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INTRODUCTION
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They would gather, every few minutes, in clumps and packs. They were wielding smartphones, of course, and digital cameras, and disposable models you might pick up at a souvenir shop or pharmacy checkout counter. There were mothers posing with their daughters, European couples who looked as if they had only just stepped off the runway in Milan, and amateur photographers setting up shoots in the middle of the street.


My friend Jennifer and I were having lunch, and we both found ourselves distracted by the onslaught of humanity in the street, although of course we were there for much the same reasons. We were at the Little Owl, a twenty-eight-seat restaurant in the West Village that describes itself as “a corner gem with a big porkchop and an even bigger heart.” We were there for the superb food, but more so for the location. Based on the establishing shot that displayed the building’s exterior, the Little Owl was in the spot where Central Perk would have been—you know, if it ever existed. We were on a brief tour to find the traces of Friends in the real New York of early 2018, and we were beginning our search with the polenta (for Jennifer) and the eggplant parmigiana (for me).


There was something ludicrous and obsessive about our expedition. Friends had not only been filmed on a soundstage on the Warner Bros. lot in Los Angeles, it had contained only the faintest traces of New York, regardless of its claims to residency. We were equipped with a blog post listing some of the purported locations of the characters’ apartments and a handful of other West Village destinations that the show explicitly mentioned or featured as an exterior. The list, which included Ross’s apartment, Phoebe’s apartment, and the Lucille Lortel Theatre, where Joey had performed in a show, was short.


Friends lacked even the New York credibility of Sex and the City or Seinfeld, two other comedy series of the era that had used the city as a backdrop. They had at least made New York a kind of permanent supporting character on their shows, whereas Friends, after a few brief forays onto the subway or into Bloomingdale’s, had retreated into its preferred interior spaces, including the faux neighborhood spot whose spiritual footprint we were now occupying.


Throughout our lunch, we anticipated the arrival of fellow Friends fanatics, there to commune with the setting of their favorite show. But no one even approached the restaurant. They were mostly standing catty-corner to the restaurant, on the northwest side of the street. The collective agreement to stand only on that corner was baffling. Why not get a bit closer?


Once Jennifer and I concluded our meal and stepped outside ourselves, the riddle answered itself almost instantaneously. Standing on the northwest corner, of course, placed the façade of the familiar building at 90 Bedford Street directly in the backdrop of fans’ selfies, looking just as it had on television. After all, 90 Bedford had only ever been glimpsed in brief establishing shots on Friends, and only ever from a single angle. To photograph it from any other perspective would be to render it entirely unrecognizable. This was the perspective they wanted to see, and share, and post.


To be a Friends fan touring the West Village in search of relics from the show was to grasp at any and all straws. Ross’s apartment was supposed to be across the street, but while we had the address, the building did not look much like it had on the show—or perhaps we were remembering it wrong. And the same went for 90 Bedford. Seeing the building—even eating lunch inside it—the mind balked at the notion that Rachel and Monica and Chandler and Joey were supposed to have lived right here. Real and imaginary geography did not line up, and it was next to impossible to picture this twenty-first-century bistro superimposed atop that orange couch, and Gunther hunched behind the counter.


There was so little to see on our Friends walking tour that after checking in on Ross, we walked five minutes to 5 Morton Street, where Phoebe was supposed to live, and wound up our corkscrew-shaped tour at the Lucille Lortel Theatre, where Joey had once performed. While I suppose we could have stopped in at Bloomingdale’s, where Rachel had worked, or the Plaza, where Monica and Chandler had celebrated their engagement, how much would it have added to our understanding of Friends’ place in New York?


The tour felt like a letdown, even though I had known there was practically nothing to see, but I kept thinking about those tourists who had ventured to the corner of Grove and Bedford to pay homage to the show they loved. There was essentially nothing to do other than snap a selfie, but they kept coming, from New Jersey and from Europe and from everywhere else Friends pilgrims originated. The lack of anything worth seeing was not a marker of their being hoodwinked; it demonstrated the ferocity of their devotion that they were there nonetheless, present in the West Village to see nothing much at all simply because it had been granted the mark of Friends.


In coming to visit Friends places, it was hard not to ponder the remarkable life and afterlife of this show, which seemingly reached new heights of the impossibly mundane upon its premiere in 1994 and yet still captivates new audiences a quarter of a century later. There was so little to look at, at first glance, and yet it was impossible to look away. Friends had emerged in an era when comedies were finding new ways to amuse their audiences by being about as little as possible. At the same time, Friends’ comic minimalism was conjoined to a soap-operatic maximalism. It was a show that compelled us to stay glued to our screens by the promise of emotional revelation. Its characters, often so devoid of ambition or drive, were rendered whole by the force of their yearning: for romance, for sex, for understanding. There were teenagers around the United States—around the world, for that matter—who discovered Friends and believed it to be their own. As someone who had been a teenager himself when the show premiered, I was fascinated by that desire to claim the show as theirs. Television was almost inevitably a cultural product with an expiration date attached. How often did viewers go back and watch series that had premiered decades prior, unless out of nostalgic drift?


I wanted to tell the story of a show that had been created in an entirely different media universe—before streaming, before #MeToo, before the War on Terror, before Trump—and understand the roots of its success. By delving into the particulars of the making of the show, I hoped to understand how Friends had achieved its remarkable success, and how it had sustained that appeal across decades, and generations of viewers.


Friends’ perceived weaknesses had become its strengths. Its lack of realism (Chandler and Joey living in the West Village?) had been transformed, through the passage of time, into an evergreen fantasy of youth. It was a show about young people that would be discovered, year after year, by new cohorts of young people aching to know what adulthood would be like. The show may not have had much of anything to do with New York, but people continued to come to New York to see what they could of the show they loved so fiercely. They were here to say thank you.




PART I


CAN I INTEREST YOU IN A SARCASTIC COMMENT?


The Roots of a Phenomenon




CHAPTER 1


INSOMNIA CAFÉ


A TV Show Is Born
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One day in late 1993, a young television writer named Marta Kauffman was driving along Beverly Boulevard when she passed a funky coffee shop called Insomnia Café, located across the street from an Orthodox synagogue. Full of lumpy couches and garish chairs, strings of Christmas lights, and towering bookshelves piled high with mismatched books, the place was a beacon calling to the artists and slackers of the Fairfax–La Brea area. Kauffman, who lived nearby in Hancock Park, was trawling for ideas that could be transformed into stories for the upcoming pilot season.


Along with her writing partner David Crane, Kauffman had created the groundbreaking HBO series Dream On and, after leaving the show, had been fruitlessly seeking network success. Last pilot season had been disappointing, and it was important to the two writers that 1994 be a better year for them than 1993 had been. Something about Insomnia Café grabbed her attention, and she began to mull over an intriguing idea. Could a comedy series set in a coffee shop appeal to viewers? Kauffman and Crane had only recently moved to California from New York, and found that they missed their old crew of friends from Manhattan terribly. They had spent all their spare time together, done everything together, served as a kind of surrogate family. What if they put together a show about that?


Sometime in the mid-1980s, Warren Littlefield discovered something new about television. The NBC executive, protégé to network president Brandon Tartikoff, was attending an advertising meeting, and the research department displayed a gridded chart showing the relative audience shares for two shows: CBS’s Murder, She Wrote and NBC’s own St. Elsewhere. At the bottom left, Murder, She Wrote, featuring Angela Lansbury as a crime-solving mystery novelist, a fixture in the Nielsen top ten, and at the top right, NBC’s quirky hospital drama, beloved by critics but lagging noticeably in the ratings. The message was clear: NBC’s niche effort was having its clock cleaned. What came next changed Littlefield’s entire career.


If you think Murder, She Wrote is kicking St. Elsewhere’s ass, the researcher continued, you’re right—when it comes to total audience. Now a new graph replaced the initial chart. This one showed the fees networks charged advertisers for their shows. Quirky, niche, never-gonna-be-a-hit St. Elsewhere made NBC more money than the far more successful Murder, She Wrote made for CBS. NBC was able to charge more for its thirty-second spots than CBS charged for theirs.


And why? The answer lay in a steady shift in advertisers’ interests. Advertisers increasingly preferred younger eyeballs. Reaching a mass audience was too diffuse and too unpredictable. Advertisers preferred a targeted approach, pushing their sports cars and light beers to youthful viewers, whom they believed to be more likely to purchase them. The ratings were no less important today than they had been yesterday, but the youth market—broadly speaking, viewers between the ages of eighteen and forty-nine—was becoming the only market that really mattered. (Older people, the thinking went, could be safely ignored, being unlikely to buy the razors and sports cars and beer advertisers hoped to sell.) Littlefield understood that the ground was shifting in network television.


Littlefield had been studying government at American University in Washington, DC, during the final years of Richard Nixon’s presidency, imagining himself rescuing American democracy from unconstitutional knavery. When Nixon resigned, the urgency of Littlefield’s cause dissipated, and he switched to studying psychology. Before beginning a graduate program, he wanted to accrue some work experience and was offered a job by a hometown friend as a gofer at a production company.


After stints as a location scout and an assistant editor, Littlefield was acquiring properties of his own for production. He was feeding original movies to the gaping maw of the networks, which had approximately three hundred such slots to fill on their yearly calendars. One such effort, an East Africa–set adventure called The Last Giraffe, was selected by The Hollywood Reporter as one of the ten best TV movies of 1979, and Littlefield decided it was time to relocate to Los Angeles. He soon took up a job at NBC in comedy development and began his meteoric rise at the network.


Just a few years after the St. Elsewhere epiphany, Littlefield was named the president of entertainment at NBC, replacing Tartikoff. Littlefield was inheriting a network that was simultaneously flourishing and endangered. Under the tutelage of the highly esteemed Tartikoff, NBC had dominated the 1980s with series like Cheers, The Cosby Show, and L.A. Law. Tartikoff had been skeptical about a new series from two comedians named Jerry Seinfeld and Larry David (“too New York and too Jewish,” said the New York Jew) but developed the acerbic, high-concept, defiantly unlikable Seinfeld anyway.


Now Littlefield had succeeded Tartikoff and was watching as the network’s most beloved series were leaving the air. The Cosby Show had ended, Cheers was ending, and NBC’s historic run of dominance on Thursday nights was running the risk of coming to an end. NBC needed to develop some new shows, and Littlefield’s newfound fixation on younger audiences found him constructing a mental graph of his own. The x-axis was the mass market; the y-axis was the youth audience. Littlefield was aiming to simultaneously maximize both, creating shows that were appealing to younger viewers without turning away older audiences.


As Littlefield was pondering his future audience, Bill Clinton was close to wrapping up his first year as president and soon to face a wipeout in the 1994 midterms, in which Republicans would gain fifty-four seats and make Newt Gingrich Speaker of the House. The Soviet Union had collapsed two years prior, leaving the United States as the sole world superpower. Democracy had seemingly won its titanic struggle with world communism without firing a shot. The American way of life was ascendant.


The sports world was about to be rocked by the news that, for the first time in ninety years, there would be no World Series played that fall, due to a labor strike. Quentin Tarantino won the Palme d’Or at Cannes for his neo-Godardian crime film Pulp Fiction, which resuscitated the moribund career of John Travolta, and the dominant film of the summer would be the overpraised, conservative Forrest Gump, in which Tom Hanks’s title character was present at much of postwar American history while serving as proof that all was as it should be. Independent film was ascendant, with Miramax, run by the later-to-be-disgraced Harvey Weinstein, leading a phalanx of new voices with films like The Crying Game. In the mid-1990s, film was still considered the primary visual medium of the American arts, attracting exciting new voices like Tarantino, Todd Haynes, John Singleton, and Allison Anders. Television, by comparison, while it had produced exciting new series like Seinfeld and NYPD Blue, was considered a backwater, a place you went when the movies didn’t work out, whose audience was far less discerning than film’s.


Meanwhile, a coffee company that had originally been started by two teachers and a writer in Seattle had begun to expand beyond the Pacific Northwest. Starbucks had opened stores in Portland and Chicago, and then targeted California, tackling San Francisco and Los Angeles. The company had gone from eleven stores in 1987 to one hundred sixty-one stores only five years later. Coffee was suddenly big business, and Starbucks was rapidly becoming the name most prominently associated with coffeehouse culture. With its oversize plush chairs, its soothing soundtrack of folk, indie rock, and world music, and its distinct language (who decided that a “tall” would be one of the smaller sizes for its drinks?), what had once been associated with college campuses and Greenwich Village was soon to be a nationwide phenomenon. Coffee was no longer solely a matter of dumping hot water into powder over the kitchen sink; it was now an entire lifestyle, with a culture of (occasionally harried) leisure to accompany it. Young Americans would not just drink coffee for a burst of caffeine; they would lounge around in coffeehouses, bantering, laughing, and trading confidences, seizing on the relatively new spaces forming in cities across the nation and making them their own.


As president, Littlefield was carrying with him the message he had received from the legendary former NBC CEO and chairman Grant Tinker earlier in his career. Tinker had continually sought to remind Littlefield and his colleagues that the audience was not an alien race. What shows were his employees breathlessly anticipating each week? What series would convince them to cancel their plans and rush home, in this pre-streaming era, to catch the latest episode? Those were the shows they should be making. It was time for stories that spoke to the audiences they craved, that were about young people.


And if the story of the sitcom could be said to have followed an arc, one of the major changes that had unfolded across the four decades of television history had been the shift away from the family show. Television had begun as a domestic medium, a place for families to gather in their living rooms to watch other, fictional families in their living rooms. It had been a feminine counterpoint to the increasingly masculine sphere of the movies. But over time, the domestic families of Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver had given way to the workplace families of The Mary Tyler Moore Show and M*A*S*H.


With the American family dissolving and re-forming in unimaginable new patterns, the sitcom increasingly preferred its groupings of colleagues and squads. The 1980s had seen a resurgence of the family sitcom, with the former B-movie-star-turned-national-father-figure Ronald Reagan inspiring a wave of sturdy sitcom dads like The Cosby Show’s Heathcliff Huxtable and Family Ties’ Steven Keaton. Ratings indicated that younger audiences, less likely to be married or raising children, mostly preferred to see themselves reflected on their television screens, and even older, married viewers were often happier watching a crew of friends bantering.


Seinfeld was a show like that. The specials department at NBC, not the prime-time programming team, had picked up the pilot in 1989. Rick Ludwin and his group had fallen in love with a stand-up comedian named Jerry Seinfeld. Seinfeld and fellow comedian Larry David had spent an afternoon walking around a Manhattan deli and talking about the strange products on display there, belatedly realizing that their aimless banter could form the foundation of a new kind of television series. The pilot flopped with audiences, and NBC expressed little enthusiasm for the show, but Ludwin’s fierce advocacy bankrolled a four-episode run, and eventually got it an invitation for a fuller second season.


Seinfeld rewrote the rules of the sitcom. Its characters were amoral, callous, and self-centered. There were no meaningful romantic relationships on the show; the one partnership heading toward marriage would later be brutally, hilariously interrupted by a batch of poisoned envelopes. And yet, NBC understood that part of the attraction of Seinfeld was its aura of charming Manhattan singles in pursuit of true love—or at least a fruitful one-night stand. Much of Seinfeld was turned over to the logistics and limitations of big-city dating, with many of its most memorable moments, from “They’re real, and they’re spectacular” to “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” stemming from relationship stories. People enjoyed watching George and Elaine and Kramer sitting on Jerry’s couch and bantering, and NBC was betting that there was a huge untapped market for series similar to Seinfeld, the third-highest-rated series of the 1993–94 season after 60 Minutes and Home Improvement. The search for the next Seinfeld was on.


Each morning at six o’clock, Littlefield received a fax from the research department, based in New York, with the overnight ratings. It was like a daily report card, delivering updated assessments of the audience’s feelings regarding NBC programming. As Littlefield perused the overnights from San Francisco and Houston and Atlanta, he thought about what it must be like to be a young person starting a life in one of those places. Rent was expensive, jobs were scarce, and moving somewhere new, beyond the reach of parents and old friends, could be lonely. Littlefield considered his own formative postcollege years, living with roommates in the suburbs of New York and taking the commuter train to work daily. It had been harsh and unromantic, but it had also been a testing ground. To be young was to scuffle, but it was also to discover the world afresh. ABC was flying high with blue-collar comedies like Roseanne and Home Improvement, and CBS was devoted to its older audience, seemingly unaware of the advertising pot of gold that Littlefield was chasing. No one was serving the younger viewers Littlefield had in mind.


Littlefield put out a call to writers and producers he had worked with: Bring me ideas for shows about young people. He was in search of stories about breaking away, about stepping out, about finding yourself. Littlefield was convinced that older audiences could easily be compelled to watch a show in which they communed with their younger selves, but younger audiences could never be cajoled to watch characters living lives they had not yet experienced. Littlefield didn’t want any more pitches about crusading lawyers or wholesome single dads; he wanted clever, warmhearted shows with instantly recognizable characters. He wanted a kinder, gentler Seinfeld—less New York and less Jewish (while maybe still retaining some of the original’s Semitic, five-boroughs appeal). He didn’t get it.


The first batch of pitch meetings came and went, and a few scripts were given the green light for development, but nothing of substance propelled itself forward. None of them felt unique, and Littlefield went about his business, conscious that there was an opportunity that might vanish. Another network might grab the reins, and NBC’s chance to win over a new generation of viewers, and the resulting advertising dollars, might dissipate.


For television writers, pilot season, the weeks when writers proposed new concepts for television series to the networks bidding for their services, was a hectic flurry of all-night writing sessions and snap decisions that even the people involved could hardly remember. To maximize one’s options, it was customary for working writers to pitch two, or even three, pilots to networks, in the hopes that one might catch fire. Marta Kauffman and David Crane were hoping to expunge the bad taste that still lingered in their mouths from the preceding season.


Jeff Sagansky at CBS had been happy to listen to Crane and Kauffman’s pitches during the 1993 pilot season, including an idea for a musical show with original songs each week, but had his own ideas. He was looking for a white-collar version of the bickering, loving family of Roseanne, he told them, and was not much interested in anything else. Kauffman and Crane came back with Family Album, which was meant to fulfill Sagansky’s desire.


Crane believed that some shows fed you exciting angles, new story lines, and rich characters, and some simply didn’t. Family Album, about a California doctor (played by Peter Scolari) who moves to Philadelphia along with his family to look after his parents, didn’t. After six episodes, CBS canceled the show. Kauffman and Crane concentrated their efforts on the next pilot season.


Kauffman and Crane had cocreated the critically admired HBO comedy series Dream On (1990–96), in which Brian Benben’s randy divorced book editor ran through a seemingly infinite array of beautiful young women interested in bedding him. Benben’s Martin, raised by television, finds his endless romantic snafus punctuated in his mind by clips from old movies and TV shows, offering a stream of witty and arch commentary on the show’s plotlines.


Dream On was a superb opportunity for Kauffman and Crane, but they were surprised to discover how exhausting it could be to produce a show with only one star. Benben was a fine actor, but given that he had to appear in almost every scene, production could become a slog. If Benben was tired or under the weather, the show would have to halt until he recovered. It was simply too much pressure to place on one performer. The next time they had an opportunity to put a show on the air, Kauffman and Crane promised themselves, they would work with an ensemble.


The failure of Family Album had dinged their reputation some, which meant that the next show had to be fresher—had to be something that emerged from their own hearts and memories. For the 1994 pilot season, Kauffman and Crane hammered out three new ideas. Dream On had made them a sought-after commodity at the networks, who were looking for something equally creative, if less sexually explicit. They talked it over with Warner Bros. Television president Leslie Moonves and the other Warner Bros. executives and settled on a plan, based on the four networks’ open time slots for the fall and their rough preferences regarding what kinds of shows, and audiences, they were in search of. At the time, there were only four broadcast networks producing original programming, and independent production companies like Warner Bros. would create shows that they might sell to any of the networks.


They would begin with their idea for a show about high schoolers who express their feelings by bursting into song, a kind of Glee two decades before Ryan Murphy’s show. ABC had told them that they wanted their own Dream On, but when they came back with the idea for a single-camera comedy, the network was disappointed. They wanted to know where the laugh track was. Dream On had no laugh track, either, but it was rapidly evident that ABC was not ready yet for single-camera comedies like The Larry Sanders Show, which was generally considered to be for more sophisticated audiences than the traditional three-camera sitcom setup still prevalent on network TV. ABC passed on the high school show—“As soon as a couple of words left our mouths, their eyes glazed over,” Kauffman would tell a reporter—but the other two moved forward. Networks paid lip service to the idea of breaking the rules, but more often than not, they preferred the rules to the chaos of the new.


Fox took the next step and ordered a script for their show Reality Check, a single-camera series about a teenage boy with a vivid imagination. The idea was that, as with Dream On, audiences would be afforded glimpses into the mind of its protagonist—first called Harry, then later renamed Jamie. And there was still one more idea to hash out, a comedy series about twentysomethings that they believed might be a good fit for youth-oriented Fox as well.


They had come up with the idea while sitting at their desks in their Warner Bros. office, surrounded by posters from their New York theatrical productions, taking up a pose similar to the ones they had struck in other rooms for the last decade and a half. Kauffman and Crane had met as sophomores at Brandeis University when they were both cast in a production of Tennessee Williams’s Camino Real. Kauffman played a prostitute, and Crane was a street waif.


When he was growing up, Crane was sure he was going to be an actor. He would watch his favorite television shows, smart, character-based series like The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and daydream about what a career as a performer might be like. Crane imagined a life in the arts, and being an actor seemed like the most straightforward route to success. When he arrived at Brandeis University, Crane dove into the school’s theater scene, and it took a number of years before he came to a realization: He was not, and would never be, much of an actor.


After Camino Real, Kauffman was asked to direct a production of Stephen Schwartz and John-Michael Tebelak’s Godspell at school and approached Crane about casting him in the show. Crane turned down the part but offered to codirect, and a partnership was formed. They bonded over their mutual affection for The Dick Van Dyke Show and its miniaturist plots. The presence of Rose Marie as a member of the show-within-the-show’s writing staff had demonstrated to Kauffman that women could be television writers, even if Kauffman felt like Rose Marie’s character, Sally Rogers, was around mostly to order sandwiches for the other writers.


Kauffman had been an aspiring actor and writer as an adolescent when an AP English teacher told her that she was the least perceptive student he had ever had. She would, in case she bore any illusions to the contrary, never be a writer. The high school senior accepted her teacher’s harsh verdict and began her time at Brandeis University primarily interested in acting. It took some time for the sting of her teacher’s comments to wear off enough for her to realize that she enjoyed writing substantially more than acting. What’s more, she was good at it.


Kauffman and Crane branched out from directing to writing their own original material. Their show Personals, a musical about characters who place personal ads, was well received at Brandeis. After graduation, Kauffman and Crane moved to New York and began writing shows of their own in earnest, along with Seth Friedman. Kauffman and Crane contributed songs and poetry for the musical A . . . My Name Is Alice (1984), a revue conceived and directed by Joan Micklin Silver and Julianne Boyd. Alice was a compendium of songs about women, with Kauffman and Crane contributing a song called “Trash”—although, notably, not the number called “Friends.” Personals received an off-Broadway run in 1985, with Kauffman’s husband, Michael Skloff (who had once been Crane’s roommate), serving as musical director and composing some additional material for the show.


Alice’s success—New York Times theater critic Frank Rich called it “delightful”—attracted the attention of an agent, ICM’s Nancy Josephson, whom they signed on with. They worked on a series of shows for TheaterWorksUSA, which commissioned musical theater for inner-city children, and then were approached by the rights holders to the Dudley Moore film Arthur. Kauffman, Crane, and Skloff were hired to put together a musical version of Arthur, which occupied the next five years of their careers before stalling.


After Crane and Kauffman had been working in New York theater for about five years, a young television agent came to the theater one night to attend their latest show. She approached the partners after the show and asked them if they had ever thought about writing for television. Neither had, but the agent strongly encouraged them to give it a try.


Most writers looking to transition to television would move to Los Angeles and look for a staff-writer job on a show, but Crane and Kauffman wound up taking an unexpected route. Neither was ready to leave New York, or the theater, so the agent recommended that they come up with ten ideas for new shows. She would take them and shop them around, and see if she could drum up any interest in them.


Crane and Kauffman painstakingly came up with the requested ideas and began flying out occasionally to Los Angeles to pitch them in person. Theater was engrossing and emotionally rewarding, but when the two writers turned thirty with little financial success to show for their efforts, California beckoned. They took a job in development for Norman Lear’s production company. They were in the television industry but still were not in a writers’ room, where they would have been working on someone else’s show, fleshing out someone else’s ideas, and serving someone else’s concepts. Consciously or not, Crane and Kauffman were intent on protecting their voices from the incursion of other influences.


On Dream On, which had developed out of a desire to utilize the rights to Universal’s film library, Crane ran the writers’ room with Kauffman, who also oversaw the onstage work, and Kevin Bright, who had become their partner, took charge of postproduction. Each of the three partners had their own discrete but overlapping role, allowing them control of a single aspect of television production while also ensuring that the others were aware of, and included in, their work.


For as long as he could remember, Kevin Bright had known he did not want to be in show business. His father, Jackie, had started off as a vaudeville comic and then transitioned into work as a personal manager for Catskills acts. He would book comedians and other performers for breakfast and brunch acts, or to appear on cruise ships. Jackie would bring Kevin to the Concord Resort Hotel, part of the legendary Borscht Belt. Bright’s family had photographs of him as an exhausted little boy asleep in the lap of none other than Sammy Davis Jr.


Kevin knew he was not cut out for the life of the showbiz hustler. By the time he enrolled in college, he had decided to study philosophy, which was about as far away as you could get from the Catskills. After he enrolled in an elective film course, he realized philosophy was not in the cards for him. Entertainment had possibilities that were tremendously appealing to him. Bright transferred to Emerson College in Boston, which had a highly regarded film-and-television program, and decided to immerse himself in the very thing he had always thought was not for him.


Bright had been raised in the fading light of vaudeville and was passionate about its television inheritor, the variety show—the place where his childhood experience met his passion for the moving image. When he graduated, he went to work for producer Joseph Cates, whose brother Gilbert would eventually produce the annual Academy Awards telecast. Bright began by fetching coffee, and by the end of his six-year run with Cates, he was producing variety specials of his own. He produced five David Copperfield specials, the Miss Teenage America pageant, and a number of Johnny Cash specials in the late 1970s and 1980s. Bright had practically cornered the market on variety television produced in New York, but in doing so, he realized that the business was dying. There were fewer and fewer specials being made, and those that remained were being made in California.


Bright decided to make the leap to Los Angeles, and to comedy. Bright’s history in variety had granted him an accidental specialty in maximizing minimalist budgets. HBO was looking to get away with making half-hour comedy programming in the low six figures, and Bright knew how to do it. He went on to produce comic specials for Paul Shaffer, Harry Shearer, and Merrill Markoe. Bright would also produce the first original-to-syndication sitcom, sold directly to local stations instead of to a network, Madame’s Place (1982), shooting seventy-five episodes of the adventures of a faded-movie-star puppet named Madame in just eighteen weeks.


Bright had been brought in for Dream On by noted director John Landis (The Blues Brothers, Animal House). Landis was looking to branch out into television but needed an experienced hand to walk him through the work of packaging and producing for TV. Landis had been offered the opportunity to make use of Universal’s remarkable film archive and was in search of marketable ideas when he was introduced to Kauffman and Crane. Bright had not worked in six months when, all at once, he was hired for Dream On and for the pilot of In Living Color, a new comedy sketch series for Fox. It was Bright, a music buff, who convinced Damon Wayans and David Alan Grier to use the Weather Girls’ “It’s Raining Men” for the sketch featuring their flamboyantly gay film critics, “Men on Film.” Bright assumed that he would stay on with In Living Color, a network show, but when that opportunity fell through for him, he happily became a producer on Dream On.


After a number of years of working together on Dream On, Kauffman, Bright, and Crane were sitting around their office one day when Kauffman wanted to share her enthusiasm over their professional arrangement, with she and Crane serving as writers and Bright producing. “This is so great,” she told Bright and Crane. “Wouldn’t it be great if we could just keep doing this?” “We could, if you want to,” Bright told her, and beginning in 1993, the three partners had an overall deal with Warner Bros. to produce new television series. That year had not been their year, but now it was 1994, and Kevin Bright was free to throw himself into finding a spot in the network lineup for the fall.


Fox immediately began bombarding Kauffman and Crane with suggested changes to Reality Check, the show that brought viewers inside the mind of a teenager. The network desperately wanted the show to be raunchier than it was, more like a Fox-friendly Dream On. Couldn’t Harry (or Jamie) be older? Couldn’t he already be driving? Couldn’t he be having sex? Their protagonist did indeed become older, a high school junior, not a freshman, and the bulging script was trimmed down by losing some characters, including his father.


Reality Check was another headache, just like Family Album had been. The network wanted something new, but then wanted that new thing to be as familiar as possible. Kauffman and Crane knew they had made their name with a high-concept series, but Crane in particular was drawn to the idea of an ultra-low-concept show. Sitting in their office on the Warner Bros. lot, Kauffman and Crane began to banter about their own group of friends from New York, a sextet that also included a lesbian couple. They borrowed personality traits from acquaintances and from actors they had worked with, melding together a hodgepodge of characteristics into loose outlines for their protagonists. In the evenings, Kauffman pulled aside two of the babysitters who helped care for her children to quiz them about life as a single twentysomething.


The two writers drafted a seven-page pitch document to be shared with networks, detailing the characters, the setting, and some of the adventures they imagined unfolding. “It’s about searching for love and commitment and security . . . and a fear of love and commitment and security,” they wrote. “And it’s about friendship, because when you’re young and single in the city, your friends are your family.”


“That’s basically it,” they closed the pitch document. “And even if we are going to play with the form a little bit, ultimately, it’s about six people who you can invest in. For us, it’s kind of like writing six Martin Tuppers.”


There were bits of the creators themselves in their characters. Kauffman put more than a touch of herself into the character of Monica, whom she thought of as being someone who always needed to close the marker until it clicked. Monica was worn out by an endless schedule of dating. “She feels like if she has to eat another Caesar salad, she’s going to die,” Kauffman told a New York Times reporter chronicling that year’s pilot season.


Traces of Crane could be found in the dry, acerbic wit of Chandler. Crane, who is gay, initially thought of making Chandler’s character gay as well, which would have notably changed the story arc of the series to come. Chandler wound up straight, but the kind of straight man Crane envisioned getting regularly mistaken for gay. (A college friend of Kauffman’s named Chandler would later jokingly accuse her of having ruined his life by giving a Friends character his name.) Kauffman also saw some of herself in the antic spirituality of Phoebe.


The truth was, though, there simply was not enough time to put too much thought into these characters. “WRITE FASTER,” they urged themselves via a message scribbled on their blackboard as the deadline for the script neared. Then the message subtly changed: “WRITE BETTER.”


The two writers, then in their midthirties, kept it simple. They would pitch the series as being about six intertwined characters, in and out of one another’s apartments and one another’s lives as they went about the ordinary business of their daily existence. Crucially, they wanted a story with three female protagonists who were given equal time and equal heft. They were not just girlfriends, or sisters, or funny sidekicks. Kauffman would later insist that no script ever contain the word bitch (or, for that matter, the phrase shut up). Kauffman and Crane even came up with a tagline they would present to the networks they pitched to: “It’s that time of life when your friends are your family.”


Crane was more than satisfied with their minimal work. If they had the six characters they were looking for and the setting was roughly acceptable, it was good enough to pitch. To be a television writer was to endlessly spin out new characters, new situations, new juicy story lines. These were just the latest iteration from two hamsters trapped on the Hollywood treadmill. In all likelihood, they thought, this show would disappear without a trace, just like so many of their past pilot scripts. Fox surprised them by expressing interest in green-lighting a script, but Warner Bros. was still interested in cutting a deal elsewhere (at the time, Fox was still an upstart with little of the cachet of the other three networks) and scheduled Kauffman and Crane for a meeting with NBC in December 1993.


Warren Littlefield always judged writers by their ability to hold a room. Could they seize control of the dead Burbank air and commandeer it with the power and vigor of their stories? Could they make script characters come to life? To do so was, of course, little guarantee of future success, but Littlefield intuitively felt that being able to convince jaded network executives was a promising down payment toward winning over a skeptical national audience.


Kauffman and Crane had worked with NBC once before, on the short-lived 1992 political farce The Powers That Be. The network had been won over by their witty scripts, but Kauffman and Crane had not been the showrunners (Norman Lear of All in the Family fame was also involved in the show, as an executive producer), and Littlefield had felt that the show had never lived up to its potential.


As Littlefield and his colleagues sipped water, Kauffman and Crane brought the room to life with their amusing, heartfelt pitch about six Manhattan twentysomethings in search of themselves. They acted out the characters and the scenarios for a show they were calling Insomnia Café, allowing the room of network executives to momentarily imagine a crew of friends, swigging coffee and bantering, that felt more like a substitute family.


It was a simple pitch—Cheers in a coffee shop—but it was more than that. It felt deeply personal, a transmutation of lived experience into a story that would register with the widest possible swath of viewers. A bell was going off in Littlefield’s head, confirming that the nebulous thing he had been in search of since becoming president of NBC had been located. This, finally, was what he wanted.


Kauffman and Crane’s series was being produced by Warner Bros., and WB Television’s president, Les Moonves, was representing the show’s interests in negotiations. Moonves neglected to tell NBC that Fox had already expressed interest in the show, or even that it had been pitched to other networks at all. Moonves, soon to become the president of CBS’s entertainment division, told Littlefield that picking up the show would come with certain conditions. Acquiring Kauffman and Crane’s series would require a pilot commitment. NBC would have to bypass the script stage, where the network could acquire a single script from the writers and decide whether to proceed to filming a pilot. Filming a poor pilot that did not make it to air would be the equivalent of a $250,000 penalty. NBC would hardly sink under the weight of such a cost, but too many failed pilots could blow a substantial hole in the network’s development budget.


For Littlefield, it felt like a reasonable request coming from Moonves and the Warner Bros. team, and there wouldn’t be any penalty unless the series wound up a disappointment. Littlefield was confident that the new show would fill one of the slots on their new, youth-oriented Thursday-night lineup, and so the up-front costs of developing the show were simply the price of doing business. Moonves was being aggressive, but NBC wanted to be in business with Warner Bros. on this show and did not want it to end up elsewhere.


NBC made the pilot commitment for Insomnia Café and took the show off the market. But Kauffman and Crane remained unsatisfied with the show’s title. Their outline for the show was renamed Bleecker Street, after the Manhattan street Kauffman had lived on, and the first draft of the pilot script was labeled NBC Pilot Which Still Needs a Title.


Littlefield only had one notable tweak he wanted to suggest. He was concerned, he noted to Kauffman and Crane, about how much time their characters were spending in their neighborhood coffee shop. How much action could reasonably take place in a café? Littlefield wanted the characters’ apartments to take on more prominence. And if the characters were meant to live in the same apartment building, as the pilot script indicated, Littlefield suggested that the apartment of roommates Joey and Chandler be placed directly across the hall from Rachel and Monica’s apartment, allowing some of the action to take place in the hallway between their doors.


Crane thought the note was a solid one. “You could call it Across the Hall,” Littlefield helpfully suggested. “Or just have it be across the hall,” Crane responded, nonplussed by the mediocre title. They still couldn’t settle on a decent title for the show. After a temporary interlude where they adopted Littlefield’s suggestion, Warner Bros. sponsored an internal name-that-show contest. The big winner was Crane’s partner Jeffrey Klarik, who suggested Friends Like Us.


NBC was mostly hands-off after ordering Kauffman and Crane’s pilot, with their notes running to such minor matters as the beige-toned color of the couch in the coffeehouse. (They preferred a less repellent shade.) The one major suggestion the network had for Crane and Kauffman was the addition of an older secondary character. NBC was concerned that if all the main characters were in their twenties, it would distinctly limit the series’ breakout appeal. An older character—even one that made only occasional appearances—could convince hesitant older viewers to check in with Friends Like Us. Perhaps, the network thought, there might be an older acquaintance they ran into at the coffeehouse who could give them advice about their lives?


It was a poor idea, and while it would not sink the show, it would undoubtedly weaken its spell. Kauffman and Crane reluctantly agreed, and began trying to wedge the character, whom they referred to as “Pat the Cop,” after an older police officer who used to hang out in the movie theater where Dream On writers Jeff Greenstein and Jeff Strauss used to work in Somerville, Massachusetts, during college, into their next script. The writers made a good-faith attempt, even casting the role, but hated the resulting script so much that they pleaded with NBC to drop the idea. If only NBC would kill Pat the Cop, they promised, they would give their six protagonists parents in notable supporting roles, and find older guest stars to attract a more mature audience. NBC gave its permission, and Pat the Cop was no longer.


The show would live or die on the strength of its six main characters. But who would play the roles?






CHAPTER 2


SIX OF ONE


Casting the Show


[image: ]


Barbara Miller, the head of casting for Warner Bros. Television, handed over a script. “Read this,” she told Ellie Kanner, “work on some lists, and you’ll meet with David Crane, Marta Kauffman, and Kevin Bright. Be ready!” Kanner, then only twenty-nine, had recently been promoted to casting director, having cast shows like Step by Step and Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman, and this script would be one of the first she would help to cast at Warner Bros. After reading the script, Kanner was puzzled. Why wasn’t everyone else at Warner Bros. as excited about this pilot as she was?


It was a casting director’s job to be familiar with most of the young performers in the industry and able to mentally pore over the possibilities and identify strong candidates. Kanner took out her notepad and began making lists of all the funny young performers she knew, breaking them into subcategories for each of the roles in the script: sad-sack divorcé Ross; his luckless-in-love sister, Monica; quirky Phoebe; neurotic Chandler; Chandler’s actor roommate, Joey; and Monica’s high school friend Rachel. Kanner’s assistant Lorna Johnson began calling agencies and checking actors’ availabilities. And as Kanner and Johnson were winnowing their list, they were also being sent further candidates by the agencies. Kanner wound up receiving upward of one thousand headshots for each role.


It was February 1994, and Kanner knew she only had about eight weeks to scrutinize her lists, audition the performers she’d selected, narrow it down to about one hundred actors that the producers would see, and help them make their final selections. Actors would be called in for a first audition, where they would read briefly from the script. Kanner would sort through the performances and select a smaller swath of actors who would audition for the showrunners as well. The next step would be to pick a handful of finalists for each role—professionally successful but personally devastated Ross, guitar-playing New Age princess Phoebe, tough-talking “downtown woman” Monica, self-impressed heartthrob Joey, runaway bride Rachel, and sarcastic, witty, perpetually single Chandler—who would be given the opportunity to audition for not only Kanner and the showrunners but Warner Bros. executives as well.


The early casting would be overseen by Kauffman and Bright. Crane had a self-diagnosed tendency to love every actor he saw and had voluntarily removed himself from the first part of the process. He wanted to hire every actor who came in and felt guilty when they couldn’t. Crane would be invaluable in the later stages of casting, but it was primarily Kauffman and Bright’s task to cull the initial list.


The producers expressed a desire to be open about race and ethnicity as well. They knew that the Ross and Monica characters were to be siblings, and had decided that they would be played by white performers, but were open to anyone for the other four roles. Kanner’s initial lists included numerous African-American and Asian-American performers. The flexibility was a step forward, to be sure, but some of Friends’ later struggles regarding diversity were etched in stone here. Without an explicit desire to cast actors who looked more like New York, the producers were likely going to end up, as if by default, with an all-white cast. As later critics would note, comedy was a less integrated genre than drama. Dramatic series had room for a greater variety of characters, and their settings—hospitals, precinct houses, courtrooms—allowed for characters from different walks of life to interact. Comedy expected its audiences to embrace its characters and was far more tentative about asking them to identify with characters who were not white and middle-class. Television executives were more fearful of asking audiences to laugh along with characters of color, concerned that such shows would be ignored by the majority-white audience.


Kauffman and Crane had their own casting ideas, as well. They had auditioned David Schwimmer on a previous pilot of theirs, called Couples, and had loved his work. They had pushed strongly to cast him, but the network had insisted on selecting the other finalist, Jonathan Silverman, instead. Kevin Bright had watched the process, noting the careful language that the network had used, and believed it was a matter of finding Schwimmer too Jewish for network television. The situation was ludicrous, of course; here they were, three Jewish showrunners being forced to select one Jewish actor instead of another one. But Bright suspected that Silverman was seen as a handsome Jew, one who could pass as a leading man, and Schwimmer was not.


Schwimmer had recently attracted glowing reviews for his turn on NYPD Blue as creepy neighbor “4B.” Schwimmer was a theater kid like Kauffman and Crane, a trained actor with an impressively wide range and a seriousness about the craft that they admired. While they were working on the pilot script for Friends Like Us, Kauffman and Crane conferred about the Ross character, remembered the actor they loved but hadn’t been able to cast, and said, “David Schwimmer for this.”


They envisioned Ross as a highly educated scientist in a crew consisting mostly of working-class strivers. “So his career is pretty together,” Kauffman and Crane wrote in their pitch document. “However, when we meet him, he’s just signed his divorce papers. . . . His wife left him for his best friend . . . Debbie. He had no idea.” Ross would be the “loyal husband” who suddenly found himself excited by the world of available women around him: “It’s kind of like he’s back in junior high. Only there are no books.” Kauffman and Crane pictured an episode where Ross would take a date to the planetarium and woo her under the stars—a plotline that would notably be reused, with a different woman. The pilot would eventually drop the wife-runs-off-with-female-best-friend angle but still retain Ross’s wife coming out as a lesbian.


They were ready to offer him the role without his even having to audition—a rare privilege for a young, untested actor. There was only one problem: Schwimmer did not want to do the show. More than that, he did not want to do any more television at all.


Schwimmer had just been on the short-lived Fox comedy series Monty (1994), in which he had played the left-wing son of a Rush Limbaugh–esque conservative firebrand, played by Happy Days’ Henry Winkler, and had found it to be a miserable experience. As he saw it, television was a place where nobody listened to your ideas, where you reported for duty every day to do mediocre, unsatisfying work. When Monty was canceled, Schwimmer felt immense relief and immediately returned to Chicago, where he was working on a new theatrical production of The Master and Margarita. His theater company, the Lookingglass, had just moved into a new space, and Schwimmer felt like he was in the exact place he wanted to be. He had gotten a buzz cut for the role of Pontius Pilate for the show and was prepared to thrust himself into Mikhail Bulgakov’s fantastical world of Soviet totalitarianism tempered with magical realism.


Schwimmer had appeared in a number of pilots that had never gone anywhere, and he found the whole process mystifying and frustrating. What was the point of acting if no one could see your work? He would not, his agent Leslie Siebert told Kanner, be reading any more television scripts. Kauffman and Crane were chagrined but not quite ready to give up on their dream casting.


In the meantime, though, the producers began looking at other actors. The casting process for Friends Like Us was moving slowly, and other, faster series began to snatch away talented performers. Kanner brought Noah Wyle in for the role of Ross. The producers liked his audition and wanted him to test for the network, but the pilot was not going to shoot until May. In the meantime, Wyle auditioned for ER, also being produced by Warner Bros. that same pilot season, and Friends Like Us moved into second position, meaning that they were second in line for the actor’s services. If the first show fell through, they would be able to cast him on their series. Wyle, of course, wound up being cast on ER instead. Among the other actors who auditioned for Ross was future Will & Grace star Eric McCormack, who came in two or three times.


They also considered Mitchell Whitfield, who would eventually be cast as Rachel’s ex Barry. Whitfield advanced so far in the process that after one meeting, he received a surreptitious phone call from someone involved with the show who brought good, if inaccurate, news: “Hey, congratulations, they love you for Ross. Looks like you’re going to be Ross.”


Meanwhile, Siebert had begged Schwimmer to look at the script, telling him that Kauffman and Crane were admirers of his craft. Schwimmer remembered how much he had enjoyed the Couples script and was pleased to learn that their new show was to be an ensemble series, with no designated star. This could be a television series that worked a bit more like a theatrical troupe.


Schwimmer had also gotten unexpected phone calls from Robby Benson, the former child star who had become a well-regarded television director, and from James Burrows, the legendary director behind Taxi and Cheers. Both of them were also telling him that Kauffman and Crane had specifically written the role with him in mind, which Schwimmer had not fully understood beforehand. If these titans of television were suggesting he reconsider, Schwimmer later told Littlefield, he would be an idiot not to go. Schwimmer read the script and agreed to fly out to Los Angeles to meet with them.


Executives from Warner Bros. and NBC filled the edges of the room as Schwimmer picked up the pages of the pilot script. Kanner, who was reading with him, was immediately overcome with the quiet joy of knowing that an actor was perfect for a role. The role of Ross was like an off-the-rack suit that did not require any tailoring for Schwimmer to wear. He could simply put it on. It already fit perfectly. “OK,” she told herself, “this was meant to be.” Fortunately, Schwimmer agreed and accepted the part.


After Schwimmer was cast, Bright and Kauffman spent weeks fruitlessly looking at actors for the other roles. They would listen to the script, day after day, being mauled by performers who could not locate the comedy trapped inside of it. They began to doubt the value of the script itself. Perhaps they had mistakenly believed it was funnier than it actually was?


One early session was held in Barbara Miller’s office. The actors auditioning for Friends Like Us were surrounded by photographs of Greta Garbo and Bette Davis, as if to remind them of the legendary work that had been done on this very lot. Actors came fully dressed for the job they wanted, with a passel of Phoebes in nose rings and bell-bottoms, and an array of Joeys displaying ample chest hair. Auditions were a frustrating process, with actors displaying distinct limits to their range or unable to replicate what they had done in an earlier audition. Miller exchanged notes with Kanner, Kauffman, Crane, and the Warner Bros. executives after the session, and everyone agreed that there were only a few performers good enough for the next audition—which would be held at NBC. Some of the performers were too sitcom-y, while others were too theatrical. They would have to keep searching.


Television acting was about graciously accepting the near-inevitability of failure. You would audition for a role, but you would never get it. You would get a role, but the show would never make it to air. The show would make it to air, but it would never find an audience. And even when big breaks arrived, they could vanish without warning.


At Vassar, everyone had thought Lisa Kudrow was a dumb Southern California blonde because she was always smiling, but she had ambitious career plans for herself. She was a biology major, and after graduation, she would work for her father, a migraine specialist, before proceeding to a graduate program in neuroscience. In her spare time, she would turn on the television and catch an episode of a sitcom and be turned off by the ways their performers emoted. “I’d hear the delivery of a line or a joke and I’d think, ‘[They’re] pushing it too hard,’ ” she would later tell an interviewer. “It just kept happening and so I finally just surrendered and said, ‘All right, I’m going to give it a try.’ ” Kudrow worried about what it might mean to become an actor. They were, in her mind, doing things like appearing on late-night television to ask audiences to save the planet on their behalf and other acts of self-regarding hubris. What would happen to her were she to become a performer as well?
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