


  1


  “STOP THAT CARROT!” REMINGTON STEELE


  In 1983, dinosaurs ruled the earth. Three dinosaurs, to be exact: NBC, CBS, and ABC. These behemoths were headed for near extinction, but no one knew it at the time. I certainly didn’t. I’d been working as a Time magazine correspondent in Los Angeles when I jumped ship. Journalism had been a great way to get started as a writer, but I’d promised myself that I’d quit when I was thirty to try my hand at show business. Two months shy of that birthday, I resigned, then called a friend working at MTM Enterprises and told him I wanted to write scripts.


  “Movies or television?” he asked.


  “What’s the difference?” I replied.


  The difference, he said, was that nobody tells Paramount how many movies it has to make every year, but television needs three hours of prime time every night. That sounded like a better bet.


  “How do you get a job writing for television?” I asked. And he told me.


  You wrote a spec script—“on speculation,” that is, your own dime—and got it to studio and network executives. Back then, a spec script meant a sample episode of an existing show, not an original pilot. A new writer submitting a pilot would have been laughed out of town. Originality was not what TV execs were looking for; Nielsen ratings were. And you didn’t get Nielsen ratings by being original; you got them by being conventional. Before you could write like nobody else, you had to prove you could write like everybody else. And the truth was, the networks didn’t want you to write like nobody else. The system worked. In 1980, the “Who Shot J.R.?” episode of Dallas, a prime-time soap on CBS, drew ninety million viewers, more than half of all US households. Why rock the boat?


  Based on the industry’s stunning success, the pattern for new writers was fixed: You started by writing on others’ shows, learning the ropes for years before you were deemed ready to pitch your own series. This de facto apprenticeship had two major benefits for the networks. First, should the execs buy your idea, they had a reasonable expectation that you’d know how to run a show. Second, by the time you pitched an idea, the system had leached so much creativity from your weary soul that you were only capable of suggesting pallid variations on existing themes—which is all the networks wanted: fresh, but not too fresh; different, but not too different. “My detectives are a father and daughter.” “My detectives live on a houseboat.” “My detectives are married.” “My detective’s blind.”


  I didn’t care. I just wanted a job. After leaving Time, I’d spent $5,200—my entire life savings—on the first IBM home computer and a Brother daisy wheel printer the size and weight of a boat anchor. I was all in. If I didn’t sell a script in the next few months, I’d be looking for freelance journalism assignments. I needed a show to spec.


  Back then, a sample for any one-hour series in a particular genre would serve as a calling card for all in that genre because, let’s face it, they were pretty much the same show. But there were always series that stood out—they were better written, better produced, just . . . better. And one of them had recently appeared on NBC, produced by MTM, where my friend worked.


  Remington Steele was a witty take on the private eye genre with a whiff of cultural relevance in its gender-bending premise: a female detective invents a fictitious male superior to get work; when a con man assumes the role, she has to play along to stay in business. Actors Stephanie Zimbalist and Pierce Brosnan lent the series a light, romantic touch reminiscent of Grace Kelly and Cary Grant in Hitchcock’s To Catch a Thief, making the proceedings fun to watch even when things got a bit silly, which they often did.


  Mystery was a genre I knew something about (I’d written my college thesis on American detective fiction), so I had my friend sneak me some Remington scripts to study. This was a rare gift: unlike today, television scripts were hard to come by, and there was actually a black market for them. With my friend’s help, I wrote a spec Remington, which was pretty awful but contained one line that changed my life. It appeared in the opening scene, a Beverly Hills costume party where our heroes have been hired to look out for a jewel thief. Remington comes dressed as Sherlock Holmes. Laura Holt (Stephanie’s character) comes as a bunny rabbit. She’s irate because Remington picked the costumes without consulting her. (It was a different era.) The jewel thief, it turns out, comes dressed as a giant carrot. I have no explanation other than writer’s need. When the thief makes off with a diamond necklace, Remington turns to Laura and shouts, “Stop that carrot!” That was the need: a bunny chasing a carrot.


  As I said, it was pretty awful. But kind of funny. Maybe. At least Michael Gleason thought so, and that was all that mattered because he was the cocreator and showrunner of Remington Steele. Michael invited me in for a meeting and explained that he wasn’t interested in the script but had to meet the person who wrote, “Stop that carrot!” In an under-the-table arrangement that would have appalled the Writers Guild, he actually bought that opening scene for $300, my first money in show business. With it, however, came something more valuable: the promise that if Remington were picked up for a second season, I’d get a script. Michael subsequently grafted my idea onto a pending episode. The Beverly Hills costume party turned into an “old California” costume party. “Stop that carrot!” became “Stop that Zorro!”


  Fine with me. Remington was renewed for a second season, and I got a freelance assignment. Midway through writing it, I was offered a job as staff writer, the lowest notch on the totem pole. It was an amazing opportunity but was complicated by a competing offer I’d received to write a freelance episode of the Emmy Award–winning police drama Hill Street Blues, also produced by MTM. I’d met Hill Street showrunner Steven Bochco a year earlier when I interviewed him for Time. After leaving the magazine, I sent him some pages of a Hill Street script I’d written. Bochco set up a meeting for me in the show’s writers room, presided over by writer-producers Jeffrey Lewis and David Milch.


  My recollection of that meeting mostly involves throwing a football around with David, Jeffrey, and other writers until the ball exited through an open second-story window. When a staffer went to retrieve it in the parking lot below, David mooned him. Later, a chocolate cake was brought in for a staffer’s birthday and David smashed a piece in his own face. Not quite what I’d expected, but if there had been some sort of test involved, I must have passed it. I got the offer to write an episode.


  So now I had a choice. Hill Street was clearly the more prestigious show, but it was only a script assignment—and that locker room of a meeting made me wonder where I was likely to learn most. I went with Remington. It was the right call. Over the next three years, Michael Gleason became my Irish Catholic rabbi, tutoring me in the craft of episodic writing and the art of being a mensch in a brutal business. I wrote fifteen scripts and contributed to the writing of some fifty others. I was paid to go to school. Such apprenticeships were common then but are increasingly rare today.


  I found the demands of TV staff work not dissimilar to being a Time correspondent: you were surrounded by bright colleagues in a deadline-driven environment, doing the best you could with the time you had before moving on to the next assignment. Episodes fell into a handful of templates—not formulas, per se, but patterns that challenged you to innovate within familiar guidelines. When writing my college thesis on detective fiction, I’d corresponded with mystery writer John D. MacDonald, author of the Travis McGee series, who likened series work to composing sonatas. I found it an apt analogy: if you’re Mozart, the results are brilliant; if you’re Salieri, you can still make a living.


  Michael prodded us to keep every episode fresh, funny, and unpredictable. He had two ironclad rules for villains: no mobsters and no psychos. Mobsters were a cliché, and psychos led to sloppy plotting—they could do anything because they’re crazy. I actually did write one episode featuring a mobster, but since it also involved boxing and a baby left in a gym locker (echoes of Damon Runyon), Michael let me get away with it. I’d originally pitched boxing, a baby, and Christmas, but Michael frowned: “I’ll give you two out of three.” I dropped Santa.


  During my three years at Remington, I rose from staff writer to story editor to executive story editor to supervising producer. Sounds impressive, but (as I’ll explain more fully in later sections of this book) writers’ titles in television are relatively meaningless. On most TV shows, most writers are mostly doing the same thing: breaking stories and grinding out scripts. This was never better illustrated than on the day Michael burst into the writers room toward the end of my second season and proceeded to ask everyone their titles; he had to let the studio know his lineup for next year. “You’re staff writer? Next year, you’re story editor. You’re story editor? Next year, you’re executive story editor.” He turned to me: “You’re executive story editor? Next year, you’re supervising producer.” Then he left as abruptly as he came. There was a long silence, finally broken when a writer asked, “What was that?” That was television in the 1980s.


  It was a much different business than it is today, more carefree for a host of reasons, not the least of which is that the networks were making money hand over fist with no competition in sight. Furthermore, the average content wasn’t that good, which made it easy to feel special working on a clever show





  BUDGETING 101


  For those wanting a deeper dive into budgets, here’s a brief analysis of a simplified budget.


  This is the top sheet of a pattern budget for a broadcast or basic cable series of ten episodes with eight weeks of preproduction. The “pattern” refers to the budget that applies equally to every episode in your order. (“Locked Pattern Budget” means it’s the final version, hence “locked.”) The amounts for each line item are supported by many pages of supplementary line items with hierarchical subcategory designations, allowing you to trace every penny that goes into the top-sheet totals.


  You’ll note the budget is divided into two overall categories, above-the-line and below-the-line. “The line” refers to the distinction between creative and production costs: creative costs go above, production costs below. Though hardly a perfect filter, it’s a useful frame of reference to determine how your production is fiscally balanced. For example, if you’re working with a relatively unknown cast on an effects-heavy show, you’d expect your above-the-line to be relatively small and your below-the-line to be relatively large. If working with a star-studded cast and a big-name director, you’d expect the above-the-line to consume a greater portion of the budget. This illustration features a typical ratio of nearly three-to-one in below-the-line costs to above-the-line costs.
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  And that’s it, really: your bare-bones intro to what a pattern budget is all about. From here, you can continue down the rabbit hole through increasing layers of detail to your heart’s content.


  Actually, I lied; there is one line item in the pattern that requires additional explanation: 311-00, “Amortized Series Costs.” This number involves a separate document, the amortization budget, known as “the amort,” which is an accounting device that distributes certain costs evenly across the entire season. This sub-budget results in a single line item inserted into the pattern budget. Sounds complicated—and it is, a little, but it’s easier to understand when you take a look.


  This is the top sheet of our sample amort budget. You’ll see that most of the categories are the same as in the pattern budget, but the allocations have specific reasons for being entered in this document rather than in the pattern. For example, category 112-00, “Scenario,” includes writers and related office staff. The figure of $315,746 accounts for eight weeks of writing and related administrative work before shooting begins. Such costs can’t be assigned to specific episodes; the work it pays for will be reflected in every episode. Because the series order is for ten episodes, the cost is divided distributed among all ten.


  Similarly, 124-00, “Set Construction,” represents the cost of standing sets to be used throughout the season, so that hefty total of $1,143,723 should also be shared by all episodes. When all the amort items are added up, the total comes to $7,902,200. Divided by ten episodes, that rounds out to $790,220, which then becomes line item 311-00, inserted into the pattern budget. So while you might find the rationale behind specific amort items mystifying, the overall principle is relatively easy to grasp.


  * * * * * * * *


  No matter how well you prepare, once shooting begins, you’ll discover certain budget assumptions don’t play out as predicted. You’ll go over in some areas and under in others. It’s like taking a ship out for sea trials: you don’t know what you’ve got until you put the vessel through its paces. Subsequently, you and your line producer will be forced to adjust as best you can. But that’s part of the fun. At least it helps to look at it that way.




  THE VOCABULARY OF EDITING OR, HOW TO SOUND REASONABLY SMART IN THE EDIT BAY


  Mark Twain once said, “The difference between the almost right word and the right word is really a large matter—’tis the difference between the lightning bug and the lightning.” That’s particularly true in postproduction. Being conversant in the vocabulary of editing will help you communicate with the editor more efficiently, effectively, and enjoyably.


  Shots


  
    	Coverage: The sum of all shots used to film a scene. This refers to both the variety of shots and the number of individual takes (often invoked in negative terms, as in, “That’s all the coverage we have?”).


    	Master: A shot including all actors and action in a scene.


    	Single: A shot featuring one actor.


    	Two-shot: A shot featuring two actors.


    	Three-shot: A shot featuring three actors. And so forth up the line.


    	Three-quarters: Referring to an actor’s face; includes both eyes.


    	Profile: An actor viewed from the side. When two actors are profiled facing each other, it’s sometimes referred to as a “fifty-fifty shot.”


    	Raking: An angled shot of two or more actors; a driver and passenger in a car is a good example. The angle is raked to include both performers.


    	Over-the-shoulder: In a scene between two actors, the camera shoots over the shoulder of Actor A to show Actor B. If only a small portion of Actor A is shown, it can be referred to as a “dirty single.”


    	Clean: Using above example, Actor B is shown in a single from Actor A’s perspective, but without Actor A in frame. Over-the-shoulder shots establish the eyelines of the actors, which is important for continuity when cutting to singles. Clean shots are most often used for intimacy and impact.


    	French over: Shot from behind, as in capturing two actors on a park bench, seeing only part of their faces. Originally developed as a cheap way to cover two actors in a car with the camera operator in the backseat, French overs can be used to convey atmosphere, particularly mystery or tension.


    	Dutch angle: While we’re on foreign names, a Dutch angle is deliberately tilted off axis, yielding a slanted horizon. Used for all kinds of dramatic effects. The term apparently didn’t come from Holland, but from expressionist German films; “Dutch” is thought to be a corruption of “Deutsch.”


    	Tracking shot: The camera moves on a dolly mounted on actual tracks, most often moving alongside the subject. The Steadicam has replaced dollies in many cases, but tracks are still laid when a camera is needed to move smoothly and consistently over uneven or challenging terrain.


    	Dolly shot: The camera is mounted on a dolly that’s pushed or pulled by a dolly grip over a flat surface without tracks. A dolly shot is like a tracking shot but is more versatile because the dolly is free to move in multiple directions.


    	Steadicam: Invented in 1975, the Steadicam is a camera-stabilization mount that allows the camera operator to move anywhere while the camera remains steady. The Steadicam revolutionized filmmaking by facilitating all sorts of moving shots that wouldn’t have been possible or would have been prohibitively time-consuming in the past.


    	Handheld (verité): The camera is held by the operator without stabilization, creating the shaky feel of old-time documentaries, known as cinema verité.


    	Leading: A moving shot in which the camera is in front of the subjects, looking back at them as they move forward.


    	Following: The opposite of leading; a moving shot in which the camera follows the subjects from behind


    	Subjective: The camera moves from the perspective of an actor or, occasionally, an object—like an arrow or guided missile.


    	A Camera/B Camera/C Camera: When two or more cameras shoot a scene from different angles simultaneously, each camera receives a separate designation.


    	Push In/Push Out: The camera is physically moved in or out, usually on a dolly.


    	Zoom In/Zoom Out: The camera remains fixed, but a zoom lens is used. Generally considered more of a cliché than pushing in or pulling out but still has its uses.


    	Rack focus (focus pull): Changing the focus from foreground element to background element or vice versa.


    	Tilt up/tilt down: The camera tilts on its axis up or down from a fixed position, as opposed to the camera actually moving as in a crane shot.


    	Pan left/pan right: The camera swivels on its axis left or right from a fixed position.


    	Insert shot: A close-up of some detail in the scene, often shot separately from principal photography—for example, a character looking at a text message may require an insert of a cell phone.


    	Slow-mo: Slow motion created by the camera shooting at a faster rate than the usual twenty-four frames per second. Although slow-mo can be created in post, it’s not as elegant as shooting at a higher frame rate, which captures more detail.


    	Oner (pronounced “won-er”): A scene covered in one continuous take. Oners can be highly efficient in a shooting schedule or consume significant time to set up depending on the requirements (Martin Scorsese’s three-minute oner in Wise Guys is a classic example). While oners can be very effective, they handcuff the editor because there’s nothing to cut away to.


    	Long shot: A shot taken a considerable distance away from a subject.


    	Wide shot: A shot covering the broadest range of a scene.


    	Medium shot: A less wide shot.


    	Cowboy: A variety of medium shot in which an actor is shown from the hips up, as in a shot of a cowboy holding a six-gun.


    	Extreme close-up: A pair of eyes, for example, as opposed to an entire face.


    	Overhead shot (bird’s-eye view): An angle looking directly down on a scene.


    	Establishing shot: Usually, an exterior without principal players in it to establish where a scene takes place—a helicopter shot of New York City, a hospital, a suburban home.


    	Crane shot: A shot with the camera mounted on a moving platform that can move up and down; some cranes include room for a camera operator, others are remote-controlled. Drones are replacing cranes in many instances, as they can often perform similar functions with less setup and lower cost.


    	Helicopter (drone) shot: An overhead shot, usually a moving shot, with the camera mounted on helicopter or drone. Helicopters are expensive; drones have become inexpensive, versatile substitutes in many instances.


    	VFX (visual effects): Special effects are effects created live while shooting. VFX are added in post. In rough cuts, the editor will add titles to indicate where a VFX shot is intended to go.

  


  Editing Terms


  Some shorthand to make communication with an editor easier and more efficient.


  
    	Scroll: Moving a cut continuously forward or back, as in, “Let’s scroll to the point that Jill crosses the room.”


    	Head: The beginning of a shot or sequence.


    	Tail: The end of a shot or sequence.


    	Trim: Cut frames: “Let’s trim the pause before Joan starts speaking.”


    	Extend: Add frames: “Can we extend the look on Steve’s face?”


    	Open up: If a scene seems too compressed, you can ask the editor to open it up, which generally means letting the scene breathe, giving it more air. This often translates into creating pauses, not being in such a hurry.


    	Tighten: The opposite of opening up. If a scene is sluggish, you can ask the editor to take out air, which involves shortening or removing pauses, pulling up dialogue while on the speaker’s back, and other tricks.


    	“A” side/“B” side: If you want to add time to the opening of a shot and tighten the end of the next shot, you might say, “Let’s extend head on the ‘A’ side and trim tail on the ‘B’ side.” Similarly, you can refer to transitions between scenes as the “A” side and “B” side: “Let the siren decay over the ‘B’ side of the cut.”


    	Roll the cut: A convenient way to say you want to change the cut point between two shots without altering the overall length of a sequence; particularly useful in dialogue exchanges: “Let’s roll the cut so we stay on Rick for both of his lines before going to Dave.” This tells the editor to add tail to Rick and trim a corresponding amount of head from Dave.


    	Reverse angle: Used to describe the other half of a camera setup: “After Clint pulls into town on his horse, let’s go to the reverse and show what he sees”; “When Catherine’s talking to Kim, I’d like to go to the reverse earlier.”


    	Intercut: To alternate shots from one or more scenes within the same sequence. A telephone call between two characters is a common example. Intercuts can be used for clarity, pace, and dramatic effect: “While the killer’s stalking the banker, let’s intercut the detective’s car speeding through the city.”


    	Double cut: Used to return to a shot. Louise has just insulted Tom, who stammers a response, but you want to see Louise enjoying Tom’s unease before he speaks: “Let’s double cut to Louise before Tom replies.”


    	Hard cut: A direct cut between two scenes without any dissolve.


    	Smash cut: An abrupt form of hard cut, often going from something tranquil to something dramatic or vice versa, leaving the “A” side or joining the “B” side in midaction, hence the “smash.” Used mostly for dramatic effect, though it can be employed comedically, as well.


    	Dissolve/cross-fade: A transition between scenes in which the “A” side fades into the “B” side. Can be long or short. Some people use cross-fade exclusively to describe an audio transition, but the terms are often synonymous.


    	Fade in/Fade out: Like a dissolve, but the picture goes to black in a fade-out and comes up from black with a fade-in.


    	Pull up: Applied to dialogue; trimming a pause before an actor speaks: “Let’s pull up Joe’s response.”


    	Pre-lap: A pre-lap begins dialogue or other sounds from the next scene before cutting to the location in which the pre-lap is actually taking place: “Let’s pre-lap the classroom bell while on the school bus, then cut to the kids walking down the corridor.”


    	Ramp in/Fade up: To dial up the dialogue, sound, or music, as opposed to starting it at the ultimate level: “Let’s ramp in the music on the cut”; “Let’s fade up the crowd noise on the establishing shot of the church.”


    	Decay/bleed over: To dial down dialogue, sound, or music, letting it fade away: “Let the bugle decay over the beginning of the next scene”; “Let the applause bleed over the transition.”


    	Hard out: When you want the soundtrack on a scene to stop completely before the next scene.


    	Ring out: Often used for music cues before act outs in broadcast and basic cable, ring out means to let the sound carry over into black.


    	Dry: Without musical score. Because directors can overload their cuts with music, I often ask to see a director’s cut dry.


    	Crossing the line: This phrase throws a lot of writers but is relatively easy to understand. To maintain the proper physical relationship between actors on-screen from shot to shot, the camera has to observe a basic rule of perspective. A simple way to think of it: when two actors are talking, draw an invisible line between their noses; while they remain in that relative position, the camera has to stay on one side of that line or the other. If the camera “crosses the line,” the actors’ relative positions will appear to have flipped on-screen. The major reason you need to know this is to understand why you’re occasionally missing certain coverage. You: “Don’t we have a tighter shot of Dwayne?” Editor: “Yeah, we do, but they crossed the line”—meaning you can’t use it. Too bad. It doesn’t happen often, but it happens.
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'LOCKED PATTERN BUDGET - LOS ANGELES

ORECTOR:
EXEC PRODUCERS:

Acets Category Description Page  Org  Total  Var
11100 [STORY RIGHTS 1| ssamer| ss2zer| 0
11200 [SCENARIO 1| s200065| s200085 0
113.00|PRODUCER 3 |s1s3628 g1sa628 SO
11400 DIRECTOR 4 | seoss1 ssoser SO
115.00 [PRINCIPAL CAST 5 |ss23376 ss2a3t6 S0
116.00 [SUPPORTING CAST 7 |s200200  s2002% 50,
117.00 |STUNTS 7 | s2108 s2mr08| o

“TOTAL ABOVE-THE-LINE $1219085 $1219058 S0
12100 EXTRAS o | smase sass| s
122.00 PRODUCTION o |st679% ste79% S0
123.00 ART DEPARTMENT 13| sasase| sasass| S0
124.00 | SET CONSTRUCTION 15 |sizers | $121873) S0
126,00 GRIP | SET OPERATIONS. 16 |$160900  $160900| S0,
12700 SPECIAL EFFECTS. 19| s087| s2871 S0
128.00 SET DRESSING 20 |s19224 $119.224) S0
129-00 PROPERTY 2 | sre1 sars1s S0
1130.00 | PICTURE VEHICLES/ANMALS 2 | s10s $1103% s
113100 |SET LIGHTING 2 |s1a2900 | $142999 50
132.00 CAMERA 2 |s167325| $167.325 5o
133:00|50UND. 26 | ss3206 $s3286 5o
13400 WARDROBE 27 |$1001a5 | $100145 5o
135.00 MAKEUP & HAR 0 | ss0a7s| $30478 5o
136-00 TRANSPORTATION 31 |$352081 | 8352041 50
13700 LOCATION EXPENSES 3 |sworn| se0721| 50

“TOTAL PRODUCTION S0 sa0sia S0
211.00 EDITORIAL w0 | seopz2 seosz 50
212:00 MUSIC 40 | sszote $57014 SO
213.00| SOUND EDITORIAL 41| saesm 63 S0
21400 TITLES. 41| sase0  $3980 S0
215,00 POST PROD FILM & LAB 41 | sor000 soro00 30

“TOTAL POST PRODUCTION 1S un S0
'311.00/ AMORTIZED SERIES COSTS. 43| s1o0220| s190220| 30

TOTAL OTHER 0z sz S0

Total Above-The-Line 1219085 | $1219085 | $0

Total Below-The-Line DS S S0

Total Above and Below-The-Line SIUSE | S4aUNE SO

Grand Total 434916 | szt SO
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