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INTRODUCTION

    The book was finished…Two of the shows weren’t.

    That’s the feeling that kept nagging at me as I prepared to publish The Revolution Was Televised back in the late fall of 2012. I had chosen a dozen shows that I felt illustrated different aspects of the transformation of TV drama over the last 15 years, had done fresh interviews with many of their creators and other writers, had revisited old episodes to write new assessments, and had covered them as exhaustively as I could.

    But only 10 of the series had completed their runs. Breaking Bad still had another eight episodes to go, while Mad Men had a few years left. I could have simply sat on the rest of the manuscript, waiting for the two AMC dramas to be done, but I felt satisfied that what I had written captured the larger arc of the story in television and that waiting several more years would add to the micro of those two shows while moving further away from the macro of the industry. (And, in fact, the three years since has featured such astonishing and rapid change that I would be afraid to write a book-length overview of it now, for fear that it would be dated almost instantly.)

    So I published my book, believing I had captured that particular moment in time, but always knowing that two of the chapters were only rough drafts and hoping one day I’d have a chance to revise them. Not only did I have the conclusions of both series to consider but I had a lot of the origins to cover. Matthew Weiner hadn’t had time to sit for a new interview at the time I was researching the original book, so the Mad Men chapter was made up largely of archival conversations we’d had, plus a few outside sources. Everyone I spoke to about the early days of Breaking Bad alluded to some kind of cataclysmic event that was supposed to take place at the end of the first season but that the writers strike prevented—only no one would tell me what it was, just in case Vince Gilligan wound up incorporating part of it into the end of the series.

    I spoke with Weiner before the final stretch of Mad Men episodes aired (he said very little after). I did fresh interviews with Gilligan and half the Breaking Bad writing staff about that show’s astonishing stretch run. I filled in some blanks about the beginnings and about the end and in between, and I wrote down many thoughts about the very different conclusions to AMC’s two flagship dramas.

    Because I was cracking open the manuscript to add all this new material, I also updated many of the other chapters, to deal with things like David Chase’s latest comments about The Sopranos finale, or 24’s being revived in miniseries form, and I added a whole new epilogue that tried to boil down the last three years in television to 3,000-odd words. All of that’s available in the new print and eBook editions of Revolution, but I’m also aware that some people who already bought the book two or three years ago just want the most major changes. Hence, this digital excerpt just covering those two chapters.

    I hope you enjoy all the new material and insights into the final days of Don Draper and Walter White; and I hope that when you’re finished, the expression on your face looks more like the last time we saw Don than the last time we saw Walt.

    October 19, 2015


MAD MEN

It’s a time machine…AMC gets into the game with Mad Men

The ad man stands before a pair of potential clients, each of them eager to hear how he plans to market the advanced technology at the heart of their new product. He says “new” can create an itch with consumers, but he learned long ago that appealing to their nostalgia is a stronger approach.

“In Greek, nostalgia literally means ‘the pain from an old wound,’ ” Don Draper tells the men from Kodak. “It’s a twinge in your heart, far more powerful than memory alone.”

By the summer of 2007, it was already easy for TV fans to feel nostalgic about this second golden age. The Sopranos had just ended. Deadwood and Six Feet Under were done. The Shield and The Wire each had only one season to go, and HBO’s initial drama burst had been followed by the short-lived likes of John from Cincinnati, Carnivale, and Rome. We had been lucky enough to witness this unprecedented wave of quality drama, but all great things come to an end, right? If we were lucky, we thought, maybe we’d see another Sopranos 5 or 10 years down the line.

Instead, it only took 39 days from the infamous cut to black for a worthy successor to appear—one with a Sopranos bloodline, and on a network that, like FX a few years earlier, was just looking to get noticed.

Don Draper, the anti-hero of Mad Men, at first glance would seem to have nothing in common with Tony Soprano. He’s sleek and classically handsome, where Tony was large and sweaty. He’s eloquent; Tony was vulgar. He represents the kind of vintage man’s man Tony longed to see (and be) when he asked, “What happened to Gary Cooper?”

But Don Draper isn’t what he seems under that polished surface. He’s as flawed and complicated and fascinating as any other great character of this period, and he’s at the center of a show that masterfully explores the difference between perception and reality.

And perception was at the heart of why AMC wound up extending the revolution with Mad Men.

AMC, which used to be short for American Movie Classics, had been playing second fiddle for years to Turner Classic Movies. “AMC was a black and white movie network, but TCM was the ‘good’ black and white movie network,” says Rob Sorcher, an executive who was hired in 2002 to reformat AMC so the movies would feature commercial interruptions.

TV critics complained about the ads, but ratings went up as a result, and AMC CEO Josh Sapan came to Sorcher with a new mission, and with four magic words.

“Josh Sapan wanted to get into original programming,” says Sorcher. “His directive to me was, ‘We need a Sopranos.’ ”

Sorcher tried to explain that HBO had been in the original series business for years before The Sopranos came along, but Sapan was unmoved.

“His point was this: AMC doesn’t need to worry about ratings at that moment of time,” recalls Sorcher. “What AMC needs is a show, a critically acclaimed and audience-craved show that would make us undroppable to cable operators. Because AMC, as a movie network, was mostly second-tier movies or ones you could get anywhere, unaffiliated with a larger cable empire like Viacom or Turner. They were very worried that the likes of Comcast were creating their own movie channels, and that they would be dropped completely off of systems. Josh knew that he had to have something that the public wanted really badly.”

Sorcher wasn’t sure how seriously the company was going to take this plan. He knew he needed “somebody who was focused on finding material, was good with material, and could comfortably make their way through L.A.” while he was based in New York, but he was reluctant to hire someone away from his or her current job for a gig that could evaporate in six months. Eventually, he turned to screenwriter Christina Wayne.

“When I went in to meet with Rob, I was pretty skeptical and didn’t want to do it,” says Wayne. “When you’re a screenwriter, it’s pretty embarrassing to go over to the other side. When I met with Rob, I realized immediately we had a similar love for film, and we hit it off. He started talking about how AMC was looking for someone to put their stamp on the network with original scripted programming. At the time, I had been watching Sopranos and Sex and the City and Six Feet Under on HBO. I had never really watched TV prior to that. I thought, ‘Wow, this is a way to do HBO on basic cable.’ I agreed to come on as a consultant for six months, because I didn’t want to admit to my friends that I had gone over to the dark side.”

Sapan wanted to test the waters with a movie or miniseries—preferably a Western, since those always rated well on the channel—and Wayne asked her agent, Nancy Etz, to find her some scripts. One was Broken Trail, which already had Robert Duvall attached to star and Walter Hill to direct. Wayne had never much cared for the genre, but she found herself getting emotional as she read the Broken Trail script on the flight back to New York.

“I thought, ‘If I respond to it, and I’m not a Western fan, then it’s a broader audience,’ ” says Wayne. “That was March. We went into production in August. Within a week, we got approval from [AMC executive] Ed Carroll and Josh for millions of dollars, with Sony as the studio. It was one of those whirlwind, insane, ‘never happens in the business world’ things where you get approval to make something that’s only half-written at that point.”

In Sorcher’s early days at AMC, he says, the channel’s original series were cheap, unscripted fare that “was costing $100,000 an episode, or $150,000.” Even with Sony as the studio, “Broken Trail was at least four million bucks to us. This was the greatest single investment in the history of the channel.

“But here’s the thing in my mind the whole time,” he adds. “I’m at AMC, none of this has been done before. If I make something that’s lousy from a quality point of view—if it’s critically panned—and then it doesn’t do a rating, then everything is shit. Why bother? But if we make something that’s critically acclaimed, then having a great rating on it was just an upside. The reason to do it is not ratings. My boss has told me that ratings, in that moment, don’t matter.”

Ratings may not have mattered, but they didn’t hurt, either. Broken Trail drew nearly 10 million viewers in July of 2006, a number that Charlie Collier—who was preparing to become the new president of AMC that fall—couldn’t believe.

“I saw the number and said, ‘That’s gotta be a typo,’ ” says Collier. “But it showed that the movies and originals could live side by side in an interesting way.” In the build-up to the miniseries’ debut, AMC had been running a string of the best Westerns in the network’s library, all of them hyping the original production.

The Broken Trail ratings told Sorcher, “If we put on the right show, they were coming.” More importantly, to him, the miniseries’ quality—it would win four Emmys, including Outstanding Miniseries and acting awards for Duvall and Thomas Haden Church—suggested this small creative team (Sorcher, Wayne, and their colleague Vlad Wolynetz) had what it took to find the next Sopranos that Sapan was looking for.

“We gained a certain confidence, going through that,” says Sorcher. “We said, ‘Hey, we have the taste.’ ”

Wayne had returned to Los Angeles a month after finding the Broken Trail script, and “Word had spread at this point,” she says. “It was clear there was a new buyer in town, and people were lining up to have meetings. Not that we had done anything, but people are excited whenever there’s a checkbook.” She took a meeting at the management company Industry Entertainment, where she was peppered with questions about what AMC wanted. Someone asked if the network was open to period pieces; she noted that with all the period films at the channel, it might be a good fit.

“At the end of the meeting, a junior manager named Ira Liss handed me Mad Men,” she says. “He said, ‘Everybody has passed on this. It’s been around for years, but I think it’s exactly what you’re looking for.’ ”

Matthew Weiner wrote the Mad Men script on spec not because he needed a job, but because he wanted a different one. He had attended film school at USC and wanted to be a serious film-maker, but his career to that point had largely involved sitcom writing jobs, most recently on the staff of Becker, a CBS sitcom starring Ted Danson as a cranky Bronx physician.

“[Becker] was a great job to get, and it was a hard job to get,” Weiner told me before the final batch of Mad Men episodes debuted. “It was a move in success, but my heart wasn’t in it.”

Inspired by the words of former boss Tom Palmer—“If you can write, you can write your way out of anything. You can change your life”—and stories of other TV writers who had left successful shows because they aspired to something grander, he decided, “I’m just gonna write because I want to feel like a writer again. I don’t want to feel like I’m in this kind of machine. It wasn’t touching my life, what I was writing.”

He had always been fascinated with the transition from the late ’50s into the early ’60s, and with the world of advertising. (One of his early TV scripts was an unaired episode of the Fox sitcom Party Girl, which had a joke where “John Cameron Mitchell came in all battered and bruised because he had been dressed as a giant martini for Halloween and two ad execs had accosted him.”) He began researching the period as a hobby—“Like this is my mistress,” he says—going so far as to deploy researchers to go to the library and study the tobacco campaigns at the time, or to simply help him navigate the primitive version of the Internet. (“I hired someone to go on Prodigy for me because I couldn’t figure it out.”)

A few years into the research, and feeling confident that life at the dawn of the ’60s “wasn’t that different” from the world in which he lived, Weiner began work in earnest.

He wrote a script set in 1960 that detailed an eventful day in the life of Don Draper, an apparent master of the advertising universe and creative director at the Sterling Cooper agency. Over the course of the story, Don has a dalliance with his beatnik girlfriend Midge and flirts with a potential new client, Jewish department store owner Rachel Menken. (When Rachel talks about old-fashioned notions of love, Don tells her, “What you call ‘love’ was invented by guys like me to sell nylons.”) Don’s naïve new secretary Peggy Olson is given a blunt crash course in surviving the job from office manager Joan Holloway—among other tips, Joan suggests Peggy go home, stand naked in front of a mirror with a bag over her head, and “Really evaluate where your strengths and weaknesses are. And be honest”—gets a prescription for birth control(*), and goes to bed with weaselly accounts man Pete Campbell.

(*) Weiner later told me that he was initially going to start the series in 1959, but wanted to include the pill, which didn’t hit the market until the following year.

The hour’s centerpiece is a pitch meeting with the agency’s biggest client, Lucky Strike cigarettes, which needs a new approach now that the Surgeon General has made it illegal for any tobacco company to claim smoking provides health benefits. Don realizes this is a golden opportunity to start their marketing over from scratch—the tagline he suggests, “It’s toasted,” was a real Lucky Strike slogan Weiner appropriated—and explains to the tobacco executives the nature of what he does for a living.

“Advertising is based on one thing: happiness,” he tells them. “And you know what happiness is? Happiness is the smell of a new car. It’s freedom from fear. It’s a billboard on the side of the road that screams with reassurance that whatever you’re doing, it’s okay. You are okay.”

At the end of the script, Don takes the train home to the suburbs, where his wife Betty and two kids are waiting for him, unaware of what he’s been up to in the city all day.

In 2008, Weiner told the Washington Post that he considered Don Draper “a demon who lives inside me,” and that he wrote the script because he was feeling “really unhappy, dissatisfied, and wondered what was wrong with me… I had a wife and three kids, and I had a complete lack of gratitude for what I had.”

Whatever dark feelings were driving the script, and whatever desires Weiner had to get out of comedy, they weren’t apparent to his new colleagues at Becker. Writer/director Ken Levine, an Emmy-winning veteran of M*A*S*H and Cheers, says, “Matt was very bright. He also was like a really good cheerleader in the show. He brought a real good, positive energy, and was very funny, was very helpful in the room, would pitch an awful lot of ideas. He was a very nice addition.”

Levine compares Weiner in those days to working with Modern Family creators Steven Levitan and Christopher Lloyd as young writers on Frasier; in each case, the drive and desire to both do extra work and soak up knowledge made it clear they had aspirations beyond serving on someone else’s staff.

As Weiner worked on Becker, he was putting the Mad Men script in the hands of every writer he knew, hoping it would lead somewhere—if not to making Mad Men itself, then to working on a show like the one in his head. Eventually, he pushed his agent, who worked at the same agency that represented both David Chase and Six Feet Under creator Alan Ball, to get it to one of those two men. The agent got it to Chase, who was coincidentally staffing up for the fifth Sopranos season.

“We were looking for writers,” says Chase. “I read a bunch of material when I was on hiatus, and [Mad Men] was one of them. I thought it was remarkable. It held my interest. I didn’t feel like I’d seen it 100 times. The characters were good, and it was a great way to look at American culture, through an advertising agency.”

Chase hired Weiner, and quickly saw the same qualities that had appealed to Levine on Becker.

“He was very energetic,” says Chase. “He’s extremely intelligent, and tasteful. Showrunning is very difficult from the standpoint of other writers, and listening to input, and who’s responsible for coming up with ideas. And because the showrunner is the creator and is the one who had the original voice, it mostly falls to him to do the story work, because other people seem to not be on the same page—at least initially. Matt, he would suggest ideas, and even though those ideas would be rebuffed or modified beyond recognition, he never stopped. He was so enthusiastic—enthusiastic about the show, about his own ideas, about the possibilities, about life.”

Weiner wrote or co-wrote 11 Sopranos episodes, including memorable outings “The Test Dream,” “Kennedy and Heidi,” and the series’ penultimate episode, “The Blue Comet.” Dissatisfaction with one’s lot in life would be a frequent theme of his episodes (albeit one present throughout The Sopranos as a whole); in Season 6’s “Luxury Lounge,” Christopher goes to Los Angeles to pitch Ben Kingsley on starring in his slasher film, and is dismayed to learn that a movie star’s lifestyle is more gluttonous than anything a wiseguy could dream of.

With The Sopranos approaching an ending, Weiner asked Chase about sponsoring Mad Men with HBO. The tale of how this HBO-style drama, from a writer on the quintessential HBO drama, somehow didn’t wind up at HBO is one of those stories like the end of Deadwood, where the only thing all the parties can agree on is the end result.

“I gave it to [HBO] to look at,” says Chase. “HBO’s big question was whether I would stay with [Mad Men]. I said I was not. I was doing a TV show, and this was the last series I would want to be doing. At that point, there was also discussion from Matt’s point of view that I would direct the pilot, which would have made it more appealing for them. I was very interested in directing that pilot, but in the end, I just kept thinking to myself, ‘Somehow or other, if I’m associated with the show in any way, I’ll get pulled into it, he won’t be happy with that, and I won’t be happy because I don’t want to be doing it.’ So I said, ‘No, I wouldn’t have any contact with the show.’ I most certainly tried and tried to get them to say yes.”

“We never passed on Mad Men,” insists Chris Albrecht. “It wasn’t available to us. I’ll give you my recollection of it. Matt Weiner was a writer for David Chase. The Sopranos was on the air. We didn’t fuck with David Chase. We didn’t fuck with his writers. Carolyn [Strauss] and I looked at each other and said, ‘We’re not going to set Matt Weiner up to leave David Chase. We’re not going to enable that.’ The first time that I ever remember reading Mad Men was after it had been developed at AMC. It was a show set in New York. It was a period piece. This was the time when the bloom was off the rose, and people were coming after us, and the articles people were writing were, ‘Everything’s set in New York’ or ‘Everything’s a period piece.’ This was set in New York and it was a period piece. And it wasn’t available to us, and it was Matt Weiner. My old friends at HBO like to blame me and Carolyn for not having Mad Men, but that is an apocryphal story; that is not the way it happened.”

Strauss, who has heard about passing on Mad Men so often that she rolls her eyes at the mere mention of it, says she wasn’t really worried about offending Chase, who was supportive of Weiner making the show, and that “It was more a matter of timing and stuff that we already had, really. Basically, we had a bunch of stuff, he was working on Sopranos, the timing was wrong for us… Matt will forever hate me, but it makes his writing better. So if I can do that for him, it’s a service I offer him.”
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