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	True Blood

	Stories of vampires—creatures that prey on the living and consume human blood—have been around for centuries. They can be found in almost any culture and on every continent. These tales describe animals, like a bat or rodent; a bloated, rosy-cheeked creature filled with blood; or even the undead. You might picture Vlad the Impaler or Countess Báthory, Bram Stoker’s Dracula or Bela Lugosi in a cape. And one version always seems to inspire another. There are novels and stage versions of novels, novels derived from plays, and movies based on other movies that are, in turn, based on legend. (For more insight on this topic, watch Les Vampyres [1914] and Irma Vep [1996].) And then there’s television: Dark Shadows; Night Stalker episodes; Cliffhanger, with Michael Nouri as the dark count; Salem’s Lot, the everyone-killed-by-a-vampire-becomes-a-vampire movie; Forever Knight; Vampire Diaries; Being Human; and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which reestablished vampires as a viable story option and also empowered women—unusual for a horror story.
 
	And then we arrive at Alan Ball’s True Blood. Vampires who don’t hide in the dark arrived on the small screen like never before: fun, sexy, sarcastic and often naked. The story of True Blood hinges on the premise that vampires have “come out” of the coffin and now live openly among humans. Japanese scientists have perfected synthetic blood, which they’ve packaged and bottled as the drink “Tru-Blood.” Now that vampires need no longer rely on human blood, they can live freely (at night, of course), and the fictional town of Bon Temps (“Good Times”), Louisiana, has become a hotbed of supernatural activity and the setting of a unique television show.

	While True Blood is not for the faint of heart—it’s violent and gruesome, and it does not shy away from sexual content—the show is also campy and shouldn’t be taken too seriously. There are serious points and gut-wrenching scenes, but many of the storylines and certainly many of the characters are more funny than tragic. These vampires have fangs, but they also have a sense of humour; the vampire bar is called Fangtasia. Overall, though, the key point is that the vampires in this tale no longer remain in hiding but live out in the open, albeit only at night. Many of them seek normalcy, wanting only to live a regular life.
 
	The irony of True Blood, though, is that we find very little that is normal or common about either the characters or their lives. In fact, the vampires are the least supernatural of the lot. There are shape-shifters, “V” addicts (that is, vampire-blood addicts) and a serial killer who preys on the women of Bon Temps. (This hotbed of supernatural activity mirrors the world of Buffy the Vampire Slayer which takes place in Sunnydale, California, a picturesque town that also happens to sit on a Hellmouth.) At the same time, Ball didn’t want the supernatural elements in True Blood to be judged by outside appearances; he didn’t want someone to be trusted or feared based on how they looked or how they were dressed.

 	So understanding (or discovering) who holds power and who can be trusted is a recurring theme in True Blood. Anyone can “pass” as something they’re not. We see this with shape-shifters, werewolves and the seemingly generous woman who has the ability to transform into a half-bull during a fireside ritual. And the vampires of True Blood have retractable fangs so they can assimilate into the world of humans, if only for a short time. You recognize them as vampires only when they’re ready to reveal themselves.

	Uncertain appearances and identities are apparent right from the beginning. The True Blood pilot opens with a college-age couple driving along a road at night. The couple is an exaggerated version of a frat boy and girlfriend: well dressed and coiffed, wealthy and completely self-absorbed. These college kids are also boorish and border on racist. They stop when they see a sign for Tru-Blood at a roadside store. Of course, in True Blood style, things aren’t as they appear. The store clerk dressed in menacing black goth styling isn’t a vampire; he’s harmless and a little dim. But the regular, southern-hillbilly-looking guy in the trucker cap is one and, as the supposed villain of the scene, might inflict the most harm.  But his threats to the college kids are provoked by their negative comments about vampires; he wants only to defend his supernatural community.

	Alan Ball was born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1957 and grew up in Marietta, a small city just south of Atlanta. His father, Frank, worked as an airline inspector, and his mother, Mary, was a stay-at-home mom. After high school, Ball attended the University of Georgia before transferring to Florida State University in his second year, where he majored in theatre. After graduating, Ball stayed in Florida to work as a playwright with the General Nonsense Theatre in Sarasota until he moved to New York City in 1986. There, he founded the Alarm Dog Repertory Company.

	While living in New York, Ball finally came out to his family. In the years to come, Ball would become a vocal advocate of gay and lesbian rights. His work, particularly Six Feet Under, broke down many stereotypes perpetuated on television and in movies. While it shouldn’t be revolutionary that a same-sex couple—like Six Feet Under’s David Fisher (played by Michael C. Hall, later of Dexter fame), a funeral director, and Keith Charles (played by Matthew St. Patrick), a police officer—could be in a loving relationship and raise children, it wasn’t common in 2003. True Blood doesn’t shy away from gay content either; in fact, like much of the show, it is exaggerated.

	In 1993, Ball’s off-Broadway play Five Women Wearing the Same Dress, about bridesmaids seeking solace from the bride and the wedding, brought him the attention of Hollywood agents. Ball was offered work as a story editor on Grace Under Fire, a sitcom starring comedienne Brett Butler. He moved on after one season to another sitcom, Cybill, which starred Cybill Shepherd. But it was becoming clear to Ball that network comedies did not suit him, as being a playwright and having worked in theatre did not prepare him for this new medium. Ball was also frustrated that the shows seemed to focus on the stars, not the story; he felt they consequently suffered because the storylines and the writing didn’t receive the attention they deserved. Even so, Ball worked on Cybill for the next three seasons as writer and then producer before it was abruptly cancelled. He readily admits that, even though he learned a great deal, he grew increasingly angry during his tenure in network television.
 
	Ball then decided to channel his anger into writing screenplays and turned his attention to the false promise of the suburban American dream. The resulting screenplay, a celebration of nonconformity and the search for beauty outside the norm, marked Ball’s Hollywood breakthrough. American Beauty was launched at the Toronto International Film Festival in September 1999 and went on to win Academy Awards for best picture, best actor for Kevin Spacey, best director for Sam Mendes and best original screenplay for Alan Ball. Ball also won the Golden Globe and Writer’s Guild awards. His script about Lester Burnham, his perfection-obsessed real-estate-agent wife and his angry teenage daughter captured the zeitgeist of late ’90s America. 

	His success meant that Ball could also write his own ticket in Hollywood. After his experience on sitcoms, though, Ball hesitated about working in television again. He was heartened, however, by the appearance of the HBO series The Sopranos. The hour-long drama about Tony Soprano, a New Jersey mobster, and his family contained complex, layered characters and didn’t shy away from difficult and extended storylines. Ball took this as a good sign. So when Ball put together his concept for a television series about a family that runs a funeral home, he brought it to HBO and pitched it as a show about “the terror of intimacy.”

	Ball knew that he had made the right decision when Carolyn Straub, then president of HBO, told him to take it back and make the story deeper and weirder. Ball was grateful for both the advice and the freedom. He did just that and wrote the pilot for Six Feet Under. The show followed a family that was tightly wound and controlled. The development process was not an entirely smooth one, though, as a screenwriter, Gwen O’Donnell, brought a lawsuit against HBO; she claimed that Straub stole her script idea, The Funk Parlor, about a family funeral home in Connecticut, and gave it to Ball. While there are some similarities (e.g., the death of the father and return of the elder son), the lawsuit was rejected by the appellant court. O’Donnell went on to produce her script as a feature film, which was released in 2009.

	After five years of producing Six Feet Under, Alan Ball wanted to work on something that was more cluttered and messy. As sometimes happens, inspiration arrives when we least expect it. When Ball was on his way to a dental appointment, he arrived early, so he decided to stroll through a bookstore to kill some time. He came across a book called Dead Until Dark by Charlaine Harris. Harris was born in Mississippi in 1951. She started out writing conventional mysteries, but her books enjoyed only modest success. When Harris was about to turn 50, she decided to make a change. She devised the story of Sookie Stackhouse, a telepathic waitress in a small Louisiana town, and a community of vampires who no longer live in hiding. The story was part mystery, part horror and part romance, and it was meant to be exciting, sexy and fun. It took more than a year to sell Dead Until Dark, but when Penguin accepted the story, it became a hit. By the time Alan Ball picked up a copy, Harris was working on her sixth novel in the series.

	After reading the first few pages, Ball found himself caught up in the story of Sookie Stackhouse and the vampires of Bon Temps, Louisiana. He thought it clever and funny, and he was hooked—not surprising, considering the readability of Harris’s series. And after his years with Six Feet Under, a series about life in a funeral home, Ball also wanted to produce something that was a little less morbid, even if it still contained a fair amount of death. And vampires, well, offer a different kind of death.

	Unfortunately, the film and television rights to Harris’s books were already spoken for; Ball had to wait more than a year before they became available. Then he had to convince Harris that television would provide a better fit for her story than a feature film. It didn’t take much to convince her, thankfully. Harris recognized that Ball understood the story’s mix of horror and humour, as well as its campy, over-the-top qualities, and that he didn’t want to tone down the story or any of the bizarre storylines. Ball and his team have indeed not attempted to rein in the storylines or plot twists. Still, even faithful readers of Harris’s books will be surprised when the television series plotlines do veer away from the printed word. The world of Bon Temps is an alternate reality, and viewers have to suspend much of their disbelief to be carried along. We move from telepaths and vampires to mediums, fairies, werewolves, werepanthers, witches and more, so True Blood viewers need an open mind.

	Ball pitched True Blood to the network. Michael Lombardo, HBO president of programming at the time, said they accepted the pitch for True Blood based on the network’s successful history with Ball and knowing what he was capable of. In addition, in 2008 HBO was in need of a hit. Their flagship show, The Sopranos, had ended in 2007. Of their other hits, Sex and the City ended in 2004, and Six Feet Under finished its run in 2005. Deadwood, which only lasted three seasons, ended in 2006; The Wire, which was critically acclaimed but never a ratings hit, signed off in March 2008. HBO’s track record started showing signs of tarnish for the first time since stepping into dramatic programming with The Sopranos. In 2007, they passed on Mad Men (which AMC took on) in favour of John from Cincinnati from Deadwood creator David Milch, but they gambled wrongly. Mad Men became a huge success for AMC, whereas John from Cincinnati, a story about California surfers and a mysterious stranger who arrives in town, never really found an audience and lasted only ten episodes. So when Alan Ball, the creator of Six Feet Under, approached the network with the idea for a new series, the network executives were happy to listen. They didn’t balk at Ball’s new series’ storyline—centred on telepaths, vampires and shape-shifters in the American South; they had faith that the series would have broad appeal and reach an audience. As Alan Ball said, True Blood would be like “popcorn for smart people.”

	At first glance, the series begins with a familiar scenario: Sookie Stackhouse and Bill Compton discover an instant attraction to one another when he comes into the bar where she works. Well, it’s not that simple: Sookie is a telepath—she can read minds—and Bill is a vampire, turned during the Civil War. After 140 years on the road, Bill’s returned to his former home of Bon Temps. Much of the story significantly hinges on Sookie’s willingness to welcome and be open with vampires. She’s immediately drawn to Bill, but she’s also very accepting of him and not frightened. When someone points out to her that vampires cannot be trusted, she replies that humans can’t be trusted either. Judging vampires is, to Sookie, like other people having judged her for being different.

	Charlaine Harris has said that making Sookie a telepath was one of the meanest things that she could do to a character in her book because the ability is very alienating. Sookie knows what people are thinking about her or her friends; she hears their darkest secrets, and there is little mystery to the world around her. She almost always knows what to expect from people, and she’s often disappointed by their thoughts and actions. One of the reasons why Sookie is attracted to Bill is because she can’t read his mind. Being with vampires provides a safe zone for her; with them, she only has to deal with her own thoughts and not everyone else’s. Eventually, Bill and Sookie fall in love, but under the disapproving eyes of both the people in town, who believe vampires are dangerous and evil, and the other vampires, who think that

	
	
		Sookie Stackhouse (Anna Paquin): a telepathic waitress

		Jason Stackhouse (Ryan Kwanten): her womanizing (perhaps sexually addicted) older brother

		Bill Compton (Stephen Moyer): a vampire and Civil War veteran, who has returned to his family home in Bon Temps

		Eric Northman (Alexander Skarsgård): a 1,000-year-old Viking vampire and vampire sheriff of Louisiana

		Tara Thornton (Rutina Wesley): Sookie’s best friend, an angry young woman and child of an alcoholic
 
		Sam Merlotte (Sam Trammell): shape-shifter and owner of Merlotte’s Bar

		Lafayette Reynolds (Nelsan Ellis): cook at Merlotte’s, drug dealer (including “V”), Tara’s cousin
 
		Arlene Fowler (Carrie Preston): waitress at Merlotte’s

		Pam De Beaufort (Kristin Bauer): vampire, Eric’s progeny

		Jessica (Deborah Ann Woll): Bill’s progeny

		Andy Bellefleur (Chris Bauer): town sheriff, town drunk (one of them) and a long-lost relation of Bill Compton’s

		Alcide Herveaux (Joe Manganiello): werewolf and another possible love interest for Sookie besides Bill
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