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	Breaking Bad

	Making great television poses many challenges, not the least of which, according to Breaking Bad’s creator and executive producer, Vince Gilligan, is that characters are rarely allowed to change. This rule has exceptions, of course. After all, where would soap operas be if characters couldn’t switch from honourable to despicable and back again? And over the five seasons of Alan Ball’s Six Feet Under, characters evolved, and some were remarkably different people by the end of the series. In Breaking Bad, character change propels the series forward, but Gilligan takes an unusual approach. Breaking Bad is about the descent of man, and of one man in particular: Walter White, a high school chemistry teacher, part-time car wash employee, father, cancer patient and crystal meth cooker in Albuquerque, New Mexico. The audience may think they’ve heard all the drug dealer stories there are to tell, but Walter White’s journey from upstanding citizen to underworld criminal is unique in the television world. And the show not only offers a remarkable story but also has a compelling way of telling it. Breaking Bad provides both astonishingly tense and outrageously funny moments, often at the same time.

	The show opens with Walter White discovering he has advanced lung cancer. In an attempt to accumulate enough income that his pregnant wife, Skyler, and teenage son, Walt, Jr., who has cerebral palsy, will be financially secure after he’s gone, Walt decides to take an unorthodox path. While on a ride-along with his brother-in-law, Hank Schrader, a DEA agent, Walt watches as a former student of his, Jesse Pinkman, makes a quick escape during a drug raid. He sets out to find Jesse, who is making use of chemistry despite his dismal performance in Walt’s class. Unimpressed with Jesse’s inferior product, Walt convinces him that if they work together to cook a higher quality of crystal methamphetamine, they can make more money—Walt knows the chemistry and Jesse understands distribution. So they buy an RV, head out into the New Mexico desert, and get to work.

	Walt leaves his family in the dark as he explores his new life. They assume that his erratic behaviour—he disappears for hours or days at a time—is the result of stress from his illness or dementia from the treatment. He is living a double life, and as he gains ground in one, he loses hold in the other. Gilligan points out that Walt’s actions aren’t those of a desperate man with no other recourse. Walt makes a conscious choice to take a criminal path. Over and over, he makes the wrong decisions. And rather than stopping, he picks up speed, altering the lives of those around him. During the five seasons of Breaking Bad, the White family dissolves, then rebuilds, then dissolves again. Walt and Jesse are often at odds (whether or not their partnership is intact) but are still loyal in the ways that people who have been through fire together can be.

	“To break bad” means to let loose, cause trouble and let off steam. Vince Gilligan heard the phrase often while growing up in Virginia, and he assumed it was a saying everyone knew. Not realizing that it was a regional expression, Gilligan encountered confusion when he pitched his idea to networks, and he’s had to explain the term’s meaning many times since. Even one of the executives at Sony Pictures, the studio that produces Breaking Bad, suggested he change the title. But the name conveys the slightly unusual and offbeat quality that the series captures so well, and there really is no better way to describe Walt’s transformation. He breaks his mould, raises hell and breaks bad.

	Gilligan was born in 1967 and grew up in Farmville, a small town near Richmond, Virginia. Like many people of his generation, he was inspired by Star Wars and other science fiction films to become a filmmaker. After graduating from the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, he won the 1989 Virginia Screenwriting Competition for his script Home Fries, which he had written during his time at film school. One of the judges was Mark Johnson, a producer whose film Rain Man won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1989. Johnson contacted Gilligan afterwards, asking if he had any other scripts. Over the next few years, Gilligan lived in Virginia and sent scripts to Johnson, who then pitched them to studios. It wasn’t until 1993 that a Gilligan script—Wilder Napalm—finally reached theatres. (Home Fries, starring Drew Barrymore and Luke Wilson, was finally produced in 1998.) He continued to pitch story ideas and worked as an uncredited script doctor until 1995, when he made the move from Virginia to Los Angeles to work on The X-Files. One of Gilligan’s scripts, “Soft Light”, had been produced in the second season, and Chris Carter, the show’s creator and producer, offered him a job.

	Running from 1993 to 2002, The X-Files was a television phenomenon in the 1990s. The world of alien visitations, government conspiracies and unexplained phenomena was a perfect fit for the Internet, which was just hitting its stride in the mid-to-late 90s. Fans created websites and discussed every plot and story arch in detail on forums. The series’ stars, David Duchovny and Gillian Anderson, were sci-fi convention royalty. Gilligan joined the production team during the third season, writing more than two dozen episodes and serving as a producer. Gilligan also worked on the short-lived X-Files spinoff The Lone Gunmen and the Chris Carter–produced Harsh Realm. In the years that followed, Gilligan wrote scripts for various television shows, such as the rebooted Night Stalker, starring Stuart Townsend, and the 2008 Will Smith film Hancock.

	It was during this time that Gilligan had what he calls a “rare eureka moment.” He and Tom Schnauz, a friend from NYU film school who had also worked on The X-Files and who would later become a producer and writer on Breaking Bad, were talking about what they should do next in their careers. Gilligan joked that they could work as greeters at Walmart. Schnauz suggested that they buy an RV and then travel the country cooking meth. After checking that Schnauz didn’t mind if he explored this idea, Walter White quickly began to take shape as Gilligan plotted out the story. He wanted to create a show about consequences. Every action that a character would choose to make would affect personality, family, money and morality. Starting with the notion of a man turning forty and experiencing a mid-life crisis (Gilligan was turning forty at the time), Gilligan wondered what would happen if a man who had always lived a careful and lawful life suddenly decided to break bad.

	It seems Gilligan didn’t have just one inspiration for Breaking Bad. He is a fan of a diverse range of television shows, from M*A*S*H and The Twilight Zone to The Andy Griffith Show and WKRP in Cincinnati. They inform his writing—he admires good storytelling and the potential for humour—but they don’t define his work on Breaking Bad. One show that he does mention as having a connection to Breaking Bad is Wiseguy, which Gilligan watched during his college years. A federal agent is undercover with the mob, and his ability to avoid being corrupted is constantly in question as he moves deeper into the organization. Jonathan Banks, one of the leads of Wiseguy, stars on Breaking Bad as private detective Mike Ehrmantraut.

	Gilligan and Mark Johnson had worked with Sony Pictures on earlier projects that didn’t get off the ground. Despite the failed projects, Sony Pictures had a good relationship with Gilligan and they suggested he bring them other script ideas. When Gilligan pitched Breaking Bad with the line “This is a story about a man who transforms himself from Mr. Chips into Scarface,”[i]  Sony Pictures agreed to produce the show. Gilligan then began the long, arduous process of pitching to networks.

	He pitched the script to TNT (Gilligan describes this as the best pitch experience he’s ever had) and HBO (the worst), among other networks, but everyone turned them down. FX, a specialty channel known for gritty and salacious shows like The Shield, Rescue Me, Damages and Nip/Tuck, liked Gilligan’s pitch and ordered a script. Gilligan recognized that FX was taking a risk in producing a show about a high school teacher turned meth cook (as was Sony Pictures). Unfortunately, when it came time to produce the pilot script, the executives at FX decided that it wasn’t for them. So they, too, passed on Breaking Bad. But they owned the script and had the right to keep it on a shelf rather than let it be produced by someone else. Thankfully, when Gilligan asked to take the script to AMC instead, FX agreed. This was a generous move on FX’s part and, according to Gilligan, unusual in the competitive world of Hollywood.

	AMC is not a specialty channel. It is a network available through basic cable that made its name airing movies; it was formally known as American Movie Classics. When it approached Gilligan and Johnson for story ideas, its first drama series, Mad Men, was airing its inaugural season. Because of the success of Mad Men, a drama about advertising executives in 1960s-era New York, AMC was inundated with pitches for period dramas. The network had other ideas, however. They wanted something different, something that was nothing like the other shows available on basic cable.

	Television dramas centred on cops and criminals are not new. Although most focus on the world of the police, struggling to keep the streets safe, a few have turned the lens on the criminals, and some of those shows have changed the face of television. The violent New Jersey mobsters of The Sopranos, the Baltimore police and drug dealers of The Wire and even the hyper-stylized stars of Miami Vice have greatly influenced shows about crime. And some programs have used humour to do new things with the crime genre: Weeds features a suburban mom who turns to drug dealing to pay the bills. When Gilligan pitched Breaking Bad to FX, the channel’s executives mentioned that it had a similar plotline to Weeds. Gilligan responded, “What’s Weeds?” The series had just started, and he didn’t subscribe to Showtime, its network, so he’d never heard of it. He admits now that if he had subscribed to Showtime, Breaking Bad probably wouldn’t exist today—Gilligan wouldn’t have bothered pitching such a similar concept.

	Gilligan did have to clean up the script a bit, though, because AMC must adhere to strict rules regarding language, violence and nudity. Breaking Bad is allowed only so many curse words per episode or season. (Gilligan jokes that they couldn’t use as many swear words in the second season because more people were watching AMC at that point.) He assumed AMC would ask him to straighten out the questionable moral compasses of the lead characters, but that wasn’t the case. AMC was supportive of Gilligan’s script and didn’t demand any changes to the characters. Gilligan just needed to find his perfect Walter White. Luckily, he already had someone in mind.

	For the sixth season of The X-Files, Gilligan had penned “Drive,” an episode about a man who takes Mulder hostage and demands they drive west. They needed an actor who could convincingly portray a terrible man (in The X-Files, an angry racist) but still be sympathetic. In Breaking Bad, the character is the opposite. Walt starts with the audience’s sympathy, but their compassion erodes over time. Gilligan knew that Bryan Cranston, the bigot from “Drive,” would be his perfect Walt.

	For the first decade or so of his career, Bryan Cranston was a mainstay of episodic television and TV movies. He appeared in an episode of CHiPs, Airwolf (where he met his wife, actress Robin Dearden), several episodes of Murder, She Wrote and Walker, Texas Ranger. He starred in a few short-lived series and worked as a voice-over actor. He had a memorable recurring role on Seinfeld as Dr. Tim Whatley, the dentist who had recently converted to Judaism, and dramatic roles in Saving Private Ryan as a colonel and From Earth to the Moon as the astronaut Buzz Aldrin. In 2000, he was cast as Hal, the constantly befuddled father on Malcolm in the Middle. The comedy ran for six seasons, and Cranston (who was nominated for three Emmys as an Outstanding Supporting Actor) was soon synonymous with the kind-hearted but ne’er-do-well father. Gilligan had to work to convince the executives at AMC that Cranston was the ideal Walt. For Gilligan, having a funny all-American dad play a crystal meth cook was perfect. AMC eventually agreed with the casting choice, and after acclaim, accolades and three Emmy wins for Best Actor, Gilligan was proven right.

	To prepare for his role as Walter White, chemistry genius, high school teacher and meth cook, Cranston shadowed the head of chemistry at the University of Southern California for a few days. And the chemistry teacher at Rio Rancho High School, where the production team filmed the pilot, acted as a consultant. These experts offered not only guidance on the proper way to pronounce chemicals and compounds but also small touches of interest and enthusiasm. For instance, in the pilot, Walt spritzes flames with chemicals (the chemistry teacher suggested this trick) to produce different colours. Even though Walt attempts to infuse his lecture with a bit of magic, the students in his class are predictably unimpressed. It’s easy to imagine that this was where Jesse Pinkman sat a few years earlier, probably with a similarly blank stare.

	Walter begins the series with a few extra pounds, which Cranston refers to as “the weight of regret.” He is living a quiet life with Skyler and Walt, Jr. His house is simple and homey. He seems beaten down and exhausted. It’s more than the sickness—he is defeated. In the first few moments of the pilot, the camera pauses on a plaque acknowledging Walt’s involvement in proton radiography research that received the Nobel Prize in 1985. This information gives the first signal that Walt led a different life before becoming a teacher. A few episodes later we meet Elliott and Gretchen Schwartz, old friends who run Gray Matter, a successful biotech company. Though Walt’s work contributed to the founding of this multi-billion-dollar enterprise, he needs a part-time job to keep his family afloat; the Schwartzes live in a mansion. When Walt is diagnosed with cancer, they offer to pay for his treatment, but he refuses. Walt won’t take their money, but he will lie to Skyler, claiming the Schwartzes are footing the bill while he turns to a life of crime. His descent from model citizen to dangerous drug
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