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	Friday Night Lights

	
	“Clear Eyes. Full Hearts. Can’t Lose.” Words to live by: words we won’t soon forget. The moving line comes from the television show Friday Night Lights that ran from 2006 to 2011. If you’ve never watched an episode of Friday Night Lights, however, it might sound like a pretty corny inspirational line. That the line comes from a television series that focuses on the wins and losses of a high school football team could make the show seem clichéd and maybe even a little schlocky, like a feel-good movie of the week about the all-too-familiar story of an underdog sports team’s chance to prove itself. 


	The truth is, once you’ve seen an episode of Friday Night Lights, you will forget that it has potentially overly sentimental moments. It’s rare for someone to watch Friday Night Lights and not love it. The show works, and beautifully so, because even though it follows some familiar patterns, it always rises above them. The series set new standards for episodic-television storytelling with its writing, visual treatment, editing and, in particular, character development. Tom Shales of the Washington Post said that Friday Night Lights was “extraordinary in just about every conceivable way—but especially in the quality of the cast.” The story truly affects us because we care for the characters. 


	You’ve probably heard this story before: a television series, praised by critics and much loved by its devoted fans, suffers low ratings and faces threats of early cancellation. The fans rally, sending letters, emails, tokens of devotion—one Friday Night Lights fan suggested sending light bulbs through the mail—but to no avail. The networks put ratings and advertising dollars before fan enthusiasm and cancel the show before its time. This was certainly the case with Freaks and Geeks and My So-Called Life, shows that fans (especially the legions who have since discovered these series via reruns and DVDs) claim were axed from the television landscape too soon. Friday Night Lights appeared destined for the same fate. Its first season drew a scant seven million viewers per episode. When the show’s numbers are compared to those of American Idol, which attracted 35 million viewers in the same time slot, the network could easily justify pulling the plug.


	The fate of Friday Night Lights did not look good. Yet, survive it did. Thanks to loyal fans, a sympathetic and supportive network and a deal between broadcasters for the final three seasons, Friday Night Lights stayed on the air for five seasons. This feat proved Friday Night Lights to be the wild card of network television: a show about football in a small Texas town that captivated its audience no matter where people lived or how much, or how little, they enjoyed football. 


	How did this show survive despite the odds? Because one of the first things about Friday Night Lights that needs to be recognized is that it’s not really about football. Yes, a game occurs every week (or almost every week), and you hear a lot of discussion about football plays and the players. But the trials and relationships of the characters remain the true heart of the story. While sports fans might enjoy the football on display every week, they weren’t likely fooled by the convenient way the Dillon Panthers rally near the end of a lot of games; it’s hard to believe so many games could end with a Hail Mary pass. The same could be said for anyone looking for a show about quirky Southern folk. If that was the case, one would be better off watching reruns of Evening Shade or Designing Women. 


	Friday Night Lights played with visual styles, creating an innovative documentary, hand-held-camera style that set it apart from other drama series. Yet it maintained a down-to-earth, homespun and honest feel. This story about the Dillon, Texas high school football team, the players, coach and townspeople rang true for viewers. The series was shot on location in Texas and used little-known actors to instantly create a niche outside of the usual Hollywood mold (though the show occasionally did fall into a typical Hollywood storyline). Perhaps one of the reasons why the show could maintain a sense of realism is that it was based on a true story.


	In 1988, H. G. “Buzz” Bissinger moved his family to Odessa, Texas, for a year. A reporter for the Philadelphia Inquirer, Bissinger wanted to investigate the world of high school football, especially the obsessive level of devotion that townspeople levelled at teenaged boys vying for dominance on the field. He hoped that he would have enough for a book in the end. Odessa seemed the perfect choice. The town’s devotion to the Permian High School Panthers, which had won a record number of state championships, was legendary for negative as well as positive reasons. In 1983, for example, the governor of Texas sponsored an investigation into whether the town and the high school favoured extracurricular activities like football over education. In an economically depressed town with dry oil wells and high unemployment, the high school’s sports department built a 20,000-seat stadium while its other departments struggled to buy new textbooks. But as one resident of Odessa told Bissinger, “Life wouldn’t be worth living if you didn’t have a high school team to support.” No matter what anyone else might think, this town put its high school football first, and few in town questioned it.


	Bissinger followed the Panthers’ coach Gary Gaines and players through one school year. The boys lived the rarified existence of superstars in a small universe. Everyone in town knew the players, and the team planted signs with jersey numbers on their front lawns so that there would be no mistaking where a Permian Panther lived. The school arranged a system to make the players’ lives off the field simple and pampered so that they could devote themselves exclusively to playing football. A cheerleader was assigned to each player. Known as “Rally Girls,” these young women resembled the female stereotypes of a pre-feminist era. Each cheerleader was expected to treat her respective player like a spoiled prince: she brought him treats, such as cookies, pies or beer, and went so far as to complete his homework. We see some of these acts during the early seasons of Friday Night Lights.


	On the other hand, the townspeople could shower Coach Gaines and the team with praise one week and revile them the next, depending on their performance on the field. The pressure on these teenaged boys was immense. They knew their performance determined both the happiness of the townsfolk and their own chances of being able to escape Odessa on a sports scholarship. 


	Furthermore, Bissinger’s investigation of Odessa and the Permian Panthers revealed how the glory and pressure affected these young men. Some felt empowered, others became a nervous wreck before each game, and some simply enjoyed it while it lasted. Odessa has seen many a football star never fulfill his early promise of college- and professional-football stardom. During his year there, Bissinger saw this happen with many of the players. James “Boobie” Miles, a star running back, was injured in the pre-season and never fully recovered. Don Billingsley, a solid, though not stellar, football player, lived in the shadow of his father, a star in the 1960s who was now down on his luck and struggling. Of course, it wasn’t all doom and gloom and stories of faded glory for the team. Brian Chavez became a star on the field and in the classroom, gave the valedictory address for his class and earned a scholarship to Harvard.


	One thorny topic that Bissinger did not shy away from was racism. Permian High School was not integrated until 1983, and according to Bissinger, people commonly hurled racial slurs around town. The town might praise any player (black or white) who could win the game, but they might not be so generous off the playing field. The same level of racism isn’t presented in the television series, maybe because more than two decades had passed since Bissinger lived in Odessa and such attitudes had since changed. Or maybe the producers of the television show chose to be more subtle in dealing with the issue. In season three, the action moves to the less-affluent East Dillon High School, where there are far greater racial and class divisions. As the teens from Dillon High School are bussed to East Dillon and a new football team is assembled, the issue of racism cannot be so easily downplayed. The players and townsfolk might not discuss it openly, but racism is neither gone nor forgotten.


	Bissinger also frankly discussed the negligence of education in favour of sports. High schools were accused of fixing grades for their players—Bissinger calls out Dallas Carter High School, in particular—so they are eligible to play. Bissinger also detailed the plight of Permian High School’s English and math departments. While these departments were financially strapped and couldn’t afford to buy new textbooks, the sports department installed a new Jumbotron in the football stadium. Many of these situations—the cheerleaders’ doing the players’ homework, the textbooks versus Jumbotron controversy—appear in the television series as well.


	Bissinger’s book, Friday Night Lights: A Town, a Team, and a Dream, was published in 1990. The book was a critical success and sold well, but Bissinger’s warts-and-all story was not well-received in Odessa. The townsfolk understandably did not appreciate being portrayed as people blinded by their obsession with football to the detriment of everything else.. The book also described Odessa as the kind of place that was wonderful if you felt like you belonged but terrible if you didn’t. But his book also highlighted the determination and loyalty of the residents during economically depressed times.


	When Bissinger’s book came out, NBC tried to option it for a television series, but the rights were not available. So the network decided to create their own “inspired by Friday Night Lights” television series instead. Against the Grain, which centred on high school football in Texas, premiered in 1993. The series lasted only eight episodes and is now best remembered as an early gig for Ben Affleck. 


	A movie version of Friday Night Lights didn’t appear until more than a decade later. By that point, Sports Illustrated had named Bissinger’s book the fourth-best book on sports (and the best involving football), and it continued to sell well. A film project had been in development for some time and attached to different directors, including Richard Linklater and Alan J. Pakula. But it wasn’t until 2003, when actor, writer and director Peter Berg (who is Bissinger’s cousin) took over the project, that it finally got off the ground.


	Peter Berg was best known at the time as an actor on the ’90s television series Chicago Hope. He also wrote and directed Very Bad Things, a movie that received very bad reviews; Kenneth Turan of the Los Angeles Times called the film, “hollow, simple-minded and about as profound an experience as stepping in a pile of road kill.” But after Very Bad Things, life improved greatly for Berg behind the camera. He directed other films, including the successful The Rundown, which starred Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. He was one of the creators of Wonderland, a short-lived but critically praised television series from 2000 that depicted life in a mental hospital.
Berg began research for the film version of Friday Night Lights by touring high schools in Texas, mainly in the Austin area (though most of the film was shot around Abilene, Texas). While he did not immerse himself in the culture the way Bissinger had, Berg spent a considerable amount of time getting to know the people and the culture of Austin. He wanted to stay true to the narrative of the book, but he also wanted to develop his own perception of these football-driven lives.


	The movie covers much of the story of the book and includes many real-life characters. Billy Bob Thornton was cast as Coach Gaines, and Connie Britton played his wife, Sharon. The remaining cast members included Derek Luke as Boobie Miles, Jay Hernandez as Brian Chavez, Garret Hedlund as Don Billingsley and Lukas Black as quarterback Mike Winchell. Because a two-hour movie cannot possibly cover all the material in the book, however, Berg concentrated on examining the coach, the players and their relationship with the townspeople. The movie emphasized the spirit and fervor of the townspeople over football and the pressure it created for the young players, who knew the well-being of the town rested on their shoulders. Berg also decided to leave out direct references to racism, as he felt they couldn’t do the issue justice within the movie’s short time frame.


	The movie was released on October 8, 2004. It received good reviews and enjoyed a strong opening weekend and very respectable box-office results. Because the film was a modest hit, the time seemed ripe to move the story to television.


	Peter Berg and his production partner, Sarah Aubrey, worked to develop the pilot episode. Aubrey, originally a lawyer, began her producing career with Bad Santa in 2003. She started working with Peter Berg on the Friday Night Lights film. Other production partners joined them, including Brian Grazer (who produced Apollo 13, A Beautiful Mind, Felicity, Arrested Development and The Da Vinci Code) of Imagine Entertainment. NBC was excited about their second chance at optioning the story and Berg’s interest in producing the series. Kevin Reilly, NBC’s president of entertainment at the time, felt like the story was “coming full circle.” Unfortunately, Bissinger claimed that NBC attempted to cut him out of the deal. It wasn’t until Berg and Aubrey—and a team of lawyers—intervened that he received proper credit (and royalties) for the series. Bissinger, though, said that this experience left a bad taste in his mouth, so much so that he couldn’t bring himself to watch the series through most of its run.


	For Berg, reprising the story as a continuing television drama was the perfect solution. It meant that they could effectively explore more of the ideas that Bissinger presented in the book. But Berg also wanted to extend the story beyond the game of football and how it ruled the characters’ lives. He spent a lot of time watching high school games and following teams around while prepping for the film and drew inspiration from his observations for the television series. For example, at one of these games, Berg watched as David Edwards, a quarterback for a San Antonio team, sustained a terrible injury: his back was broken, and he was left a paraplegic. Berg incorporated this incident into the pilot episode of Friday Night Lights. Jason Street, the star quarterback, the Golden Boy with a beautiful girlfriend and a great career ahead of him, is dramatically injured
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