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WELCOME!


TELEVISION CHANGED IN THE LATE 1990S. THE SIZE OF IT, THE VISUAL QUALITY OF IT. AND THE STUFF THAT WAS BEING SHOWN ON IT.


In came what became known as the “HBO revolution”, as shows such as Oz and The Sopranos heralded what’s already regarded as a golden era of American television drama. In the UK, meanwhile, genre TV shows were starting to seep into the mainstream. Previously, just getting a decent regular slot for shows such as Quantum Leap, Star Trek and Red Dwarf was a challenge. By the end of the 2000s, primetime British television was bursting with sci-fi, fantasy and genre shows, with the phenomenally successful revival of Doctor Who leading the charge.


Almost by coincidence, the Den of Geek website launched in the midst of all of this. From the moment the site went live back in April 2007, keeping on top of an avalanche of quality TV has been a delightful challenge. But what’s been notable – whether Den of Geek is your web friend of choice or not – is how the changes in television were accompanied by a more obvious and vocal audience. All of a sudden, if you wanted to discuss a show, you didn’t need to meet people in person or write into a magazine. You could do it there and then. Then Twitter came along, with things like hashtags and opinions. Just keeping on top of some of the, er, “disagreeing views” in the comments section of the website has been a challenge. When social media gets involved one overnight TV show can instantly feel like a drop-everything-because-you-must-see-it-moment. Ironically, at a point when television can be watched almost anywhere and at any time, there’s still something really rather of-the-moment about it. And an awful lot to digest.


In our previous, competitively priced, non-award-winning and – pivotally – still available Movie Geek book, we explored in terrifying detail some of the stories behind nerdy-leaning films. Even before we got to the end of writing that particular tome, we realized that television – particularly the TV of the late 1990s onward, where we focus much of our attention – was an equally rich area for a book.


So we wrote one. And thankfully, you appear to be reading it. Thank you. A lot.


What we’ve tried to cover here is the shift in television that’s taken place from the late 1990s through to DVD collections that required umpteen trips to IKEA to house, right up to the rise and dominance of streaming services. We’ve done it more by looking at the shows themselves than the technology, but what we’ve found is that certain shows have in turn fuelled changes in the way people watch TV. Would Stranger Things have been such a huge hit if it didn’t land all in one go? Did DVD season collections help fuel interest in shows such as The Sopranos? And would anyone in the UK have become obsessed with children’s TV hit The Mysterious Cities of Gold in the 1980s had it not run every week for the best part of a year?


There’s much to chew on, and it would be remiss of me not to plug our multi-award-losing website before I stop. You’ll find it at www.denofgeek.com. In the meantime, on behalf of the Den of Geek scribes whose words you’re about to read – mine, Louisa, Ryan, Mike, Alec, Jenny, Kayti and Sarah – thanks for indulging us so far. And we hope what you’re about to read gives you an even longer to-watch list…
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GEEKS VS LONELINESS


JUST WHILE WE’VE GOT YOU, ONE OTHER LITTLE THING WE’D LIKE TO CHAT ABOUT…


On 11 August 2014, as you probably know, the much-loved actor, comedian and human being Robin Williams took his own life. In the years that followed, more details have come to the fore, and it’s a sad, sad story. One of the factors in there is the depression that Williams had been battling throughout his life.


To try to find a positive in the midst of such a tragedy, Den of Geek launched Geeks Vs Loneliness, a weekly series that used the audience we’re lucky to have to talk about things that may be affecting some of us, or people we know. You can find the full archive here: www.denofgeek.com/uk/geeks-vs-loneliness.


But for the purposes of right here, right now: if you’re in a tough place in your life, if you’re struggling, if you’re feeling lonely, even if something just doesn’t feel quite right, please talk to someone. A common theme throughout all of our articles is that things tend to get better only when you let things out, and tell another person. A family, a friend, a stranger on an internet comment board, a Samaritan: please, find a way to stop internalizing your pains, and let other human beings help you.


Life is inevitably a lot, lot more complicated than the above paragraph makes it sound. But please know there are people rooting for you, however lonely you feel, and however dark the world looks. Stay awesome, and thank you for reading.
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ASSORTED INSPIRATIONS FOR TELEVISION SHOWS


Where do the creators of TV shows get their ideas? The answer is everywhere and anywhere – and in one case, at the seaside with bags of banknotes!
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BREAKING BAD


Vince Gilligan, the creator of Breaking Bad, had built a name for himself penning episodes of The X-Files and the script for what eventually became the Will Smith movie Hancock. In 2005, however, Gilligan felt that work was drying up. Bemoaning this fact with his friend and future Breaking Bad writer, Tom Schnauz, the pair began joking about career options – should they be greeters at Walmart, perhaps, or stick a meth lab in the back of an RV and drive around cooking up crystal meth? The throwaway comment stuck with Gilligan, and one of the finest television dramas of all time was born.
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One single throwaway remark led to the creation of one of the most acclaimed TV shows of its era: Breaking Bad.





EVERYBODY LOVES RAYMOND


There’s a credit at the end of every episode of enduring sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond that simply reads “based on the comedy of Ray Romano”. It’s an unusual but accurate acknowledgement. Romano had worked as a stand-up comedian, using material loosely based on his life, his family and his marriage. In collaboration with Phil Rosenthal, that stand-up work gradually developed into the outline for a TV show. With no single source to cite, Romano’s earlier career got the credit!
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LIFE ON MARS



In the early 2000s, British production company Kudos was riding high on the success of Spooks and Hustle. Looking for ideas for a new drama series, Kudos approached established writers Tony Jordan, Ashley Pharoah and Matthew Graham. They decided to spend a couple of days at the seaside resort of Blackpool, UK, to see what they could come up with. Having confirmed they’d be paid for their time and expenses, Jordan asked that the cash be supplied in used banknotes concealed in supermarket carrier bags, handed to them at Blackpool station on their arrival. Kudos honoured this odd request!


With the money in their hands, the trio set to work. They originally wanted to avoid conventional genres, but they knew these were often most successful so they began to devise a police drama. To put a spin on it, however, they wove in their love of the classic 1970s cop show The Sweeney. Out of this emerged a story about a modern-day police detective who finds himself transported back to 1973. They gave it the working title Ford Granada; we, of course, know it as Life on Mars.
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TWIN PEAKS


The idea for ground-breaking drama Twin Peaks came from co-creator Mark Frost’s grandmother, who told him the story of a murder that had taken place in 1908. Hazel Drew was just 20 years old when her body was found floating in a local pond, four days after she had gone missing. She had been killed by a blow to the back of the head. The case of her death remained unsolved, and the mystery became part of local lore. Frost recalled his grandmother recounting the tale to him when he was a child, “along the lines of a cautionary ghost story”. It stuck with him, and 20 or so years later – in collaboration with David Lynch – he fashioned Twin Peaks, with Hazel Drew as the inspiration for the character of Laura Palmer.
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It was hugely unusual for movie directors to jump to TV back in 1990, when David Lynch debuted Twin Peaks.
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BLACK MIRROR


Upon completion of his minuscule-budget mash-up of Big Brother and zombie movies – the excellent Dead Set – Charlie Brooker was mulling a new drama. A self-confessed gadget-addict with a background in video-games journalism, he looked to take his love of classic anthology shows such as The Twilight Zone and use that format to explore the creep of technology. The result was Black Mirror. Brooker explained to the Guardian in 2011: “The ‘black mirror’ of the title is the one you’ll find on every wall, on every desk, in the palm of every hand: the cold, shiny screen of a TV, a monitor, a smartphone.”
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HARD SUN


Luther creator Neil Cross came up with the idea for a cop drama set at a time when the world was about to end thanks, in part, to a David Bowie song. “Five Years” (1972) presents a vision of the human race with just five years left before the destruction of Earth. Cross was interested in how Bowie managed to put a positive spin on this scenario: “Instead of falling into despair after finding there is just five years left, the narrator sees the value in everything and everyone.” Listening to the song, he “suddenly realized that that world – the world that we know is going to end” was one in which the detective story he’d come up with could play out.
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THUNDERBIRDS


On 24 October 1963, the Lengede-Broistedt iron mine in what was then West Germany collapsed. There were 129 workers in the mine at the time, of whom 79 managed to escape within a few hours. The rest were trapped underground and 39 of them tragically lost their lives. Against impossible odds, 11 of the men were rescued two weeks later in what became known as the “Wunder von Lengede” (the miracle of Lengede). One of the many people around the world who followed the story was TV and film producer Gerry Anderson. Noting how the rescue attempt was hampered by a lack of specialist equipment, he came up with the idea for a show he called International Rescue about a team that could travel fast, bringing expertise and tools to the scene of a disaster. He duly pitched the idea to Lew Grade, who gave him the nod for the show that became the massively successful Thunderbirds.
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The origins of such a delightful show as Thunderbirds are actually steeped in tragedy.
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STRANGER THINGS


Netflix found itself with a hit seemingly out of nowhere when it unleashed Stranger Things in 2016. The show was created by The Duffer Brothers, Matt and Ross, and the idea came from a film they saw in 2013 – Prisoners, starring Hugh Jackman – which tells the story of the desperate lengths a father goes to search for his kidnapped child. The Duffer Brothers felt that such a narrative could support a far longer story arc than the medium of film offered so they blended the story of a missing child with their love of horror and monster movies. Over a dozen networks turned Stranger Things down before Netflix wrote a cheque.
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Sometimes, the core idea for a show can be summed up really quite economically. The creator of classic British show Blake’s 7, for instance, told the BBC that he wanted to make “The Dirty Dozen in space”, bringing that movie’s theme of convicts tackling an impossible mission to sci-fi.


…


HBO’s funeral home drama Six Feet Under came about when the network’s head programmer at the time, Carolyn Strauss, saw a 1965 movie adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s novel The Loved One. The story is set around a funeral business in Los Angeles and, watching the movie, something in Strauss’s head clicked. She contacted Alan Ball – shortly to take home an Oscar for his American Beauty screenplay – and he penned a pilot over Christmas of 1999.


…


In the case of South Park, creators Trey Parker and Matt Stone met at the University of Colorado. Both Monty Python fans, they took inspiration from the show and began cutting out characters and animating them using stop-motion. As their skills improved and their ideas firmed up, they developed their work into a television pitch. Mr Hankey, the talking poo, put at least one network off but eventually Comedy Central beat out MTV to sign up the show.
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It was Monty Python that set Trey Parker and Matt Stone on the path to creating South Park.





…


It was during the production of college drama TV show Felicity that its co-creator, J J Abrams, got thinking. What if Felicity, whom we see on her journey through college across four seasons, was actually a kick-ass spy? This germ of an idea spawned the hugely successful Alias, casting Jennifer Garner (who had appeared in Felicity) in her breakthrough lead role.









THE GROWING COST OF TV OPENING EPISODES


As television has gradually come to mimic the spending of blockbuster movies, more and more emphasis has been placed on delivering a spectacular opening episode. This is the best chance broadcasters have of hooking a new audience, so they throw everything they have at it.


As a consequence, opening episodes tend to be particularly expensive. To give you an idea of how deep television companies are willing to dig, here’s a look at just how much a bunch of opening episodes costs.*


* TV companies are usually reluctant to release precise budget information; these figures are approximations based on available sources.
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Game Of Thrones’ individual episode costs have grown to the size of medium-budget movies over the course of its run.
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The drive to impress in an opening episode means that some end up being quite different from the show that follows. J J Abrams put off directing Mission: Impossible III to film the two-part opener to Lost. But while subsequent episodes would take a more genre-driven, mysterious turn, the opening two hours (fewer ads) saw a spectacular plane crash sequence take centre stage.
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HOW HOUSE OF CARDS REVOLUTIONIZED SEASON STREAMING


…


Netflix made what proved to be a smart bet when it outbid others to make House of Cards. It was a move that had a major impact on broadcast TV…


On 1 February 2013, the streaming service Netflix premiered the first season of its television adaptation of Michael Dobbs’s novel House of Cards. Previously filmed by the BBC in 1990 (and at the time followed by adaptations of subsequent novels To Play the King and The Final Cut), there was much that was different about the American version. Inevitably, Netflix replaced the political shenanigans of Westminster with those of Washington. It spread its initial story across 13 episodes, rather than four, and, most dramatically of all, released every single episode at the same time.


Today, streaming has taken bingeing on a TV show to new heights. Netflix and its rivals have even adapted their technology to instantly line up the next episode and cut out the opening titles in order to feed fans’ need for continuous viewing. But in 2013 “linear TV” – screening episodes at weekly intervals – was the norm. Bingeing was still much in the DVD domain, and it required a modicum of effort (the discs wouldn’t change themselves, after all).


“Disruptive” is an overused term but it perfectly describes what this then-small subscription company was. Netflix is an algorithm-driven business. It knows what each customer has watched, when they did so and what they watched straight afterward. The decision to make a new House of Cards owed much to that algorithm. An American version of the series was being shopped around in 2011 and Netflix, keen to start making its own major shows, could mitigate its risk by establishing from its own data that there would be a demand for such a show. It didn’t even need a pilot episode to prove it.


It very, very quickly became clear that House of Cards was a game changer.


Netflix won the bidding war for the show and instantly ordered two 13-episode seasons upfront – a rarity in the risky TV arena. Kevin Spacey – then a bigger name in movies than in television – agreed to take the lead and executive produce. David Fincher, director of films such as Fight Club and Seven, also signed on. It was some statement of intent. The following year, it became clear that Netflix’s ambitions for its then-upcoming show went further.


Netflix didn’t entirely gamble the whole house on House of Cards, but it’s still easy to overlook how many risks it took. Would people really watch a show in a couple of sittings? And heralding its first major drama by ordering two costly seasons, laden with star talent, was an incredibly high-stakes game. The Hollywood Reporter was not alone in noting, in October 2012, that “House of Cards has the potential to either be a game changer for the VOD [video on demand] business or a costly mistake for Netflix and its partners”.
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Robin Wright in House of Cards, the show that cemented the Netflix model.





It very, very quickly became clear that House of Cards was a game changer. Notwithstanding the critical acclaim the series earned, it was an immediate success with the viewing public. Netflix remains coy about the exact viewing figures, but it quickly pressed ahead with further seasons, and followed the same instant-release season approach for its already-in-production drama Orange Is the New Black.


Ultimately, the success of House of Cards was overshadowed by the behaviour of its lead actor, and Spacey was completely written out of the final season at a late stage. But the show’s impact on television remains transformative. Now a big new show sticking to a linear schedule is edging more toward the exception than the norm.
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Netflix ordered a trio of expensive dramas as part of its first Originals shopping spree in 2011. Of those, House of Cards and Orange Is the New Black thrived. The one that stuttered was Hemlock Grove. Again, Netflix gambled on attracting film talent – in this case, Hostel director Eli Roth – to a small-screen venture. The first season of the resultant horror series got off to a flying start, with Netflix reporting that it was “viewed by more members globally in its first weekend than was House of Cards”. However, the audience didn’t stick around. Although three seasons of Hemlock Grove were produced, it never enjoyed the success of the other Originals pioneers.









TORCHWOOD AND ITS FORMAT EXPERIMENTS


…


As a show progresses through several seasons, part of the development work includes being willing to experiment with the format itself. The Doctor Who spinoff Torchwood is a prime example of that.


The show was created by Russell T Davies, who had been responsible for reviving Doctor Who in 2005 (and who would also launch the superb spin-off series The Sarah Jane Adventures in 2007). Doctor Who itself has been no stranger to change, adapting to the shifting demands of television throughout its extensive history. Torchwood, however, went through two or three format upheavals in the space of just four seasons (41 episodes) between 2006 and 2011.


The first two runs of the show followed some degree of convention, structurally at least, playing for 13 episodes apiece and broadcast on a weekly basis. But when it came to the third season, Torchwood: Children of Earth, Davies decided to take a risk. He opted for a mini-series format in five episodes – a complete start-to-finish story built around one key event. This sizeable shift in format prompted a different approach in other areas, too. The BBC increased the show’s budget, and for this season (unusually for British TV) Davies ran a writers’ room. The five instalments they hammered out there were scheduled to be released not once a week, but on consecutive evenings, with the whole season airing in a single week.
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Even beyond its television run, Torchwood has explored several formats, including spin-off novels and audio-only productions that reunite the original cast.





In fact, the schedulers weren’t showing signs of confidence in this new format. Summer has traditionally proven a poor time for broadcast drama in the UK, so when the BBC announced it would release Children of Earth in July 2009, Davies admitted he thought the show had been given “a bit of a graveyard slot”. Its eventual success therefore took everyone involved by surprise. Far from being a summer filler, Children of Earth turned out to be a huge hit.


The popularity of this run demonstrated that the public still had an appetite for Torchwood, and plans for a fourth season were soon underway. In acknowledgment of the show’s growing global fan base, it was created with a more international audience in mind. The BBC had already been seeking more international co-productions to help fund its shows, and it inked a deal with the US network Starz to co-finance what became Torchwood: Miracle Day.


Davies stuck to the idea of one central narrative but he felt that they’d had to rush the ending of Children of Earth to fit everything in, and now he wanted more time to tell his story. He got it. Ten episodes were greenlit, with the majority of the action set and filmed in the US.


If the main criticism of Children of Earth was that there weren’t enough episodes to comfortably contain the story, the opposite charge was levelled at Miracle Day. Most critics seemed to feel that, after a promising start, the show faded. Despite this, the audience stuck it out (although fans in the UK complained that they had to wait six days for each episode after its US release), and viewing figures were high enough to trigger discussions about a fifth series. However, personal matters forced Davies, returning to the UK after a short period living in Los Angeles, to put it on the back burner. There were also suggestions a few years later that then-Doctor Who showrunner Steven Moffat blocked a revival of Torchwood, although Moffat later vehemently denied this. The show eventually got its fifth season – as an audio drama produced by the company Big Finish and overseen by Davies.


If Torchwood does ever return (and star John Barrowman has professed he’d be keen on such a comeback), it’s likely to cement its reputation as an adaptable – and unpredictable! – genre show.
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Torchwood is notable for being the only BBC show in the UK that aired three season premieres on three different channels. It started on BBC Three, moved to BBC Two and finally settled on BBC One.


THE SHRINE


An example of the extent of fan devotion to Torchwood can be found in the Cardiff Bay area of Wales, where much of it was filmed. There – should you be so inclined – you can make a pilgrimage to a shrine dedicated to Ianto, where letters, photographs and a plaque honour one of the show’s most popular characters.









WHAT DO ALL THOSE PRODUCERS DO?


…


If you sit and watch the credits for almost any TV show these days, you’ll see quite a number of producers listed – many more than in the past. So what exactly do all these producers do?


In the pilot episode for the long-running medical drama House M.D. – the show that made Hugh Laurie one of the biggest and best-paid stars on American television – six producers are cited in the opening credits: Todd London (co-producer), Gerrit van der Meer (producer), Katie Jacobs, Paul Attanasio, David Shore and Bryan Singer (the last four as executive producers). Such a modest list reflected the fact that this was a show in genesis, trying to get off the ground. It had a small team.


Fast-forward to the first episode of the now-juggernaut show’s eighth and final season and you’ll see 21 producers credited: Allen Marshall Palmer (co-producer), Marcy G Kaplan (producer), Kath Lingenfelter, Seth Hoffman, Sara Hess, David Hoselton (all four listed as supervising producers), Gerrit van der Meer, John C Kelly, David Foster, Liz Friedman, Eli Attie (all five listed as co-executive producers), then Hugh Laurie, Greg Yaitanes, Peter Blake, Thomas L Moran, Russel Friend, Garret Lerner, Bryan Singer, David Shore, Paul Attanasio and Katie Jacobs (that’s ten executive producers).


Why so many? What did they all do? And who was in charge? Let’s find out.


WHO DOES WHAT?


David Shore was the man who came up with the programme and, as executive producer and showrunner for the duration of the series, he was the senior overseer of House M.D. The executive producers come next, but not all of those named contribute in the same way. By directing the pilot episode, Bryan Singer was contractually entitled to an executive producer credit from that day forward, even though he only directed one other episode in the whole series (if you ever wondered why high-profile directors are often keen to direct the pilots of American scripted dramas, that’s one reason). Those who develop the show from scratch also tend to get a credit, as do senior writers after a period of time. As the contracts of star talent evolve, they too may earn executive producer credit – as did Hugh Laurie.
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House M.D.’s success led to an explosion in the number of producers who worked on the show.





House M.D. was the work of three production companies and all key personnel were entitled to executive producer credits. From Heel & Toe Films came Paul Attanasio and Katie Jacobs, David Shore took the credit for Shore Z Productions, and Bad Hat Harry Productions was Singer’s company.


A co-executive producer is a reasonably rare credit that covers someone who directly reports to an executive producer and has decision-making responsibilities.


The supervisor producer is another relatively rare credit, which the Producers Guild of America applies to “a primary creative contributor to the program who performs, in a decision-making capacity, a substantial number of producing functions”.


Producers and co-producers tend to be hands-on, helping with the day-to-day mechanics of the show. However, if the credit reads “produced by” rather than “producer”, the name that follows is the person primarily in charge of the logistics of the production, someone deemed to have “significant decision making authority” in the life of a production.


Why the escalation in producer numbers? The proverb “success has many fathers, failure is an orphan” applies here to some degree. There’s prestige to being listed as producer on a successful show, and having such a credit doesn’t necessarily mean that that someone has had a significant input in the series. Necessity also plays a part, of course. A single pilot episode doesn’t require anywhere near the number of people that a full season of 20 or more episodes does.


The brief version of all of the above? Several people may share the same producer title, but they’ll all be doing very different types – and indeed quantities – of work. So that clears that up nicely.




[image: Illustration]







Traditionally, TV producer credits in the UK were allocated in a slightly different way, although things are starting to move toward the American model. As an example, let’s look at the 2017 Doctor Who Christmas special, “Twice Upon A Time”.


…


The producers listed were Steven Moffat and Brian Minchin, with line producer Steffan Morris and a “produced by” credit for Peter Bennett. In this instance, Moffat is the showrunner and creative boss of the series, with Minchin sharing executive producer duties (in a non-showrunning capacity). Line producer is a day-to-day role – usually the person in charge of managing the budget. “Produced by” falls in line with the US equivalent.


…


In the world of movies, producer credits tend to be fewer and mean slightly different things. There, a simple “producer” title heads the hierarchy, whereas an executive producer usually denotes someone who was involved in raising finance for the film or who played a part in its development. As with television, though, “executive producer” can be either a contractual or ceremonial title.









HIGH-PROFILE TELEVISION PILOT EPISODES THAT NEVER WENT FURTHER


While streaming services such as Netflix have been known to order complete seasons of high-profile shows from the get-go (see here), it is still traditional to produce a pilot episode – that is, to put an episode together with the core cast and creative team to get a feel for whether it’s going to work. In broadcast television, many of these pilots are never aired for an assortment of reasons (financial/contractual/other shows took the available slot/the pilot simply isn’t very good). Even pilots involving popular franchises or high-profile personnel don’t always see the light of day. Here’s just a flavour of the DVD collections you never got to see…
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REX IS NOT YOUR LAWYER


At the end of 2009, having filmed his final scenes as Doctor Who, David Tennant went to the US to star in a pilot for a legal show called Rex Is Not Your Lawyer. The concept saw Tennant play Rex, a litigator who suffered from panic attacks to the point where he could no longer appear in court. Instead, in each episode, Rex would help his clients represent themselves. Jerry O’Connell and Jeffrey Tambor co-starred, and at first the signs were good, with rumours that the show could get a fast-track series order. But following test screenings, the network that backed the pilot, NBC, declined to pick it up. The prospects for the show very quickly died out thereafter.
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ZOMBIELAND


The 2009 film Zombieland, starring Jesse Eisenberg and Emma Stone, had started life as a television project. Around the time that discussions were underway about a sequel to the movie, Amazon decided to return to the film’s roots and ordered a pilot for a television version. Penned by the film’s screenwriters Paul Wernick and Rhett Reese, it was made available as a free download on Amazon in April 2013. The reaction was swift and unforgiving. Citing the critical backlash, Reese said that the potential TV show was “hated…out of existence”. Since then, he has written and produced the Deadpool movies, but Zombieland hasn’t been back near the small screen.
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K-9 AND COMPANY


The unceasing popularity of Doctor Who suggests that a show putting the Time Lord’s robot dog, K-9, centre stage would be a long-running success. Sadly, the first attempt was not to be. A pilot episode of K-9 and Company was screened as a Christmas special in December 1981. It starred the late Elisabeth Sladen as Sarah Jane (the character got her own spin-off, The Sarah Jane Adventures, in 2007). Ratings were high, but the BBC opted not to go ahead with a full series – most likely due to the upheaval of changes in management at BBC One at the time.
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EVERYBODY LOVES RAYMOND (UK)


Writer and comedian Lee Mack often spoke of his admiration for Ray Romano’s long-running sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond. With Mack’s own show Not Going Out proving a ratings success, he pitched and got the go-ahead for a UK remake of Raymond, which would go by the title The Smiths. A pilot episode was duly filmed for BBC One, with Mack taking on the Raymond role and Catherine Tate in the part originated by Patricia Heaton. The BBC decided not to pick up the show and the pilot was never aired.
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Others looked to emulate the nine-season success of Everybody Loves Raymond, but the UK pilot was never aired in the end.
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THE FARM


As the US take on The Office drew to an end, NBC began considering a spin-off for one of its most popular characters, Dwight Schrute (played by Rainn Wilson). Titled The Farm, the premise was that Dwight had inherited his family’s farm and the show would follow the trials and tribulations as he tried to run it. The narrative was worked into a Season 9 episode of The Office as a “backdoor pilot” (where a spin-off concept is tested within the parameters of the main show). NBC opted not to pursue the programme, though.
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THE SAINT


The character of suave spy Simon Templar was originally made famous by the late, great Sir Roger Moore, who starred in The Saint between 1962 and 1969. In fact, he was said to have turned down the role of James Bond at least twice due to his commitments to the show! Moore and Ian Ogilvy, who played Templar in Return of the Saint in 1978–9, were both given new roles when a pilot was produced for a potential television revival. This time, Adam Rayner took on the role of novelist Leslie Charteris’s spy.


The pilot was completed in 2013 and, although a full series wasn’t picked up, it was decided not to let it rest in the vaults. More footage was shot in 2015 for a feature-length television movie, which was eventually released on DVD shortly after Sir Roger Moore’s death. It’s dedicated to his memory.
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MOCKINGBIRD LANE


US network NBC tried to bring The Munsters back to the small screen, with a new version of the show called Mockingbird Lane, led by Jerry O’Connell in the role of Herman. Bryan Fuller (of Hannibal, American Gods and, briefly, Star Trek: Discovery fame) wrote the script and oversaw the reboot. This pilot made it to the screen, too – NBC aired it in October 2012 as a Halloween one-off, with the option for a full season.


The pilot didn’t do badly, but two months later the network confirmed it hadn’t taken up the option of the series order. NBC chief Robert Greenblatt explained: “We just decided that it didn’t hold together well enough to yield a series.” The experiment in switching format from a half-hour sitcom to an hour-long comedy drama hadn’t paid off.
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In spite of the presence of the brilliant Eddie Izzard, The Munsters reboot Mockingbird Lane failed to get off the ground.
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RED DWARF USA


The enduring British sci-fi comedy Red Dwarf is a masterclass in both quality writing and in making a small budget go a long way! In 1992, Universal Studios tried to bring the show to the US. It retained the services of the show’s creators – Rob Grant and Doug Naylor – but misfired in its decision to recast most of the lead roles. Craig Bierko, Chris Eigerman and Hinton Battle took over from Craig Charles, Chris Barrie and Danny John-Jules. Only Robert Llewellyn appeared in both the UK and US versions.


The pilot failed to impress, with the script coming in for particular criticism. A rewrite from Grant and Naylor led to a second attempt to film at least a promotional reel (with a slightly different cast). This, too, ultimately didn’t get anywhere. A version of the full US pilot never made it legally to the screen, but it has long since leaked online.
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BATTLESTAR GALACTICA: BLOOD & CHROME



As the revival of Battlestar Galactica proved popular from 2004, conversations began to take place about how to capitalize on that success. Syfy ordered a prequel series by the name of Caprica, which ran for 19 episodes, but it also planned to slot in another programme set between the events of Caprica and Battlestar Galactica. That was to be Battlestar Galactica: Blood & Chrome.


The new show was to focus on the early days of one of the key characters in Battlestar Galactica, William Adama. The project became a web series in conjunction with the YouTube gaming network Machinima, and ten short episodes were made and subsequently released.


The show, as it turned out, was never designed as an outright pilot, in spite of rumours and reports to the contrary. Nevertheless, its creators undoubtedly hoped that it would pick up a full season order in some form. It never did, and the gossip about it being a formal pilot – rather than a web show – unfairly changed the perception of it when it eventually made its Machinima debut.
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Setting up a potential spin-off series within the main run of a show has proved a useful tactic for TV executives. Backdoor pilots can work – Private Practice, spun out of Grey’s Anatomy, enjoyed a six-season run; Torchwood was introduced in Doctor Who, with the intention that it would develop into its own show – but success is the exception, and most jar with the main show and fail to develop. Supernatural, for instance, ran a story called “Bloodlines” in a blatant attempt to get a spin-off series going. It didn’t go down well.


Looking further back, the original Star Trek’s second season ended with an episode called “Assignment: Earth”. This sees the crew of the USS Enterprise travelling back to Earth in 1968 – coincidentally the year said episode premiered – where they meet a mysterious character called Gary Seven (played by Robert Lansing). Seven claims to have been raised by aliens and trained in a mission to save the planet. The character was intended to star in a spin-off series that Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry had in mind. The future of Star Trek itself was uncertain at the time, and Roddenberry wanted a new series ready to go if necessary. Star Trek did get a third season order in the end, and plans for Assignment: Earth as a standalone show fizzled out, although stories of the characters have lived on in other media.


The brief 1996 revival of Doctor Who, starring Paul McGann, was posited as a pilot. With the BBC not showing much interest in reviving the Doctor at that time, the Fox network in the US took a chance and ordered a television movie under the stewardship of producer Philip Segal. He hoped to launch a US-produced series but, although Fox screened the movie, the company wasn’t convinced by the ratings and passed on the project.









FAILED TV PILOTS THAT PAVED THE WAY FOR HUGE TV SHOWS


Usually there’s little to celebrate when a TV network declines to pick up the pilot episode of a show and order a full series. But life sometimes works in mysterious ways, and the failure of one show can be the making of the other. Here’s a look at some shows that may have been very different had alternative pilot episodes been picked up…
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24


Filmed in 2000 (but not made publicly available until 2003 when it was included as an extra on the special release DVD of the film of the same name), you could say that Fox’s L.A. Confidential pilot was a decade or so ahead of its time. Had it been made in the 2010s, it would have found itself in better company as one of a slew of TV series based on 1990s movies, including Fargo, Hannibal, From Dusk Till Dawn, Twelve Monkeys and Scream. But alas, it wasn’t to be, and Fox declined to order the show to series. That was good news for fans of Jack Bauer, however, as it released Kiefer Sutherland from the role of Detective Jack Vincennes in good time to film the 24 pilot in 2001.
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Kiefer Sutherland was only available to play Jack Bauer thanks to the failure of a planned TV version of the film and book L.A. Confidential.





[image: Illustration]


BREAKING BAD


Following their time on The X-Files, in 2007 Vince Gilligan and Frank Spotnitz co-wrote a pilot for a show called A.M.P.E.D. A sci-fi cop procedural, A.M.P.E.D. was set in present-day Minneapolis and told the story of a group of police officers investigating strange goings-on in the city caused by “a small-but-growing percentage of the population that is falling prey to strange genetic mutations, causing them to do destructive things to the city and those around them”. Robert Lieberman directed the trial episode, which featured Lee Tergesen, Sarah Brown and Tony Curran.


Cable network Spike TV didn’t pick up the pilot to series, which worked out for the best, as AMC ordered the first season of a different Vince Gilligan-authored show, Breaking Bad, in June of that year…
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GAME OF THRONES


In 2006, Game of Thrones stars Lena Headey and Peter Dinklage both appeared in Helen Shaver and Barbara Hall’s failed comic-book pilot Ultra. The show, based on the Luna Brothers’ story of the romantic trials of a superheroine, was courted by The CW and CBS, but ultimately rejected. Headey was in the lead role, with Dinklage playing her Professor X-like mentor.


We’re not saying that Ultra being picked up would necessarily have kept the pair busy for the next three years, but imagine if it had! Dinklage was the first actor announced for Game of Thrones in May 2009, with Headey joining him in September of that year (the sad cancellation of the excellent Terminator: The Sarah Connor Chronicles also freed up Headey’s schedule at just the right time). If Ultra had worked out and been renewed, we might well have been watching a very different Cersei and Tyrion. And that’s unthinkable!
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HANNIBAL


Based on The Munsters, Mockingbird Lane was first ordered to pilot in November 2011, the same month that showrunner Bryan Fuller was brought in to write the first Hannibal script. The Mockingbird Lane pilot was filmed in summer 2012 and aired that October, but the network declined to take it to series. That freed up Fuller to dive right in to showrunner duties on Hannibal, which went into production in the spring of 2012 and premiered on NBC in April 2013. The acclaimed show would run for three seasons.
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Mads Mikkelsen beat the likes of David Tennant to the title role in TV’s Hannibal.
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SOUTH PARK


Trey Parker’s failed 1995 satirical history musical Time Warped was briefly in development at Fox. Had executive Brian Graden picked it up for Fox Kids, then Parker may have been too tied up to develop what became 1997’s South Park from the two infamous animated shorts he and Matt Stone had made in the early 1990s. Picture it – a world without South Park. Not pretty, is it?
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ARRESTED DEVELOPMENT


Mitchell Hurwitz was developing Arrested Development and co-writing the Michael J Fox-headlined ABC sitcom Hench at Home at more or less the same time. As such, there’s no telling which way he would have leaned had both, and not just the former, been picked up to series. Nevertheless, the fact that Michael J Fox’s first pitch at an autobiographical show (ordered to pilot in February 2003, just a month before the Arrested Development pilot was filmed) wasn’t picked up gave Hurwitz the freedom to spend more time with the Bluths. One of the most acclaimed sitcoms of its generation would follow.






OZ: THE MODEST HIT THAT USHERED IN A GOLDEN ERA OF TV DRAMA


…


HBO is perhaps best known now for Game of Thrones. Without a less famous – but nonetheless groundbreaking – show named Oz, however, GoT may never have happened…


The late 1990s are widely acknowledged as the start of a golden age for American TV drama. This was due in part to the DVD boom and the rise in bingeing on DVD collections.


Many cite The Sopranos as the show that heralded the rise of grown-up modern drama on television but it might actually be fairer to credit a show called Oz. Like The Sopranos, Oz came from HBO, and while it never enjoyed the commercial success of the former, it was the company’s first significant TV drama of the modern age. There’s an argument that The Sopranos, and many other shows, wouldn’t exist without it.


THE HBO TURNING POINT


Back in the mid-1990s, cable channel HBO was best known for its many movies with a few original shows thrown in. The appointment of Chris Albrecht as president of HBO Original Programming in 1995 marked a turning point.


At the time, writer and producer Tom Fontana was working on his hit show Homicide: Life on the Street. This cop drama was about as distinct as it was possible to get on US network TV at the time, but most episodes ended with someone being sent to jail. Fontana started to wonder: what happened next, when all these assorted criminals arrived in prison? Based on this, he put together an idea for a show called Oz.


Mainstream broadcasters baulked at the concept – it was too hard-edged to convince big companies to buy ad spots. At HBO, however, Albrecht wasn’t hunting for scripted dramas; he was taken with recent successes he’d had with prison documentaries. A studio executive, Rob Kenneally, knew of Fontana’s prison idea, and put the two men together.


Albrecht wasn’t 100 per cent sold on Oz initially but he stumped up $1m and told Fontana and co-producer Barry Levinson to shoot what they could. Crucially, Albrecht asked Fontana what he most wanted to do in the pilot that he’d never felt able to before. Fontana’s answer? “Kill the leading man.” Albrecht told him to do just that. The tone was set. Montana and Levinson came up with a near 20-minute pilot. HBO duly ordered Oz.


It premiered on 12 July 1997, earning solid, if not spectacular, audience figures. It immediately caught the attention of critics and, vitally, executives in the television industry. From its racially diverse cast to its claustrophobic setting and lack of obvious “hero” characters, Oz instantly felt different. Throughout its run, HBO encouraged the show’s production team to experiment. Without the need to cut to commercials, the structure of episodes was fluid, and HBO was hands-off with its creative team.


Oz had overturned the rules of what you could do and how you could do it in TV drama. The race was on to capitalize on that.


LEGACY


Writer and producer David Chase had been mulling over a mob drama since the 1980s, but the limitations of television frustrated him and he was starting to angle the idea toward movies instead. Chase’s agent, Brad Grey (who later ran Paramount Pictures), was one of many alerted by the radically different nature of Oz. He put Chase in a room with Albrecht, and The Sopranos ultimately earned the green light as HBO’s first big drama commission after Oz. Chase even won the argument to direct the pilot episode, despite having no relevant directorial experience.
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