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I 




t was the morning of 7 September 2011 and Reece Shearsmith and Steve 




Pemberton were in a quandary. The pair had already started to formulate 




plans for a third series of their cult BBC Two dark comedy 

Psychoville, 

but were 




unsure whether the channel had any interest in continuing with it. 




That afternoon they were scheduled to meet with Janice Hadlow, the controller of BBC Two, with the 




show’s future on the line. ‘They didn’t say they wanted a third series,’ recalls Reece, ‘so we ended 




up going in to talk about the next thing, not knowing whether it was going to be 

Psychoville 3 

or 




whether they would say, “Oh, we don’t want that any more.” So, quickly, in the morning, we said to 




each other, “What shall we say if they say they don’t want it?”’ 




‘The feeling we had was they were looking for “big and funny”,’ says Steve. ‘This was the 




quote we’d got from our agent. They’re not necessarily looking for “more dark”. But we were keen 




Psychoville 

wasn’t a show that was cancelled. Equally, we didn’t want to give up on 

Psychoville, 

if 




it had a chance.’ 




As soon as Hadlow started speaking, Shearsmith knew 

Psychoville 

was over. ‘Because the first 




sentence was, “So guys, what’s next?” And it was done and dusted in that moment,’ he reveals. ‘She 




didn’t mean, “What’s next for 

Psychoville?” 

She meant, “What’s next?” Which was an amazing 




thing, because it propelled us into the next project with the BBC. So it was good we had something 




to come back with, even if it was just a vague idea.’ 




During the first series of 

Psychoville, 

the show’s executive producer Jon Plowman had asked them 




to come up with an additional seventh episode, something cheaper, with no more than two or three 




characters, to sit in the middle of the run. It’s what’s known as a ‘bottle episode’ in the trade. They 




took Plowman’s parameters as a challenge and set to work, with the remarkable ‘Maureen and 




David’ the result. While massively indebted to Alfred Hitchcock’s 1948 psychological thriller 

Rope, 




itself based on a play by Patrick Hamilton, this now celebrated episode of 

Psychoville 

began (and 




ended) with a murder, was set entirely in one room, and, just like 

Rope, 

was purportedly shot in 




a single, unbroken take. (In actuality, it was two, as the camera dolly wouldn’t hold its charge.) ‘It 




was a challenge to write. And we had one day to rehearse and two days to film,’ notes Reece. ‘But 




everyone got very excited when, within three days, we had a whole half hour filmed and finished.’ 




For Shearsmith and Pemberton, ‘Maureen and David’ proved pivotal. ‘I’m so glad we did it, because 




it gave us that discipline,’ says Steve. ‘And thank goodness we didn’t have enough money, and budgets 




were tight, because if we hadn’t had that experience of writing that episode, we wouldn’t have gone 




in and pitched more of the same. So our next project grew organically from 

Psychoville, 

which is what 




was lovely, because 

Psychoville 

grew organically out of 

The League of Gentlemen.’ 




‘That [episode] propelled us to think we could do a series of those type of things, where it’s one 




set or one story. We wanted to do a 

Tales of the Unexpected-type 

series,’ concurs Reece. ‘And we 




had it in the back of our minds to say that when they asked, “What’s next?” Then Janice said, “Have 
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you read the works of Saki?” And we were like, “Yes.” Although we hadn’t. But her ears pricked up 




at the idea of these dark, little tales.’ 




‘It wasn’t very formulated, but we said, “We could call it 

Happy Endings, 

and they could be self- 




contained stories,”’ continues Steve, who mentioned two ideas they had that might spark the basis of 




a story. ‘I remembered a girl I’d seen on 

Swap Shop 

who collected air in jars from wherever she’d 




been, which eventually became “Last Gasp”. And we’d seen two people on the tube once who were 




dressed identically, husband and wife, and they silently did this mime of getting an apple out. I think 




Janice was aware it hadn’t been done in a long time, this idea of self-contained short stories, so the 




result of that meeting was they said, “Go away and write two episodes.” Kudos to Janice Hadlow; 




she saw the potential. And to Jon Plowman for getting us in that meeting and saying, “Shall we 




commission two?” We’d delivered 

The League of Gentlemen 

and 

Psychoville 

by this stage, so they 




trusted us to get on with it.’ 





ABOVE: Reece and Steve 




toyed with a few different 




numbers and names before 




settling on 

Inside No. 9. 




Here, a sketch in one of 




Steve’s notebooks shows an 




earlier iteration: 

Number 5. 
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ABOVE: A page from 




producer Adam Tandy’s 




notebook shows doodles 




and ideas for the opening 




credits. 




Television anthology series such as 

Tales of the Unexpected, Thriller, Beasts, Armchair Theatre 




and 

Hammer House of Horror 

are often mentioned as having inspired 

Inside No. 9. 

Yet as far as 




Pemberton and Shearsmith are concerned, their two biggest influences were Alan Bennett’s series of 




dramatic monologues, 

Talking Heads, 

and the BBC’s flagship single-drama series, 

Play for Today, 




which ran from 1970 to 1984. ‘That’s the one I remember really loving,’ says Steve of the latter. ‘The 




stuff by Mike Leigh, Alan Bennett and Jack Rosenthal was a major influence.’ 




Nowadays, anthologies are on every television channel or streaming service. Back in 2011, 




there were none. Neither the first series of Ryan Murphy and Brad Falchuk’s 

American Horror Story 




nor Charlie Brooker’s 

Black Mirror, 

a technology-based anthology with which 

Inside No. 9 

is often 




erroneously compared, had yet to air. Despite the influence and legacy of American anthology 




shows such as 

The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits 

and 

Alfred Hitchcock Presents…, 

as well as 




the aforementioned 

Tales of the Unexpected, Thriller, Armchair Theatre 

and 

Beasts, 

the perceived 




wisdom among television executives had long been that audiences weren’t interested in anthologies. 




‘We were told all through 

League 

and 

Psychoville, 

“No one wants to watch a thing where you’ve got 




to start again at the beginning the following week,”’ sighs Reece. ‘“You’ll lose your audience. No 




one has the intention to return if you’re not invested in the characters.” That was the given for many 




years. And so to suddenly have an anthology show was great.’ 
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Still, the pair had other commitments that 




prevented them from starting immediately. 




Pemberton was filming his ITV series 




Whitechapel, 

then both men were due to star 




in West End theatre productions — Pemberton 




in Oliver Goldsmith’s 

She Stoops to Conquer 




and Shearsmith in Alan Ayckbourn’s 

Absent 




Friends 

— meaning they couldn’t start writing 




until spring 2012. Not that the pair had very 




much of anything in mind beyond their two 




embryonic notions. ‘We’ve never been ones for 




doing pitches. Very often commissioners want to 




see two sides of A4, to show what the idea is,’ 




reflects Steve. ‘That’s the most awful thing to do, 




I think, because as you’re working, things occur 




to you and it changes and you grow with the 




idea. We are very fortunate we were trusted to 




go away and write two scripts. But it was by 




no means a 

fait accompli 

they would give us a 




commission for a series.’ 




The first episode they wrote would eventually 




become series two’s ‘Nana’s Party’, while the 




second, ‘Tom & Gerri’, was based on a play that 




was written while they were on the dole in the 




nineties. ‘One was a lot darker, the other more 




sitcom-friendly, and the note came back that 




Janice loved the darker story, and loved what 




we’d done with the family party, and did we 




want to spin that off into its own sitcom?’ says 




Steve. ‘Suddenly we were being offered two 




series. At one time we would have gone, “Yeah and yeah.” But the point of writing a self-contained 




story is you can bring it to an end, whereas a sitcom has to restart every week and we really didn’t 




want to do that. We wanted you to not know where it was going, and not know if the characters were 




going to live or die. So we put “Nana’s Party” to one side to focus on these single stories. That’s when 




it was commissioned as six and we had to come up with five more.’ 




But once again, the boys were busy with other commitments. ‘We wrote quite sporadically and 




when we could,’ says Steve. ‘I was going to do [ITV sitcom] 

Benidorm 

in the summer and started on 




the “Last Gasp” idea while Reece worked on “The Harrowing”. So we developed those separately, 




but came together to write. One was Gothic horror and the other completely suburban, so we started 




to get excited about the contrasts we were developing.’ 




‘The constraints were: once you enter a place you never leave it,’ states Reece. ‘That’s a restrictive 




way to work, but we were aware it was only six. We were also aware of trying to do a funny one, 




which is where “A Quiet Night In” came from. So it was about getting the six right. That was the next 




thing, and there was time to do that.’ 




They ditched the working title 

Happy Endings 

when they realised there was a death in every 
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ABOVE: The cover of 




producer Adam Tandy’s 




budget notebook for 




series five. 




RIGHT: Steve and Reece in 




costume as witchfinders 




Clarke and Warren in ‘The 




Trial of Elizabeth Gadge’, 




series two. 




episode, and focused in on finding the right title 




and a way of tying them all together. Eventually, 




they hit upon the idea of a number as the link. 




Then the question became: which number? 




‘It was born out of sitting there going, 

No. 1? 




No. 

No. 2? 

No. 

No. 3? 
No,’ recalls Reece. ‘We 




called it 

No. 9. 

Then 

Inside No. 9.’ 




‘It was the alliteration,’ says Steve. 




With 

Psychoville 

producer Justin Davies 




having left the BBC for pastures new, Jon 




Plowman asked Adam Tandy to step in and 




produce 

Inside No. 9 

for him. A hugely 




experienced film and television producer who 




had worked on 

The Thick of It, Come Fly with 




Me 

and 

Detectorists, 

Tandy had also been a 




production executive on the first series of 

The 




League of Gentlemen 

and would go on to 




become a key creative component of the new 




show. ‘Jon had a schedule clash and didn’t have 




anybody to produce 

Inside No. 9, 

which might 




have been called 

Happy Endings 

or 

Curtains 

at 




that point,’ recalls Tandy. ‘He asked whether I’d 




be prepared to produce the first three episodes. 




The first three were going to be hived off 




because Reece and Steve had some availability 




issues, so we knew we had to shoot three first, 




then shoot another three the following summer. 




And I thought, “That’ll fit in very nicely at the end 




of 

The Thick of It.” 

I was very pleased to do it. 




‘Reading the scripts, you realised this was going to be a quality production and needed a lot of 




care to make it right,’ Tandy continues. ‘I felt it was important, given the range of the things they were 




trying to tackle, that you couldn’t have a house style. Very early on I said, “The house style is there is 




no house style.” So the main thing I wanted to make sure was, whatever we did, each of the episodes 




felt like its own thing. There is an argument that, if you had all the money in the world, you would get 




separate directors and separate production teams to make them as singles. But we didn’t have that 




ability, financially. We only had sitcom money, so we had to make it fit into a BBC Two budget. So 




sets were paired up and cannibalised.’ 




With the accomplished television director David Kerr – whose credits included Channel 4’s 




hit comedy 

Fresh Meat 

and the BBC’s 

That Mitchell and Webb Look 

– already on board to helm 




the entire series, Tandy’s first big decision was to choose which three were to be shot from the 




six scripts Pemberton and Shearsmith had delivered. ‘We chose to go with “Tom & Gerri”, then 




“Last Gasp” and, finally, “Sardines”. But there were practical reasons for that. Knowing we were 




going to shoot both “Sardines” and “Tom & Gerri” on sets, we needed something we could shoot 




on location, and “Last Gasp” has a very ordinary suburban setting. That felt like that could be the 




middle episode of three.’ 
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ABOVE: A unique poster is 




created for every episode of 




Inside No. 9. 

The poster for 




‘Sardines’ was designed by 




Graham Humphreys. 




A 




dark and perversely comic caper culminating in a sting-in-the-tail twist that 




would become synonymous with the show, ‘Sardines’ was the perfect 




opening episode of 

Inside No. 9. 

Based around a Victorian parlour game that’s 




a variation of hide and seek – a game both Shearsmith and Pemberton had 




played as children – ‘Sardines’ was also partly inspired by a large wooden 




wardrobe that used to be at one end of the room the pair rent as their office. 




As they were brainstorming potential ideas, they began thinking about an entire 




family hiding inside the wardrobe and quickly realised it was the perfect hook 




on which to hang a story. 




nSeries 

1 




nEpisode 

1 




nDirected by 

David Kerr 




Sardines 
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ABOVE: Steve and Reece as 




Carl and Stuart, two of the 




participants in this ill-fated 




game of sardines. 




‘We didn’t know where it was going; we didn’t 




even have the conceit of what the episode was. 




But we thought it was going to be fun seeing 




all these people crammed into the tightest space 




you could imagine,’ begins Steve. ‘Sometimes 




we just have to find the hook that makes us want 




to write. Then the ending will come. We decided 




on some kind of family celebration and settled on 




an engagement party.’ 




‘Sardines’ is set mostly inside a spacious 




walnut wardrobe, in the guest bedroom of a 




country pile, on the occasion of the engagement 




of Rebecca (Katherine Parkinson) and Jeremy 




(Ben Willbond), a celebration attended by 




assorted family and friends. The episode begins 




with Rebecca searching the bedroom and its en 




suite for other guests, opening the wardrobe and 




finding Ian (Tim Key), a colleague of her fiancé, 




already inside. As per the rules of the game, 




Rebecca joins him. Eventually, all the remaining 




eleven guests are squashed in. But Ian isn’t who 




he says he is. And the game ends with Ian, 




real name Pip, locking the doors, dousing the 




wardrobe with lighter fuel, and setting it alight; 




his revenge for the horrific abuse he suffered as 




a boy at the hands of Rebecca’s father, Andrew 




(Timothy West). 




The game itself provided them with an easy 




plot structure. ‘Often with writing, if you can 




parcel out how to tell the story, it makes it easier,’ notes Reece. ‘So the notion of beginning with one 




person in the wardrobe and another arriving every two minutes was very appealing.’ 




‘The first thing we did was make a list of characters,’ continues Steve. ‘It said: “Rebecca really 




wants this game to work. She’s the head girl type, holding it all together.” “Stinky John, friend from 




college who smells.” We’ll then give each character one trait that you can start off with. “Ian: a boring 




man who bores everyone he’s with.” We’ll give everyone one thing to hit. And that’s your first draft. 




Then you try to make it more complex, so a character who seems very confident and outspoken can 




have a moment when a very quiet thing happens. We’ve done that since 

League of Gentlemen, 




looking to create three-dimensional characters. So Stinky John appears to be this joke, but he’s the 




tragic heart of the whole thing.’ 




Only once they’ve completed a first draft will the boys do a ‘comedy pass’. ‘It’s, “What’s the funny 




thing we can inject that gives it the slightly comedic spin?”’ says Reece. ‘But it is the last thing we worry 




about, unless we sit down to go, “Let’s think of a funny idea,” which is crippling in itself.’ 




Their original draft ended with all twelve characters packed inside and someone saying, ‘We’re all 




here. No one’s looking for us now.’ They sent it to Jon Plowman, whose immediate reaction was: ‘Great 
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ABOVE: As the wardrobe 




becomes uncomfortably 




crowded, Reece’s acid- 




tongued Stuart elects to hide 




under the bed. 




setting, great characters, really funny. But it’s 




missing 

something,’ 

and, somewhat surprisingly, 




pushed them to make it darker. ‘Plowman said, 




“Could they not all burn to death in the end?”’ 




remembers Reece. ‘We thought, “This is what you 




said you didn’t want! You wanted a funnier one!” 




So we went back and very lightly sketched in the 




horror of this past historical abuse with the dad.’ 




‘If you ask Reece and Steve for something 




darker, you will get it,’ laughs director David 




Kerr. ‘You might regret asking, because they 




certainly deliver.’ 




Rereading the script, Reece and Steve 




discovered it only required minor tweaking to 




turn it into something altogether more disturbing. 




Suddenly, a throwaway remark about carbolic 




soap took on an ominous meaning, and became 




the catalyst for a story about infidelity, incest 




and child abuse. ‘They talk about Stinky John 




before we meet him, saying, “Something must 




have happened to him; he stopped washing.” 




That was already in the script, although we had 




no sense it was anything to do with abuse. It just 




took changing the odd line and everything was 




terribly sinister,’ says Steve. 




‘It suddenly elevated it into something else,’ 




adds Reece. ‘And we’ve found that without this extra element that gives it a graver or bolder 




meaning, the scripts seem a bit frivolous. Totally serviceable, but they need that extra thing to 




become a bit meatier.’ 




‘It was very carefully crafted in terms of tone,’ notes Tandy. ‘It may feel like an Edwardian comedy 




at times, almost a farce, but there’s always that dark undercurrent. Because the whole thing is set in 




a guest room, which has been used as a box room for people’s memories, which is exactly where 




they don’t want to be. They don’t want to be in a place that reminds them of that bathroom, where 




the carbolic soap is.’ 




‘I wanted it to creep up on people,’ says Kerr. ‘I wanted to lull people into a feeling of watching 




a light comedy, then spring it on them, almost before they realise it, what’s going on beneath that 




genteel surface. Obviously, it’s an old-fashioned game. But I wanted it to feel like a classic gathering, 




in a very English country house setting, so it’s subliminally tapping into all that Agatha Christie-type 




murder-mystery stuff.’ 




Heading up the starry ensemble of ‘Sardines’ was Katherine Parkinson, whose TV credits included 




The IT Crowd 

and 

Doc Martin. 

‘Katherine is a remarkable actress,’ says Kerr, who directed her in 




the BBC comedy series 

Whites. 

‘She’s incredibly smart and her instinct for line readings is amazing. 




But her physical comedy is great. She can also play wounded pride brilliantly, which is important to 




Rebecca. There’s so much vulnerability in that character. And yet she’s got this carapace of strength 




and togetherness.’ 
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ABOVE: Newly engaged 




couple Jeremy and Rebecca 




(Ben Willbond and Katherine 




Parkinson) are just two of 




the characters who find 




their relationship becoming 




strained during their time 




hiding in the increasingly 




cramped wardrobe. 




Rachel: 




Oh. Right. So when does the game start? 




Rebecca: 




This is the game, Rachel. We’re playing it. 




Parkinson was also a massive fan of 

The League of Gentlemen 

and had written to Pemberton 




and Shearsmith years earlier to say she would do anything in everything they ever wrote. ‘Very 




often people say that,’ laughs Steve. ‘But we’d written this tiny character in 

Psychoville, 

who runs a 




cryogenic clinic. It was six or seven lines, and Katherine came in and did it, and we were like, “Oh, 




you meant it then?” So we knew she would get the comedy of it. But you’re always looking for people 




who have dramatic skills as well.’ 




In contrast, comedian Tim Key, who plays the seemingly tedious Ian, was both a TV novice and a 




late bit of casting. ‘We’d been thinking about someone else who pulled out,’ reveals Tandy. ‘But once 




we thought of Tim, it was obvious it was going to be him.’ 




‘We really pushed for him because he wasn’t very well known, which was good for the character. 




We did talk about some more established actors, but I’d loved 

Cowards, 

the sketch show he was in,’ 




says Steve. ‘We knew he’d be perfect as this anonymous character in the corner. But also be very 




funny. He was a revelation,’ adds Reece. 




‘Don’t underestimate how difficult it is to make a character who’s meant to be dull, interesting 




to watch,’ insists Kerr. ‘It takes a great actor to sustain your interest in someone who’s meant to be 




annoying, and the kind of person you don’t really want to be stuck with in a wardrobe. And that’s 




what you see written all over Katherine’s character’s face. Tim brought all those little details like 




the breathing, the clearing of his throat, and that sense of space invasion you get from someone 




who is making your flesh creep. Rebecca was such an uptight character anyway; it felt like a really 




great dynamic.’ 
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Come the twist, however, Kerr needed 




the audience (and those remaining in the 




wardrobe) to forget Ian was even there. ‘I 




shifted the focus on to Rebecca, then Reece 




and Steve’s characters, and all of the other 




relationships that draw you in, and make 




you less conscious of his presence, because 




it was very important he should recede, and 




literally become part of the furniture.’ 




Next to enter the wardrobe are Rebecca’s 




uptight brother Carl (Pemberton) and his 




partner Stuart (Shearsmith). ‘You could say 




my portrayal of Stuart as a really outrageous 




camp man is a very two-dimensional, first- 




thought idea,’ reflects Reece, ‘but I feel we 




write a very believable couple in that wardrobe. There was a line we cut for length, when it got really 




awful, where Stuart shouts across to Carl at the other end of the wardrobe, “Sorry if I embarrassed 




you in front of your family.” It’s a really tender moment between them, and he said, “No. Quite the 




opposite.” Hopefully that’s a level of understanding that doesn’t leave you thinking they’re a very two- 




dimensional couple.’ 




Carl and Stu are swiftly followed by Ophelia Lovibond’s scatty Rachel, Jeremy’s ex, for whom he 




still carries a torch; Anne Reid’s Geraldine, the family’s former nanny who thinks she’s been invited as 




a guest when, in fact, they want her to serve drinks; Anna Chancellor and Julian Rhind-Tutt as upper- 




middle-class couple Mark and Elizabeth; Luke Pasqualino as Rachel’s roofer boyfriend Lee; Marc 




TOP: To make shooting in 




such a cramped space 




possible, production 




designer Tom Sayer built 




two wardrobes, one for the 




interior scenes and one 




for the shots of characters 




climbing in and out. 




ABOVE: Holes cut in the top 




of the wardrobe created a 




dappled light. 










Wootton as Stinky John; and Ben Willbond as Rebecca’s fiancé. 




‘Reece and Steve know how to write smaller characters very vividly,’ says Kerr. ‘They know 




what it takes to make those relatively small-on-the-page parts feel incredibly satisfying for an actor. 




So we’ve never had difficulty getting people to come and play them, because they can see, even 




though the word count might not be massive, that there’s a huge opportunity to do something with 




those characters.’ 




And, finally, the last to enter is Timothy West’s abusive patriarch. West had narrated an Arthur 




Ransome documentary Kerr had directed years earlier, but, more thrillingly for the boys, he had 




starred in the classic ‘Royal Jelly’ episode of 

Tales of the Unexpected. 




As the characters squeeze inside the wardrobe, the tension and black comedy continues to mount, 




with the razor-sharp script wringing every uncomfortable ounce out of the increasingly awkward 




situation, as siblings bicker and pick over old psychological wounds, lovers engage in passive- 




aggressive behaviour, and others lower the tone with scatological outbursts or sexual innuendo. ‘There 




is a very acute sense of social observation. Almost like a Martin Parr eye on some of those details,’ 




says Kerr. ‘The subtlety of perceptions of class is something Reece and Steve tap into beautifully in the 




writing, and we tried to cast with an eye to that. They’re all slightly heightened, but not to a level of 




grotesquery that draws you out of the story.’ 




With Pemberton and Shearsmith’s regular costume designer Yves Barre unavailable to work on the 




first series, Kerr drafted in June Nevin, who had collaborated with him on 

Fresh Meat. 

‘I loved her 




use of surprising details, bold colours, and the way she could define characters with costume, and 




on “Sardines” she came up with some very clearly defined looks that helped you key into characters 




quickly,’ says Kerr. ‘There’s so much you can read into the dress Rebecca is wearing, almost like a set 




of curtains and a little gaudy, in that way of the upper-middle class. Or the slightly shiny look Lee has. 




He could be in a nightclub as easily as he could be at this engagement party. Then you’ve got the 




flamboyant Stu, who clearly wants to outrage, so why would he have something understated? Yet with 




BELOW LEFT: Elevation 




sketches of the wardrobe 




created by production 




designer Tom Sayer show 




plans for different angles 




and removable panels for 




camera traps. 




BELOW: The finished 




wardrobe, ready for its 




occupants. 
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ABOVE: From left to right: 




Lee (Luke Pasqualino), Ian 




(Tim Key), Rachel (Ophelia 




Lovibond), Mark (Julian 




Rhind-Tutt), Geraldine 




(Anne Reid), Elizabeth (Anna 




Chancellor) and Rebecca 




(Katherine Parkinson). 




Carl, there’s a repressed quality in his buttoned-up suits. Seeing those two side by side, you witness 




two very different aspects of personality, one declaring, “I’m open, I’m loud, listen to me.” The other: 




“I’m closed, back off, and I’m probably messed up.”’ Nevin also incorporated smaller, subtler details 




in the costumes, such as the fish on West’s tie. ‘She gave us all jewel colours — emeralds, violets and 




deep reds — so there was a sense that everyone belonged,’ says Steve. 




As for the wardrobe, Tandy knew it would be difficult to shoot inside a real one. ‘You were never 




going to get all the angles, and you had these shots from within, looking out. But you also have these 




very long scenes inside with the doors shut.’ 




The answer was to have production designer Tom Sayer build two wardrobes on a soundstage at 




Wimbledon Studios, cannibalising parts of the apartment he had built for ‘Tom & Gerri’, which was 




filmed first. One was used for all the scenes inside when the doors are shut. A second was for all the 




comings and goings, as characters step in and out of the wardrobe. The latter was made of French 




walnut and originally belonged to the French ambassador in London. The art department bought it 




from eBay, gutted it, removed its back, then extended the depth by eight inches, before giving it a new 




back. A duplicate was then made of the interior, ‘so you weren’t matching to the original, you were 




matching to the thing we bastardised,’ says Tandy. This one was a breakaway set, with removable 




walls to allow Kerr to put his camera inside. 




To help light the interior — look closely and you may see a manufacturers’ label crediting its 




construction to the Number Nine Joinery — Kerr had Sayer cut out a series of small ceiling holes. 




‘In comedy there’s a tendency to turn all the lights on because people might not get the joke if they 




don’t see it. I wanted to be much more specific about what people could see at any moment in time,’ 




he explains. ‘So I loved the idea of creating these little cracks, where the light could float through.’ 




Kerr was inspired by a scene in 

L.A. Confidential 

where a character is watching from a wardrobe. 




‘Similarly there’s a moment in 

Blue Velvet 

where you have a chink of light hitting a character’s eyes 




and it tells you all you need to know.’ 




‘It was a really good call, because it meant, instead of just being in gloom, you could move people 




very slightly in shot and they would come in and out of light,’ says Tandy. ‘It required precision acting 
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ABOVE: Once ‘Stinky’ John 




(Marc Wootton) enters 




the wardrobe, the tension 




becomes unbearable – as 




does the smell. 




Mark: 




Well, why didn’t you just do the lie 




about the babysitter getting ill? 




Elizabeth: Because that needs to be seeded. You 




need to seed it. 




from the cast in terms of their marks. But it absolutely worked in terms of being able to give you 




composition, with light and shade, within the wardrobe.’ 




Filming in two wardrobes required much planning, with Kerr and director of photography Stephan 




Pehrsson having to break down the script to work out which elements were going to be shot on what 




set. ‘Sometimes we would run the action in the main set, then pick it up in the adjoining set,’ says Kerr. 




‘My task was to make those two sets feel seamless, so no one would be aware of the conceit and 




the trickery. I had faith in not needing to jump outside the wardrobe more than we needed to. And 




typically, that’s when a new character arrives.’ 




Confinement is, of course, a major component of 

Inside No. 9, 

but perhaps none more so than 




‘Sardines’. Kerr chose to shoot with wide-angle lenses, either an 18mm or 21mm, and keep the 




camera close to the actors’ faces. ‘Claustrophobic intensity was key. I wanted the audience to feel they 




could experience that as subjectively as possible, so you felt like you were in the wardrobe with them. 




Very close eye lines. The characters almost looking at you. So you feel the closeness of the space,’ says 




Kerr. He took inspiration from the 2010 film 

Buried, 

with Ryan Reynolds. ‘That movie sustained all of 




its running time with him inside a coffin lit by a Zippo, then his phone. I felt that was a good example 
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ABOVE: Adam Tandy’s 




dubbing notes for this 




episode show the attention 




to detail, with every 




single creak and shuffle 




adding to the feeling of 




claustrophobia. 




RIGHT, TOP: The cast 




relaxing between takes. 




RIGHT, BOTTOM: Labelled 




water bottles from the set. 




of how you could keep the pressure up, without letting it release by having lots of exterior shots.’ 




‘We never wanted to cheat and be outside the wardrobe looking in, so it looks like doors are off,’ 




concurs Reece. ‘We wanted to really be in tight with them, so you never felt like you were off the hook.’ 




Before filming, most productions typically stage a read-through of the script with the cast and 




crew. This is an opportunity for actors to run the lines and to provide a guestimate of the episode’s 




length. Occasionally there will also be rehearsals for the director and cast to work out action and 




performance, known as blocking. ‘There wasn’t an awful lot of blocking to do in this that we couldn’t 




do on the day,’ says Tandy, ‘so we didn’t do a full rehearsal. What we did need to know was whether 




all twelve people could get into the wardrobe. We’d worked it out, obviously, but thought if people 




aren’t expecting how tight it’s going to be, it could be a disaster. And it was fine.’ 




During the read-through, the episode timed out at twenty-two minutes, seven less than required. 




Not that anybody was unduly concerned, as so much of the drama and comedy would arise through 




meaningful looks and glances between the characters. ‘Because you can’t say a line and move, or 




move and say a line, you have to do it with your eyes,’ says Tandy. ‘Obviously if you don’t shoot 




them, you can’t put them into the edit, so the looks were included in the schedule as part of the daily 




coverage. But they all had to be done quickly and specifically, because you can’t shoot twelve looks 




from everybody, at the end. So, in the edit, we put in a sound of someone shifting uncomfortably. In 




other words, they’re reacting 

internally. 

The other thing we did was spend an entire day in the dub, 




adding little creaks, as people shift their weight.’ 




Since ‘Sardines’ was shot in chronological order, only Parkinson and Key were required for the 










full five days. Some were needed for two; Willbond and 




West just one. ‘Part of the joy of the way it was structured 




was that every day you’d have somebody new joining 




the wardrobe, on the set, as well as in the story,’ enthuses 




Kerr. ‘The actors loved it, too. It was like, “Oh brilliant. 




We’ve got Anna Chancellor coming tomorrow.”’ 




‘There was an almost theatre troupe sense of 




camaraderie,’ notes Kerr. ‘A lot of the time 

Inside No. 




9 

resembles theatre, sometimes very overtly, and there 




is that sense of a company coming together to put 




on a show, on a stage almost, because it’s a very 




contained setting.’ 




‘It was a little circle that started with two chairs, 




then there was four, then six,’ recalls Steve. ‘And then 




on the last day you’ve got Tim West coming in. There 




was a great, convivial atmosphere. These actors 




loved working on it, because you can imagine 




the anecdotes going round. Everyone wanted to 




carry on at the end of the week. We’ve had this 




experience on almost every episode, where the 




guest cast come in and want to keep going. So 




while this one had a very dark subject matter, there 




was a really nice atmosphere.’ 
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