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Foreword

by Greg Daniels

It’s May 2004. A small company called Netflix only mails you movies on DVD. NBC, the home of “Must See TV,” is throwing a bash in a Manhattan restaurant for the new shows of the 2004–2005 season. I’m standing unnoticed, wearing my only suit, as the casts and producers of the pilots NBC loves are celebrating with executives. The party is packed with the teams from Joey and Father of the Pride, a cartoon sitcom about the pet tigers of Las Vegas magicians Siegfried & Roy. NBC is incredibly confident in Father of the Pride, despite the fact the real Roy has recently been mauled by his tiger, which is a whiff of oncoming doom that someone should be sniffing. Their schedule is built around this sure thing, which was picked up weeks ago, giving its team plenty of time to book hotel rooms and make plans. The Office was picked up only hours before, and I have just arrived in New York to represent the show at the party. That night I will sleep on my parents’ couch.

The previous day I was desperately arguing to the execs that The Office, with its relatable setting, observational humor, and bittersweet tone, was classic NBC—and that testing poorly with audiences only showed we were delivering something fresh, that we would follow the same trajectory as Cheers or Seinfeld. After much courageous tenacity from programming chief Kevin Reilly and persuasive begging from producer Ben Silverman, Jeff Zucker, the head of NBC, finally agreed to give us a tiny weak order: we could make five episodes past the pilot for a midseason launch.

To be fair, the negativity is not only coming from the network top. A New Yorker writer wanted to follow me around during the shooting of the pilot, and literally told me the piece “wouldn’t make you look bad, it would be about how stupid NBC is.”

I wander the party alone, wishing the team was there to share this weird experience. Sixteen months have passed since I first met Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant in Ben’s office. When we wrapped the week of shooting our U.S. adaptation, the cast and crew felt if all we got to make was that pilot, it was still so worth it. But now we will be able to shoot five more. The show will get a chance to grow and find a life.

At the party, ignored by the brass, I start getting to know the ordinary NBC office workers in sales and marketing and affiliate relations that I’ll be working with, and I find they have all seen the pilot in internal screenings and they love it. They get it. They have their own Michael Scotts to deal with, and they give me reassurance that we’re not crazy; this show is special and deserves its break.

I wait in line to thank Jeff Zucker for the five episodes. He pulls me in for a quick handshake before moving on to someone else, muttering only “Okay, Greg, I’m giving you a chance. Don’t fuck it up.”

Are you still reading? If so, you must have an interest in backstage stories about our show. Or else maybe you’re in a bookstore, pretending to be fascinated, while secretly glancing over the top of the page at your office crush, who you convinced to walk to the mall with you. Either way works for me.

I have a lot of backstage stories about The Office, beginning in 2002 when my agent sent me a VHS tape of season one of the brilliant British show to consider adapting, through to turning in the final cut of our series finale, which reunited the team with our adored number one Steve Carell. As the showrunner for most of the run (I started relying on Paul Lieberstein and Jen Celotta in the middle of season five, and Paul took the reins himself in seven and eight), I selected which stories we told from hundreds of ideas pitched, which scenes or lines made it into the script, and which actor improvs or moments made it into the cuts. That means my brain is stuffed with all the false starts, weird clunkers, and paths not traveled. I think one of Michael Scott’s funniest talking heads was a long rant about his shower curtain and a novelty gift bull penis he uses to hold his shampoo. That never made it out of the writers’ room, for good reason, but we laughed for hours in season two wording it every which way. Working on the show was fun, which you would hope would be the case making any TV comedy, but often isn’t.

To guide us with tone, I wrote three words on index cards and taped them to my computer: original • funny • poignant. (The Netflix algorithm has three different words for the show: witty • sitcom • comedy, which is basically funny • funny • funny. Good job, robot!) When I think back about our cast and crew, the words that come to mind are talent • passion • love. They had mad skills, they cared deeply about every detail, and they supported each other.

Two early decisions contributed to the behind-the-scenes spirit of the show. The first was blurring the lines between people’s jobs. Writers acted, actors wrote, editors directed. I asked the accountants their opinions on the edits and listened to story feedback from prop master Phil Shea or set painter Shelley Adajian. The second was finding a tiny lot for us in the middle of nowhere instead of renting stages at a Hollywood studio with a lot of other shows. I mostly wanted a real building and parking lot to shoot, but the best part turned out to be that every day of production the cast and crew ate lunch together. Over the years, over many wonderful meals from our caterer mensch Sergio Giacoman, we bonded into a strong team, maybe even, if I can say it without sounding too much like a deluded Michael Scott . . . a family?

Steve was the dad who went to work every day and provided for us, brought home the bacon with his unique talent and was the moral center, the pillar of integrity. I was the stay-at-home dad, raising the kids (writers?) and running things behind the scenes. One nice thing about my partnership with Steve was that we were the same age and had come up in similar worlds. While most of the cast and writing staff were younger and hipper, our references and instincts worked great for Michael, like the late-eighties SNL sketches we remembered verbatim that made the others scratch their heads. Steve accessed his humanity to make Michael a lovable character despite his flaws; I gave the writers ideas for Michael’s stupidity just by being their boss. Like the time Mindy was depressed about a breakup, and I asked to hold her cell phone and pretended to call her ex as a joke. Halfway through, I blundered and actually connected and then panicked and hung up, as she watched in mounting horror. No wonder she could write Pam so well.

Many times the real experiences we had in our production office went straight into the show. Jen made a game out of the bouncing DVD icon screensaver on a TV . . . boom! Cold open. That’s how a writers’ room is supposed to work. But sometimes it’s more random. Staff writer Caroline Williams was anxious that her grandmother was going to watch her first episode, “Phyllis’ Wedding,” so to tease her during the rewrite, we pretended to put in a fart joke. But fart jokes are powerful magic, and as writers will, we fell in love with it, and pretty soon the joke had put down roots and couldn’t be dislodged. (Sorry, Granny Williams.) Once we even put in stuff that made no sense whatsoever, as when B.J. and Mike Schur had an intense conflict in the writers’ room over a long-sleeve T-shirt. It is memorialized on-screen by Ryan asking “Will I be too warm in a long-sleeve T?” in “Safety Training.” This line is utterly pointless in the episode, but I left it in to remind us of the hilarious super-articulate fury Mike brought to this inconsequential issue. I still have no idea what it was about.

This book is full of the memories and stories of the cast and crew and how we all found our way to each other, from everyone’s point of view. I loved hearing so many of their voices, guided expertly by Brian in his podcast. The benefit of the show’s early lack of success was how it screened out the cautious and political, and attracted adventurous people who were all-in to make something new. My ten years of working with these vivid personalities were the best of times. Please cue up U2’s “With or Without You” under my slow-mo memory montage: Going to London with baller Ben and trying out my first ideas on the gracious and supportive Ricky and Stephen at the Groucho Club. Meeting Steve for the first time at a deli off Mulholland and finding out in moments we would be comedy brothers and friends. Long huddles with John and Jenna sharing our romantic histories in service of greater truthfulness for Jim and Pam. Giggle fits with Rainn directing his talking heads or poring over his family albums looking for a weird Dwight backstory. Oscar, Angela, and Brian calling me over to preview the show-within-a-show they were producing in Accountants’ Corner. Kicking Dave Rogers’s chair legs to make “Watson” edit faster. Jeff Blitz and I trying to get the cat wrangler to put a cash value on the rest of a cat’s acting career in case it didn’t want to return to a set after being thrown (safely) through the ceiling in “Stress Relief.” The detective show we wrote in Video Village for scripty Veda Semarne (Liar! This morning your hair was on your left shoulder!). Standing with Ken Kwapis in the Schrute wedding-graves on a windswept farm as it all came full circle. . . .
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Greg Daniels (left) and team watch the last take of the series finale.

Courtesy of Greg Daniels


The Office boiled down a decade of all our best work into seventy-odd hours of entertaining moments. When you watch it, you’re participating in a great game of human behavior, the sport of people watching. You’re tracking the characters’ delusions and obsessions and noticing them play out in their faces and behaviors, judging how close it is to life or our wishes about life. Those of us who worked on the show were playing that same game, and so you share that connection with everyone Brian interviewed whose stories are in this book. We all find individual humans and their quirks so interesting.

The real story in this book of how we made the show might not be as entertaining as the show itself, but it’s also pretty great: a small band of passionate practitioners of a certain style of comedy coming together as a team, being mocked and criticized, fighting unlikely odds, figuring out how to let our lights shine, and finally coming out on top, still friends, reminiscing for the next generation as the credits roll. Where did it take place? A basketball court in Indiana? The fields of Watership Down? A Shaolin monastery? Or in this case, an undistinguished lot by the railroad tracks, down a street of stonecutters and upholsterers, on the border of Van Nuys and Panorama City. The adventure of my life happened in the most ordinary place in the world. If that isn’t on brand for the show, I don’t know what is.


Preface

How Did We Get Here?

by Brian Baumgartner

In 2007, just days after our season three finale, Angela Kinsey and I traveled from New York to Scranton, Pennsylvania. We had booked a series of appearances there in town. Fairly straightforward stuff. . . . We were to sign autographs at the Steamtown Mall, a shopping center built on an old abandoned railroad yard; have a VIP breakfast at the “Rad,” the Radisson Hotel that used to be the railway station; and finally have a “block party” that was to take place in the center of town. I was so excited. This was my first time visiting the real city where our fictional world was based. I wanted to see it all.

At my urging, a few folks in town (who have now become like family to me) took us to many of the familiar locations from The Office. At Poor Richard’s Pub I signed a bowling pin (I didn’t even know it was in a bowling alley!); at Cooper’s Seafood House I donned an elegant felt crab hat; and at The Bog, Angela and I ended up tending bar into the wee hours of the night. But the fans . . . it is hard even now to describe. Looking back, this trip to Scranton was the moment I realized how deeply The Office had connected with its fans. While we were there, Angela said it best: “We now know how the Beatles must have felt in Liverpool.”

I knew that our little show was successful—I’d seen the ratings—but that’s mostly theoretical. It is one thing to intellectually understand a show is becoming a hit. It is quite another to FEEL it—to be in a confined space with a throng of fans, all of them staring right at you, hunger in their eyes, as they press forward to shake your hand or get a photo with you. It’s lovely, but I’ll be honest, it’s also a little scary. For the first time in my life I had a full police escort. Jenn Gerrity (again, now I consider her family) was the police officer assigned to me. I remember turning to her . . . fear in my eyes and in my voice . . . and saying, “You have my back, right? ’Cause this feels like it could get out of control.” Words I would never have thought I would speak in regard to me and fans.

The next day, Angela and I were safely in the lobby bar in the Rad, and Tim Holmes, the city’s regional director of marketing and events, told me there was a wedding reception happening at the hotel. The bride, he said, was a “really big fan of Kevin.” He asked if I’d be willing to stop by and say hello. Of course I was willing, but at this point in the trip, I wasn’t sure HOW. I couldn’t just walk in the front door of the ballroom—there could be a scene. No problem, he said, they had already gotten clearance from the hotel that I could walk through the “employees only” door, down a flight of stairs, through the service entrance, around back through the kitchen to an unlocked door on the side of the ballroom where they would have the bride there to meet me. This was all a little 007 to me, but whatever—I went with it. The moment I walked inside the ballroom, the bride—still in her white wedding dress, mind you—walked straight over and threw her arms around me and started crying.

“This is the best moment of my life,” she told me.

I’m sorry, what?

I tried to smile and deflect. This could get awkward. Her new husband was standing RIGHT THERE. “No,” I told her. “This cannot be the best moment of your life. You just got MARRIED like an hour ago?!?”

But she was unfazed. “Best moment of my life,” she insisted, as her new husband took photos of US.

For a while, I convinced myself that our show’s popularity was fleeting. Sure, we’d have a second life in syndication, but it’d never be this huge again. We connected with the right audience at the right time in history, but tapping into the cultural zeitgeist is a fleeting, once-in-a-lifetime thing.

But instead, something strange and wonderful has happened. Years after we stopped making new episodes of The Office, the show is more popular than ever. People were rediscovering us—and in some cases, discovering us for the first time—on streaming services like Netflix and Peacock. Nielsen, the company that measures TV ratings, found that audiences watched 57.1 billion minutes of The Office in 2020. Not millions, billions.

A few years ago, I went back to The Westminster Schools, my high school in Atlanta. Ed Helms went to the same school, and though he looks way older than me, I graduated one year earlier. They asked if I’d sit down for a Q&A with students, and I thought, “Why not, this might be fun.” I was expecting a small crowd at most—I mean, these are teenagers we’re talking about. Teens are supposed to be preoccupied with their phones, making memes, and taking selfies. What interest could they possibly have in a decade-old TV show about middle-aged office workers in a dying paper industry?

But when I showed up, the theater was packed. There were students sitting in the aisles, and (I will swear to this) they were hanging from the rafters. I’d performed in plenty of shows in that theater, and I’d never seen so many bodies squeezed inside. And what really struck me was, these kids couldn’t possibly have watched The Office during its initial run. Many of them were in diapers or yet to be born. They’d found it on streaming services, where they somehow picked our show out of literally thousands of other options.

One of the students asked me what my favorite episode was. My answer changes depending on my mood, but on that particular day, I picked “Diversity Day” from season one. The moment I said it, like literally the words “Diversity Day” there was like a wave of laughter that erupted from the crowd. It was the laughter of recognition, the delight of being reminded of an episode of television that makes you happy.

It blew my mind. That episode came out in 2005, the year YouTube launched and Netflix still did most of its business in DVDs. How in the world did they connect so deeply with this show that might as well have been from another century? I remember when I was eighteen, and I guarantee you that my favorite show wasn’t from fifteen years earlier. And I can DOUBLY guarantee you that I would not have known a particular episode by the TITLE OF THE EPISODE.

Why is The Office different? How did we make a show that has a larger and more loyal following today than it did when we first created it?

These are the questions we set out to answer in this book, which grew out of hundreds of hours of interviews. I asked everybody involved in making the show—the cast, the writers, the directors and film crew, producers, casting agents, makeup, and our fearless leader, Greg Daniels—to weigh in on this riddle.

What you’re about to read in Welcome to Dunder Mifflin isn’t just a behind-the-scenes account of how The Office was created, although it’s certainly that too. Yes, we’re going to show you how the sausage gets made, and unlike a sausage factory, our process was a lot more fun (and considerably less gross, chili aside). Michael Scott used to insist that Dunder Mifflin was like a family. Well, it’s debatable whether any of his employees agreed with that sentiment, but what is most certainly true is that the cast and crew of The Office were family, and we still feel that way about each other.

But this is about more than just war stories from the TV trenches. When I started work on this oral history, I thought of it as a true crime podcast. There weren’t any dead bodies or seedy, nefarious characters or an undercurrent of danger. But the mystery was just as compelling. How did we get here? What did The Office do right? Could we find the clues, retrace our steps, and figure out how we stumbled onto a formula that resonates stronger today than it ever did?

I have some theories. And it turns out, many of my old Office mates do, too. And, oh boy it was fun to explore these questions with them. But even more than that, it was fun to just see everyone again. To relive the collective experiences we had in the context of these questions and the show’s popularity today. On set for the pilot. Our terrible ratings in the beginning. That first Golden Globe Awards. Our first Emmys. Our multiple all-night shoots for “Booze Cruise.” Steve leaving. Jim and Pam’s wedding. Our finale together after ten years. And over and over as I talked with my old pals I just kept thinking about what that bride said . . .

“This is the best moment of my life.”

Let’s start at the beginning. . . .
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WELCOME TO DUNDER MIFFLIN: THE FAMOUS OFFICE SIGN ON THE DOOR OF THE “SCRANTON BUSINESS PARK.”
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“Okay, Here’s the Pitch”

The Office Travels Across the Atlantic


BEN SILVERMAN (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER): It was the summer of 2001, and I was staying with my friend [TV producer] Henrietta Conrad in London. She was out one night, and I was sitting in her living room, flipping through the TV for something to watch, and I came across this show. I remember just being mesmerized by it.



Ben Silverman was not used to being surprised by TV shows. Since 1995, he’d worked at esteemed agency William Morris, where he’d been promoted to head of the international packaging division. Which means he found successful TV shows in other countries and “repackaged” them for American audiences.


BEN SILVERMAN: I would travel around the world, looking for ideas and cultural nuggets that could be brought to life in America. I found everything from Who Wants to Be a Millionaire to a myriad of other shows, like Big Brother and Queer as Folk.



In 2001, Silverman left William Morris to launch his own TV production company, Reveille. It was during a trip to London to find potential projects that he first stumbled upon this mysterious show.


BEN SILVERMAN: At first, I was wondering if it was comedy or for real, but I pretty quickly figured it out. And I was laughing, which I almost never do anymore. Because I work in television, a lot of the visceral enjoyment of episodic television goes away for me. But this show, whatever it was, it was just so brilliant and funny, and I immediately connected. Then Henrietta came home, and I was like, “What the hell is this? How do I not know about this? This is my job.” And she’s like, “Oh, it just came on the air.”



That show, which was so new that most Londoners weren’t even aware of it yet, was a single-camera “mockumentary” called The Office, by the then mostly unknown (at least in the U.S.) comedy duo Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant. The show followed a suburban London branch of a fictional paper supply company, Wernham Hogg, starring Gervais as a needy, narcissistic middle manager named David Brent who described himself as “basically a chilled-out entertainer.”


BEN SILVERMAN: Henrietta told me that the best way to Ricky was probably Dan Mazer, who at the time was Sacha Baron Cohen’s partner. So we organized and had dinner with Dan that night. I started peppering Dan with questions about The Office, and he gave me Ricky’s cell phone number.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Within twenty-four hours of seeing The Office for the first time, you somehow manage to get Ricky Gervais’s phone number?

BEN SILVERMAN: [Laughs.] Well, I am in the business of show.



He called Ricky the next morning.





HUMAN RESOURCES FILE

Ben Silverman

Job Title: Executive producer of The Office; cochairman of NBC Universal Entertainment (2007–2009)

Hometown: Manhattan

Training: Tufts University, Class of 1992, history major

Previous Employment: Warner Bros. intern, head of the international packaging division for the William Morris Agency (1995–2002), founder of Reveille production company

Post-Office Credits: Founded Electus production company (2009); executive producer for shows like The Tudors (2007–2010), Ugly Betty (2006–2010), Jane the Virgin (2014–2019), Untold (2021), and American Song Contest (2022); chairman of Propagate Content

Honors: Youngest division head ever employed at William Morris

Special Skills: Packaging international shows for American audiences

Personal History: Proposed to his future wife on a golf course (the ring was hidden in the cup)







RICKY GERVAIS (COCREATOR OF THE OFFICE: I was walking down the street in London—I think I was going to see my agent—and the phone rang. “Hi, it’s Ben Silverman. You don’t know me, but I want to remake The Office for America.” And I went, “Okay.”

BEN SILVERMAN: I said, “I’d love to meet you. Are you in town?”

RICKY GERVAIS: I looked up and said, “I’m right outside the Starbucks on Wardour Street.” He went, “Wait there, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

BEN SILVERMAN: As somebody who travels the world, I hate going to chains. But I almost thought that Ricky was testing me. Like, “Oh, you’re an American, you’ll love this.”

STEPHEN MERCHANT (COCREATOR OF THE OFFICE): Whenever they have a producer character in a Hollywood movie, he’s always like, “We’re gonna make you a star, kid.” Ben is like the Hollywood producer cliché you see in movies, but it works.

BEN SILVERMAN: We talked for two hours. [Ricky and I] very quickly got along because we both love television. We talked about the shows that inspired him, like The Simpsons and [the 1960 Jack Lemmon movie] The Apartment. We talked about reality television, which I’d been a pioneer of in America.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: At the time in the UK, there was a spate of what I guess you’d now call reality TV. Fly-on-the-wall documentaries about everyday subjects. There was a very famous one about a driving school.



Driving School, which aired on BBC One during the summer of 1997, featured student drivers in Bristol and South Wales. It created one of the first household-name British reality stars, Maureen Rees, who repeatedly failed her driving tests.


STEPHEN MERCHANT: It was just following normal people doing driving lessons. And these types of shows were incredibly popular. Nobody had seen everyday people on-screen in that way before.

RICKY GERVAIS: It was ordinary people trying to get their fifteen minutes of fame. Of course, now fame is a different beast. They’d try and get their own game show and make the most of it. But back in the nineties, it was more quaint.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: When we did The Office, we had those shows in our mind.



[image: image]
Ben Silverman and Stephen Merchant, cocreator of The Office (UK).

Courtesy of Teri Weinberg



BEN SILVERMAN: All these vérité reality shows set in these workplace environments in the UK clearly had informed Ricky on what he was mocking. I was explaining to him, we don’t yet have those formats to mock. So as we look at the show, we need to ensure where the characters are grounded and where the comedy comes from. It can’t just be through the faux documentary lens.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Are you also asking him, “Is the show for sale?”

BEN SILVERMAN: No, I’m not asking that, because you don’t sell in our business. It’s not like the shoe business. It’s more like, “Are you interested in adapting your great work for America? And would you like to collaborate with me on this process? I know everything about getting a television show made in America. Which part of that process would you like to learn about? How much would you like to be involved?” He clearly had chosen this Starbucks for a reason, because he says to me, “Oh, good news. My agent is right around the corner. Let’s go meet with him.”



Even before talking to Ricky, Ben had reached out to the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). After all, this wasn’t the first time he’d negotiated to bring a British TV show to American shores.


BEN SILVERMAN: It helped one hundred percent not only knowing where to go but who to call at BBC Worldwide and having those relationships already.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Was there pushback from the BBC?

BEN SILVERMAN: The BBC is a wonderful cultural institution, and I am a huge fan of it. But they’re also a giant government bureaucracy. It was literally like dealing with characters from The Office, trying to get them to move forward on this. They were not used to the pace and process I wanted to follow. They’re much more sophisticated now, but at the time it took a lot of explaining and educating to show them what was possible.

RICKY GERVAIS: When we were pitching our version of The Office to [BBC producer] Jon Plowman, he said, “I’ve got one question. This guy who’s the boss, if he’s so terrible at his job, how does he keep it?” And I said, “Let’s take a little walk around the BBC, shall we?” He just started laughing and went, “Okay, let’s do it.” [Laughs.]

BEN SILVERMAN: I began a three-month process to secure the rights. And I ended up engaging with the BBC for a long time around it. It wasn’t until Duncan [Hayes, Ricky’s agent] helped me unlock it that I realized both the BBC and Ricky controlled the rights. And neither one could do it without the other. In dealing with the BBC, I realized quickly I needed Ricky and Stephen Merchant to actually get it done. And from there, it was negotiations and conversations.



There was another problem. Ricky and Stephen weren’t convinced yet that an American adaptation could work.

[image: image]
Ricky Gervais on the set of The Office (UK).

Courtesy of BBC



RICKY GERVAIS: I’d mostly heard of all the failures, like when they tried to remake Fawlty Towers and it was dreadful.



There were actually three attempts to re-create the John Cleese classic Fawlty Towers in America, including sitcoms starring Harvey Korman (in 1978), Bea Arthur (1983), and John Larroquette (1999). They were all critical and ratings flops.


STEPHEN MERCHANT: The Office was a quirky show even in the UK. The idea that this weird, downbeat sitcom from the UK would somehow translate to American television, where everyone was supposed to be beautiful and a winner, was hard to fathom.

BEN SILVERMAN: Ricky had shared with me that he wanted to end the UK Office.



Ricky had just wrapped the British Office’s second and final season, which aired in the autumn of 2002. The decision to end after just twelve episodes was Ricky’s call, not a cancellation by the BBC.


BEN SILVERMAN: I told him, “We’ll make twenty-five times more episodes than you’ll ever make in the UK, and it will be far more valuable to you than what you do in the UK.” Both of those things became true.



It took months of negotiating, but Ben finally got the blessing of Ricky, Stephen, and the BBC. How did he do it?


STEPHEN MERCHANT: Ben’s a force of nature. He’s like a man who drinks fifteen espressos directly before a meeting. And he has such a real enthusiasm. He was passionate about the show and his enthusiasm was very infectious. He definitely moved that train forward.

BEN SILVERMAN: In my business, if you don’t go after it with perseverance and conviction, you can’t get it done. I had a premonition about this show. You know when you know. I knew when I heard the title of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, I didn’t even need to see the game show. I knew when I saw five frames of The Office, it was fresh and genre breaking. That’s why I kept pushing forward to make this deal.



“Moving the Ship of Comedy in a Different Direction”

The Office Finds Its Captain

Although Ben had found the show, he wasn’t a showrunner, the person who creates and oversees a television program. With nothing else on TV quite like The Office, it was difficult to envision who would be a perfect fit for the job.


BEN SILVERMAN: I immediately looked at Larry David and what he was doing. ’Cause I thought it was the closest in format and we could maybe work with his director. So, we met with Larry Charles, we met with Bob Weide, we met with a lot of people in the Larry David world. I was also a huge fan of Greg Daniels, even though I didn’t know him from a hole in the wall.

GREG DANIELS (DEVELOPED THE OFFICE FOR AMERICAN TV): I’d just come off a very intense eight years at King of the Hill, and it was the first time I’d worked as a showrunner.

After King of the Hill became successful, I was looking for what to do next and I took all sorts of interesting meetings. Like, I had a meeting about possibly redoing The Muppet Show. Right around Christmas of 2003, I believe, my agent Ari Emanuel—he’s the guy that the Ari Gold character on Entourage was based on—sent me a VHS cassette of the British Office. I didn’t watch it, and he called me after the holidays and said, “Hey, I’m gonna send this to the next guy on my list if you don’t watch it.” I said, “All right, all right, I’ll try and watch it tonight.” So I popped the cassette in at like nine P.M. or something, and I stayed up till one in the morning watching it all and absolutely loved it. I couldn’t even figure out how it was done. It didn’t feel scripted at all. It was just so alive and cool.



Greg called Ari, who put him in touch with Ben.


BEN SILVERMAN: I immediately connected with Greg. I just felt his genius and his thoughtfulness and real rigorous approach.

GREG DANIELS: Ben and I both grew up in New York, in the same kind of brainy, city-life environment.

BEN SILVERMAN: I think we both had a real respect for our parents’ intellect, which is something not every kid has. A lot of kids strive for something beyond their parents.







HUMAN RESOURCES FILE

Greg Daniels

Job Title: Creator and original showrunner of the American Office

Hometown: Manhattan

Training: Harvard University, Class of 1985, concentration in history and literature

Previous Employment: Cocreator of King of the Hill (1997–2010), a critically beloved animated show (which managed to feel more realistic and true to life than most live-action shows) about a propane salesman and his quirky family and friends living in a small Texas town; writer for Not Necessarily the News (1985–1987), Saturday Night Live (1987–1990), The Simpsons (1994–1995); three-time Emmy winner prior to The Office (SNL, The Simpsons, and King of the Hill)

Post-Office Credits: Cocreator, executive producer, and writer for Parks and Recreation (2009–2020); creator, director, and executive producer of Upload (2020–) and Space Force (2020–)

Completed Project Work: Six hundred-ish half-hour television episodes (to date)

Managerial Style: Collaborative, encourages improv and numerous field trips for employees

Special Skills: Ability to recite the “Knights Who Say ‘Ni!’” Monty Python sketch by memory

Emergency Contact: Conan O’Brien, former writing partner at the Harvard Lampoon






Greg’s father ran a commercial radio network in New York and his mom worked for the New York Public Library. Ben’s father is an award-winning composer and his mother is an actress and programming executive.


BEN SILVERMAN: Greg’s father now plays bridge with my mother’s best friends, fifty years later. It’s pretty incredible.

GREG DANIELS: Ben’s got an enthusiasm and an energy that I don’t have. I like to carefully plot how I approach stuff, but Ben is like mercury. He zooms in. He’s also able to draw pieces in from all over the place and make a coherent vision.

BEN SILVERMAN: The experience that we both had in connecting on this show was about the architecture of television and the architecture of the idea, because so much about it was newly conceived. We kept talking about it with a shared love of television. We were people who grew up loving TV.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Did it concern you at all that he was mostly involved in the animated world at that point?

BEN SILVERMAN: Not at all. The characters he had created in those animated worlds were very accessible and real in a way that the characters in The Office work. And knowing that The Simpsons had actually informed Ricky and Stephen made me feel like there would be a good correlation.

GREG DANIELS: The Simpsons was really good training in many ways, but there were a lot of things I wanted to do differently. When I got to The Simpsons, it was at the end of season four. The show was getting a little wilder. For King of the Hill, I wanted to keep it contained and realistic. There were a lot of shows around that time trying to re-create The Simpsons’s success and they moved at a very frenetic pace. I was a believer in the value of slowness. A big part of King of the Hill was trying to slow everything down. Like in the pilot, the first couple of minutes were just these guys standing around a truck, just going, “Yep. Yep.” Really slow. That freaked out everybody at Fox. They’d recently done a show called The Critic, which was just bam, bam, bam, bam with the jokes. And here we come with this slow-paced show that was either gonna work or it was going to be a disaster and we’d be dropped out of the business.



It wasn’t a disaster. King of the Hill became one of Fox’s highest-rated programs and won an Emmy in 1999 for Outstanding Animated Program.

But to land the job as the Office showrunner, Greg needed the blessing of Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant. So in February 2003, Ben invited everyone to his office to meet.


GREG DANIELS: I wanted to meet people who I thought were doing the best work, whether or not I would ever work with them. It was really important for me to sell an episode to Seinfeld so that I could work with Larry David and see what was up. Ricky and Stephen had created something amazing, and I wanted to figure it out. But I didn’t really think it was plausible that it would come to American TV or that I would get the job. I just wanted to meet them and ask them about it.



Ben, Greg, Stephen, and Ricky gathered together at a bungalow on the Universal lot.


GREG DANIELS: It turned out that, number one, they loved The Simpsons. Number two, Ricky’s favorite Simpsons episode was one I’d written called “Homer Badman.”



The 1994 episode involved Homer being accused of sexual harassment after he retrieves a gummy Venus de Milo stuck to a babysitter’s butt.


LISA: Dad, I don’t understand. What is she saying you did?

HOMER: Well, Lisa, remember that postcard Grampa sent us from Florida of that alligator biting that woman’s bottom?

BART: Oh yeah, that was brilliant!

HOMER: That’s right, we all thought it was hilarious. But it turns out we were wrong: that alligator was sexually harassing that woman.




GREG DANIELS: So we started vibing nicely. I talked to them about what I saw in the show and how I would adapt it. A lot of it came from King of the Hill, being realistic and slow and poignant.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: The thing which charmed us about Greg was he realized that the beating heart of the show was the will-they-won’t-they romance.

RICKY GERVAIS: We met with a lot of amazing showrunners from some of my favorite programs of all time. We chose Greg not just because of his body of work, which was as good as anyone’s, or because he was a nice chap. It was because he was the only one that brought up that he thought it was a love story. That was very important to me, the love story.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: That was the thing that you really need to get right. People tuned in for the David Brent/Michael Scott character, but they stayed for the love affair.



Greg, however, didn’t share their confidence that he could pull it off.


BEN SILVERMAN: He was so anxious about doing it. He kept saying to me, “I can’t make it better than the British one.” I’d done a show that aired while I was working on this called Coupling, which was an adaptation of a British show that was in the Friends vein. It was almost as if Friends had been adapted to the UK and then adapted back. The show had been perceived poorly in America.



The U.S. adaptation of Coupling, about a group of thirtysomething friends living in Chicago, premiered in September 2003 and lasted just four episodes before being canceled. Even NBC president Jeff Zucker admitted publicly that it “just sucked.”


BEN SILVERMAN: Greg was concerned the same thing was going to happen this time.

GREG DANIELS: The biggest thing I was worried about was taking this little jewel of a TV show and messing it up. I’d have these anxiety dreams where it was like a comedy court, and all the good people in comedy were judging me for remaking The Office and saying I had ruined it.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Wow. Did you usually have anxiety dreams before starting a new project?

GREG DANIELS: Well, at the very beginning of my career, I was writing partners with Conan O’Brien. And he used to say to me, “When you overthink, you start to stink.” [Laughs.] He kind of pegged me as an overthinker.

BEN SILVERMAN: Greg was who I really wanted to do it. And he was suddenly getting cold feet based on the concern of adapting something so critically beloved. And I said, “No one in America has seen this one. It’s too dark, too narrow, and not gonna play to a wide American audience unless we do a more optimistic adaptation informed by your vision and your ownership of the world.”

GREG DANIELS: Ben can be very persuasive.

BEN SILVERMAN: I told him there are millions of great books that are adapted all the time. Do you want to adapt the worst piece of shit? Or do you want to try and adapt a Pulitzer Prize–winning novel?



They had their showrunner. They had the blessing of Gervais and Merchant. They had the rights to produce it in the U.S. There was just one small problem.


BEN SILVERMAN: No one fucking wanted it. So all of this, everything we’d done, it was like spitting into the air. I mean, there’s nothing. We had no traction at all.



Ben reached out to everyone he knew in television, trying to drum up excitement and gauge who might be ready for a groundbreaking television show based on a cult hit from the UK that nobody in the U.S. had heard of (yet).


BEN SILVERMAN: I went to Les Moonves [the CEO of CBS], he passed. Gail Berman [president of entertainment for Fox], she passed immediately. Didn’t get it. HBO said, “We’ll never do a remake of a show.” Showtime wasn’t doing shows like this. HBO, with their typical foo-foo-ness, “we’re too cool for you, buddy,” they just wanted rarefied air and weren’t trying to reach as many people as I was. I’m really culture focused and culture piercing and I wanted scale, so I was worried about it behind a subscription paywall anyway.



When it came to TV comedies in the early 2000s, the networks had a tried-and-true formula that brought in big audiences during prime time and tons of advertising dollars with them. It was all about Friends.


BEN SILVERMAN: Not just Friends, it was Friends and Baywatch. It was Friends and Friends in Bathing Suits. That was like the landscape of TV at that moment, a downward spiral of beauty and superficiality.

EMILY VANDERWERFF (TV CRITIC FOR VOX): The 2000s are often called the golden age of television, but that’s mostly because of dramas like Sopranos, Deadwood, The Wire, The Shield, all those great dark dramas with smart adult storytelling about complicated figures. That didn’t really spread over to comedy. There are certainly good comedies in that era. Everybody Loves Raymond is a fantastic comedy. Arrested Development came out in 2003 and really changed everything. But it was not an era with a lot of great TV comedy.

BEN SILVERMAN: There were no single-camera comedies on broadcast television, no faux documentaries on television other than maybe Reno 911! So it was easy for people to pass. I understand why the head of CBS would have passed. I didn’t feel it should be on CBS at that time. Like, I think it would have died there, frankly.



But Ben kept calling around, and finally he found one network—well, one person, really—who got it.


BEN SILVERMAN: A guy named Nick Grad who worked at FX. He knew what the show was and he loved it.



So Nick brought it to his boss, Kevin Reilly.


KEVIN REILLY (TELEVISION EXECUTIVE): Nick always had a good nose for sort of what’s next. He was the guy I always looked to like, “Is this song cool? Yeah? Okay, great. I think it’s cool too.” This was one of those things where I’d kind of heard about it, and Nick was like, “If you can get it, we’ve got to have it.” It was a perfect FX show.



FX was known for giving airtime to daring, experimental shows like The Shield, Nip/Tuck, and Rescue Me. The Office, with its unconventional format and dark sensibilities, would have fit right in. Ben and Kevin had several meetings to discuss the possibilities, and it appeared The Office had found its perfect home in the U.S. There was just one snag.


KEVIN REILLY: My contract was up at FX. I was in the middle of a lot of negotiations and it looked like I was going back to NBC. I talked to Ben and told him, “Listen, I’d like to take this with me.” I think Ben smelled the opportunity. It would’ve made a great FX show, but I think he was like, “NBC? Well, that could be better.”



Ben had Kevin’s enthusiasm and support, but Jeff Zucker, the then president of NBC Entertainment, wasn’t so sure.


BEN SILVERMAN: Kevin was like, “I may be the only person in the building who likes this, but I’ll give you the pilot commitment.” Little did he know, he was actually my only buyer at the time. He was the only one.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Nobody was even considering it?

BEN SILVERMAN: No one! In all of television. Everyone else had passed.







HUMAN RESOURCES FILE

Kevin Reilly

Job Title: President of entertainment at FX (2000–2003); president of prime-time entertainment (2003), then president of the entertainment division at NBC (2004–2007)

Hometown: Port Washington, New York

Training: Cornell University (ever heard of it?), Class of 1984, communications art major

Previous Employment: Manager of creative affairs at NBC; president of television at Brillstein-Grey Entertainment; helped develop shows like Law & Order, NewsRadio, Just Shoot Me!, The Sopranos, and Saved by the Bell

Post-Office Credits: Chief content officer, HBO Max (2018–2020); president of TNT, TBS, and chief creative officer for Turner Entertainment (2014 to 2020); president of entertainment at Fox Broadcasting Company (2007–2012) and chairman of entertainment (2012–2014)

Tech Support: Kevin the robot, Screech’s sassy AI sidekick on Saved by the Bell, was named after him

Special Skills: Completely mute job interviews (as demonstrated in his season three Office cameo in “The Return”)







BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: He had no idea?

BEN SILVERMAN: None.



We couldn’t live with this terrible secret without sharing it with Kevin.


BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Were you aware that when you discussed The Office with Ben, you were his only buyer?

KEVIN REILLY: [Laughs.] I am not surprised. Ben, in his way, always had me believe it was a long shot. “I think I can get it for you. I’ll do my best, buddy.” Anyone else in the broadcast networks at that time would’ve said, “No way.” There really weren’t a lot of buyers.



If Kevin Reilly had come to his senses, changed his mind, and said, “Nope, sorry, it’s too big a risk for broadcast,” our version of The Office might never have existed at all. But instead . . .


BEN SILVERMAN: Kevin’s like, “Let’s do it. Let’s make it.” I felt very good about it being there. NBC had a tradition of smart adult comedies. They’re the highest aspiration in broadcast comedy in terms of quality. I loved Cheers, and Family Ties. And [former NBC president] Brandon Tartikoff was my role model and mentor. That’s partially why I wanted to take The Office to NBC. Like I wanted to be part of that history of NBC comedies.

GREG DANIELS: It did not seem like a good idea to me. When I signed on to do the show, we were most likely going to sell it to HBO or FX. It was a big twist for me that after I agreed to do it, they switched it to NBC. I was also skeptical because everything on NBC was multicamera. Will & Grace was their number one show, which did not feel at all like The Office.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: How did you finally come around and decide to do it?

GREG DANIELS: I started to convince myself maybe the point of bringing The Office to a network like NBC was to move the ship of comedy in a different direction, towards something I liked more.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: So even if it failed miserably, you were doing your part?

GREG DANIELS: Yeah. Even if I just nudged it in that direction, maybe it would be valuable.



“Scraaaaan-ton”

The Office, American Style

By the summer of 2003, Ben and Greg were officially teamed up. They had their pilot commitment from NBC, and Greg began thinking, “What is the world of The Office?”


GREG DANIELS: I had this Margaret Mead metaphor that I liked to use. Mead was a cultural anthropologist who made her reputation going to some Samoan island and writing a book about the outlandish courting and mating rituals of the young people there.



Mead’s 1928 book, Coming of Age in Samoa, documented the sexual habits of adolescent girls on the Samoan island of Ta'u.


GREG DANIELS: Somebody went back to the island thirty years later and the islanders were like, “Oh yeah, that old lady? We were telling her the craziest stuff.” But I felt like the spirit of the show should be anthropology. An office is such a weird place that brings together all these different people and has its own unique culture. I thought it’d be interesting to approach the show like an anthropologist.

RICKY GERVAIS: I worked in an office for ten years, from 1989 to 1997, and that was the biggest influence on the show, the real life of being part of a working office. You’re thrown together with random people and you have to get along. And David Brent, he was the Frankenstein’s monster of those guys you knew growing up, like the teachers who sometimes embarrassed themselves, or your first boss who was an idiot. The people behaving in ways when they should know better.



Ricky had also observed a rising tide of corporate political correctness.


RICKY GERVAIS: People were being taught what to say and do, but they didn’t really mean it. Guys like David Brent, they knew they couldn’t be sexist upstairs because they’d get in trouble with HR. So they talked a good talk, lecturing about sexism, misogyny, and racism, but deep down they hadn’t changed. They could get away with their bawdy jokes with the guys downstairs in the warehouse, who were untouched by this new PC culture. So Brent was caught between these two worlds.



If any of that sounds familiar, it’s because David Brent was the model for Dunder Mifflin’s boss, Michael Scott. Ben had developed ideas on how to connect the dots between Michael and other figures in American television history.


BEN SILVERMAN: The Michael Scott character was a version of Archie Bunker in All in the Family. He was similar to Homer Simpson as well, this political incorrectness married to the real world of the workplace. I felt the office itself as the location of the show was a very American conceit in a way. Office life and work life was really an American invention, and the shows and movies that informed Ricky’s thinking came from a lot of what existed in America. I immediately saw the banality of the workplace and knew, having lived in those workplaces myself as an assistant and secretary when I was younger, that there’s an underlying pathos there that hadn’t yet been exploited in American television.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: I’m a big fan of American comedy. Like Cheers. The Cheers bar is this kind of surrogate family, which is very much what The Office is.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: It’s funny that you bring up Cheers, because I always felt like our lineage in terms of American television was heavily weighted in Cheers. The difference with Cheers was these people had chosen to come to this place, day after day, and interact with each other. Whereas on The Office, they were forced into being together. But in both shows, the comedy came from a group of disparate people in the same place and how those relationships changed and evolved.

STEPHEN MERCHANT: We used to refer to Norm from Cheers a lot when developing the Tim character [who would become Jim in the American version]. If you remember, Norm had some sort of vague accountancy job that he didn’t really like and was stuck in a rut. But he had a very dry sense of humor that he used to get through life. He was definitely an influence on the Tim character, as was Hawkeye from M*A*S*H [played by Alan Alda], which was another touchstone for us from American TV. Hawkeye used his wit in the face of, in his case, war. But it was the idea of using humor to get through the difficulties of life.



Ben and Greg set about creating their Office, deciding what to bring with them from the British version and what to leave behind. It remained a single-camera faux documentary, and like the British Office, they set it in a gloomy office park. They found a perfect backdrop in an old coal-mining city that was a little past its prime: Scranton, Pennsylvania.


GREG DANIELS: I wanted a place that was just outside of the city but nobody in New York ever visited. A place that was a little faded. There’s something about the Northeast that feels like England to me in a lot of ways. With the weather, it’s a little harder to live there. The people just seemed like they might be hiding their emotions somehow. I was reading John O’Hara, the short story writer, and he has a lot of stuff set in Scranton. I had a list of tons of cities that I thought would work, like Nashua [New Hampshire] and Yonkers [New York], but Scranton is a comedy word. It’s got that hard K sound. Scraaaan-ton.



But the key to the show’s success, according to Stephen Merchant, had less to do with the specific location and more to do with the bittersweetness and melancholy of these characters.


STEPHEN MERCHANT: There was a show that was big in the UK when I was growing up in the seventies called Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? The lyrics to the opening theme song was something like [sings], “Oh, what happened to you? / Whatever happened to me? / What became of the people we used to be?” I mean, it was all about failed opportunities and missed chances. So there’s that sort of tradition in the UK, and I think traditionally in the U.S. that has not been so much the case in network TV. And when you think of Friends, it’s very different.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: [Sings.] “I’ll be there for you, you’ll be there for me.”

STEPHEN MERCHANT: So it seemed sensible to me that if they could rewire The Office at all, it would just be to maybe downplay some of those more cynical, sour British elements and dial up more of that American can-do bright optimism, without losing the fundamental DNA of what made the show work.



At the end of the day, Ricky and Stephen let Greg take the wheel.


STEPHEN MERCHANT: The one sensible advice I remember giving to Ricky was, from knowing a lot about American TV history and the attempts to translate British shows, they often failed when the original British people got involved. Because the British people came over and they thought, “Well, we’re trying to do our thing here in America.” And the truth is, they probably didn’t know enough about America. They didn’t know enough about the nuances or the subtleties of American culture. Or they were so busy trying to replicate the original that they couldn’t find something fresh and new. Ricky and I, our biggest contribution initially was just taking a step back and trusting Greg to find the formula himself rather than meddling.



It may have been a gift that Ben and Greg didn’t have to contend with too many cooks from the UK, but they still had a tough sell to make in the U.S.


BEN SILVERMAN: It was always like, “Okay, here’s the pitch . . .”

GREG DANIELS: An unlikable lead.

BEN SILVERMAN: A single camera, and nobody in the cast is really attractive in a traditional television sense.

GREG DANIELS: Super awkward and slow.

BEN SILVERMAN: No laugh track, and a faux documentary. We know documentaries aren’t popular. Now think about a fake documentary.

GREG DANIELS: The audience has to keep that in mind.

BEN SILVERMAN: And the camera is a character.



It was 2003, and two years had passed since Ben first fell in love with The Office on Henrietta’s couch in London. Pressure was beginning to mount.


BEN SILVERMAN: I really thought, “Well, Friends is getting older. It’s going to need a replacement.” This is back when networks had lineups of shows that were similar. Like, you had a Friday night lineup with four family shows. The Office felt like it could be transformative. The British Office was critically beloved and BBC America had acquired it, so it was starting to get a little buzz within the United States.



But this was pre-Netflix, -Hulu, -YouTube, and -streaming in general. Not everyone was watching BBC America.


BEN SILVERMAN: I’m literally using my phone to tell people about the show. I’m calling them and sending them [website] links and showing them the show and pitching our take on it. I was telling people it will be the greatest show in the history of America. There was no comedy like this on in America today. And this hearkens back to the comedies of Norman Lear. We can do what those shows did. It’s not just a Baywatch world, you know? It’s not just a Friends world.”



Not everyone shared his enthusiasm. Kevin Reilly may have greenlit the pilot, but he was still facing pushback from other executives at NBC.


KEVIN REILLY: There was still this thing that lived in the building post-Friends of “No, no, we want funny. But they’re going to be sexy too, right? I mean, we need that.” That had made its way into comedy, which had never been a part of comedy before. So I came in to NBC thinking, “The Office is exactly what we need to do.” And a lot of people were like, “No, we need the next version of the sexy single girl in New York living with some friends.” And I was like, “No, we really don’t.” This was just the opposite of what everyone thought we needed, which was “Must See TV,” which at that point had become almost a cliché.



So much about The Office was foreign to the upper echelon at NBC. They wanted a multicamera show about attractive urbanites dealing with minor obstacles. This most definitely wasn’t that.


KEVIN REILLY: I had to listen to opinions about whether Americans associate documentaries with noncommercial heaviness. They’re like, “It’s just an obstructive format to most Americans.” I’m just listening and thinking, “Oh my God, really?” Some of these people, they were professionals. They had their own lane of marketing or whatever they were in. But all I could think was, “Do you know what the F you’re talking about?”

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: But how confident were you that it could translate to a broadcast audience? At the time, a single-camera, mock-documentary, no-laugh-track sitcom just wasn’t the norm on network television.

KEVIN REILLY: Yeah, but what I felt all along, from minute one, was that an office comedy is a staple of television. The tone is certainly different, and the lead’s attitude is really different. But at the end of the day, you’re not going to look at this and think, “I don’t understand, what is it?”

BEN SILVERMAN: That is what the entertainment business is. You know, it’s part of your life, every couple of months, you’re basically playing the lottery. But the real lottery is the cultural lottery. The process, the production, the sales, the packaging, the negotiations, all that stuff aside, it’s what the audience thinks that fucking matters. That’s my scorecard in life. Everything else is irrelevant. My entire scorecard is based on cultural impact.



Despite the misgivings of basically everyone at NBC, except for Kevin Reilly, they had their pilot order. The news broke in January 2004, just as the UK Office won two Golden Globes for best TV comedy and best comedy actor (Ricky Gervais). But would the NBC remake ever make it on the air? Some critics were already recoiling at the idea. San Francisco Chronicle writer Tim Goodman predicted that “NBC will give us good-looking twentysomethings in Manhattan, chewing scenery to the deafening tune of a laugh track.” We’d come this far despite improbable odds, but as Steve Carell noted . . .


STEVE CARELL (“MICHAEL SCOTT”): We were all hanging by a thread.



The entire history of The Office, summed up in one sentence.

How did this show that every reasonable person predicted wouldn’t make it beyond a pilot somehow become one of the most iconic and beloved shows in modern TV? How did a show with so much against it—a history of American remakes of British shows sucking, a showrunner whose last hit was animated, a network that preferred comedy with chiseled chins and perky optimism—rise above all that to become . . . well, The Office?

[image: image]
Ben Silverman and Howard Klein, executive producers of The Office.

Courtesy of Teri Weinberg
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“Scranton Hot”

Casting the Lovable Misfits of Dunder Mifflin

[image: image]
AN OPTIMISTIC SEASON ONE CAST.



BEN SILVERMAN: I just wanted to get this thing made. It’s the summer of 2003 and I’m like eighteen months into this project and we haven’t even shot a page of script yet. The show is getting bigger and bigger in the UK. It’s been picked up for a second season. I’ve landed Greg Daniels to adapt it. I’ve gotten Ricky and Stephen and the BBC to sign off on it. I have one buyer who’s shifted from one network to another with more authority and an ability to do it, and now I want to make it. So the next hurdle is casting.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: That’s one hell of a hurdle.

BEN SILVERMAN: Casting was key to this show’s architecture. I knew that the characters and who we cast had to be real and not too pretty. That was one thing we all agreed on and it was another leap of faith from the broadcast network. We were going to try and do something more experimental.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: So who was discussed in that first casting meeting? It was me, wasn’t it?

BEN SILVERMAN: It was all about Brian Baumgartner. [Laughs.] Telling the story just reminds me of how many millions of elements had to come together to create anything meaningful or successful.



It’s hard to imagine now, with The Office such a fixture in pop culture, but the actors didn’t just walk into their roles and inhabit them. The process of finding the perfect mix of characters—the people you looked at and immediately thought, “Well, of course that’s Dwight, of course that’s Jim and Pam, who else could they be?”—was a long and sometimes nerve-racking road.

Before The Office, we were just a bunch of actors (and some nonactors) looking for our big break.


JENNA FISCHER (“PAM BEESLY”): Before The Office? I was a struggling actress. I was auditioning for anything and everything I could. I had done a pilot called Rubbing Charlie. That’s real.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Really? [Laughs.]

JENNA FISCHER: Starring Scott Wolf and myself.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: Were you . . . rubbing Scott Wolf?

JENNA FISCHER: Yeah, he was Charlie. And I rubbed him ’cause I was a masseuse.

BRIAN BAUMGARTNER: So it was really your pilot?

JENNA FISCHER: It was really about Charlie. The more accurate title might have been Charlie Is Rubbed. That was 2002, and at this point I was finally making a living as an actor for one year. I had been in Los Angeles over seven years, but I was finally earning all of my living from just acting. And then the pilot wasn’t picked up.

RAINN WILSON (“DWIGHT SCHRUTE”): Before The Office—well, going way, way back—I did theater for about ten years in New York before I did any TV or film. So really, I was a theater actor. I came out to






[image: image]
















































































“Too Weird for TV”

Assembling the Cast
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“Dare to Bore Me”

The Auditions


































































“It Sounds Like a Fairy Tale”

Finding the Perfect Jim, Pam, and Dwight
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