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This book is dedicated to two people I dearly wish were still here to read it:

Dr. Jerry Sepinwall, who always encouraged my love of reading and writing,

David Mills, who gave me my first peek behind the curtain



PREVIOUSLY, IN THE REVOLUTION WAS TELEVISED . . .


Why an updated version?

The original edition of The Revolution Was Televised was always going to be incomplete, because only 10 of the 12 shows profiled had finished their runs at the time of publication. Mad Men and Breaking Bad were too important to the book’s larger story to leave out, but I knew I wanted to revisit things after we had seen their final episodes, in the same way the other 10 chapters all had closure.

And while I was covering the end of both those shows for HitFix.com, I witnessed smaller changes to the stories of some of the other series (like David Chase making several public comments about what may have happened in that final Sopranos scene, or 24 being revived as a miniseries four years after it was canceled), and some major expansion of the TV universe that was opened up by the shows in this book.

What’s new in this version?

The Mad Men and Breaking Bad chapters have been significantly rewritten, not only to discuss how each show ended, but also to add context to earlier parts of the story. (Vince Gilligan, for instance, told me how Breaking Bad Season 1 would have ended if not for the writers strike, while I finally had a chance to talk to Matthew Weiner about the origins of Mad Men.) There have also been some tweaks to other chapters, and updates to the Where Are They Now? section. (Sections that remain essentially the same: Oz, The Wire, Deadwood, The Shield, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Battlestar Galactica, and the original epilogue.)

In addition, I wrote a bonus epilogue to discuss all the changes that have swept the TV business in the three years since this book was originally published.

If you were to have added a 13th show, what would it have been?

At the time, Six Feet Under was the toughest omission. It was distinct from the other vintage HBO dramas in that its complex themes and characterization weren’t hidden inside a familiar genre like The Sopranos or The Wire, but it didn’t make the original cut because I didn’t want the book to become too focused on HBO in the early ’00s. Had I started writing a year or two later, I might have considered Louie, because the one-man band aspect of it renders it distinct from the 12 shows in the book, while still feeling like a part of that movement, as opposed to the Netflix shows or Fargo.

One of the misconceptions about Revolution when it was originally published was that it was a look at the best TV dramas ever made, which resulted in a lot of questions about the absence of West Wing and others. That was never the idea, though of course many of the shows featured would be inner circle Hall of Famers. Rather, the book was my attempt to tell the larger story of what happened in TV around the turn of the century that fundamentally altered the way TV dramas were both made and viewed. The 12 shows in question demonstrated different facets of that change: Oz and The Sopranos as the start of the HBO boom, The Shield as the first HBO-style show on basic cable, 24 and Lost as broadcast network shows grappling with intense serialization, Buffy as a look at an alternate path to cable innovation that was open briefly in the late ’90s, Friday Night Lights as a network show that survived due to an unusual business arrangement, etc.

There are certainly great essays to be written about West Wing, Justified, Game of Thrones, and other wonderful shows that ran concurrently with one or more of these 12, but they weren’t part of this specific story.

Was “Why isn’t (insert your favorite show here) the most frequent question you got last time?”

Probably, though the biggest reaction was more outrage over how many of the creators talked about having improvised major long-term arcs of their shows. There’s this school of thought that insists any kind of serialized drama must be mapped out largely in advance, or else its storylines are somehow invalid. But that’s just not realistic for most ongoing TV productions, given the number of moving parts involved year after year. Even something like The Wire, often held up as the patron saint of this particular religion of predestined storytelling, had to zig and zag at times to suit the whims of both actors and HBO executives. And nearly everything that fans loved most about Breaking Bad was improvised as that show went along, whereas one of its more divisive plot twists—the plane crash in the Season 2 finale—was among the few elements where Vince Gilligan knew the end well in advance.

And after this book was first published, a different kind of serialized show demonstrated the folly of trying to plan too much ahead of time. Creators of the CBS sitcom How I Met Your Mother had, during their second season, filmed a scene involving narrator Ted’s future children that they intended to save and use in the series finale, however many years later, in which it would be revealed that the eponymous Mother had recently died, and now the kids were encouraging Ted to get back together with his old girlfriend Robin. It was a clever plan, given how much the audience at the time loved Ted and Robin as a couple and wished the narration hadn’t explicitly ruled her out as the Mother, but it backfired enormously: by the time they actually used it, many fans had both soured on the idea of a Ted/Robin pairing and fallen for the actual Mother after she was introduced in the final season. The creators stuck with their original plan, even though the show they were making had long since evolved to the point where it was a bad idea, and the response was uglier than even what the Lost guys dealt with.

In an ideal world, creators should have some idea of where their show will go in success, but a flexible imagination is ultimately more important than a detailed series bible written before the pilot’s even shot.

Will there ever be a third edition?

If David Milch ever manages to get that Deadwood reunion movie made, or if I answer the phone one day and it’s David Chase saying, “Okay, here is exactly what happened to Tony right after Meadow walked into Holsten’s,” then sure. But failing that, this particular story feels complete.



INTRODUCTION

And they pay you for this?”

Once upon a time, any conversation I had with a stranger about my job as a television critic led to that question. Some were amused that this was the way I made my living. Others were disdainful, insisting that they didn’t watch much television (or even own a TV). More often than not, the conversation would hit a dead end when I said that I didn’t also write about movies.

But if my job didn’t make sense to these strangers, it made perfect sense to me. I had stumbled onto the best gig in the world. I was being paid to watch television. I was, of course, also being paid to write about television, which not everyone could do, and there were times where it wasn’t so much that I got to watch television for a living, but that I had to watch it (where have you gone, Homeboys From Outer Space?), but overall, it was a dream come true.

It was a dream I had fallen into by continually being in the right place at the right time for someone with my interests. I matriculated at the University of Pennsylvania with the first class of non-engineers to receive an email address and a Unix shell account, and I began using both to write obsessively about NYPD Blue, first on Usenet, then on a website I set up on the campus server (where it still sits, a monument to cutting-edge web design circa 1994). Online reviews of anything were still a novelty when I graduated in ’96, and that website helped me land a features internship at The Star-Ledger of northern New Jersey—my hometown newspaper—in a summer when the paper’s longtime TV critic couldn’t make it to the TV critics press tour in LA. My editors gambled on sending me in his place, I didn’t embarrass myself, and they offered me a full-time job as the back-up TV writer. In college, I’d been told I would be extraordinarily fortunate to land a full-time job as an entertainment critic at a small paper within five years; I’d lucked into one at a big paper within five weeks.

Even better, it seemed like the best time in entertainment history to be a television critic. From where I sat, TV was in the middle of another golden age, filled with smart comedies and, more importantly, dramas like NYPD Blue and Homicide that I felt tapped into what I had seen for years as the limitless potential of TV storytelling. I loved movies, but I’d also seen in shows like Hill Street Blues and St. Elsewhere that the small screen had certain advantages over its bigger, more prestigious cousin. It could tell very long stories. It could allow characters to grow over extended periods of time. And by coming into my home rather than making me go to it, it could forge a more intimate bond with me. As I grew up, very few shows were willing or able to exploit those advantages to the fullest, but by the time I arrived at The Star-Ledger, more and more were figuring it out.

I was, I said to myself often, privileged to be covering a medium that had become as good as I had always dreamed it would be—that was, possibly, as good as it could ever possibly be.

I was wrong.

I thought I had seen the TV universe at its most vast and impressive. Instead, I was about to witness a big bang of sorts, one that would greatly expand the boundaries of this universe, and the way we viewed it.

I was about to see The Sopranos.

I was about to see Oz. The Wire. Deadwood. The Shield. Lost. Buffy the Vampire Slayer. 24. Battlestar Galactica. Friday Night Lights. Mad Men. Breaking Bad.

I was about to see television achieve its full potential, and step out from the shadow of the cinema.

I was about to see a revolution.

And the revolution began not just with the talented creators of these shows—television had, after all, been no stranger to creative geniuses, going back to Rod Serling and Paddy Chayefsky—but with dynamic shifts in the television business itself, and in the many ways people watched TV.

When I started at the Ledger in the summer of 1996, you had the broadcast networks, and then you had everyone else. (And within the network universe, Fox had only begun to be treated as anything but a novelty; the WB and UPN were runts fighting over table scraps.) HBO had a few original comedy series and its movies, but if you wanted scripted television, you mostly went to ABC, CBS, NBC, and occasionally Fox.

A few years before, Bruce Springsteen had put out a song called “57 Channels (And Nothin’ On),” whose title became almost instantly dated on both ends. Soon, everyone’s cable package was ballooning way past 57, and channels that had been satisfied airing nothing but reruns and old movies began putting on their own original programming—and the mass audience that had been the bread and butter of television began to fracture into a group of ever-smaller niches.

Commercially, this presented a huge problem for a business built on a big-tent philosophy, where you succeeded with the broadest, most palatable, least challenging work. Creatively, though, the fragmented audience was the best thing that could have happened to television. Certainly, some corners of the TV business leaned heavily on programming that was as broad and/or cheap as possible (the year after The Sopranos, Survivor set off the reality TV boom). But many smart executives realized that they could do very well making shows those smaller audiences would care passionately about. You can make money on a show watched by three million people, if they’re the “right” three million people, paying close attention.

Many of these shows came from veteran producers still stinging from mistakes made in past projects. Often, these modern masterpieces were first written under the assumption that no one would ever see them. That combination of regret and abandon led to a wave of bold and exciting new dramas the likes of which TV had never seen before.

And as The Sopranos was followed by The Wire, The Shield, and all the rest, an interesting role reversal happened with the movie business, which was dealing with some audience uncertainty of its own. Where once there had been blockbusters, art films, and a large swath of movies in between—many of that last group geared to adults—the 21st century slowly saw the extinction of the middle-class movie. If a film couldn’t either be made on the cheap or guarantee an opening weekend of $50 million or more, it was out.

As Sopranos creator David Chase—who once upon a time wanted nothing more than to get out of the TV business and write films—puts it, “Movies went from something really interesting to what we have now.”

TV stepped in to fill that void. If you wanted thoughtful drama for adults, you didn’t go to the multiplex; you went to your living room couch.

The rise of this movement came at the perfect technological time, as DVRs, On Demand, and especially DVD box sets and video streaming made it easy for people to catch up on that great-but-complicated new show they’d heard so much about. (DVDs allowed fans to turn their friends onto new discoveries the way rock fans used to pass around albums from their favorite up-and-coming new band.) And the spread of the internet into every corner of modern life made it easier to discuss and make sense of shows that might have seemed too challenging back in the day, whether you were trying to solve the mysteries of Lost or understand what Tony Soprano’s dreams meant.

Once upon a time, people seemed impressed when they heard what I did (first at the Ledger, later at HitFix.com) only because it seemed like an easy gig. After a while, though, when I would tell them that I was a TV critic, they would get this glint in their eyes, leaning in to tell me how much they loved Omar on The Wire, or talk about how Friday Night Lights always made them cry. We’d been going home with television every night for years, but suddenly we had reason to respect it in the morning.

This book is the story of that transformation in both the medium and how we saw it, through the prism of the best and/or most important shows of the era. I’ll talk about why these shows were great and the role they played in the larger story; I’ll also let the creators, executives, and actors responsible for that greatness explain how these shows came to be.

“It was a unique time, and there was a new generation taking over in television,” says Deadwood creator David Milch. “And television, in its own way, the best of it was as good as anything.”



PROLOGUE

Let’s be careful out there…The shows that paved the way

There’s already a school of thought—one that a book like this admittedly plays into—arguing that true quality television didn’t exist before The Sopranos. But while the adventures of Tony Soprano and the many complicated characters who followed him elevated TV to another level of both quality and cultural respect, they didn’t come out of thin air. The millennial wave of revolutionary dramas was built on the work put in by a group of other series, particularly the ones created from the early ’80s onward(*). Here are some of the crucial building blocks for the revolution:

(*) And even there, I would accept the argument from older TV historians that I’m leaving out significant even-earlier work. David Chase learned his craft writing for The Rockford Files, for instance, even if The Sopranos has only a passing resemblance to it, and there were many important dramas in the ’50s and ’60s. But from my point of view, there’s a more tangible connection between, say, Hill Street Blues and The Wire than between The Defenders and Breaking Bad.

All in the Family (CBS, 1971–1979): It wasn’t a drama, but it was capable of amazing dramatic moments, like the episode where Edith barely escapes being raped on her 50th birthday. More importantly, though, All in the Family was the first show to succeed with a blunt approach to the sorts of taboo subjects and deeply flawed central characters that would come to typify the great dramas not only of the ’80s and ’90s, but of this century. Archie Bunker would be disgusted by Tony Soprano (though Tony would justify many of Archie’s beliefs about Italian-Americans), but the public’s embrace of a character like Archie, whom they should have hated, would one day lead to a show like The Sopranos.

Hill Street Blues (NBC, 1981–1987): One night in our college dorm, a friend of ours admitted she had never seen Casablanca, a hole in her cultural memory we aimed to fill in as quickly as possible. To our dismay, she spent most of the movie complaining about how predictable and clichéd it all was, and our arguments that it had invented most of those clichés fell on deaf ears.

That’s the danger with coming to a classic late: if a work is good enough, the rest of the entertainment industry will strip-mine it until the original work somehow seems derivative of the others that blatantly copied it. And I imagine if you were to show an episode of Hill Street Blues to someone who came of age with The Wire, they’d react to it about as favorably as our friend did to Casablanca. But in 1981, Steven Bochco and Michael Kozoll—and, later, writers like David Milch and Jeffrey Lewis—took every assumption viewers had about primetime dramas in general and cop shows in particular and turned each one on its ear.

Previous TV dramas tended to tell simple, easily digestible stories that began and ended within the space of an hour, featuring clear good guys and bad guys, that played on your emotions but rarely taxed your brain or your moral compass. With Hill Street Blues, nothing was ever simple.

The series took place in a run-down police precinct where the cops were fighting a holding action against the ever-increasing amount of gang violence and other brutal crime, while the police commissioner and local politicians preferred to act like the entire neighborhood would be better off forgotten. Stories didn’t begin and end neatly within the space of an hour, but would continue for weeks on end, sometimes over an entire season. Though there was a clear central character in Daniel J. Travanti’s righteous precinct captain Frank Furillo, the narrative bounced around constantly among a huge, diverse cast. Scenes might begin by focusing on one character, then immediately shift their attention to a different character who passed him in the hallway, then flip around to yet a third set of characters before cutting away to the next location. Furillo was for the most part a virtuous hero, but the other characters existed along a wide moral spectrum, and even Frank had his moments of weakness. The show mixed bleak drama with a twisted sense of humor (undercover cop Mick Belker had a tendency to growl and bite suspects), and the violence, language, and sex scenes were all considered fairly graphic for TV of the period.

Much of Hill Street would seem incredibly tame today, yet it feels less dated than a 30-year-old drama should. It was such a huge step forward in terms of what TV drama could do with complex narratives of moral shades of grey that you can still find strands of its DNA in many dramas being made today—both the ones I’ll be talking about in this book, and less edgy material like Grey’s Anatomy and the CSI shows—so it still feels very much a part of the current era. Without Hill Street Blues, maybe another show makes the evolutionary leap that eventually brings us to Don Draper and Walter White. Or maybe we’re still watching simplistic, easy-to-digest dramas, even on HBO.

St. Elsewhere (NBC, 1982–1988): This hospital drama was so close in its chaotic style and cynicism to Hill Street Blues that it could have been a spin-off. But where St. Elsewhere distinguished itself, and blazed a trail for many that followed, was with its willingness to experiment with its own structure and even level of reality. At various points, St. Elsewhere did a two-parter flashing back over 50 years of history at the hospital; an episode involving a patient who believed himself to be Mary Richards from The Mary Tyler Moore Show (who ran into both Betty White playing a new role and Jack Riley as his character from The Bob Newhart Show); an episode where the doctors went to Cheers to have a beer and be insulted by Carla; and another where Howie Mandel’s character was shot and journeyed between Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven (where he met a God who looked an awful lot like Howie Mandel).

St. Elsewhere not only proved that the formal chaos of Hill Street Blues could be transplanted to another setting and creative team, but that your characters, your stories, and your world didn’t have to be confined to a familiar box. You could take your audience anywhere, if you did it well enough. St. Elsewhere also set the bar very high—or very low, depending on your point of view—for memorable, challenging series finales. The closing scene revealed that the entire series had been the fantasy of the autistic son of the show’s main character, who spent his days staring at a snow globe containing the hospital’s familiar exterior. Some fans were dazzled by it; others felt it was the show judging them harshly for having watched it all these years. (Tommy even places the globe on top of the TV set right before we fade out.) It neatly presaged many of the anger-inducing finales to come in the 21st century.

Cheers (NBC, 1982–1993): Stick with me on this one. The through line from Sam Malone to Al Swearengen might seem tenuous, other than that they both ran bars, but I believe Glen and Les Charles and their writing staff were responsible for a crucial step in the evolution of how people watched television. Hill Street Blues and St. Elsewhere were critical darlings, but modestly rated. Cheers was a flop itself at first, but eventually became one of the most popular sitcoms of all time—and it did it while hooking viewers on an ongoing narrative about the on-again, off-again, on-again relationship between Sam and Diane, and later Sam and Rebecca, Rebecca and Robin Colcord, etc. Cheers wasn’t weaving some kind of elaborate tapestry where you would be lost if you hadn’t seen the previous 13 episodes. But the sitcom as a genre had to that point—with rare exceptions (like the seasons of I Love Lucy where they traveled through Europe or stayed in Hollywood)—been a form where each episode was self-contained, designed to exist independently from the one before and the one after. Cheers was a show that was always aware of what had already happened to its characters, and that built both jokes and important character beats serially on that. The show’s success paved the way for even more heavily serialized sitcoms like Friends and Seinfeld (and later many of the HBO comedies, Arrested Development, The Office, Parks and Recreation, etc.). It also helped condition viewers to the basic idea that their TV shows weren’t disposable, that it was possible to see characters transform beyond just seeing sitcom kids get older with each season.

Miami Vice (NBC, 1984–1989): There are so many creation myths around Miami Vice—the most famous of them involving NBC president Brandon Tartikoff writing the phrase “MTV cops” on a napkin and handing it to writer Anthony Yerkovich and director Michael Mann—that it’s become all but impossible to separate the facts from the legend. What’s indisputable is that the show Yerkovich and Mann went on to make demonstrated that you could adopt a cinematic look (and yes, music-video-style editing) on the budget and schedule of a weekly TV drama.

Wiseguy (CBS, 1987–1990): Stephen J. Cannell built a long, lucrative career as a master of TV drama as comfort food. The shows he created were well-crafted (The Rockford Files is still the best private-eye show ever) but never taxing on the brain. You tuned in for an hour and got a complete story that was easy to follow, usually with some combination of a catchy theme song, good jokes, a car chase and/or a shootout. But just because Cannell didn’t often do complex didn’t mean he couldn’t. In 1987, Cannell and Frank Lupo—who had previously teamed up on the proudly lowbrow The A-Team—created Wiseguy, a dark, moody intelligent drama starring Ken Wahl as Vinnie Terranova, a federal agent assigned to infiltrate different criminal organizations.

What distinguished Wiseguy from similar shows that came before it—and makes it feel 20 years ahead of its time—was the duration of these assignments. Vinnie didn’t bust the bad guys at the end of each episode. It took him many episodes to close each case, with one story arc taking a dozen hours to complete and others clocking in at a half-dozen hours or more. Many other dramas had featured recurring villains—even something as simple as Hawaii Five-0 would bring back arch-nemesis Wo Fat now and again—but not even Hill Street Blues had devoted so many episodes in a row to a single storyline this way. The format allowed Cannell and Lupo to dig deep with the characterization, and to give unlikely guest stars—a young, unknown Kevin Spacey as an incestuous, heroin-addicted mobster or Jerry Lewis as a garment-industry executive—among the best dramatic roles of their careers.

The idea of villains lasting long enough for both the protagonist and the audience to really get to know them is one that translated well to the revolutionary cable dramas, whether it was The Sopranos (where Tony seemed to have a new nemesis each season), Breaking Bad (which employed Wiseguy alum Jonathan Banks, and cast Gus Fring very much in the mold of a Wiseguy villain) or even Dexter (which also brought in a new major antagonist each year), to name just three.

(In between, there was also Bochco’s Murder One, a mid-’90s legal drama for ABC that devoted its first season to a single case, and its second to three long arcs. Murder One mainly demonstrated how difficult it was to pull something like that off, but 24 would be far more successful in the next decade.)

thirtysomething (ABC, 1987–1991): This drama about a close-knit group of yuppie friends was criticized in some quarters for being whiny, plotless, and self-indulgent. Today, it would instead be lauded as introspective, narratively unconventional, and stylistically ambitious. thirtysomething was a show very much ahead of its time, working without a traditional TV “franchise” (doctor, lawyer, cop) to generate story, and assuming its characters’ inner lives would be rich enough that its target audience would need nothing more. Its spiritual DNA can be found in The Sopranos (where Carmela was yet another wife questioning her choice of partner), Six Feet Under (which also got by without a franchise to drive the plot) and Mad Men (and not just because thirtysomething hero Michael was also in advertising), and the show’s creators Marshall Herskovitz and Ed Zwick would later (on their brilliant-but-canceled teen drama My So-Called Life) help mentor a young playwright named Jason Katims, who would go on to run Friday Night Lights.

Twin Peaks (ABC, 1990–1991): As strange as St. Elsewhere and some other ’80s shows had been, nothing quite prepared audiences for Twin Peaks, a baroque mix of murder mystery, soap opera, ’50s movie melodrama, and the 100% pure weirdness that comes with any project from the show’s co-creator, David Lynch. Lynch, coming off the cult classic film Blue Velvet, was given carte blanche by ABC to see if his style would translate to television, and boy did it—for a little while. The series took place in an overcast corner of the Pacific Northwest where everything was slightly askew, including a local resident who wandered around town carrying a small log in her arms—as the local sheriff (named Harry Truman, of course) explained simply, “We call her the Log Lady.”

Into this peculiar setting, Lynch and co-creator Mark Frost—who, like many of the producers in this book, made a show they assumed no one would ever watch, and that wouldn’t last long enough for them to deal with the consequences of their creative decisions—dropped the body of a dead teenage girl, wrapped in plastic, and then a handsome but eccentric FBI agent to investigate her murder, and eventually a dancing dwarf who spoke backwards, a one-armed man, a malevolent spirit named BOB, and even an alternate dimension filled with evil doppelgangers of all our heroes.

It was a bizarre show on nearly every level—and yet, for a short while, it was also a hit. For a few weeks in the spring of 1990, viewers went nuts over who killed Laura Palmer, what the Log Lady’s deal was, why there was a fish in the percolator, and whether Audrey Horne had a saxophone player following her at all times. It helped that all the quirkiness was married to a sense of real forward momentum for the investigation and all the personal drama in the town. But when the show’s success led to an unexpected second season, Lynch and Frost had no idea what to do other than to dial up the weirdness at the expense of the plot, and everyone lost interest long before we found out that BOB had murdered Laura while controlling the body of her father.

But the show was an obvious influence on The X-Files, on Alias and Lost and Fringe and many other millennial dramas, including something as relatively straightforward as AMC’s The Killing. It showed that strangeness didn’t have to be a barrier for entry; if you told your story well enough and put interesting enough characters inside that strangeness, you could do very well with an audience.

(The popularity of its successor shows, and the constant praise their creators reflected back on it, also led to a Twin Peaks revival—to be written by Lynch and Frost, with the promise of Lynch directing every episode—set to debut on Showtime within the next two years.)

Homicide: Life on the Street (NBC, 1993–1999): If Homicide had done nothing but provide David Simon a transition from his newspaper job to TV writing, it would still likely merit mention here. But the Baltimore-based drama, like the New York–set one that would debut a few months later, was an important transitional step, in addition to being one of the best cop shows ever made. Run by Tom Fontana—the man behind the St. Elsewhere finale and many of that show’s other lunatic moments—Homicide was a cop drama that was rarely afraid to sacrifice plot in favor of character, or to sacrifice action for good dialogue. If cases got closed—usually through the silver-tongued salesmanship of Andre Braugher’s master interrogator Frank Pembleton—so be it. And if they didn’t—as in the story of murdered girl Adena Watson, which played out for much of the first season and haunted the rest of the series—that was often even more interesting. Homicide was never a hit, but it lasted seven seasons, and expanded the level of artistry that was possible in such a traditional, largely standalone format.

NYPD Blue (ABC, 1993–2005): Steven Bochco and David Milch, together again, this time looking to push the outer edge of the envelope even farther than they did on Hill Street Blues. In the early ’90s, Bochco looked at a TV landscape where more and more homes were getting cable, and where his shows had to compete with racy movies on HBO, and decided that the only way for the networks to stay relevant would be to introduce their own programming with mature content.

Enter NYPD Blue, a cop drama that, if not quite R-rated, was still more adult in its use of language and nudity than anything before it. The graphic content helped pave the way for The Sopranos and company, but so did cop Andy Sipowicz: a deeply flawed character who, in an earlier age, would have been the villain, but instead was portrayed with such shading, depth, and empathy that we began rooting for him despite ourselves.

The X-Files (FOX, 1993–2002): TV science fiction is always an iffy commercial proposition, because no matter how great a particular series may be, there’s still a stigma attached to the genre that will keep some people from watching. The genius of Chris Carter’s X-Files was in the way it drew in an audience that would ordinarily run screaming from stories of aliens and monsters. X-Files was a sci-fi series, but because the two main characters were FBI agents in plain business suits—one of them a skeptic who thought all this stuff was ridiculous—it gave a mainstream audience an out: I’m not watching some nerd-fest; this is just a cop show where weird things happen. The series was able to borrow the bizarre atmosphere of Twin Peaks and make it more sustainable, and in the process paved the way for the likes of Lost, which also essentially tricked viewers into watching science fiction by introducing it in the guise of a mystery.

X-Files also pioneered the concept of “mythology,” in which a show has a complex backstory and elaborate ongoing story arc, parceled out to viewers a little bit at a time. Of course, X-Files also became the first show to disappoint its viewers when it became clear that the mythology didn’t make any sense. Writers on the show—alums include Breaking Bad creator Vince Gilligan and longtime 24 showrunner Howard Gordon—insist that, early on, Carter did have a plan, but the huge success of the series (including a feature film that debuted after the fifth TV season) forced him to elongate and tinker with the story until it eventually became gibberish. And as the mythology unraveled, it prepared the next generation of fanboys and -girls for the frustration they would feel when Lost, Battlestar Galactica, and other iconic sci-fi series didn’t always pay things off in a satisfying manner.

ER (NBC, 1994–2009): On a commercial level, ER was the end of the era that preceded the one I’ll be discussing in this book: a mass-appeal scripted drama that at its George-Clooney second-season height was averaging 32 million viewers a week, and once did an episode that attracted 48 million. On an artistic level, it was an important link in the chain, because of what it did to increase both the pace of the TV drama and the amount of trust shows could place in their audience.

ER was a hospital drama by genre, but an action movie in style. Even compared to something like Hill Street Blues or, the year before, NYPD Blue, this sucker moved—from doctor to doctor, patient to patient, often throwing the audience right into the middle of a story without bothering to explain anything about what was happening or what all the medical lingo meant. If you go back and look at the dramas leading up to it, there was a lot of over-explaining of the minutiae of these professions—there’s a retrospectively hilarious Hill Street episode where Furillo and the other cops are baffled to learn of a legal concept called “fruits of the poisonous tree”—but ER assumed that its viewers would be smart enough to keep up. The ratings proved them right, which gave license to other ambitious network dramas (The West Wing shared producer John Wells) to do the same, and helped inform what was about to happen on cable.

And though many accounts of the cable-driven revolution tend to begin with Sex and the City or The Sopranos, this story begins earlier, with a show whose title evoked the phrase “there’s no place like home,” that was unlike anything seen on television before.



CHAPTER 1


What we were don’t matter…Oz blazes a trail

The Rolling Stones don’t have a name or a sound without Muddy Waters. “Clapton Is God” signs don’t pop up around London if Slow Hand doesn’t first listen to Robert Johnson. And The Sopranos doesn’t get on television without Oz.

The Sopranos was the first commercial success of the revolution, but it wasn’t the first revolutionary cable drama of the period. That honor belongs to Oz, the prison drama HBO and creator Tom Fontana made almost as a lark, that became the foundation for everything that followed.

HBO had been pairing its movie library with original programming since the 1970s. There were critically acclaimed comedies like Tanner ’88 and The Larry Sanders Show, anthologies like The Hitchhiker and Tales from the Crypt, and more, but “the original programming was an afterthought,” says Chris Albrecht, who became president of HBO Original Programming in 1995 (and later ascended to CEO thanks to his work in this period). “Even Sanders was an afterthought.” In the mid-’90s, though, Albrecht and his boss Jeff Bewkes decided to take a more serious approach to original scripted television.

Meanwhile, Fontana was in the midst of running Homicide: Life on the Street, an artful cop drama that his bosses at NBC kept pushing him to make less artful and more commercial. (With each passing season, the cast became more conventionally attractive, while the philosophical conversations made way for shootouts, helicopter chases, and evil drug dealers.)

Fontana grew up in Buffalo, and had been fascinated by the nearby Attica prison riots. He says that as he made a television show where, at least every other episode, the detectives would send someone to jail, “I thought, ‘Boy, every TV cop show ends with someone being put away, and you never hear about them ever again. Could you do a series about that?’ ”

He tried pitching gentle variations on the idea—a juvenile detention center, a “Club Fed” for white-collar criminals—but found little interest at the big networks. “So then I had to wait for HBO to decide they were going to do scripted television,” he says.

Albrecht was talking with studio executive Rob Kenneally—one of the few in the business Fontana had mentioned the prison idea to who hadn’t dismissed it out of hand—about HBO’s plans to do a scripted drama series, and mentioned in passing that the network had found surprising success with its documentaries about life in prison.

“Rob heard the word ‘prison,’ ” recalls Fontana, “and virtually left the meeting, got on his phone, called me in New York and said, ‘Get your ass out here. I’ve finally found someone who will do your stupid television show.’ It’s just one of those kismet moments. I wouldn’t have known otherwise.”

Fontana and his Homicide partner Barry Levinson pitched the prison show to Albrecht and HBO executive Anne Thomopoulos. Albrecht wasn’t sure it could work, but told them, “I’ll give you a million dollars: shoot as much as you can.”

Levinson and Fontana were able to put together a 17-minute pilot presentation for Oz (the title is the nickname for the show’s fictional Oswald State Penitentiary), telling the story of wiseguy Dino Ortolani, a violent inmate who winds up burned to death by a rival convict.

“Chris said to me, ‘I don’t care if the characters are likable as long as they’re interesting,’ ” says Fontana. “And he asked me, ‘What’s the one thing you’ve always wanted to do in the pilot of a broadcast television show that you’ve never been allowed to do?’ And I said, ‘Kill the leading man.’ And he said, ‘I love that! Do that!’ ”

At the broadcast networks, there was layer upon layer of executives to go through to get a new show on the air. At HBO at that time, things were so informal that Albrecht invited Fontana and Levinson to screen the Oz prototype in his office.

“It was the first and only time in my career where I flew out with a tape or a disc and the executive said, ‘Come on, let’s watch it!’ ” says Fontana. “And I go, ‘I’m going to watch it with the head of the network. He won’t have any defenses. He won’t be able to hide behind the research and the hoo-ha.’ So we sat there, and I must have looked back and forth from the screen to him. I hope I wasn’t just staring at him.”

Albrecht was impressed. “It was the first thing we had seen for premium television that was a true dramatic series,” he says. “And it was startling how much different it felt from everything else on television.” He ordered Oz to series.

The Ortolani story would survive to the finished version of the pilot, while Fontana began sketching out the characters who would outlast Dino inside the walls of Oz. He conceived of two administrators to represent the schism between those who believe prisons exist for retribution, and those who think the goal is to rehabilitate: respectively, Warden Leo Glynn (Ernie Hudson), and Tim McManus (Terry Kinney), manager of an experimental prison unit called Emerald City. As a point-of-view character for the audience, Fontana created Tobias Beecher (Lee Tergesen), a middle-class white attorney—“Beecher was the HBO subscriber,” he says—sent to Oz after killing a nine-year-old girl while driving drunk. The other inmates were more serious criminals, including white supremacist Vern Schillinger (J.K. Simmons), who turns Beecher into his slave, branding a swastika onto his rear end to prove his dominance; black gang leader Jefferson Keane (Leon); Ryan O’Reily (Dean Winters), an Iago-like schemer with a gift for getting others to do his dirty work; Kareem Said (Eamonn Walker), a Muslim radical threatening a riot from the moment he enters the place; and Miguel Alvarez (Kirk Acevedo), a young gangbanger whose father and grandfather are also doing time in Oz.

Some actors were ones Fontana had worked with before (Hudson did a memorable stint on St. Elsewhere as an injured fireman, while Tergesen and Edie Falco—cast as prison guard Diane Wittlesey—had played husband and wife in a couple of Homicide episodes). Others, he had always wanted to work with (Tony winners B.D. Wong and Rita Moreno played the priest and nun tasked with the inmates’ spiritual health), and still others were unknowns with interesting auditions.

A hulking black actor named Adewale Akinnuoye-Agbaje wandered in to read for the role of one of Keane’s buddies, and “it was terrible,” Fontana says. But the man’s presence and charisma were undeniable, so Fontana invited him to stay and talk, and discovered that he was actually English (and much more comfortable when not faking an American accent), with Nigerian ancestry. Fontana’s wheels started spinning, and he invented Simon Adebisi, a malevolent force of nature in a comically small hat who took whatever (and whomever) he wanted within the prison’s walls.

This was one of the most racially diverse casts ever assembled for a TV series. Even the progressive dramas of the ’80s and ’90s tended to have merely token minority representation; it was so unusual for Homicide to have a scene featuring a bunch of black cops conversing among themselves (and not about race) that it sadly merited special mention by TV critics.

“That was one of the things I laid out first when I was first pitching it,” says Fontana. “The prison population could represent the population of America, but the percentages were not representative.”

Because he knew the average prisoner was even less likely to open up about his innermost feelings than the average homicide detective, Fontana decided to have each episode narrated by wheelchair-bound inmate Augustus Hill, played by Harold Perrineau.

“It really came out of the Greeks,” Fontana says, “and Greek tragedy, where you would have this chorus of somebody in the community who would step out and talk about themes and bigger ideas. My original concept was John Leguizamo, but he thought about it and decided he didn’t want to do it. I wanted the person to be a minority, either Latino or black, because I felt like this idea that a person had to be from an environment in which they had much more depth of experience than just being in a prison.”

In addition to being one of McManus’s charges in Em City(*), Hill would address the audience directly multiple times in each episode, musing on problems universal to the prison experience, or to life outside the walls of Oz.

(*) Fontana killed off Hill at the end of the fifth season so Perrineau would be free to appear in The Matrix sequels, but kept Hill as the narrator for the final season (where he was often joined by other dead characters), since Perrineau could come in and film those monologues in chunks.

“Oz is where I live,” Hill announces midway through the first episode. “Oz is where I will die, where most of us will die. What we were, don’t matter. What we are, don’t matter. What we become, don’t matter… Does it?”

“The thing about the Oz experience that stuck with me the most is that, compared to how things are now, it was utterly, ‘Let’s see what happens,’ ” recalls Carolyn Strauss, an HBO executive who became Chris Albrecht’s top lieutenant during this era. “ ‘Let’s cast this guy, let’s do this, let’s do that. Let’s experiment with form.’ Not only was there a narrator, but the narrator was going to be shot differently by every director. The main character was going to be killed at the end of the first episode. It was very much a ‘let’s see what happens’ attitude rather than a ‘we need to know exactly what happens every step of the way.’ It was a black-box theater, rather than the main stage. I think that gave people a tremendous sense of freedom and experimentation, and just a great sense of, ‘You know what? We can try it. It’s not going to be the end of the world if something doesn’t work.’ ”

Hill Street Blues had laid out the template for ensemble dramas, which bounced back and forth between different stories over the course of each hour. It was a template Fontana knew well from St. Elsewhere and Homicide, and one he decided to step away from here. Oz episodes told multiple stories, but they tended to be presented one at a time, all the way through: first O’Reily scheming, then Moreno’s Sister Pete counseling Alvarez, then Schillinger oppressing Beecher, etc.

He chose to experiment “because it was HBO, and they said you could do anything you want. I had written so much in the broadcast form, and I thought, ‘Why not make each episode like a little collection of short stories?’ Some weeks, the Beecher story would be five minutes, and some weeks it would be 15 minutes. The freedom to be able to do it differently every week, and decide what order they were coming in, was very liberating from a storytelling point of view. You weren’t bound by, ‘Oh, I’ve got to get to this point by the commercial so that I can get them back from the commercial,’ or ‘I haven’t serviced this character in the second act.’ None of the old rules applied, and it was wonderful. ‘Oh, you can just tell the story for the length of time it needs to be told in this episode.’ ”

“One of the great things about the guys who did the first couple of big drama and comedy series on HBO is almost all of them had a lot of schooling on network series,” says Strauss. “They knew the rules of series television. They knew how to tell stories, knew the rules they needed to keep and knew the rules they could throw out. They had a lot of fun with that. There was a lot of esprit, in terms of going at it in a whole new way.”

When Fontana had pitched even mild versions of Oz to the broadcast networks, he says he was told, “ ‘Oh, they’re all too nasty. Where are the heroes? Where are the victories?’ ” These questions simply didn’t apply at HBO. There were no obvious heroes in Oz—even the idealistic McManus had myriad flaws—and the villains tended to win, usually in the most gruesome way possible. O’Reilly and Adebisi team up to take out the prison leader of the Italian mob by grinding broken glass into his food until he slowly bleeds to death internally; when the man’s son comes looking for revenge, Adebisi rapes him. A rare victory of sorts comes when Beecher finally fights back against Schillinger, savagely beating him with weightlifting equipment in the prison gym, then tying him down and literally defecating onto his tormentor’s face.

Fontana’s bosses at NBC likely would have fired him on the spot if he had put such a scene into a Homicide script. Chris Albrecht had no major objections to any of the content.

“Chris is not only leaving me alone,” says Fontana, “he’s encouraging me to be incorrigible. He was literally saying to me, ‘Go as far, take as big a risk as you possibly want.’ He never dictated any specific thing, but every time we spoke of the show and he had read a script or seen a screening, he was absolutely encouraging about the risk-taking.”

Fontana says the only time in the run of the series when an HBO executive strongly objected to the content involved a flashback to an inmate who had murdered an entire family, including two young children. Strauss didn’t even have an issue with the crime itself, but on how long the scene dwelled on the killer pointing a gun at the kids.

“So I just sped up the amount of time it was pointed,” Fontana says. “I figured one note every five years, I’d be an asshole not to change it.”

If Oz had just been about the brutality, it would have been the best-cast exploitation film of all time. The violence was inherent to the setting, but Fontana had higher aims. He wanted viewers to confront the dehumanizing nature of the prison experience, but also use these criminals as proxies to talk about race, addiction, sexuality, religion, elder care and any other hot-button issue he had on his mind.

The setting, and the rapid turnover in the cast (Em City had a very high body count), allowed Fontana to keep bringing in interesting faces to play prisoners: rap star Method Man, former teen idol Luke Perry, NBA veteran Rick Fox, KISS drummer Peter Criss, even Gavin MacLeod from The Love Boat. The longer the show was on, the more obvious it became that it was a fun place for actors to try roles unlike anything in their careers to that point.

“It was thrilling” says Fontana. “And I have been very blessed in my career. Starting with St. Elsewhere(*) and then doing Homicide, I can’t really say I had a shitty time doing those shows. I had a great, joyous time doing those shows. But this was like ‘Eat all the chocolate you want, and you won’t get fat.’ It was extraordinary. It made me rethink all the rules I assumed were unchangeable. Suddenly, you could change it. From a writer’s point of view, it was so liberating. I would get up every morning at five and just be chuckling that I was going to get to write this stuff again.”

(*) In addition to breaking new ground for cable drama with Oz, Fontana had blazed a trail with the St. Elsewhere finale that revealed the show as a fantasy of the main character’s autistic son—a polarizing ending that presaged the divisive conclusions to The Sopranos, Lost, Battlestar Galactica, and others. Though Fontana hadn’t meant to anger his fans with the St. Elsewhere ending, he was relieved by the reaction to these other conclusions: “I was like, ‘Oh, thank God there’s other people in the room with me now! It’s so lonely in there being the guy who had somehow infuriated half of our audience.’ ”

Before Oz debuted on July 12, 1997, Fontana says the running joke on the set was, “Oh, that’s turning into a great scene, but who’s going to watch it?” Everyone was having a great time making this strange show, but nobody knew if there would be an audience for it. But HBO marketed the show well, and in time they found that while it wasn’t an enormous hit (certainly not compared to many of the shows that followed), it had—perhaps because of the diverse cast and storylines—a broad constituency.

“I didn’t even know they were doing research until a year or two into the show,” says Fontana, “and they told me, ‘For the HBO subscriber, it’s pretty much across the board: it’s black, it’s white, it’s young, it’s old, it’s rich, it’s poor. It’s gay, it’s straight. It appeals to a lot of different parts of our subscriber base.’ But the biggest single group was black women, which I found fascinating.”

Because HBO doesn’t have advertising, ratings have never been the most important metric, and in that early period were barely considered at all.

“For that brief period of time, Chris didn’t care about a big hit,” says Fontana. “He wanted just to make noise. I remember an op-ed piece in a newspaper about Oz, and he was thrilled about that, because we weren’t on the TV page. That’s what he considered a success.”

For six seasons, Fontana kept devising creative, twisted ways to kill people. Many were adapted from real-life prison murders, and nearly all of them involved the Sicilian concept of poetic justice: “The way people died on the show had to come out of character or had to relate to the crime involved,” Fontana explains. “If somebody tells a lie about you to a cop, you cut their tongue out.” He kept bringing in interesting new performers—near the end of production of the final season, J.K. Simmons told me, “You keep thinking, ‘They’ve got to have used every actor in New York by now,’ and then Joel Grey turns up”—and letting his characters experience rare triumphs and abundant tragedies.

The spine of the series turned out to be the vendetta between Beecher and Schillinger, and the way it was complicated when Schillinger’s predatory friend Chris Keller (Chris Meloni) fell in love with Beecher, and vice versa. So long as Fontana had some new combination of what he dubbed “the unholy trio” of Oz, the series still had legs, and Albrecht was willing to keep it going.

“One of the reasons that I stopped was I wasn’t sure what to do with them after that season,” he says of the decision to conclude the show after six years. “I was worried that it was going to become like a repetition, or a joke.”

With no future to worry about, the final season is especially bloody, including the violent deaths of Kareem Said and Leo Glynn. Schillinger and Beecher play the lead roles in a prison production of Macbeth, and Keller, looking to cause trouble, replaces Beecher’s prop knife with a real one so he’ll unwittingly stab Schillinger to death in the final act (after each man has recited several Shakespeare passages that evoke their own mutually destructive relationship). Beecher rejects Keller’s attempt to reconcile; spurned one last time, Keller commits suicide in a way that makes it look like Beecher murdered him.

“When God was designing the universe,” a frustrated Beecher asks Sister Pete, “why did He make something wonderful so fucking painful?”

“I think He thought we could handle it,” she replies.

It turns out that before Keller died, he had sent a biological agent to the prison mailroom to murder several of Schillinger’s Aryan cronies, which forces an evacuation of Oz. We conclude with images of the darkened, empty prison, hear snippets of dialogue from the past six years, then get one final monologue from the late Augustus Hill, who tells us, “The story is simple: a man lives in prison, and dies. How he dies, that’s easy. The who and the why is the complex part—the human part, the only part worth knowing. Peace.”

HBO had followed the debut of Oz with a slew of unconventional hits both dramatic (The Sopranos, Six Feet Under) and comedic (Sex and the City, Curb Your Enthusiasm). Fontana kicked the door open, and many others followed him through.

“I would say that Oz gave us some confidence and momentum,” says Carolyn Strauss. “We really enjoyed the process of working on it—working with Tom and building a presence in New York. It also helped us as we tried to define our series presence as bringing HBO viewers continuing stories and characters that they could not find on ad-supported television: complex, well-told stories, featuring conflicted human characters that dealt with adult subject matter.”

Fontana jokes that “We were the farm team” for the series that followed: The Sopranos(*) hired Edie Falco to play Carmela (Fontana let her go, not wanting to deprive her of a lead role so she could continue a fairly minor one on his series) and The Wire would use more than a dozen Oz actors in its cast.

(*) Fontana’s initial reaction to The Sopranos pilot was to call his casting director, Alexa Fogel, to say, “Please tell me that James Gandolfini hasn’t been in my office and I said no to him.” (He hadn’t.)

Fontana had suspected that if Oz worked, it would be the first of many shows in a far more adventurous vein than what had been allowed on network television—and, that if he failed, this new era could be over before it started.

“When I first sat down with Chris, and he said, ‘I’m going to give you as much creative freedom as you want,’ I thought, ‘This is great.’ But you also go, ‘Man, if I fuck this up, the next guy who comes in here, Chris is gonna say, “Yeah yeah yeah, I gave Tom Fontana all the creative freedom, and he fucked me.” So I felt this incredible burden of responsibility for my brother and sister writers. And I was so thrilled that the shows that came after were so completely different than Oz, and succeeded. They kept building on HBO’s reputation.”

Oz and The Sopranos both filmed in New York and New Jersey, and the casts of the two shows would attend each other’s parties, go to boxing matches together at Madison Square Garden, and find other ways to feel like a tight-knit community. Fontana had mentored The Wire co-creator David Simon, and overlapped at the MTM studio with Deadwood creator David Milch when Fontana was doing St. Elsewhere and Milch was on Hill Street Blues. He doesn’t resent the shows that followed him for being more popular and/or enduring, but he does get frustrated when stories about the period skip over his contribution to it.

“Every once in a while, I feel like I’m the short guy in the back of the picture who keeps jumping up, going, ‘I’m here, too,’ ” he says. “But what are you going to do? So much of that stuff, if you let it affect you too much, I think it burns away at your creative soul. I think it’s better to go, ‘Okay, it is what it is.’ I can’t do anything to change it. I move on from that. I don’t sit up at night cursing the darkness saying, ‘When am I getting my fair share of pats on the back?’ The reality is, I got to make a show that I really wanted to make. And that was a huge reward.”

Fontana got his reward (as did Oz fans), and TV audiences got to enjoy the other shows that Oz made possible.



CHAPTER 2


All due respect…The Sopranos changes everything

Guy walks into a psychiatrist’s office.

He complains, “It’s good to be in something from the ground floor. I came too late for that, I know. But lately, I’m getting the feeling that I came in at the end. That the best is over.”

The punchline—not that Tony Soprano could ever understand it—was that the show that told his story represented not the end of something, but the thrilling ground floor.

Other shows had made the revolution possible, but The Sopranos is the one that made the world realize something special was happening on television. It rewrote the rules and made TV a better, happier place for thinking viewers, even as it was telling the story of a bunch of stubborn, ignorant, miserable excuses for human beings.

And all of it came from the mind of a man who wanted nothing more than to be out of the TV business at the time he wrote that first script.

“I was never that happy in television,” Sopranos creator David Chase admits. He’d been writing TV dramas for a couple of decades—had worked on The Rockford Files, Kolchak: The Night Stalker (the short-lived ’70s drama that helped inspire The X-Files), Northern Exposure, and I’ll Fly Away, among other impressive resume lines, and had created a critically well-regarded but short-lived series called Almost Grown—and in the mid-’90s he signed a development deal with the Brillstein-Grey production company, for reasons he couldn’t quite understand.

“They made this development deal with me, and people there said they believed I had this great TV series in me,” he says. “I thought, ‘Me? A great TV series? I’m not even crazy about doing TV. I want to break out and do movies.’ ”

Given the shows he had written for, what exactly was so burdensome about the business for him at that point?

“I was really lucky,” he says, “in that I worked for and with some really talented people. And on my own. But I’d had, either by myself or with these other people, had to sit through these moronic meetings, in which every timid, weak, vapid idea was always preferred to anything revolutionary or new. That was one thing: I was never surprised watching hour-long TV. And I never saw anyone on there who behaved like real human beings.”

The Sopranos would not be timid, weak or vapid. It would surprise everyone in the business—including Chase, who never expected the thing to get made, much less in an environment where it could both succeed and stay true to his vision.

Among the ideas he was fighting against was the notion that a TV series had to have a likable character at its center. Why, TV executives had been asking for 50 years, would viewers want to come back week after week to watch a jerk, a crook, or worse? There’s a famous scene in Paddy Chayefsky’s script for Network (a movie that predicted the reality/tabloid state of our pop culture with stunning accuracy, but didn’t have the optimism to allow for the flip side demonstrated by shows like The Sopranos) where a bored development executive rattles off the descriptions of the shows under consideration for next season; every one of them has a main character described as “crusty but benign.” That was “complex” TV characterization for decades: a hero could have the faintest hint of an edge, but only if we were reminded early and often that he was ultimately pure of heart. Even Sipowicz from NYPD Blue—introduced to viewers as a drunken, profane, sexist, out-of-control bigot—ultimately sobered up, had a pair of sincere romances, fathered two babies, became a mentor, and by the finale had cleaned up his act to the point where it wouldn’t have been implausible if he’d been made a candidate for sainthood.

Tony Soprano, on the other hand? Tony was crusty, sure.

He was not, however, benign.

We meet him in the waiting room of Dr. Jennifer Melfi’s psychiatric practice, agitated at the thought of what he’s about to do. (“It’s impossible for me to talk to a psychiatrist,” he barks early in that first session.) He says he’s in “waste management,” but as he walks her through the day of the panic attack that brought him to her, we see how he actually makes his living, starting with a scene in which he gleefully runs down a deadbeat gambler with his nephew Christopher’s car, followed by Tony realizing he can force the guy to participate in a hustle involving non-existent MRI scans.

Of course, Tony is also presented as a relatable (second cousin to “likable”) husband and father, grappling with pressures at both home and work (here differentiated as lower- and upper-case family and Family), moving through a suburban landscape not unlike that occupied by much of the show’s audience. He’s in a feud with his Uncle Junior (a fellow capo in the North Jersey mob), has debts to collect and legs to break, but he also has to throw a birthday party for Anthony Junior, attend daughter Meadow’s volleyball game, keep wife Carmela happy, and find a way to convince his mother Livia to move to a “retirement community.” He lives in a familiar neighborhood (even if you’d never been to the North Jersey locations where the show filmed, you knew some version of it from your area), shops at familiar stores, and has familiar problems. He just also has a very unfamiliar second life as a wiseguy.

And that was the show’s genius. Chase didn’t set out to write a mob drama. He set out to write a show about his troubled relationship with his late mother—his wife Denise “always said I should write a show about my mother, because my mother was very funny—unintentionally so”—here embodied by the marvelously passive-aggressive Livia Soprano. He just wanted to find a way to make the stakes high enough that viewers would care. Would anyone want to watch a show about a precision optics salesman (or, as a friend of Chase’s had suggested, a TV writer) being henpecked by his mother? But what if the henpecked son is a wiseguy capable of incredible acts of violence, and under constant threat of incarceration or death? Then all of it—the mundane suburban drudgery, the lower-case family conflicts that were so resonant with so many viewers—takes on a much greater weight, doesn’t it?

Chase first had the idea for The Sopranos sometime in the 1980s, but envisioned it as a movie, which would have dealt with Uncle Junior and Livia conspiring to murder Tony for his imagined slights against them, and concluded with Tony smothering Livia with a pillow. (Basically, the first season of the series, with a slightly darker ending.)

But he never bothered to write a script, and had largely forgotten about it until someone at Brillstein-Grey began pressing him to try something Godfather-esque. They had a pitch meeting at Fox, which was still a relatively young network looking to make a splash.

“In the pitch meeting, they were delighted,” Chase recalls. “I thought they really got it. And I sat down to write it, and every step of the way, having spent so long writing for television, I thought, ‘Uh-oh. This isn’t going to fly. Oh boy.’ ”

He often jokes that the only way Fox would have made a pilot at that point was if Tony were revealed to be an FBI agent using the Mafia job as a cover to catch terrorists. Fox passed, and other networks showed tepid interest at best. A year later, Fox tried to revive the project as a vehicle for actor Anthony LaPaglia, but the network and the actor couldn’t close a deal.

This was around the time that HBO debuted Oz, and HBO’s Chris Albrecht recalls that that show, while only a modest commercial success, sent a message to the creative community.

As he puts it, “I think the people who were most affected [by Oz] was that group who were then inspired to go, ‘All right, wait a minute: this thing that I’ve been thinking about, that I’ll never sell anywhere, maybe I can take it to them.’ Or, ‘I have an idea that I’ve never even thought about because I never thought there was a home for something like that.’ It became a calling card for what was possible.”

One of those people paying attention was Albrecht’s old friend Brad Grey, co-founder of Brillstein-Grey, who set up a meeting between Albrecht and Chase. This was not like any of the previous network meetings Chase had been through. Albrecht had questions—about where the show would be filmed (Chase wanted to shoot it in the actual Jersey locations as much as possible), and whether Tony and Melfi would have sex (they wouldn’t, and didn’t)—but the only part of the pitch that seemed to give him any pause at all was the idea that Chase, who had never been behind the camera before, might direct the pilot.

Chase wanted to be a filmmaker, and viewed directing the pilot as the next big stop on that road. Albrecht wasn’t sure he should trust such a task to a novice, and after they had decided to make the script(*), he called Chase in for the meeting, intending to tell him gently that someone else would have to direct. Instead, Chase won the first of many debates with his new boss.

(*) HBO’s Carolyn Strauss recalls that the other contender for HBO’s first post-Oz drama spot was a very different, but still excellent, script from My So-Called Life creator Winnie Holzman about a female business executive. The new golden age of drama that The Sopranos triggered has largely involved shows built around middle-aged male anti-heroes—as the saying goes, imitation is the sincerest form of television, even if it’s innovative television—and I do wonder what the revolution would have looked like if Oz had been followed by the Holzman show.

“He came in the room,” Albrecht recalls, “and he talked about how he saw the show, how he saw Jersey as a character, and I listened to him and thought, ‘I will never find anyone who sees this the way this guy sees it.’ ”

It was a level of attention to detail that would become familiar to everyone who ever worked on the show. Chase seemingly remembered every place he had ever been to in North Jersey, and had an almost obsessive grasp of how each character fit into this world. Production designer Bob Shaw once told me about the location that was chosen for Melfi’s house. Shaw hadn’t noticed that a mirror in the foyer reflected a nearby hat collection; when Chase saw it, he chewed Shaw out, insisting, “Melfi does not have a collection of hats!”

“David committed his life to that show,” says Albrecht. “This is a guy who didn’t have a whole lot of fun doing other things.”

He was, however, having fun making The Sopranos pilot.

“HBO at the time,” Chase says, “we didn’t know they were the HBO they were going to become. But I realized, however it had happened, I had been given a great opportunity to do something different. And I didn’t think it would succeed. And I didn’t care. I was so fed up with TV at that time, and so frustrated with my lack of success at getting into features that I didn’t care. I just wanted to make the best TV pilot I possibly could. And so I had license in terms of language and action and story development and flow and pace, and I thought, ‘Just go for it.’ ”

Because nobody knew what HBO was about to become, name actors weren’t beating down their door for the chance to play Tony Soprano or his wife Carmela. Albrecht and Strauss briefly pondered reaching out to LaPaglia again, to see if he was still interested, but the decision ultimately came down to three men Chase liked: little-known character actors Michael Rispoli and James Gandolfini, and longtime Bruce Springsteen guitarist Steven Van Zandt.

Chase had long been fascinated by Van Zandt’s stage presence at Springsteen shows, but he was out of the running quickly. (He would wind up in the comic-relief role of Tony’s consiglieri Silvio Dante.)

As for the other two, Albrecht says, “Rispoli was great. He was funnier than Jimmy, just because of the normal rhythms that he had. And we talked about it, and David said, ‘It’s a very different show if you put Rispoli in it or Jimmy in it, but the show I envisioned is the show that’s got Jimmy in it. It’s a much darker show with Jimmy in it.’ I think we sat with that for a moment. ‘Dark’ is not really a word you ever want to go for in television, but the other one was ‘more real.’ So we cast Jimmy.”

Gandolfini “just inhabited the tone of the script,” says Chase. “At one time, I had said that this thing could be like a live-action Simpsons. Once I saw him do it, I thought, ‘No, that’s not right. It can be absurdist, it can have a lot of stupid shit in it, but it should not be a live-action Simpsons.”

Some of the supporting actors were more familiar from mob movies (Michael Imperioli, Lorraine Bracco, and Tony Sirico were among a large contingent of Goodfellas alums in the regular and recurring cast, while Dominic Chianese played Hyman Roth’s right-hand man Johnny Ola in The Godfather Part II), and Nancy Marchand, who played Tony’s mother Livia, had been Mrs. Pynchon on Lou Grant. But anyone who hadn’t seen his brief but memorable appearance in True Romance had no idea who James Gandolfini was at that time. And only fans of Oz really knew Edie Falco, who was cast to play Carmela Soprano.

There was little concern inside HBO at the time that they were building this series around two non-stars—“It’s not like now,” says Strauss. “Now there’s so much tsuris about stuff. Back then, it was, ‘If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work’ ”—and Chase found it to his advantage to have a pair of actors at the center that the audience had no expectations for.

He could make Tony Soprano do just about anything without fearing an audience member would object, “Oh, James Gandolfini wouldn’t do that.” And it helped that Gandolfini himself never tried to protect his image in the way he suspects most actors would have in the part. If anything, Gandolfini often took things further than Chase had planned, like a scene in the pilot where Tony discovers Christopher has discussed writing a mob-movie script for a cousin who works in Hollywood. The scene called for Tony to slap Christopher lightly across the face; instead, Gandolfini picked up the smaller Imperioli to make his displeasure clear.

“And I went, ‘All right, I got it. This is big shit. This is serious,’ ” says Chase.

Filming the pilot went better than Chase could have hoped, but in the long period between when it was shot and when the series was picked up, his dream was that HBO would pass, after which he would scrounge together maybe $500,000 to film a second hour, turn it into a movie, and take it to Cannes. Instead, HBO ordered The Sopranos to series, premiered it on January 10, 1999, and Chase found himself making a television show without any of the constraints that had nearly driven him from the business.

Of that time making the first season, he says, “I felt like after floating on a raft in the middle of the Pacific for about 25 years, I had washed up on Paradise Island.”

The lesson Gandolfini had taught Chase about Tony Soprano eventually led to the series’ fifth episode, “College,” which cemented the show’s place in TV history—and its great leap forward from all that had come before. In an hour that brings the Family/family conflicts into sharper focus, Tony takes Meadow on a tour of small liberal-arts schools in New England, a journey that’s familiar to many parents and children. Along the way, he happens to spot Febby Petrulio, a wiseguy who turned rat years before and disappeared into the witness protection program. Tony tracks Febby down and, while Meadow’s in the middle of an interview at one school, slips away to strangle him to death.

Though Tony has participated in violence earlier in the series, and given orders that led to others being hurt, this is the first time we see him actively kill a man. It isn’t self-defense, nor putting down a vile threat to society, the only two circumstances under which TV protagonists had previously been allowed to kill. Febby disappeared into civilian life, ran a travel agency, and if he was still committing crimes, it was small-time stuff. He tried to take a shot at Tony earlier in the episode after realizing he was being followed, but Tony doesn’t know that. This is revenge, pure and simple, taken in bloody close-up, and it left no possible confusion about what kind of man we were watching and what kind of show this was.

Chase says he felt the moment was essential to the series at this point:

“We were four episodes in, and we were telling a story about a Mafia guy, and he had killed nobody. I realized this was a Mafia show. Part of the reason people go to that was to see revenge extracted, justice done quickly.”

Albrecht—who, again, had green-lit Oz and allowed Tom Fontana to let his inmate characters commit all manner of depraved acts for two years before The Sopranos debuted—was convinced this would be a crippling mistake for such a young show, and once again let Chase convince him he was wrong(*).

(*) Strauss says of her former boss, “Chris’s philosophy has always been, ‘I’m going to give you my opinion, but I’m never going to make you do something.’ ” Albrecht says, “Early on in my career I would argue with some guys, and I would realize, ‘Was my idea really better?’ ”

“I said, ‘David, you can’t do this. He can’t kill this guy. You haven’t earned it yet. The audience is going to hate him. It’s the fifth episode. Wait ’til the end of the season.’ And David said to me, ‘If Tony Soprano were to find this guy and doesn’t kill him, he’s full of shit, and therefore the show’s full of shit.’ And I said, ‘Okay, that’s a good point.’ ”

“College” featured the first of many murders we would see Tony Soprano commit. The Sopranos was a violent show from its first episode to its last (both of them featured auto vs. pedestrian incidents), and it was easy for many viewers to focus on that familiar, visceral part of the series. I once asked Chase whether any of the network executives he had pitched the show to pre-HBO had any qualms about the violence. He laughed and said that when he brought it to CBS, he was told they would have been fine with even more violence than he was suggesting; it was the psychiatry they wanted to get rid of.

But The Sopranos without the psychiatry wouldn’t have been The Sopranos, it’s that simple. It’s not a coincidence that the series starts with Tony meeting Melfi, not with Tony and Christopher making collections, or ogling strippers at the Bada Bing, or gathering for a family dinner at Tony’s house. This was a show dedicated to going deep inside the psyche of a millennial man, figuring out what made him tick, what his hopes and fears were, and ultimately what made him a craven, hypocritical sociopath. The Sopranos without Dr. Melfi is a Goodfellas knock-off done for television.
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