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	Freaks and Geeks

	
	When the innovative teen show Freaks and Geeks premiered in 1999, the shows that dominated the ratings at the time had typical formats and casts: sitcoms with canned laughter and tense dramas with good-looking actors as doctors or lawyers were the norm. It’s not so surprising; this could describe almost any given year in television history. The hit shows in 1999 included ER, The Practice, Law & Order, Ally McBeal and Friends (which had no doctors or lawyers but did offer up pretty people living in pretty incredible Manhattan apartments). In 1999, just as it was twenty years ago and through to the current season, television shows like these featured beautiful people. While the supporting cast was often filled with character actors, the leads were handsome and poster ready. ER, for example, had a dozen people in their cast, but the attractive George Clooney was the de facto lead. Some series did find a gritty realism—NYPD Blue and Homicide: Life on the Streets, of the many police dramas on air, proved to be the exceptions to many of these rules of the usual TV formulas, with their aging, less-than-fit lead actors—but most too often fell into the trap of sensationalism or easy victories. No matter how enjoyable the predictable and reassuring pattern of a Law & Order episode may be, it’s not quite as exciting when you know that the prosecution wins 99% of their cases.
 Some things, however, were evolving. The year 1999 also marked the debut of The West Wing and The Sopranos, shows that raised the level of multi-character dramas with plots that extended over seasons rather than episodes. The characters were far more complex than face value; gangsters were capable of love and domestic desires and politicians struggled with personal troubles as well as political ones. When Freaks and Geeks came on the scene, it was the 93rd most popular show out of the 95 shows on the air that year (7th Heaven and Suddenly Susan tied for 94th, last place). But for a legion of über-fans and television fanatics alike, the show marked a welcome change to the usual fare.
 Freaks and Geeks opens with a shot of a football field. As the camera pans to the left, we see a handsome football player talking to a beautiful, blond cheerleader. They’re sitting on the bleachers—the scene of pep rallies and school spirit, and a ubiquitous symbol in almost every story told by Hollywood about high school and teenagers. As the football player and cheerleader kiss, the camera continues its pan beneath the bleachers to reveal the true heroes of this show. Teens with bad hair, acne and jean jackets are smoking and joking around. Van Halen’s “Running with the Devil” plays on the soundtrack.
 With this 30-second opener, Freaks and Geeks set itself apart from any other television show. Unlike the usual Hollywood fare, Freaks and Geeks pushed the beautiful people aside and gave us stories about people usually ignored by television. As the series tagline says, “This is what high school was like for the rest of us.” The series takes place in early-1980s Michigan at McInley High School. For anyone who’s a fan of Glee, the name will be familiar. Ryan Murphy and the creators of Glee named their high school after the one in Freaks and Geeks, in a nodding tribute to the group of outsiders that came before them.
 The show focuses on Lindsay Weir, a smart girl in the midst of an identity crisis, and her younger brother, Sam, a geeky boy just trying to make it through each day without being tormented by bullies. Lindsay, a former Mathlete and overachiever, spends her time with the freaks, the burnouts who hang out on the smoking patio and listen to classic rock. Sam and his friends, Neal and Bill, deliver the geek factor of the story. They’ve been friends since they were little and share a common language of favourite movies and comedy routines.
 Throughout the 18-episode run of Freaks and Geeks, the definitions of what makes a “freak” and a “geek” changed, and the characters grew beyond simple labels and stereotypes. Freaks and Geeks has often been compared to the other major teen drama of the time, Dawson’s Creek, which received much more attention (and lasted six seasons) and told the stories of impossibly beautiful teenagers living overly dramatic lives. In those six years, the characters of Dawson’s Creek did not change substantially, though they did change love interests often. Throughout the run of Freaks and Geeks, on the other hand, the characters evolved from one episode to the next. They were affected by the events of the story and developed as they gained experience. We might think that we know or understand a character at the beginning of an episode, but we come to see them in a different light by the end. In the world of Freaks and Geeks, nothing was obvious, even the seemingly most obvious things.
 The story of Freaks and Geeks begins with writer Paul Feig. Feig was born on September 17, 1962, and grew up in Mount Clemens, Michigan, a suburb of Detroit. His father owned an army surplus store. If you want to know the true and often excruciatingly embarrassing tales of Feig’s life growing up in 1970s Michigan, you should read his memoir, Kick Me. You will easily recognize the genesis of many Freaks and Geeks moments, including the story of when Sam Weir wore the Parisian Night Suit—a blue one-piece suit with wide collar, wide pants and belt—to school one day. Paul Feig tells his true-life version of this story in his book: the initial pride of wearing a fashionable outfit and then the horror of realizing that no one was looking at him with envy.
 Although he often felt like an outsider and had to deal with bullies who picked on him throughout his school years, Feig did manage to find friends who were like-mindedly obsessed with comedy and music. In creating Freaks and Geeks, Feig paid tribute to these friends and their love of music by incorporating a stellar soundtrack. And despite the fear of being an outcast, he often put himself straight in the line of fire, participating in dance contests and appearing in television commercials for his father’s store. While in high school, Feig started performing stand-up comedy, visiting nursing homes and hospitals to entertain the residents. His parents were very encouraging and supported Paul in whatever their son wanted to try. They even accompanied him to comedy clubs so that he could perform; Feig was only 15 at the time and wasn’t allowed in the clubs without a chaperone. While writing Freaks and Geeks, Feig wanted to honour his parents and their generosity, and so modelled the Weirs after them. The Weirs were supportive parents who took the time to listen to Lindsay and Sam and even stepped up to help their kids’ friends when in need. Even though the Weir family members had their conflicts, they genuinely liked one another yet avoided being overly sentimental. This was also something unique in late ’90s television. The family in Everybody Loves Raymond appeared anything but loving, whereas the family in 7th Heaven seemed far too good to be true. And more often than not, parents simply disappeared for entire seasons on shows like Dawson’s Creek, if they existed at all.
 Feig dropped out of Detroit’s Wayne State University after a year and moved to Los Angeles. He worked as a tour guide at Universal Studios; graduated from the University of Southern California (USC) film program; worked as a script reader for a production company run by Michael Phillips (who had produced Taxi Driver and Close Encounters of the Third Kind); and was a contestant on the game show $25,000 Pyramid—Feig won $29,000—before moving into stand-up comedy full-time.
 He worked for a few years as a comic, often performing in less-than-stellar comedy clubs, before deciding to take a serious stab at acting. Feig worked steadily as an actor, appearing as a semi-regular cast member on It’s Garry Shandling’s Show (during its final season), Dirty Dancing and Sabrina the Teenage Witch, as well as in numerous spots on other series and feature films, albeit usually ones of the B-movie variety.
 Although he did not become a household name, Feig raised enough money through acting jobs, about $30,000, to direct his first feature film, Life Sold Separately, in 1997. Unfortunately, his film about four strangers meeting in a field didn’t make much of a splash—in fact, it never moved beyond the film-festival circuit—and after a year or so of touring college campuses to promote the film with little success, Feig was left disheartened. Encouraged by his wife and writer friends, though, Feig decided to focus his energy on writing for television. He drew on his Michigan youth, and the script for the pilot episode of Freaks and Geeks was born. When he completed the script, he gave it to an old friend from the comedy world to read. That friend was Judd Apatow.
 Apatow had a background similar to Feig’s and so was perhaps the perfect person to take on the project. Born December 6, 1967, Apatow grew up in Long Island, New York. His father, Maury, worked in real estate, and his mother, Tami, worked at a local comedy club. Apatow’s maternal grandfather, Bob Shad, was a music producer who had made albums with the likes of Janis Joplin and Ted Nugent. Apatow’s parents divorced when he was a teenager, and his siblings went to live in different houses. Although both his parents remained supportive and involved in his life, Apatow has admitted in interviews, including one with New York Time Magazine, that he had felt traumatized by this experience for many years to come.
 Like Feig, Apatow was obsessed with comedy as a youth. There is a funny, but telling, story about Apatow and his idol, Steve Martin. During a family vacation to California, he met Martin and asked the comedian for an autograph. Martin politely refused. Apatow then wrote him an angry letter, saying that he shouldn’t treat his fans that way, as they were responsible for his career. Martin replied with a copy of his book, Cruel Shoes, and an apology saying, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were the Judd Apatow.”
 As a teenager, Apatow hosted a comedy show on his high school radio station. Thanks to his mother’s connections, he was able to bring in comedians like newcomer Jerry Seinfeld for interviews. He moved to Los Angeles in the mid-’80s to attend USC, enrolled in the screenwriting program but dropped out before graduating. Like Feig, Apatow began performing stand-up comedy. He spent a lot of time in comedy clubs and became friends with many fellow comedians during this time, including Feig, Jim Carrey and Adam Sandler, with whom he lived for a period of time. He found more success, however, writing jokes for other comedians, including Roseanne Barr. He also realized that he was more comfortable writing for other performers than being the performer.
 In 1992, Apatow produced The Ben Stiller Show for the Fox Network. The Ben Stiller Show consisted of sketch comedy and featured Ben Stiller, as well as Janeane Garofalo, Andy Dick and Bob Odenkirk. The show was critically acclaimed—Apatow and company won an Emmy award for writing—but it was cancelled after one season. In the years since, the fan base for The Ben Stiller Show has grown considerably, and not only because Stiller became such a big star. The show was genuinely funny. It presented bizarre movie and television parody sketches, such as the Last of the Mohicans exercise video—“I put the ‘I Can’ in Mohican”—which included a bonus video, “Jazzercize with Wolves.” Apatow’s television shows, however, began showing an unfortunate pattern of being critically applauded, beloved by a few then quickly cancelled. On the other hand, an interesting aspect of Apatow’s forays into the television world, such as The Ben Stiller Show, remains the ridiculous success that many of his cast members have since found as filmmakers or cultural icons. Stiller became one of the biggest box-office stars by the late ’90s; Garofalo was a respected comedian, writer and actor; and Bob Odenkirk went on to create Mr. Show with David Cross.
 Apatow then moved on to The Larry Sanders Show. This comedy, about the behind-the-scenes life of a late-night talk-show, starred Garry Shandling as the title character, and each episode featured an array of celebrities playing themselves. The often cringe-worthy aspects of the show and the celebrity appearances directly influenced Extras, Curb Your Enthusiasm and the UK version of The Office,. This experience would also prove an important one for Apatow; he has often stated that Shandling served as a mentor to him.
 Garry Shanding was another link between Feig and Apatow. Both had worked with him—Feig, if you remember, became a semi-regular in the final season of It’s the Garry Shandling Show, an avant-garde sitcom that broke the fourth wall between actors and audience with its exposed sets and visible studio cameras. And both considered Shandling an early influence on their work. Apatow pays homage to Shandling in a scene in the Freaks and Geeks episode “Dead Dogs and Gym Teachers.” Bill, the most overtly geeky member of the cast, comes home from school, makes himself a grilled cheese sandwich and watches an episode of the Dinah Shore talk show with Garry Shandling as a guest. Although there is no dialogue in this scene, just a soundtrack of The Who’s song “I’m One” playing, there is no question what is happening. Bill laughs hysterically, mouth open, half-eaten grilled cheese visible. It is a moment of pure joy. Away from the pressures of school, bullies, the changing and confusing world of being a teenager, Bill can be himself and laugh with abandon. Comedy is his escape. It is not hard to picture Apatow at the same age escaping in the same way, drawn to the world of comedy while struggling with his parents’ divorce.
 In the mid-’90s, Apatow started to work on feature films. He produced The Cable Guy, starring Jim Carrey. The film was a notorious flop upon release but has since redeemed itself over the years, with its black comedic take on media, television and friendship. Because of the initial negative reaction and the fact that Apatow had endured a battle with the Writer’s Guild over a writing credit on the film, he was on the lookout for a quality script to throw himself into.
 Apatow, who had a development deal with Dreamworks production studio, did not hesitate in taking on Feig’s script. The trick, though, was to sell the script to a network, which Apatow knew might not be easy. It was a much more common
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