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AUTHOR’S NOTES

 CLICHÉS
ANYONE?

 


We’ve heard them all before.

Study hard. Eat your vegetables. Follow your
dreams. Don’t take no for an answer. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.
Proud and loud, there are untold millions of them. Cliche’s are
like drops of rain. And as I write, there goes another one. And
there’s a reason why you can’t truly get away from them…

Because to rise to the level of cliché is to
capture the essence of truth. We’re sick of hearing them, even as
we, often subconsciously, admire the strength of a cliché that
allows it to stand the test of time.

And when it comes to the elements of drive,
determination and character that mold themselves into a person of
note and interest, Shonda Rhimes, the hottest producer/creator
currently topping the television boards, is the living embodiment
of a cliché. She has studied hard, followed her dreams and, on the
strength of her television creations Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal,
How to Get Away with Murder and Private Practice,
and others has shown that hard work does pay off.

Most likely you’ve seen the shows and, as the
ratings would have one believe, are even diehard fans. But like
most fans, you also most likely don’t read much past your favorite
heartthrob on the shows’ credit crawl to the people who, to a large
extent, deserve most of the credit. It is more the pity that a lot
of people may well know what Shonda has done but they don’t know
that she’s the one who did it.

Shonda’s shows did not just spring magically
out of the creative either. Shonda and whole slew of creative
people who pass unnoticed on the streets everyday are the dealers
who feed your television jones. They rarely, if ever, make the
tabloids or are stalked by the paparazzi. And ultimately it is
their hard work that has gotten them their just rewards. And a big
part of the reason is that Shonda does not walk in,but rather runs
from the spotlight. She’s never been one to toot her own horn (to
sample another cliché) and, when pressed, she will shut down a
question with a non-responsive answer or a complete dismissal.
Shonda, quite simply, would rather let her actions speak louder
than her words. And in the parlance of Hollywood and television,
her actions have been mighty.

Not that there have not been show creators who
have risen to star status. Gene Roddenberry’s name became etched in
stone when he came up with the concept for Star Trek. Aaron
Spelling had more hits of the American zeitgeist than you can shake
the proverbial stick at. Of more recent vintage, there’s been Chuck
Lorre who, despite his public battles with Charlie Sheen,
definitely has the Midas touch when it comes to comedy. And, in a
matter of a few years, Shonda Rhimes has established a brand that
has resulted in shows a lot of people are watching.

Which brings this tale back to that corny old
warhorse—hard work. Way back before rampant technology and a false
sense of entitlement without putting in the time and effort set in
and turned many into mental slugs, there was such a thing as hard
work. People were known to slave away, long into the night, on
personal passions, scratching out ideas with pencil and paper and,
believe it or not, taking those ideas, running with them and making
them a reality; while all the while turning a deaf ear to
professional naysayers who lacked the drive or bravery to follow in
the wake of determination and vision. Hard work has never been
easy, it is often accomplished in solitude and is often branded
with the label “dreamer” or sometimes worse. Hard work is not an
easy game to play. But Shonda Rhimes has succeeded by playing the
game the right way.

I’m a sucker for a hard worker, especially
when the result of that hard work, persistence and dedication is
major league success, untold riches and, yes, in a business that is
as unreliable and unpredictable as all get out, a level of
notoriety, influence and sheer domination of the dramatic arm of
television. Show me somebody who is good at heart, good at what
they do and who delivers the goods without an ounce of pretension
and bullshit and I’m like, “where do I sign up?”

So when the opportunity came to write about
the life and times of Shonda Rhimes and all the positive, good
stuff that goes into an honest rush to the top, with zero tabloid
profile and nothing that would interest TMZ and The
National Enquirer, I was there with time to spare.

Let’s be honest here, Break On Through: The
Life of Shonda Rhimes is not normally the type of book I write.
The vast majority of the books I’ve written have been far from
squeaky clean tomes, rather seeming endless exercises in, by
degrees, self-absorption, indulgence, immaturity and all manners of
negatives surrounded, almost as an after-thought, by talent,
personality and an insane drive for the spotlight and the inherent
fame that has followed. Lindsay Lohan will never be nominated for
sainthood but, at one point, she could actually read her lines and
make them believable. Justin Bieber seemingly walks around with an
invisible sign that says, “kick me” and a good many of us are
counting the days until somebody does.

A celebrity tome on any number of actors
populating Shonda’s show would have seemed more logical. A Patrick
Dempsey book? Nah! He’s been done to death. Viola Davis? Hmmm. A
possibility but not quite yet. But it felt time for Shonda, a book
that shows what goes on in the life and times of the people who are
at ground zero of the hits that create the stars. This is a
different kind of book as befitting the temperament of its subject.
There’s not a lot of bombs bursting in air and endless moments in
the pop culture spotlight. Shonda’s life has largely been stealth
and below the radar but, ultimately, it’s been a blueprint for
success on a massive scale.

Shonda Rhimes is, bottom line, just a good and
decent person, thoughtful in a positive sense and driven to project
herself as the personification of the potential for good in the
world, a Mother Theresa for the television age, if you will. If she
has flaws and humanity, and she most certainly does, they are born
of honest intent and drive. In Shonda’s world. there has never been
an easy way out. I know what you’re thinking, it all sounds
pretentious, self-righteous and, dare I say it, just a bit of a
boring read. But there is imminently more to the Shonda Rhimes
story than bliss and a nonstop road to a happy ending.

Because Shonda Rhimes is a woman. And a black
woman at that.

Hollywood has a history of being slow on the
trigger when recognizing women and minorities. It took well into
the 60’s before black actors and actresses were given more than
comic relief or sex object to do. But Hollywood finally got it and,
by 2015, women and minorities were getting top billing…albeit in
front of the camera and far from any notice behind it. The reason
being that the decision makers in movies and television were almost
completely white and when they looked at the credits they only
wanted to see themselves.

But nothing succeeds like success. Shonda
Rhimes would have some and then some more, shattering several
floors of glass ceilings along the way. She would be given
additional chances and when she got on the proverbial roll, there
was little in the way of old school opposition. Hollywood would cut
her some slack and get out of the way. And that’s when the claws
began to show themselves. The young creator/producer/showrunner
would show a quiet, often demure, yet “my way or the highway”
attitude that was as refreshing as it was honest.

When studio executives would give her “notes”
(Hollywood speak for “do it our way”) on a show, she would ignore
them and confidently go about her business. The executives could
not argue with massive ratings and glowing reviews and they did not
want to ruffle the feathers of their new hot property. And so the
notes stopped coming. When an actress had finally run out the
string on being insufferable and was put out to pasture, Shonda
would go public on several occasions, often in uncharacteristically
profane language, on what a pain in the ass she had been. But even
then she was thoughtful, kind and ultimately fair. Rather than
simply taking a sharp edged ax to the offending actress and her
character and simply kill her off in spite, Shonda spent many
sleepless nights pondering the right way to remove the character
that would be less mean- spirited and that would ultimately serve
the creative cause.

And easily the truly defining moment in her
meteoric rise came when one of the long running stars of her
flagship show, Grey’s Anatomy, in the heat of an on-set
argument with another actor, dropped the dreaded F word on a, at
that time, closeted gay fellow actor for all to hear.

Shonda quietly dealt with the situation as
only a top-flight producer with a sense of style and righteousness
would. She wrote the actor’s character out of the show. But not
before she honored his status on the show with enough time to do
some very good work and to redeem his tarnished reputation,
somewhat, on the back of his role. Even those rare individuals who
had gone public with less than stellar reports of dealings with
Shonda, emotionally and publically would come back to the fold or
at least make gestures in the direction of getting back in her good
graces.

Because Shonda may ultimately be the kindest
boss on the Hollywood scene, a creative mind who thinks of her
actors, directors and behind the scenes crew as part of one big
family—a family known as Shondaland.

What ultimately sealed the deal for me on
Break On Through: The Life Of Shonda Rhimes was that
she did, indeed, have a life outside of television’s meat grinder.
She has deftly managed the work that is endless with personal time
with her three adopted daughters and, in the best possible way, has
managed to keep all her ducks in the best possible order. She is a
superwoman who owes much to the feminist movement, has wisely
learned from those who have come before her and encouraged her, and
has deftly come out of the shadows to emerge as a
world-beater.

Okay, I know this is starting to get a bit
patronizing so I’ll turn it down a notch. The reality is that
Shonda Rhimes is far from perfect and I’m sure that, at some point,
the cracks and imperfections may well start to show. But for now
Break On Through: The Life Of Shonda Rhimes is an
odyssey and an object lesson. One that will most likely lend itself
to yet more clichés grounded in truth. Such as…

…If you study hard, follow your
dreams and don’t take no for an answer, you too can grow up to be
Shonda Rhimes.

 


Marc Shapiro 2015

 



INTRODUCTION

 THURSDAY’S WITH SHONDA

 


Shonda had long ago proven that she could take
it. She had defied just about every obstacle Hollywood could throw
in her path and shattered a number of glass ceilings along the way.
By Hollywood standards, she had “street cred” to burn and was the
personification of action speaking louder than words.

But, by September 2014, she allowed that, at
age 44 and literally on top of the world when it came to creating
television magic, she was more than capable of dishing it
out.

In a New York Times essay that took
great pains to praise Shonda, albeit with not too veiled digs and
criticisms, Alessandra Stanley, in taking Shonda’s latest creation
to task, How to Get Away with Murder, stated that “When
Shonda Rhimes writes her autobiography, it should be called ‘How
To Get Away With Being An Angry Black Woman.’ “

Predictably the piece was an instant lightning
rod of opinion, with pundits and casual observers picking sides and
bombarding the media and websites with opinions and vitriol. Shonda
had been the target of media observations before and, true to her
quiet nature, either ignored the attacks or calmly corrected the
perceived misconceptions. But the New York Times piece had
struck a nerve.

Because Shonda, depending on one’s viewpoint,
was either everything the article alluded to or none of it. There
was no getting around the facts that Shonda was, indeed, Black and
definitely a woman. But flag waving and overt pontificating have
never been her thing. And while she often flinches at the notion of
being the standard bearer for diversity and racial and sexual
equality, her strides have always been made on the back of “leading
by example,” coupled with a true creative bent and keen commercial
instincts. And to hold up her creative efforts as some stealth
attack on the checkered past of the industry she was thriving in,
to Shonda’s way of thinking, hit a bit too close to home while, at
the same time, being totally off the mark.

Needless to say, Shonda was not thrilled with
the attacks or the level of inaccuracy in the piece. The biggest
mistake being that, while How to Get Away with Murder was
indeed being executive produced by Shonda, the actual creator of
the show was a very white man named Peter Nowalk who responded,
sarcastically on Twitter when he asked Shonda, “Did you know we’re
an angry black woman?” Shonda’s response was less subtle. “Confused
why a New York Times critic doesn’t know the identity of the
creator of the show she’s reviewing. Apparently we can be ‘angry
black women’ together because I didn’t know I was one
either.”

Shonda had earned the right to give as good as
she got. She had spent years playing in a sandbox that Hollywood
owned and, often below the radar, had played the game while,
secretly and subtly, beginning to inch her way outside the box. And
the reward for her efforts was out there for everybody to see
shortly after countering the New York Times attack, when ABC
rewarded Shonda with the ultimate prize.

They gave all their primetime hours on
Thursdays over to her shows. It would be all Shonda all the time
and that was something that rarely, if ever, happened regardless of
gender, color or anything else. Shonda was getting satisfaction.
For ABC, the network that was bestowing the honor, the trade-off
was win-win for the executive wing.

On the surface, it appeared to make very good
business sense. ABC was, with the exception of Shonda’s Grey’s
Anatomy, the aging but still highly competitive hospital drama and
the sizzling hot new kid on the block, Scandal, was
struggling against the onslaught of competing network and cable
entries. Assuming, as many reports had, that ABC was teetering on a
wholesale housecleaning of shows and a rebooting of more hip and
relevant programming, consolidating Shonda’s shows into one,
ratings important night, which would also include the latest Shonda
vision, How to Get Away with Murder, seemed a logical first
step.

ABC obviously knew that had the proverbial
diamond in the rough and, in a The Hollywood Reporter story,
put their money where their confidence was by signing Shonda to a
four-year contract, reportedly in the eight figure a year salary
range. And by January 2015, the network was working hard at getting
their money’s worth.

In a not too veiled attitude, they had already
been chomping at the bit for something new from their star and had
made it plain that just about any idea Shonda had would, most
certainly, go into production. When she, reportedly
matter-of-factly, suggested a thriller about a fraud investigator
who might not be who everybody thought she was, a pilot for The
Catch was immediately commissioned and by mid-May it had been
announced that The Catch had been slotted for ABC’s 2016
line -p. One thing was certain. The Catch would not be on
Thursday night because there just was not any room left.

From Shonda’s perspective, The Catch
was the icing on the cake to a groundbreaking moment and a
testament to the power this unlikely Midwesterner, with the
easy-going ways and traditional common sense attitudes, now wielded
in television. A slew of magazine and newspaper articles had, in
recent years, proclaimed Shonda “the most powerful person in
television” and the person who would most likely revive network
television’s lethargic creative state.

But typical of her low-key nature, Shonda, in
the wake of interviews following the announcement, was quick to
accept accolades but then move the conversation on to, what she
considered, more important matters.

“It’s a wonderful compliment,” she
told The Independent. “Although it does feel as though
everybody else had a bigger reaction to it.”

And for Shonda, whose demeanor and pragmatic
way of looking at the world, seemed on autopilot, when in a
conversation with USA Today, she quickly deflected the
celebratory nature of the announcement in favor of the nuts and
bolts reality that had long been part and parcel of her world. “I’m
not worried about where the shows go on the schedule or spending
the time celebrating how it’s going because then I’m not working.
Part of me controlling my competitiveness is focusing on how I can
make the best 61 episodes of television in a season.”

This is what you get with Shonda, a lot of no
nonsense that usually seeps through conversations in the guise of
authority and an equal amount of matter of fact bluntness, both
elements of her personality seemingly showing off primarily in what
passes for a mixture of professional and casual conversation. She
has been known to be abrupt, especially when a situation
unexpectedly takes her away from her passion, her work.

Shonda does not get overtly angry or
overtly-just-about-anything-else for that matter. If she’s happy
you can see it in her bright expressive eyes and that smile that
alternates between contentment and jubilance. If she’s not happy,
one can expect a stern look and a monotone admonishment not unlike
most of us have received from a teacher in grade school.

It all seems to come across in easily
digestible morsels that are designed to make points. Usually hers.
Quite simply Shonda knows how to win in a way in which, rarely,
does anybody come away feeling like a loser. This is how Shonda
handles her world and those in it. Talk to cast and crewmembers on
any of her successful shows and one discovers that Shonda is very
hands on, maternal and treats them all like an extended family.
There are no real highs or lows. Big news and the matter of fact
things are all handled in equal matter of fact.

But it has not been an easy ride. The writing
came easy for Shonda, it always had been her strong talent and her
passion. The reality of the business, and the bottom line realities
of being a showrunner? That was something that Shonda had to learn
on the fly and there were bumps in the road that ranged from
keeping tight schedules to dealing with the temperamental outbursts
of actors. And by all accounts, Shonda has learned those lessons
well.

Shonda’s success has given her the luxury of
being as anti-Hollywood as she wants to be and the producer has
taken full advantage of it. She does very little press and then
only when her publicist figuratively holds a gun to her head. From
the beginning it has been a hard and fast Shonda edict that no
reporters are allowed on the sets of her shows. And it is the truly
special occasion when she shows up at a Hollywood social event.
Preferring to spend what little free time she has with what she
considers real people. She has proven comfortable and appreciative
of accolades but is quickly onto the next. task

Which is not to say that the ABC announcement
of all Shonda on Thursdays had been the highlight of her
year.

Seemingly constantly in need of a personal or
professional challenge, Shonda made the decision, with the help of
her sister, Delorse, who had suggested she was turning down too
much, to say yes to everything for one year. The anecdote would get
around and eventually became the title and topic of her book,
Year of Yes, which was the suggestion of publisher Simon
& Schuster for Shonda to challenge herself, as well
as the fates, when she agreed to say yes to any offers for a period
of a year.

“Saying yes for an entire year
turned out to be one of the most amazing decisions I have ever
made,” she said in a prepared statement. “It was also a little
insane, a lot terrifying and sometimes wildly embarrassing. This is
not a story I ever intended to share with anyone.”
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