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			introduction

			AN AMERICAN WORKPLACE

			Throughout the nine-season run of The Office, the Dunder Mifflin warehouse set was the filming location for everything from a brutal all-staff roast of regional manager Michael Scott to the casino party where paper salesman Jim Halpert finally gathered up the courage to tell his longtime crush, receptionist Pam Beesly, that he was hopelessly in love with her. But near the end of the seventh season, in the spring of 2011, it was used for a far more somber occasion: the real-life goodbye party for Steve Carell.

			The cast had spent the entire day fighting off real tears while Carell filmed his final few scenes as Michael Scott, and now they were finally able to let them out as he gave a private farewell address standing next to an enormous white cake shaped like his already-iconic World’s Best Boss mug, a framed Dunder Mifflin hockey jersey, and four rectangular pizzas from his favorite Italian spot, Barone’s. Someone had even had the foresight to place a box of tissues on a red table just a couple feet away from Carell’s microphone, knowing tears were likely to come.

			Nearly everyone who worked on the show—including John Krasinski, Jenna Fischer, Ed Helms, Mindy Kaling, and Rainn Wilson (still wearing the mustard-yellow shirt favored by his quasi-Amish beet farmer character, Dwight Schrute)—was crammed in front of a makeshift stage, and Carell addressed each department individually as he tried to keep the mood light after a rough day of shooting. “To construction,” he said. “Thank you for making it strong, durable, and able to withstand a strong pounding.” And then, with just minimal guidance from Carell, everyone gleefully yelled out Michael Scott’s (slightly problematic by today’s standards) catchphrase in unison: “That’s what she said!”

			He went around the entire room (“To set dressing and art, thank you for your constant tweaking and making something small look so big. . . . That’s what she said! To production, thank you for keeping so many balls in the air. . . . That’s what she said!”) before he put down his prepared remarks, removed his reading glasses, and took a truly goofy moment and made it gut-wrenchingly sincere, just like many of the greatest episodes of The Office.

			“I didn’t prepare really anything else to say,” he said. “This is overwhelming, obviously. It’s been a fantastic seven years for me. I was talking to [my wife] Nancy about it a few days ago as this was all hitting me and she said something that I thought really nailed it. And that was, ‘Well, your professional identity is wrapped up in this show,’ which I knew. And then she said so simply, ‘And they’re your friends.’ That’s really it. You’re my friends.”

			On that last word, friends, Carell choked up so badly he could barely get it out and he had to run offstage toward his wife as cries of “We love you, Steve” filled the cavernous space. “I remember somebody wanted to do an ‘O Captain! My Captain!’ speech,” says Kate Flannery, who played boozy supplier-relations representative Meredith Palmer. “John Krasinski talked us out of it. I think it would have been too uncomfortable because Steve was just too emotional. We did put together a scrapbook for him with some old pictures. Steve actually gave us all Rolex watches that he had engraved. I wear it to this day because it reminds me that everything that happened did actually happen. I know it sounds crazy because things are so fleeting in the TV business, but we were family. We really were.”

			When that family had first come together to shoot the Office pilot seven years earlier, Carell was the most famous face in the group only because everyone else was a complete unknown, many still working day jobs to pay the bills. Carell had just wrapped up a long stint as a Daily Show correspondent, but his recent shift into the world of sitcoms with supporting roles on Julia Louis-Dreyfus’s Watching Ellie and Tom Papa’s Come to Papa had been catastrophic. Both shows were canceled within weeks of NBC’s putting them on the air, leaving barely a dent in the public consciousness.

			When The Office premiered on March 24, 2005, it seemed like it was destined to suffer a similar fate after airing a pilot that was practically a shot-for-shot remake of the original UK Office—a groundbreaking BBC show helmed by Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant—and was dismissed as a pale, pointless retread by critics. What saved it was Carell, who throughout the second season transformed Michael Scott from an unrepentant asshole to a genuinely lovable doofus acting out due to crushing loneliness and a desperate need for love.

			The show would limp ahead for two seasons after Carell’s farewell party, but even at the time most of the cast and crew knew that an Office without Michael Scott was a very dicey proposition. The main cast swelled to a ridiculous high of nineteen people in the final season, only underscoring the fact that, in the words of one writer, Michael Scott was a “load-bearing character” that the show simply couldn’t function without, no matter how many bodies they crammed into the Dunder Mifflin bullpen.

			But time has dimmed the bitter aftertaste of those last two years and restored The Office to its rightful place as one of the greatest sitcoms of all time, right up there with I Love Lucy, Seinfeld, Cheers, and The Simpsons. (Unlike those shows, however, The Office is a “single camera” show and presents the action through the eyes of a documentary film crew.) Bars across the country pack in hordes of college-age fans during weekly Office trivia battles, Comedy Central and Nick at Nite air the reruns nearly every night to enormous ratings, and Comcast recently shelled out $500 million to obtain the streaming rights from Netflix in 2021 so The Office can become the centerpiece of their new streaming service. (Netflix doesn’t release numbers publicly, but according to multiple sources The Office is consistently their most popular offering, eclipsing even Friends reruns and their original hit shows like Stranger Things, Black Mirror, and Orange Is the New Black.)

			The show started at a time when audiences had little reason to expect anything even remotely watchable from the four major networks beyond occasional brilliant flukes like Arrested Development or Freaks and Geeks. And after years of pathetic attempts to clone Friends, they’d resorted to soulless, paint-by-numbers sitcoms like According to Jim, My Wife and Kids, and George Lopez, complete with sappy music cues, wisecracking kids, and laugh tracks that went off after every lame zinger of a joke. Out of this scene somehow came a faux-documentary show about the sad, often desperate lives of the employees at a struggling paper company.

			Amelie Gillette (Writer, Seasons 7 and 8): Nothing on TV was like The Office back then. The comedy was small and it was dry. The people looked like real people, which was a rare thing, especially for a sitcom. It proved that you could do something romantic without being dramatic and that you can do something that feels real, that feels grounded, even though there is this artifice of it being a documentary that tricks you into thinking it’s real.

			Jen Celotta (Writer, Seasons 2–6): What made The Office relatable, I think, was the fact that people were bored at their jobs. They felt like, “Oh, I can relate to this. I can relate to this feeling of having to sit at the desk next to someone who, outside of work, I wouldn’t necessarily be friends with.”

			Lee Eisenberg (Writer, Seasons 2–6): We really liked cringe comedy and the show can be the cringiest of cringe comedy, but there was also a love story that was so compelling. You hadn’t really seen anything like that before where the comedy was so great and then in the background was this story that you’re just completely drawn to. You really gave a shit about all the characters.

			Gene Stupnitsky (Writer, Seasons 2–6): In some ways it reminded me of a show like Friends where you laugh and you care. It’s so hard to pull that off. To make you feel something is the hardest thing.

			Ken Kwapis (Director): The Office had the idea that the comedy was behavioral. The stories weren’t joke driven. The comedy focused on human behavior. And I think one of the secret weapons of the show is that not only is the humor dry, but the show is literally dry. There’s no music.

			J. J. Abrams (Director): I think what Ricky [Gervais] and Stephen [Merchant] created was a completely relatable, universal idea in the same way that [other British imports] Sanford and Son and All in the Family did as well. There are certain ideas—whether it’s about being the underdog, living with a bigot, or being in an office setting with people that you’re forced to make your family—that work anywhere. Obviously the David Brent character and Michael Scott were both a very relatable idea, the sort of inadvertently, unbearably offensive coworker. The nugget of the idea was so perfect and so rich that it could probably work in most any culture.

			Clark Duke (Clark Green, Season 9): The Office replicated a thing that I love about Robert Altman movies in that it wasn’t afraid of boredom and silence. Those things can be powerful tools if you use them correctly. And people love watching shows about rich people, but you rarely saw something about middle-class people in the middle of the country. It also wasn’t about somebody that had an overarching goal. So many shows are about somebody trying to better themselves or they have some big goal they’re trying to achieve, and that’s not what most of life is for most people, and The Office is not about that. It was just about day-to-day life.

			Oscar Nunez (Oscar Martinez, Seasons 1–9): The great, great, great sitcoms of yore all had a simple premise. It’s character driven. Taxi’s just a fucking taxi place. Cheers is just a bar. That’s all it is. And we were just an office.

			Larry Wilmore (Writer, Seasons 2 and 3): The Office introduced a different rhythm to network TV. It showed you don’t have to have these same rhythms. A lot of sitcoms were built around farce. It was always like, “Somebody doesn’t know this. Ooohhh.” The Office was just observational humor and comedy. It was very simple. Jim just looking at the camera is a joke as opposed to a structured joke punch line.

			Jenna Fischer (Pam Beesly Halpert, Seasons 1–9): We had the benefit of some trailblazers before us who were starting to steer the ship in a different direction comedically, like The Larry Sanders Show, Arrested Development, and Freaks and Geeks. There was this turn and it was all sort of happening around the same time, so I feel like there has to be some credit given to those shows as well because together there was this kind of new movement that happened.

			Melora Hardin (Jan Levinson, Seasons 1–5, 7, and 9): I absolutely feel like this show couldn’t have been on the air at any other time in history. Back then, actors like me, and really the whole business, was turning their nose up to reality TV. We were like, “Uh, this is just awful,” because all of us know there’s nothing about reality TV that is real. It’s completely made up. But I also feel like that reality TV paved the way for this show because this show walks that line where it’s documentary-like even though it’s actually completely made up. We got to play characters, but we get to play characters in a fictitious world that’s trying to be real and seem real. I think without reality TV, America wouldn’t have known what to make of The Office. They just would have been like, “What?” They would have never been able to wrap their brain around it.

			Jason Kessler (Script Supervisor): Reality TV is what conditioned people for The Office. You had all these big splashy shows like The Bachelor and Survivor where people are used to seeing action where you cut to a talking head describing the interior emotions of what was going on in that moment. So once the language of that became familiar with audiences, it was a stroke of brilliance to bring that into scripted comedy. That allowed The Office to do those smaller jokes where you get to notice something on camera that’s not exactly pointed to with a big, flashing light, but it’s a little joke in the background, just like when you’re watching a reality show and you kind of notice somebody doing something in the background and you’re like, “Oh, that’s interesting.” You’re able to catalog that more once you’re familiar with the language of that style.

			Paul Feig (Director): People had seen reality shows and all that, but they weren’t consuming comedy that way. I always credit YouTube for changing the way we look at things because so many people were having a lot of fun looking at real videos shot by real people, which were loose, and they weren’t jokey. If you look at just how comedy and TV, and movies, were before that, it was very joke driven. It’s setup, punch line, characters being a little bit broad and over-the-top and everyone was wisecracky and very Neil Simon–y, for lack of a better term. But then YouTube was real life captured and you have The Office, where the humor is all behavioral. It’s about how people are reacting to each other. For a lot of people in the public, and especially for younger people, there’s a strong aversion to jokes and the old style of comedy. People get very frustrated by jokes now.

			Larry Wilmore: Some of the most interesting moments, to me, are the quiet moments. Seeing Michael through the glass in his office and seeing him lonely in there is very poignant sometimes. You’re seeing Pam torn at her desk, just torn with feelings over her boyfriend when there’s this guy in the office she has a crush on. You’re seeing Stanley just exhausted by Michael and he doesn’t even have a line, but he’s just exhausted. That would always make me laugh.

			Alan Sepinwall (TV Critic, Newark Star-Ledger/HitFix/Uproxx/Rolling Stone): It’s an unusual structure in that Jim and Pam are the traditional protagonists in terms of narrative structure. They’re the ones you’re rooting for, they’re the ones who are progressing. They’re mostly not the ones generating the comedy though. Pam is almost entirely a straight woman. Jim is sort of wry and making fun of Dwight and Michael and looking over at us, but the comedy is being generated by Michael and by Dwight. It’s almost like a Marx Brothers movie where you’ve got the young ingénue and her love interest. They’re part of what passes for plot in a Marx Brothers movie. And then Groucho and Harpo and Chico are actually the ones you’re coming to see.

			Paul Feig: Before The Office, all comedy had to be super clever, super written, or it had to be really crazy and broad. What The Office did was they were just normal people, but they’re really quirky, and they’re stuck in a situation just like you and the weird people you work with. You’re the normal person. You are Jim Halpert. You are Pam Beesly, the normal one of the office, and you’re going, “Look at all these fucking lunatics that I work with.” That resonates huge with an audience because they’re in on the joke, because the world around them is a joke. They are not surrounded by a world of jokes.

			Nathan Rabin (TV Critic, AV Club): The British version and the American version have this incredible element of pathos. So many TV shows are aspirational. They’re attractive people who live in really cool apartments and they have exciting lives and sexy jobs. And here’s one where even the most successful people and the most likable people have a depressing fucking job and live in a depressing community.

			Rob Sheffield (TV Critic, Rolling Stone): I think of Michael Scott as the archetypal TV figure of that decade based on the idea that the guy in charge is this total idiot, just like George W. Bush. You can’t picture Michael Scott as a lower-level employee in the office. There’s no way that actually doing a job is something that he could do, just as there’s no way George W. Bush could’ve held any office besides president. That became the comic prototype of that era, not just in TV but in movies like Anchorman or Talladega Nights: The Legend of Ricky Bobby. The tagline for Will Farrell in Talladega Nights was “A man who could only count to number one,” and that’s kind of the archetypal position that George W. Bush and Michael Scott occupied.

			Aaron Shure (Writer, Seasons 5–8): My personal theory about why The Office was so successful then is because Bush was president and it was sort of the zeitgeist of, “What does it mean when the people in charge are incompetent?” And I sort of saw the central foible of Michael Scott was that there was a switch in his head and if he had flipped it most of his stories would go away. And the switch in his head was set on, “Your employees can and should be your friends.” And if someone flipped that switch he wouldn’t have as many problems, he wouldn’t have as many stories. I think part of why The Office is so popular today is there’s a different type of meditation on incompetence, who’s in charge and why.

			Clark Duke: I’m not even sure you could make the show now because it was just so unrelentingly real at times. I feel like a lot of the stuff that came in its wake, even like Parks and Rec, was tonally so much brighter. But I like the darkness of The Office. That’s what made it so great to me.

			Oscar Nunez: We knew we hit the lottery when we got that show. We’ll never be on a sitcom like this again. We can never top it.

			Creed Bratton (Creed Bratton, Seasons 1–9): I don’t know what season it was, but we were sitting around on the set one day and Steve looked around at everybody and said, “We’ll never, ever have it this good again.” He’s not one to be making these generalized overview statements to everybody, waxing pedantic, but he did that time. It registered and I thought to myself, “He’s probably right,” and he was right. We’ll never, ever be on a TV show like that again. It’s just impossible.

		

	
		
			chapter 1

			THE ORIGINAL OFFICE

			(“I became fascinated with embarrassment.”)

			Long before Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant met and created The Office, they worked at actual offices around London. Gervais—who spent much of the eighties trying in vain to become a George Michael–like pop star—took a job as the assistant events manager at the University of London in 1989. Merchant, meanwhile, bounced all over the city, taking menial gigs that made him desperate to find a line of work that could utilize his comedic talents. Years later, their experiences would prove to be invaluable when creating the show.

			Ricky Gervais (David Brent/Series Cocreator): I was happy with my life back then. I walked to work and I had a good time when I got there. I was with my mates and we drank in the bar after work. But they say that drama is real life with the boring parts taken out and I was obsessed with the boring bits at the office. I was obsessed with the minutiae of an excruciating social faux pas, and someone making a joke that isn’t good and falls flat, and then the aftermath. I became fascinated with embarrassment.

			Stephen Merchant (Series Cocreator): One of my early jobs was working for a mail-order company in the complaints department. I would go down to the warehouse and I’d always have to interact with the people down there. I became interested in the divide between the blue-collar and white-collar worlds. I felt like I somehow could talk to the warehouse guys because we had similar backgrounds, but I’m sure they didn’t really see me that way. I also worked at a charity for a while where I had to stuff envelopes. I just remember using humor and pranks to get through the day.

			In 1997, Gervais landed a new job at the startup radio station XFM.

			Ricky Gervais: My job there was to write material for the DJs, but because I’m so lazy I ended up going in there and doing the bits myself. I’d pop in and do funny little things. Someone from Channel 4 was listening and they gave me a new show called The 11 O’Clock Show, which was like Saturday Night Live without restrictions. It was a spoof of a news show. I had a character that was supposed to be a straight news reporter, but I’d always start editorializing and saying crazy stuff. It gave me a bit of a profile.

			Stephen Merchant: I had an urge to get into radio, which was something I had done while at school. One day I read in a music magazine about a new station that was launching in London called XFM, which had just won a radio license. I sent my CV and a cover letter in the hope there’d be some work. And I got called up for a meeting with Ricky to work as his assistant. I’ve joked over the years that my CV was probably the first one on his pile. I think Ricky would generally agree that he liked to take the path of least resistance. When we met he said to me, “I don’t really know what I’m doing. I’ve sort of sweet-talked my way into this job. You have some radio experience. If you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.” After I started, we would goof around a lot in the office and developed a good rapport.

			Around this time, Gervais began playing around with the idea of an oddball office-manager character named David Brent.

			Stephen Merchant: My memory of it was that he had a handful of observations about the types of people that he’d encountered at offices over the years. One was the sort of guy who liked to joke, but then would quickly turn real serious. So there’s a sort of gag about joking with the receptionist, “Oh, I’m having a barbecue this weekend. I’ve got to cut down on my burgers since I’m watching my weight.” And the secretary would sort of say, “Yeah.” And he’d say, “Well, what do you mean by that? Are you saying I’m fat?” Then there was him giving a job interview and slightly lecherously using it as an opportunity to leer at this young interviewee.

			Ricky Gervais: I saw David Brent as a Frankenstein of all the men I’d met growing up and then worked for. When I was seventeen I went along for a job interview at one of those recruitment places to get a job during the school holidays. It was me and another guy. And this guy went to us, “I don’t give shitty jobs. If two guys come to me . . .” And he phoned up his mate and he went, “Hey, it’s me, yeah. I got two guys for you. Yeah, they’re perfect. Yeah, of course they’re eighteen.” I remember thinking, “Hold on, we’re meant to trust him because he’s lying to a friend? That’s an odd way to ingratiate yourself to two strangers.” That bit made it into the character.

			Gervais and Merchant lost their jobs at XFM in August 1998 when the radio station was bought out by Capital Radio.

			Stephen Merchant: In 1998, I took the training course at the BBC and drew a lot of inspiration from it because even though it was the BBC, it doesn’t mean it’s a world of glamour and showbiz. It’s still people squabbling over chairs and staplers. Anyway, the course required me to make a little documentary. Other people made documentaries about the local barbershop or a local service station. And I said to Ricky, “Why don’t we do something using these character observations we’ve made at offices over the years?”

			Ricky Gervais: When Stephen suggested that, I was watching a lot of docuseries where these ordinary people would be followed by cameras and they’d get their fifteen minutes of fame. There was one called Driving School, which just followed a woman who couldn’t pass her test. There was one called Hotel set in Liverpool. It was just people at work.

			Ash Atalla (Producer): The program makers somehow found these eccentric characters in everyday situations and followed them and wove the equivalent of a narrative complete with multiple A, B, and C story lines and cliffhangers. It was a genre that didn’t exist up until that point.

			Stephen Merchant: We were quite entertained by one [Troubleshooter] where a guy called John Harvey-Jones went around trying to fix problems with struggling companies. He met a bunch of small, family-run firms where there’d be lots of squabbling or just incompetence. We ate through a lot of those when we began putting together The Office. They gave us lots of ideas.

			Ricky Gervais: You were hooked in because they found funny characters that I think people sort of think, “Oh, that could be me.” There’s something aspirational about, “Oh, he’s famous now, and he worked in a factory, well I could do that.”

			Stephen Merchant: When we started working on ideas for our show we literally sat around and just talked about the offices we worked in and the kinds of people that we’d worked with. And quite quickly, we felt like there was a crossover of types that both Ricky and I had worked with. There was the person who didn’t really want to be there and was just getting through the day, which was probably both of us in different ways. And then there was the sort of people who wanted to make sure everyone was doing everything by the book. They normally had a little bit of authority but no real power. I had a boss at the BBC for a while in one of the jobs I did there who tried to be the fun guy, which kind of undermined his own authority.

			They filmed a short demo called Seedy Boss where an early, crude version of David Brent tries to impress a potential hire by lying to his supervisor on the phone right in front of him, essentially a re-creation of Gervais’s teenage experience.

			Stephen Merchant: We were pleased with it straight off the bat, but I think it was a slightly slower gestation in thinking, “Oh, maybe we can make this into a show.” I just remember people sort of started to see it and there was some interest in it. It very quickly took on a life of its own. I had to take it back to the BBC and I managed to get in to see some of the executives there and show them the tape and they were very impressed by it.

			Ash Atalla: Seedy Boss was passed around in comedy circles. There was a bit of a buzz growing around it. And a few producers and directors started circling. And then we set up a meeting with Jon Plowman at the BBC to see about turning it into a series.

			Jon Plowman (Executive Producer): What I remember most about my initial meeting with Ricky and Stephen is their chutzpah. Most people come into a situation like they were in with a degree of humility. I looked at them and I could see that they’d already won a Golden Globe in their heads. There was such confidence. One of them said, “I’ve got a great show,” and the other one said, “I’m gonna star in it.”

			Stephen Merchant: He asked why should we direct it, and I remember in all seriousness saying, “We might be the next Orson Welles.” And he said, “You might not be.” And I said, “You don’t know, we might be.” Now I realize how absurd that sounds. At the time, it wasn’t that I thought we were geniuses. I think we just thought, “No one knows. Maybe we’re really good?” It was bizarre. I don’t know if it was a kind of complete arrogance. I think it was a naïveté probably about, “Well, how hard can this be? We did this thing and this is pretty good.”

			Anil Gupta (Executive Producer): Jane Root was in charge of BBC Two at the time. We played her the demo tape after meeting with Jon Plowman and then explained to her it was a mockumentary about an office. I remember her turning to the guy to her left, a guy named Liam Keelan, who was the scheduler, and there was a pause when the tape finished. She turned to him and said, “Is that funny?” He said, “Yeah.” She said, “All right.” That was them commissioning the pilot.

			Ricky Gervais: I think we got it approved because no one really cared. It was low risk. They were going to put us on Monday nights in the summer. It didn’t cost anything and we didn’t get paid much.

			The show is presented from the point of view of an unseen documentary crew chronicling the mundane lives of workers at an everyday office for a company called Wernham Hogg, which sells paper. The office is managed by David Brent, a failed musician who uses cringe-including humor as a desperate means to impress and befriend his employees. His lead salesman is Tim Canterbury, who dreams of finding a more fulfilling line of work but stays around because he’s desperately in love with Dawn Tinsley, a receptionist who is engaged to a selfish, insensitive warehouse worker. Dawn and Tim kill time by playing jokes on Gareth, an oddball salesman completely obsessed with the military. At almost no point does any actual work get done.

			Ash Atalla: Doing a pilot was a big leap from a demo tape. David Brent had to become a much more well-rounded character, not so much obsessed with women but obsessed with the low-level corporate world. Alongside him, we had to create other well-defined office types. We had all worked in offices and we talked about the archetypes. One we came up with was the everyman, the guy that should have moved to London but stayed in his hometown. That became Tim, played by Martin Freeman. Then we knew that a lot of offices have a mum, someone that makes everything tick. That can be a receptionist or an office manager. That became Dawn. Then there’s the guy obsessed with the military. That became Mackenzie Crook as Gareth.

			Ricky Gervais: Gareth was based on a kid I went to school with who was in the TA [the Territorial Army, the UK equivalent of the National Guard]. He was a real macho man, but when Mackenzie Crook came in for the audition it was even funnier because he’s a guy that looks like a baby bird talking about how he’s able to kill a man. Suddenly it became twice as funny.

			Ash Atalla: We wanted to cast people who were as naturalistic as Ricky. And that’s where you need a bit of luck, the sort of alchemy that comes together on every great show. Ricky had seen Martin Freeman at a sketch show. You could see very quickly that he was a very naturalistic, classy actor. Lucy Davis walked in the door and I did my first audition with her and I was absolutely bowled away by her heart and naturalism, down to the smallest detail of her performance. I mean, you just couldn’t see the acting.

			They set the show in Slough, England, a sleepy town about twenty-five minutes west of Central London.

			Stephen Merchant: It’s just the perfect sort of anonymous town. We used to talk about how if you live in Slough you didn’t quite make it to London. You’re so close to the bright lights, but you’re just not quite close enough.

			Ash Atalla: Slough is Nothingville. When you said Slough, nothing particularly [came] to mind. It was an archetypal working-class British town, the likes of which you find all up and down this country.

			Stephen Merchant: We were originally going to set it at a paper and dye company, but then we researched it and found out that they didn’t really exist. But there were paper companies, obviously. That became interesting to us. It’s something everyone uses, but you never really think about the manufacture or the sale of it. It’s just something everyone has. There’s also something just about the blankness of it, and the anonymity of paper and the idea that in the case of Dawn, it’s something she could draw on that could be really creative and fulfilling. But at the moment, it’s just sort of blank. At one point, I went down to a paper company and sort of wandered around the office and spoke to them and took notes about the sort of mechanics of how it worked.

			They shot the first season over just a couple of months in early 2001.

			Anil Gupta: We found an old production office and shot there. Everything was very cheap. We didn’t really use lighting. We also didn’t have to sit around and wait for the actors to show up. Everybody turned up at the beginning and they stayed the whole time. We didn’t even have a call sheet.

			Stephen Merchant: I remember, on the first day, trying to reassure everyone that even though we were kind of inexperienced, that they were in safe hands. And I remember saying something like, “Yeah, we know all the terms. You know, cut, action, roll over.” And the first AD went, “It’s turn over.” And I said, “Turn over. Right.” So we had no idea what we were doing, really. We just knew what we wanted to see on the screen.

			Andy Hollis (Cinematographer): Stephen always wanted the interviews to look as shitty as possible. He wanted their skin to look really green, like the camera hadn’t been set up right.

			Stephen Merchant: We had this idea that the tapes of the show had been sat on the shelves of the BBC for a long time, and no one had ever aired it and then they’d found it one day and stuck it on to fill up a time slot. So we had the idea that the color had faded like in an old photograph.

			Ricky Gervais: We reveled in the slowness of the show because it was funny. It’s not choreography. It’s supposed to be real life and in real life people talk over each other and fluff their words. There’s that juxtaposition between how you see yourself and how other people see you. That was a big one for me. It was all about that blind spot. That’s why it was a fake documentary. I honestly wanted people to think it was real.

			Stephen Merchant: There were things that struck us when we sort of realized, “Oh, if you shoot a scene through a window, you put the window between you and the action and then that gives it all that distance. And so therefore, you could believe that they have forgotten they were being filmed at that moment.” We called them spying shots. And then we started to get this vocabulary of what was a spy shot and what was in the room and so we started to build up this kind of grammar that became a sort of shorthand as time went on.

			Jon Plowman: Normally the ratio of film to cut film is twelve to one. That means you shoot twelve minutes to get one minute. They were doing thirty to one.

			Stephen Merchant: I remember in the first week of filming the producers came to us and they were like, “Okay, you shot three times more footage than anyone’s ever shot.” We didn’t know, so we were just covering everything, from every angle, every possible iteration. And they said, “You have to shoot less ’cause we just can’t keep up with this amount of tape.” It was quite a steep learning curve about technique. There were stacks and stacks of tapes just getting sent off to the editing suite.

			This led to a tedious work environment where Gervais was always trying to break the tension.

			Stephen Merchant: Ricky used to work hard to make the other actors laugh, particularly Martin. I’m not quite sure why. I think it was probably partly just to keep levity on the set. And I think also probably just that Ricky likes to keep his mind stimulated and keep himself energized. And I think that’s a fun way to do it.

			Ewen MacIntosh (Big Keith): When the camera wasn’t on Ricky, he would do anything to make us laugh. He’d draw a picture of genitalia and point to it just as you were trying to concentrate. He’d do anything to make us crack up. They had a lot of trouble getting scenes finished.

			Stephen Merchant: There was one where Ricky gives Tim an appraisal that just took forever, in part because Ricky kept trying to make Martin laugh. And I used to get kind of frustrated because I was worried about the clock and running out of time. And I would shout at him, “Come on, Rick, for God’s sake.”

			Ewen MacIntosh: After about thirty takes people would be like, “Come on, we have other stuff to do. People want to go home.” But I think Ricky needed an environment like that. He needed to blow off steam. He and Stephen were directing it all day and then going to a hotel room and putting a rough cut together every night. They needed to blow off steam just to stay sane.

			Andy Hollis: A normal shooting day would be eight a.m. to seven p.m. At one point, we were shooting the same week as the World Cup. If there was a big match on, we’d set up one of those big tellys and watch it during the shooting day, which would be unheard of on a normal show.

			Fine-tuning the characters to make them seem grounded and realistic was a constant focus for Merchant and Gervais.

			Ricky Gervais: We always tried to do little things so David didn’t seem too narcissistic, too nasty and too seedy. We made him a bit of a twit. We made him desperate. And as soon as people realized that he was trying to be famous, and he was trying to do the right thing, and he was basically decent but had been sold a dodgy bill of goods, and they could feel his discomfort, they didn’t hate him. When David Brent looks at the camera, he’s looking at you. And you feel it, you feel his pain. It’s like you want to look away because you can’t help him. And I never thought he was a bad person. I thought his biggest crime was that he confused popularity with respect.

			Stephen Merchant: In British TV there’s that long tradition of [the] fairly unlikable protagonist, whether it’s Basil Fawlty [from Fawlty Towers] or [Steve Coogan’s character] Alan Partridge.

			Ricky Gervais: In the end, it’s not even about working in an office. It’s about being thrown together with random people for eight hours a day and all the tensions that come with that. Those themes are universal. Everyone has a boss they don’t like or they think they know better. People always worry they’re wasting their lives. Boy meets girl, sitting next to an idiot, all these things are universal.

			And while David Brent’s antics generated the most laughs, it was Tim’s desperate, unrequited crush on Dawn that drew in many viewers. In a climactic scene, he pulls her into a conference room, tears off the mic, and confesses his feelings even though the audience can’t hear a word. He then slowly walks back to his desk, puts on his mic, and simply says, “She said no, by the way.” They didn’t actually get together until the final moments of a Christmas reunion special that wrapped up the entire show.

			Stephen Merchant: I was always a big fan of Friends and I always loved the will they/won’t they thing with Ross and Rachel. And I was also a fan of Northern Exposure, which had a really great will they/won’t they story at the core of that. I was also aware, having watched those other shows, of the dangers when you bring the characters together. There’s a sort of air that’s let out. There’s a tension that goes. That’s sometimes hard to come back from. Certainly it was tricky on Friends, and so I think we were aware that basically when they got together it was probably the end of the road. So we never intended to get them together until we decided to complete things.

			Ricky Gervais: When it’s done, it’s done. It’s Alfred Hitchcock’s philosophy that the bomb must never go off.

			The show debuted on July 9, 2001, to minimal ratings and mixed reviews.

			Stephen Merchant: I was on a train a few days after the pilot had aired, and there were two women opposite of me talking to each other. One of them said, “Did you see that documentary the other night about an office? It was hilarious.” And the woman next to her said, “Oh, I don’t think that’s a documentary. I think that’s a comedy.” And the other woman who just said she was loving it said, “Oh. Well, it wasn’t very funny then.” The speed with which she turned was extraordinary. I took a real delight in that, in thinking that we’d fooled her.

			Ash Atalla: Traditionally, you didn’t really want it to be out in the summer, because it’s a little bit of a dead time and it’s silly season and people are on vacation and nobody’s really focusing. The flip side of that is that you’re not up against big launches because everyone launches in winter and autumn.

			Jon Plowman: But then people began coming back from their summer holiday and a weird thing started happening where ratings for episodes five and six actually began going up, which rarely happens. They then did a very unusual thing for the BBC where they repeated the whole series just three months later. Then it became a hit.

			The first season was a scant six episodes and Merchant and Gervais decided to pull the plug after a second, six-episode season and a two-part Christmas special.

			Stephen Merchant: It’s laughable really, looking back. But by the end of the second series, I really think we felt we’d run out of steam. I think we were worried we were gonna start to repeat ourselves. That we had sort of made so many of the observations we wanted to make, and we’d explored it. And again, through naïveté I think, we probably thought, “Yeah, let’s wrap it up and move on to something else.”

			Jon Plowman: It was a big hit show. We would have done a third series in a heartbeat, but Ricky wanted to do that Christmas special and then move on.

			Stephen Merchant: As you get older and more experienced you realize, “Oh, actually, there was probably more to explore.” We probably would have perhaps kept it going, but at the time it just felt like we’d sort of said everything, really. We didn’t want it to get tired and stale and feel like it was just, “How is David going to embarrass himself this week?” It just felt like the right decision.

			Ash Atalla: There probably could have been a third, fourth, or fifth season. At the time, it didn’t feel like there was any sort of Office fatigue. But does the show end perfectly? I think it does. Absolutely. It feels complete.

			Stephen Merchant: We wanted Tim and Dawn to get together, and that was always the long-term intention. And so I guess we worked backward from that on those Christmas specials. And we wanted David to sort of have a little bit of an epiphany. We wanted to feel like he’d moved on a couple of stages in his maturity. Tried to get some self-awareness. That seemed like a sweet victory.

			Ricky Gervais: I think I might have got the idea to just do twelve episodes from Fawlty Towers. Add that to my laziness. I’ve got the attention span of a toddler and I want to do the next thing while I’m doing this thing. The only thing that gives me an adrenaline rush is the idea. I wish I could just have the idea, watch it on telly, and not actually have to do anything.

		

	
		
			chapter 2

			COMING TO AMERICA

			(“The Americans will ruin it.”)

			Midway through the run of the series, Gervais got a call on his cell phone from a number he didn’t recognize.

			Ricky Gervais: The voice said, “Hi, Ricky, it’s Ben Silverman.” I didn’t know who that was.

			Ben Silverman (Executive Producer): I was an agent for William Morris in the late nineties living in London. I watched as the Europeans, particularly the Brits, were doing more and more creative things, including in reality television. They were doing docusoaps and amazing game shows. They were reinventing TV. One day I was back in London staying at a friend’s house while on a business trip. I was flipping through the channels and I came across The Office on the BBC Two. For the first couple of minutes I was like, “Are they doing a reality show or making fun of a reality show?” Then I just started to laugh. I thought it was absolutely brilliant. I saw Ricky Gervais’s name in the credits and I got his cell phone number through a mutual friend.

			Ricky Gervais: He said, “I work for a company, I make remakes for America.” Oh yeah, you and everyone else. And you know, obviously at that time, there hadn’t been a successful remake since the seventies. But he said, “I’m in England, where are you?” I went, “I’m on Wardour Street,” and he went, “I’ll come and meet you.” I went, “All right.” So, he got a cab and we met in Starbucks on Wardour Street [in Soho].

			Ben Silverman: I looked at him and I said, “I want to remake this. I know how to do this. I see a vision for how this could work in America and what we’d need to change. I’d love to do this with you.” We talked for two and a half hours.

			Ricky Gervais: I looked at it like, “Well this is exciting and it’s no skin off my nose,” which I thought it wasn’t. I thought it was just me giving them permission to do a remake.

			Ben Silverman: From there, we met with his agent and they contacted the BBC, who also owned the rights, and began a long process to negotiate for it.

			Ash Atalla: We all sort of felt that we should distance ourselves from that American version because we didn’t know what it was going to be like. And there were a lot of people here saying, “You sold out. It’s going to be shit. The Americans will ruin it.”

			Ricky Gervais: Their first stab at it was saying I could play the Brent character. And I said, “What’s the point of that? I’ve done mine. This should be made by Americans, for Americans.” I said, “The Office worked because I knew what it was like to work in an office in England at the turn of the century, that’s why it worked.”

			Stephen Merchant: I’d always been something of a kind of historian of TV and comedy. And I was always very aware that not many shows had successfully transferred across the Atlantic. And my observation was that one of the problems seemed to be that the original creators had tried to do it themselves, and that they’d perhaps come stuck ’cause they just tried to replicate what they’d done in England. The ones that did succeed—like All in the Family and Sanford and Son—had the original writers involved, but they’d obviously had great showrunners in the US and that’s why they sort of blossomed. I thought it seemed important that we didn’t do it ourselves.

			Ben Silverman: I met with a ton of different potential writers and directors, including the directors and writers who had partnered with Larry David on Curb Your Enthusiasm early on. Then I also met with Greg Daniels, who I had always wanted to work with because I loved his work both on King of the Hill and The Simpsons. I knew he was a Harvard-educated intellectual as well as a great writer.

			Greg Daniels (Creator of American Series/Executive Producer): I got a tape of it from my agent and thought it was a really cool, brilliant show. I didn’t really think it would ever be on American television, but I thought it would be a cool meeting to take just to meet those guys. It turned out they were big fans of American television, particularly The Simpsons and an episode I had written of The Simpsons. . . . It was “Homer Badman,’’ from the sixth season, when Homer tries to remove a gummy bear from a babysitter’s bottom. He gets caught in a whole sexual-harassment kind of story, so they liked that. I think maybe that was an Office-y kind of moment. We kind of hit it off based on that.

			Watching The Office in America at this point required either tracking down the DVDs or catching it on BBC America when they began airing episodes in 2003.

			Ben Silverman: We talked and talked and talked about it, but he was really nervous that the underlying material was too beloved. I said to him, “When people are buying books to remake, they’re not looking for the shittiest book. They’re looking for the best bestseller they can buy.” I said, “I have gone after underlying material that was unwatchable and was able to turn it into a good show, but I think this puts us in a head-start position.”

			Ricky Gervais: I wanted to go with Greg Daniels because he went on about the Tim and Dawn love story more than anyone else we met. We thought that was important. He understood the heart of The Office.

			Stephen Merchant: Of all the many people we met, he just seemed the one that was most in tune with the show and with the sort of humanity of the show and the romance. We spent a lot of time in London with him just talking about why we’d made certain choices and what the corollaries would be between Slough and America. There were little differences we didn’t realize at the time, like the tradition of the pub quiz. That is a big thing in England, but less so in the States. There was also the Territorial Army, which Gareth is a member of, and talking about what would be the equivalent in the US. It was him just trying to understand the psychology of the characters so he could build the American equivalent, really.

			Ben Silverman: I told Greg that we had to keep it without a laugh track, which every single broadcast television show, no matter how inventive it was, had. I also wanted to keep it single camera even though every single broadcast television show was multicamera. [To be fair, Arrested Development, Malcolm in the Middle, and a small handful of other shows were also single camera and didn’t use laugh tracks.] And a lot of these people can’t be famous that we cast. It will break the environment that we’re creating if we have movie stars appearing in the show. Greg and I agreed on all of this. And I said, “But the hard part’s going to be getting the network to agree to it.” He laughed and knew that.

			As all this was going down, the four major networks were struggling to adjust to a new world in which they had to compete with cable and the Internet for viewers. HBO—which had spent twenty years relying on six-month-old hit movies and soft-core pornography for ratings—was suddenly the home to groundbreaking shows like The Sopranos, Curb Your Enthusiasm, and The Wire. Meanwhile, NBC, ABC, CBS, and Fox were churning out lifeless sitcoms like Two and a Half Men, along with moronic reality shows like My Big Fat Obnoxious Fiance and an endless slew of procedural dramas like CSI: Miami and NCIS. When a truly original show like Freaks and Geeks somehow made it past the network gatekeepers and onto the air, it was canceled within months. A decade after Friends, Frasier, and Seinfeld had reinvigorated the sitcom, nothing had come along to replace them.

			Alan Sepinwall: Friends was a great show that was the worst thing that happened to TV sitcoms, because it convinced everyone that all you needed was a bunch of really good-looking people in front of the camera. The market became flooded with multicam shows about sexy young people in the city.

			Rob Sheffield: It was almost like the Mad Libs. Take the name of a slightly faded nineties indie film starlet and put her in a city, and the city was always New York, and give her this wacky black female friend and the wacky gay friend. If it’s Julie Delpy it comes out one way, if it’s Heather Graham it comes out another way, but that was the template of the time.

			Jeff Zucker (CEO of NBCUniversal): The format had become a little stale. There had been very few new successes outside of what Chuck Lorre was doing for Warner Bros. and CBS.

			Rob Sheffield: Somebody at a network was saying, “Damn it, I refuse to believe America has fallen out of love with Jim Belushi. Let’s take the chick from Melrose Place [Courtney Thorne-Smith] and marry her to Jim Belushi and then have that sitcom [According to Jim] that runs for-fucking-ever.” That template had completely run out of any sort of inspiration. Workplace sitcoms of the time just didn’t have much of a workplace feel. They never felt like real offices because everybody was a character. It was always, “There’s an office and there’s six people and one-sixth of them are Andy Dick or David Spade or some combination thereof.” They had not evolved at all past The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

			Nathan Rabin: My wife is seven and a half years younger than me so other than Seinfeld, basically, if something has a laugh track, it is incredibly annoying to her. I think there was this whole generation that came to see that as not just artificial and irritating and annoying, but as somehow invalid. I feel like there were people who were trying to find something that was less obnoxious.

			Kevin Reilly (NBC Entertainment Division President): We were coming off twenty years of sitcoms’ being at the center of network television. By that point, there was a lot of entitlement in the creative ranks. The real groundbreakers of the past had been street fighters and scrappers. They had really unique points of view about things and they were fearless. But now you had a generation of writers who had grown up on staff making millions of dollars a year, without ever really having to stick their chin out and kinda take a chance with anything. It created a negative feedback loop where the writers were in a system where they were making a lot of money, the networks were asking for sort of a version of the same old thing, and I think too many writers were willing to do the same old thing to keep the gravy train going. When they did step out and failed, their reaction was, “I’m not making that mistake again.” Ultimately, they were not getting rewarded for being very creative or breaking the mold.

			Alan Sepinwall: A lot of people were being promoted above their experience level and ability. I watched a lot of shows that were run by people who had no business running shows, just because they had worked on Friends or Frasier or Seinfeld.

			And so when Ben Silverman tried shopping around a single-camera, laugh-track-free show about a struggling small-town paper company, he faced a lot of resistance.

			Ben Silverman: HBO was like, “We don’t do formats.” CBS was like, “There’s no way we would do a comedy like this. Maybe we’re down to do a workplace comedy, but no way do we want to do this comedy as you’re envisioning it.” I went to Fox and was like, “This is a Fox comedy. It’s in the tradition of Married . . . with Children and The Simpsons.” And Gail Berman there was just like, “Ugh.” She just had no vision and was terrible. I really thought Fox would be the one since they do this kind of stuff, but sometimes you get the wrong management at the wrong time. But FX was into it. Nick Grad worked there and was a friend of mine. He was really into smart TV and he was way into it. His boss at the time was Kevin Reilly.

			Kevin Reilly: Nick handed me a tape of the British series and I freaked out. I said, “This thing is brilliant.” I was already negotiating at that point to go to NBC, which was not really ultimately the best career choice. But I said to Ben, “I think this would be good for NBC.” At that point, I was looking at NBC coming off of the Friends and Frasier era. There were a lot of derivative sitcoms chasing versions of Friends. I felt like, “Man, we need something fresh in the comedy space.” The workplace comedy was a foundational sitcom idea, but it had really gotten stale. Nothing seemed to be working in the space. And I just looked at this and said, “This is the freshest reinvention.”

			Ben Silverman: Everyone else passed, didn’t want to hear it, or only wanted to do a workplace comedy with significant changes. I thought it could be an NBC show because of NBC’s tradition of upscale comedies. They were the coastal network. They were the intellectual network. They were the home of the shows on broadcast I watched growing up. They were the Hill Street Blues, St. Elsewhere, Cheers, Seinfeld, Cosby network. So I felt like it was in their tradition, and then I also thought Saturday Night Live was actually of the tradition that we were going to go for with The Office as well.

			NBC was in a minor state of panic because Friends and Frasier were kicking off their final seasons and ER was running on fumes.

			Jeffrey Immelt (GE CEO): Our heads were spinning around NBC at that time. GE had acquired Universal in 2004. We were about to have a pretty stinky year in 2005 because our big feature movie was King Kong and it was crap. [It cost $200 million to make and grossed a disappointing $560 million worldwide.] And we had a massive erosion in our ratings at NBC. Two thousand four was the second year of The Apprentice, which I don’t care what anybody says, nobody ever thought that it would be a hit. It was almost our lead show going into 2004. We were trolling around the bottom.

			Their big plan for the 2004–05 season was to launch
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