two worlds: the creative and the managerial. They must think equally with the left and right hemispheres of their brains. The technical term for this is “schizophrenia.” Some are witty, some are cranky, some semi-catatonic. Most, but not all, have terrible posture. Some are ineffably cool with tattoos while others are inescapably dorky—some are both at the same time. And now you can see them for yourself, in the film, and in this book.


Would you like to take a look behind closed doors? To get an inkling of something that is usually private? That is not porn? Well, if it’s between this and Uncle Buzzy, then I heartily recommend the book and the movie. You may never watch TV the same way again.


 


Hart Hanson, Los Angeles, May 2014




INTRODUCTION



By Des Doyle (Writer & Director of Showrunners)


If you’ve just picked up this book in a store, or are reading the sample pages online, the rule of publishing states I need a killer opening line to grab your attention so here’s my attempt—“It all started with Spock’s brain!”


Yes, this book and the documentary film from whose loins it springs both happened as a result of me watching the ‘Spock’s Brain’ episode of the original Star Trek series when I was about four years old. It’s my earliest memory of watching a TV show and I think I found it rather scary (as many Trek fans do, albeit for other reasons) but it made me want to watch more of that show.


In my early childhood and teenage years growing up in Dublin, Ireland, the TV networks we mainly had access to—RTE (the Irish national broadcaster) and the BBC and ITV in the UK—were showing a huge amount of imported American TV drama and comedy series. I was reared on re-runs of Star Trek, Battlestar Galactica, The A-Team, Knight Rider (hmm, haven’t these all been rebooted?) and long-lost classics such as The Man From Atlantis and Automan (someone please reboot them!).


These shows, all starring impossibly beautiful people and filmed in eternal, effervescent sunlight (it rains a lot in Ireland) with amazing special FX and stunts, made an indelible imprint on me. They were recognisably, profoundly different to the kinds of shows that either RTE, the BBC, or ITV were making at the time, partly due to the budgets involved but also the degree of ambition and imagination employed.


Later in life, my love for TV and film led me to studying film production and entering the business of filmmaking professionally, primarily as part of the camera department because that was the one part of the process that was essential to everything. You can make a film without anything except a camera—and being behind a camera meant you were always there at the moment of “birth,” where all the director’s ideas, the words on the page, and the actors’ input melded into something new—something that had never existed before that moment, which was then immortalised.


After 12 years of working on all kinds of film, TV, and music projects with directors as diverse as Jim Sheridan, Barry Levinson, and Rob Bowman (yes, I asked him about The X-Files—a lot) I found myself getting a little creatively frustrated. Camera (unless you’re the Director of Photography) is primarily a technical department and I wanted to explore something a little different.


Throughout those 12 years my love for TV, especially American TV shows, never diminished, and was fueled by a number of shows such as Chris Carter’s The X-Files and Joss Whedon’s Buffy The Vampire Slayer. As my love for those shows grew, so did my desire to know more about the people making them. I had been hearing and seeing a certain word bandied about in relation to the shows I loved and the people who made them, and that word was “showrunner.” I became utterly fascinated with what exactly a showrunner was, and in particular, the people who were doing that job on my favorite shows, so I devoured every piece of information I could find about them.


In the 2000s I was watching David Chase’s The Sopranos, Ron Moore’s Battlestar Galactica, and David Milch’s Deadwood, feeling like there was a real gear shift happening in terms of the amazing writing being done on these shows. And then there was the one that, in a way, changed my whole life: Lost.


In the film, when I interviewed Damon Lindelof (the co-creator and co-showrunner of Lost), he told me that meeting J.J. Abrams and making that show had completely changed his destiny. Well, for me, devotedly watching Lost changed mine, slowly, over the years.


When Lost literally crashed onto our screens there was a never-before-seen level of interest from fans around the world who watched the show for every piece of subtext, searching for every Easter Egg and looking for clues. They demanded more information about the show to such a degree that ABC, who produced the series, put its showrunners, Damon Lindelof and Carlton Cuse, out front and centre in the public eye to answer the fans because they were the only ones who really could.


This grew into podcasts, vodcasts, worldwide press interviews, appearances on late-night talk shows and even Damon and Carlton presenting specials about the show on ABC—the showrunners on Lost had become as famous and important to the show and the fans as the actors starring in it.


With the continuing growth of the Internet and the arrival of social media, this level of fan devotion spread across a ton of shows. Suddenly these showrunners were in direct contact with their fans, and yet every day I would read comments and postings from fans who either didn’t understand what a showrunner did, or were badly misinformed about the job.


I waited diligently for a documentary to come along to explain to everyone exactly what a showrunner was and the intricacies of their job, but it never did. And that’s when I had that crazy, life-changing idea—well, maybe I could make one.


Cut to four years later and the film is finally finished and there’s also this official companion book which you’re reading right now (you kept reading, didn’t you?). The making of the Showrunners documentary has been the most difficult and challenging thing I have ever done, and the most rewarding. It has provided me with the opportunity to meet many of my heroes, and indeed, many of them are in the film. I’ve been given the chance to spend time in writers’ rooms on shows and watch that creative process unfold. We spent time on sets with the showrunners, watching them interact with their cast and crews, and even directing episodes of their shows. We were in editing suites with them, in production meetings, on red carpets, and in press rooms. We were given a VIP pass into the world of the showrunner, and I still can’t quite believe that happened. But it did, and I am very, very grateful for it.


If you’ve seen the film, you hopefully now understand their world a lot better. But as with all films, we couldn’t include everything in 90 minutes, and that is where this wonderful book comes in. Inside we’ve been able to go a little deeper, as well as include exclusive contributions from some gifted showrunners that we very unfortunately could not include in the film for various reasons.


All of the showrunners provide a great deal of wisdom and insight about what it takes to create, write, produce, and deliver a TV show in the current universe of broadcasting, as well as some thoughts on how to become a showrunner in the first place. For every showrunner it’s a fight to get on the air and then to stay on the air. They are remarkable people. And this is an expansion of our cinematic foray into their stories.


To all of the actors, writers, editors, producers, and network presidents who allowed us to be a part of their world for a little while—thank you so much! To everyone who helped me make the film—and there were so many amazing people who contributed to it—my heartfelt thanks. To the people who funded the film, both the Irish Film Board and our Kickstarter backers, thank you for believing in us! Thanks to my family for their tireless support of me and to my friends who have remained my friends despite not seeing me for the best part of four years! My thanks also to Titan Books and Tara Bennett for wanting to do this book—that’s two off my bucket list now!


Thanks also to the impossibly likeable Hart Hanson for providing us with a foreword and saying nice things about my eyes. To everyone who has watched the film or who has bought this book—thank you for your interest, I sincerely hope you enjoy it.


And last but most definitely not least—to every showrunner who took part in the film and the book, you have my eternal gratitude. I still can’t believe how kind and generous you have all been to us. I hope the book and film meet with your approval. After asking so many favors of you all for so long, I’m amazed that all of you still respond to my emails. Maybe it’s because you know I’m a genuine fan of what you do.


Des Doyle


Dublin, Ireland, May 2014




CHAPTER ONE


DEFINITION OF A SHOWRUNNER






BIRTH OF THE SHOWRUNNER



Television. For the better part of six decades, it was the square box that commanded our evening’s attention. Then it became the thin rectangle. Now television doesn’t have dimensions anymore, as our phones, tablets, and monitors are the conduits to our entertainment. As technology has whisked a generation of viewing habits away in a mere decade, so too has the content we watch outgrown the mundane labels of plain old sitcom and drama.


Scripted television content in the late 1940s came out of the gate with a flood of quality, ushering in the first “Golden Age” of teleplays, dramas, and episodic stories. In that era, viewers got lost in the novelty of the personalized melodrama, the actors, the dramatic tension, or comedic feats. But by program’s end, the box was powered down without viewers lingering much on the names who crafted the stories that captivated their imaginations.


As television evolved, great heights of storytelling were achieved from Roots to Star Trek, but we can all admit, a whole lot of mediocre material cropped up too. A vast percentage of programming leaned towards the comfort-food spectrum of entertainment, or providing vehicles for entertainers to become household names. Concentrated blocks of mesmerizing, scripted quality had its peak in the past.


Fast-forward to the age of the Internet and the subsequent sea-change in viewer awareness. As the 1990s came to a close, another box was vying for entertainment attention as millions were discovering that the computer was a conduit to carry on the television discussion after the fade to black. Digital communities formed around television shows. With immediate mass connectivity, it wasn’t enough to discuss what was seen the next morning around the proverbial watercooler. The conversation couldn’t, and didn’t have to, wait anymore.


Dissecting plot twists, performances, characters’ romantic entanglements, and infuriating turning points became a pastime for scripted-television connoisseurs, whether it was on boards like Television Without Pity or private news lists that evolved into community hubs for beloved shows. And with this new pastime came the unexpected “outing” of the names in the credits who were responsible for drafting the stories that engendered such audience obsession.


Granted, there have always been those who hailed the brilliant minds behind the scripts, especially critics, but Internet attention smashed open the gates of adulation so it wasn’t just the lead actors who gained the praise for a show’s success. Now, the brains behind the series concepts—the David Chases, Joss Whedons, and J.J. Abramses—were being referenced with the same kind of star-struck reverence as any sparkling leading man or woman.


Who would have ever bought that the pale, weary, self-deprecating talents plunking tirelessly on their abused keyboards would become the pin-up faces for the modern era’s latest Golden Age of television? No writer would ever delude themselves that that bizarro pitch would get picked up, but picked up it has by audiences who have run with it to make television creators as beloved and name-checked as their cast.


The awareness of the job has even birthed a new term to define it into the pop culture lexicon: the showrunner.


A few years ago, that word would have garnered confused looks by those outside of the industry. Instead it’s gaining more and more traction, with every Internet article that TV aficionados read detailing the development plans of popular show creators, or season finale post-mortem features that grill a showrunner on the micro-choices made drafting a season. Showrunners is even the title of the documentary for which this book serves as the official companion guide, and it certainly doesn’t get bigger than this (as we’d like to think).


SHOWRUNNER 101


Pedantically, the Oxford Dictionary defines a “showrunner” as “The person who has overall creative authority and management responsibility for a television program.” Writers’ Guild of America (WGA) members (the labor union for film and television writers) have known that job to be the executive producer position since the guild started arbitrating writing credits titles back in 1941.


In practice, the showrunner is the big brain of an episodic television series, and the executor of the ordered number of scripts for a given season. But what does that mean day-to-day to a person sitting at the helm?


As it turns out, the specifics of the job are consistent, yet very individual to a person’s particular focus. How they each define the job is telling about their priorities within the position and how they execute the post.



JEFF PINKNER, SHOWRUNNER: ALIAS, FRINGE



I think the term “showrunner” is a fairly recent term of art. There have been TV shows for a long time. TV shows are, at the end of the day, fairly militaristic in that somebody’s at the head making choices and, unlike features, in television it’s typically a writer-producer who is looking out not only for the scripts, not only for the storytelling, but ultimately for the cuts that go out on the air, overseeing production as well.


It’s a lot to manage. It used to be that television shows were simpler. Television shows now are very cinematic. The production value is much higher. It’s not a stage-bound show. There are days on stage, but then there are also days on location. The management of a television show has gotten much, much harder and yet every seven days one goes on the air.



ANDREW MARLOWE, SHOWRUNNER: CASTLE



Being the showrunner means that you’re responsible for all the creative and financial aspects of the show. You’re responsible for taking an idea of the show, an idea for each episode, all the way through execution, all the way to a physical deliverable that you’re giving to the network that they’re going to be broadcasting over air. It’s like being a CEO of an organization, where a typical budget is $2.8m to $3.5m an episode. At the end of the year, you’ve been the CEO of an endeavor that is a $70m to $75m endeavor. So it is being responsible for that organization, from top to bottom, and making sure that it runs smoothly and making sure that it delivers a really great product for the folks that you’re working for, folks that are investing in you.



HART HANSON, SHOWRUNNER: BONES, THE FINDER, BACKSTROM



We showrunners used to be fairly anonymous, which seems to me to be better. Then there were people—long before I got into TV—like David E. Kelley or Steven Bochco, David Milch, that you knew of. Tom Fontana was the first showrunner where I realized, “Oh man, every time this guy does a show, I think it’s wonderful.” Now, there’s tons of us that at least our audiences seem to know, or a portion of our audiences seem to know. It’s a strange development. I think there’s in-front-of-the-camera people, and I think there’s behind-the-camera people. I guess there are a few people who are good on either side. You kind of choose to be behind the camera so that you can have that kind of life.



DAMON LINDELOF, SHOWRUNNER: LOST, THE LEFTOVERS



I think the Internet had to exist in order to create the story of the showrunner, the rise of the showrunner as you call it. I think that because Lost was what it was and because the writing itself became this thing that a lot of people were curious about—who is making up this story, we are really interested in the story itself—you have to be a serialized storyteller in order to do so. Can you imagine if David Lynch had an interest in and access to the Internet when Twin Peaks came along? I think that with what happened with Carlton (Cuse) and I, David Lynch absolutely would have been on talk shows, communicating directly with his fans. People would have known much more, there would have been a greater sense of authorship there.



JOSS WHEDON, SHOWRUNNER: BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER, FIREFLY, DOLLHOUSE



I loved being a showrunner. It was the first time in my career that anybody paid attention to me. That was nice. But, also, I was surrounded by extraordinarily talented people and we were all on the same mission. To do that, whether you’re fighting with a network or they’re loving every minute of it, you have this enormous bond. It’s a feeling you don’t get from the movies because there everybody meets, does their thing, and goes their separate ways. On a TV show, for better or for worse, you’re stuck together, unless I fire you. It creates something that becomes more than the sum of its parts.



JAMES DUFF, SHOWRUNNER: THE CLOSER, MAJOR CRIMES



Everyone who does this job defines for themselves what it means. Doing a job like this, running a show, when you are breaking a story, say, for episode 11, doing an edit on episode one, doing a mix perhaps on episode two, writing yourself episode seven, and trying to cast episode six while episode five is shooting, I mean, it’s crazy. You would look at that and think, “Nobody can do all this,” and you would be right. You need to know where you ought to be and then you have to be there. That’s just part of your figuring out what your job is, I think. You can be pulled in a thousand different directions.



JANE ESPENSON, SHOWRUNNER: CAPRICA, HUSBANDS


A showrunner has to have a bit of dictator in them and has to be able to say, “Yeah, I know you don’t think you quite have enough work with it. I know you’re not happy. Deal with it.” You have to be willing to piss people off, willing to make the unpopular decision. I think it’s a job that requires a lot of toughness. I think it requires a willingness to offend because you’ve got to see the people that are standing between you and your vision.



ALI LEROI, SHOWRUNNER: EVERYBODY HATES CHRIS, ARE WE THERE YET?



The job of a showrunner? You come in wanting to be creative, but you end up directing traffic. Sounds glossy, but really it’s a billion decisions a day. You’re the guy that has to decide what we’re going to do. You’re the guy that has to decide how the problem is going to be solved. They only bring you questions, and hopefully you have the right answers.


If people respond to it in millions of numbers positively, then your answers are good. If they don’t, then your answers are bad. Even as a showrunner, it’s not your creative vision that is the one that endures, it’s the administrative one. If the decisions you’re making make the products successful, then they’re happy with you. They don’t care how creative you are. They’ll fire the showrunner and they’ll hire another showrunner because what they want is for the thing that they bankrolled to be successful.


Even if you came up with the idea for what you think the perfect sandwich is, if you slap some condiments on that don’t make any sense to them, they go, “No, no, no, no, no! We like the bread and the meat but let’s try something else on top, and that guy wants to put mustard on everything. So, let’s get rid of him and get a guy who’ll put on there what we say to put on there, and maybe that’ll work.” You problem-solve, you direct traffic, you delegate, and every now and again you try and come up with something that you think is a good idea.



KURT SUTTER, SHOWRUNNER: SONS OF ANARCHY



As difficult and as time-consuming and as stressful as it can be, I mean creatively, to be able to tell these stories and have the control over it that I do is such a rare thing. The great thing about TV is you can have the idea on Monday, write it on Tuesday, film it on Wednesday, and watch it on Friday, and there’s very few mediums out there that allow you to do that. I’m a writer who loves to write, and I know that sounds obvious, but there are a lot of people who are great writers who really don’t necessarily enjoy the process, and I really do. I love the first draft as much as I love the rewrites. The idea of really having those characters come alive in my head and hearing the words is just… it’s a rush for me, and I also love the post-process. Post for me is the final draft, and you can really go in and shape and finish telling the story in post.



MATTHEW CARNAHAN, SHOWRUNNER: HOUSE OF LIES



I don’t know if I love being a showrunner on its own. I love getting to tell a story in a big novelistic way, that’s what I love. The thrill of showrunning, of having a lot of people staring at you and wondering what to do, is not …that’s not the thing that does it for me, but having a bunch of talented writers and being able to help tell a story is extremely satisfying.


I think between casting the next episode, being on set for the episode you’re shooting, being in the writers’ room, dealing with budgets and everything, I would say that showrunning is as much a feat of choreography as it is of anything else. It’s really, “How am I going to parse my day into 300 tiny parts and be present for any of them?” Showrunning has this slightly, almost glamorous patina to it. For me, a lot of it is the grind of selling the show, pitching the show, getting it sold, getting your deal made, getting an outline approved. These are the most mundane, banal tasks you can imagine, especially the bigger network version of that. And then there’s all the grinding out of the actual script, which is what it is. The nice thing about all of that writing and pitching and writing some more and pitching some more and then going through the process and then going into production and post, is that it’s the reason they let me do any of the stuff that I do, and that I can write okay. And you get to go from periods of total introversion to total extroversion. I could not handle just extroversion. There’s no way. Getting to go from one to another and then back into your cave and write some more, it’s a nice ebb and flow. That, to me, is the best thing about it.



MIKE ROYCE, SHOWRUNNER: MEN OF A CERTAIN AGE, ENLISTED



What I enjoy the most about showrunning is having a vision that you’re able to follow. The writing is fantastic. I love running a room, being with a bunch of people who are incredibly talented and who are helping you think out your vision and then adding to your vision so it becomes everybody’s vision, really. It’s amazing. Where you think, “I’ve got a handle on this,” and then people come up with these ideas that are so much better than yours and you go down their roads, normally you would think, “Oh, group think.” As a former stand-up comic, I always had a nightmare vision of what it would be like to sit in a room with other people and write. Instead, if you’re with the right people and you’ve got the good goal, it’s the greatest thing in the world. It becomes this huge tree of creativity. I love seeing it all manifest itself. When you’re on stage and you see something you wrote three months ago and they’re doing it, it’s an amazing feeling.


WHAT MAKES A GOOD SHOWRUNNER?



To paraphrase a popular film meme, one does not simply just become a showrunner. It’s often a years-long process of first breaking into the television-writing industry as a writer’s assistant and then working your way up the ladder of episodic television staff-writing positions. It’s in those production trenches, such as writing, producing, post-production, and management, where a writer may evolve into an eventual showrunner.


 




EPISODIC TELEVISION WRITING LADDER
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STAFF WRITER


STORY EDITOR
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Not every writer who ascends to the executive producer level wants to be a showrunner. The sacrifice and multi-tasking required from the individual, or showrunning partnership, is daunting enough to keep many writers satisfied with never committing to these all-encompassing responsibilities.


For those who do grab for the showrunner’s brass ring, there are many rewards—financial, creative, and collaborative—that can come of it. But it’s also a job where inexperience, ego, and poor management skills can be the downfall of many a great writer. Experiencing life under a bad showrunner, or watching a great writer wilt under the pressures exerted by the job, is unfortunately a common experience for scribes in writers’ rooms, but it’s where cautionary lessons are absorbed for future reference. For those who have executed the job, there are clear delineations for those who do the job well and those who do not.



ANDREW MARLOWE, SHOWRUNNER: CASTLE



When I was a kid, I watched The Muppet Show religiously. I loved it. I loved its tone. To see a character like Kermit running this three-ring circus, dealing with all the big egos, in a weird way gave me a sense of what the job was like. When you go to film school, you spend a lot of time working on storytelling and production, but not necessarily managing an organization of 300–350 people and making the trains run on time, overseeing a factory where you’re delivering a show every eight days. It becomes a real challenge, so the people I ended up modeling myself on were James T. Kirk and Kermit the Frog—big influences (Laughs).



JAMES DUFF, SHOWRUNNER: THE CLOSER, MAJOR CRIMES



I think the one attribute you must have to be a good showrunner is a creative vision. You can’t invite a lot of people to help you put together a show if you haven’t envisioned it properly, and then you have to be able to listen to people who are helping you put together your vision, and you have to understand that vision has to expand to include all the people playing on your team. You must have the vision first. You must have a really good creative vision, a really good creative idea, before starting out.



RONALD D. MOORE, SHOWRUNNER: BATTLESTAR GALACTICA, OUTLANDER



I feel like there’s a lot of balls to keep in the air, and that I’m constantly trying to keep balls in the air. I don’t feel like it pulls at me and drags me under. I kind of enjoy it, to be honest. I enjoy being the person with the answers. I enjoy people asking me questions, exchanges like: “What do you think this should be?” “Well, that’s what I think it should be.” “Should we go left or right?” “We’re going left.” I like being that person. I like being in control, that’s probably the bottom line to it. I enjoy the physical production of it, I like the set, I like the crews, and dealing with the actors. I like the creative dialog about it. Even dealing with the budget and the production hassles don’t get to me. I maintain a fairly calm show because I think part of my job is to have a calm show. I think that part of the job of a showrunner is to set the tone for what you’re doing. If I’m upset, everyone’s upset. If I’m panicked, everyone’s going to be panicked. If I have a lot of anxiety, there’s a lot of anxiety everywhere you turn. If I’m not, if I’m calmer, people calm down more. If you act confident, it goes out to the rest of the production. Many times I’ve been standing on a set where we had some crisis where we had to do this, and this, and this. I’ll say, “We’re not curing cancer here, guys, it’s just a TV show, so don’t go crazy. Don’t kill yourselves to do this. It’s just a TV show. Let’s make it the best show we possibly can, let’s do our very best effort, and really do something we’re proud of. But, keep it in perspective.”



JOSS WHEDON, SHOWRUNNER: BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER, FIREFLY, DOLLHOUSE



I think there’s two kinds of showrunners: there are hoarders and there are sharers. I’ve worked with both. Sharers want to include everybody in the process. Obviously, they want people to get better; it means less work for them, and it means that the show will be better. Hoarders need to do it all themselves. They need to put their name on every script. They need to, if possible, rewrite every script. I never rewrite anybody if they get it right. That’s a contract that I have with the writers. If you come along and we work this out and you figure out the formula and you put it on the page, it’s going to air. I don’t think it helps building the growth of the show if you don’t incorporate other people because it’s the tonnage of the thing. Maybe if it was the BBC and I was doing six episodes a year, I could be that guy. It also seems like a lonely way to work. The writers of my shows and staffs, they’re my families. You want them to grow. A lot of them are enormously talented, but you want them to be partners and not just scribes.


NOT ALL WRITERS ARE GOOD SHOWRUNNERS



As with all things in life, just because a person is good at one thing doesn’t mean their skill sets transfer to every task they perform. With showrunning, the ability to write doesn’t mean that the ability to manage will be inherent as well. In fact, writers are known to be a rather singular species, spending long hours alone with scary amounts of caffeinated drinks, getting a computer-monitor tan.


“I think a lot of showrunners would rather be in their own room dealing with the story and dealing with the writers,” former House writer Pam Davis explains. “But you have to answer all the questions or else everything grinds to a halt, so it’s a really great balancing act of being a producer and a manager and being a great writer, so not a lot of people have everything it takes.”


Which begs the question of what could possibly go wrong, assuming that every writer will be a gifted people person and decision maker?


A lot.



JEFF MELVOIN, SHOWRUNNER: ARMY WIVES



The skill set to be a good writer and to be a good manager are, one could argue, almost diametrically opposite. I think writers tend to be skeptics and critics. They are fueled by anger, by curiosity, by outrage, and you’ve always got your nose up against the glass of whatever particular world you’re trying to peer into. It’s important to be wary and to be skeptical and to trust essentially nobody but yourself. A writer’s stock in trade is your own sensibility and your own vision.


Whereas when you’re managing writers, the idea is to be diplomatic, generous, to be a good manager of your own time, and to consider where other people are coming from. You have to be a psychologist in terms of you have so many aspects of production to be concerned about. The writers are your most immediate, but then you have to deal with actors, you have deal with the directors, and you have to deal with everybody else. You’ve got to manage upward to the studio as well as managing downward to all the people who report to you. Those skills are not innate, and when you spend a lot of time just trying to steer your own boat as a writer and develop confidence in your own vision and try to protect that, the idea now that you have to be doing all these other tasks can be overwhelming.



RONALD D. MOORE, SHOWRUNNER: BATTLESTAR GALACTICA, OUTLANDER



If there’s a mistake I’ve made over the past few years, it’s thinking that everyone can do this. Not everyone has those particular skill sets to run a show. What I take as sort of obvious—and it’s not really rocket science to run a TV series—other people are quite challenged by it. I don’t say that with ego. I think that certain people are adaptive to certain things, or have certain skill sets.



PAM DAVIS, PRODUCER: INTELLIGENCE



Qualities that a showrunner needs to do the job well: it’s kind of a mixture of great writer and storyteller and great manager, which is really not a common combination. You need to be able to kind of see a big-picture story, and be able to give notes effectively so you can build the story and work with a writer well without just taking over, because the more work your writer does for you story-wise the less work you can do. You can take something great and make it even better or you can overstep and kind of end up working constantly.


The management part is really a tough thing for writers because we’re generally sitting alone in a room somewhere, and then all of a sudden you get a show and you have to be in charge of 800 different departments and you have to prioritize what goes where, and you’d rather, probably, be sitting alone in your room dealing with a story. But you have to deal with a hundred people asking you a hundred questions, so it’s a combination.



ROBERT KING, SHOWRUNNER: THE GOOD WIFE



It’s a sticky question because if you’re a creator of a show, that doesn’t necessarily mean you have the muscles to run a show. Running a show is a technical operation, too, not just creative. Are you going to get the scripts in on time? Are you going to be able to supervise the directors correctly? Are you going to cast a show? Showrunners cast too; they’re responsible for every element. The difficulty sometimes in doing that is that it’s not attached to the personality and the confidence of the showrunner. We were very confident creators in that we knew exactly what the show was going to be. We knew where we wanted to head. We had very strong opinions about it.
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