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Chapter One IT’S ALWAYS SUNNY ON TV

Rob McElhenney had a dream. Not a big-picture, life’s-goal kinda dream, though he certainly had some of those, too. This was a literal, middle-of-the-night dream, a nightmare, really, about a cup of sugar and a friend with cancer.

The young actor/waiter had awakened, sweating, from a vision about a guy making a delicious pot of coffee, only to find his sugar bowl empty. When the man went next door to borrow a cup of sweetener, his neighbor greeted him with the news that he’d just found out he had cancer.

Wide awake now and shaken by the dream, McElhenney got out of bed. As he padded around his small Los Angeles apartment—actually a garage behind the house of its owner, who he’d found via an ad on Craigslist when he moved into town—he couldn’t stop thinking about the somber scenario. It was terrible news for the man who had been given this life-altering diagnosis. He deserved the sympathetic ear of a buddy, someone to assure him it would all turn out okay.

And yet… the other guy was probably stressed out himself, trying to get ready for work. Maybe he was running behind. He desperately needed that jolt of caffeine. He really did just want to get some sugar and “get the fuck out of there,” McElhenney reasoned.

And then he thought, there was something sort of funny about that, wasn’t there? About acknowledging that part of someone’s psyche, that part where one person’s need for compassion and basic humanity bumps right up against another’s desire to pretend they didn’t hear this disturbing information and to flee home with sweet crystalline booty?

McElhenney had obsessed about this bit of dark humor past the point of any chance of a return to sleep, so he decided to head to his office (that corner of his West Hollywood garage apartment where he spent countless hours in a chair, balancing his Mac laptop on his knees) to write up his dream as a short scene. Maybe he would even film it. He knew two friends who would totally get the hilarity he saw in the situation.



Most of Glenn Howerton’s early TV work was in the comedy genre, which was unexpected for the Juilliard graduate. His plan after four years at the prestigious New York City training ground for dramatic arts included lots of theater, lots of Serious Actor roles. But while paying the bills with his day job as a bellhop at the Hudson Hotel, a gig he worked alongside comedian Rob Delaney, actor Matt Bomer, and fellow Juilliardian Lee Pace, theater audition after theater audition netted him few callbacks. No TV work was forthcoming, either. Howerton never even landed a guest role on the obligatory aspiring New York City actor résumé entry, Law & Order.

Then in 2002, the New York production of Denis Leary’s ABC cop comedy The Job cast him for a small guest spot, playing a gay wedding planner. Later that year, he was offered his first lead role as the star of That ’80s Show, a Fox sitcom about an aspiring musician working at a San Diego record store. An unplanned shift had begun. Howerton decided that since the world of New York City theater just wasn’t that into him, he’d reciprocate and take the TV series job at Fox. He packed his bags and relocated to Los Angeles.

Meanwhile, on the West Coast, McElhenney wasn’t having as much success as Howerton with landing TV work—there were one-off gigs as a teenage killer on Law & Order and an injured rookie firefighter on ER. But he and Howerton had met a couple of times back in New York, and their mutual manager, Nick Frenkel, reintroduced them as newbie Los Angelinos. They bonded quickly about their industry ambitions. And McElhenney was admittedly lonely. He had been pretty much on his own in this new city since his actor roommate Christopher Backus, the one he moved there with, went to a Hollywood party one night and met an actress. Less than a month later, Backus had moved out to Malibu to live with her. And less than a year later, he and Mira Sorvino were married.

Besides, McElhenney and Howerton had similar senses of humor. As predicted, Howerton loved the scene treatment McElhenney wrote about his sugar-and-cancer dream and encouraged McElhenney to expand upon it; both actors had been watching a lot of Larry David’s irreverent comedy Curb Your Enthusiasm, particularly enjoying how David embraced the complicated nuances of interacting with friends and family and how the curmudgeonly TV version of Larry was often hoisted by his own petard. A favorite episode was from season 2, in which David had wrung laughs out of his character Larry’s misplacement of a pair of plane tickets and a mistaken scene at a river, seemingly simple acts that led to Larry’s sister-in-law canceling her wedding engagement.

Howerton thought McElhenney’s dream scene had a lot in common with the spirit of outrageousness that made up some of the best stories on Curb, and saw it as worthy of development into a full script. Maybe a third person could be added to the mix, a mutual friend to the sugar seeker and the man with cancer? Maybe the third guy would be upset about the man with cancer choosing to share his news with the sugar seeker, whom he wasn’t even that close with, instead of the third guy. Yeah, in fact, the third guy wasn’t just hurt that he’d been left out of the loop—he was angry! How dare the man with cancer seek sympathy and compassion from the sugar seeker, when the third guy had been his friend for years? The third guy was completely pissed off!

And now McElhenney had the makings of an entire story—one that he and Howerton felt they really should turn into a video project.



Charlie Day had also met Howerton a time or two in New York and Los Angeles, their paths crossing at auditions, including the one landing Howerton That ’80s Show (which led to an uncomfortable moment when the two happened to be in a car together as Howerton got the call informing him he’d won the role). Day met McElhenney during a flight to LA, when both of them were going to screen-test for yet another role, this one for a college-set sitcom called Mather House. Seated next to Day on the plane, McElhenney planned to psych his rival out a bit. He wanted that role very badly, and Day wasn’t going to stand in his way. And then they started talking. By the end of the flight, McElhenney knew three things: (1) he genuinely liked Day, (2) Day was the funniest guy he’d ever met, and (3) there was no way in hell that he was going to land the Mather House role if Day was in the running.

As it turned out, neither got the role. The series, written by Seinfeld alums Alec Berg, Jeff Schaffer, and David Mandel—Harvard grads who named the series after the titular university residence hall that was once home to Conan O’Brien—was canceled before it ever began. McElhenney and Day would eventually have the chance to costar back on the East Coast, during the New Jersey production of the skippable 2001 horror movie Campfire Stories.

Charlie Day, who spent four years working at the much-respected Williamstown Theatre Festival in Massachusetts after graduating from Merrimack College, lived in a shabby East Village apartment with actor Jimmi Simpson, another Williamstown alum. The two had a reputation among their friends for making off-the-wall videos. When they weren’t holed up in their apartment at the corner of Delancey and Orchard Streets, helping each other prepare for auditions (including one that Day nailed for a Law & Order appearance), they could be spotted running around the neighborhood creating sketches, Simpson recalled. He was always stunned by Day’s comedic skills, as the two and their buddies would don wigs, hats, and fake teeth for videos like “Drug Lord,” in which Day, Simpson, and fellow Williamstown alums David Hornsby and Logan Marshall-Green are in a drug deal that goes bad; “Quit Smoking,” in which Day goes cold turkey until he spots Simpson’s cigarettes on a coffee table and murders his roommate after going through the whole pack; and the oddly mesmerizing “Speedwagon,” in which Simpson and Hornsby earnestly lip-synch and then sing along with the REO Speedwagon power ballad “Can’t Fight This Feeling.” The videos are now posted on Simpson’s YouTube channel; they are the kind of amateur videos anyone with an iPhone (and the wealth of talent contained among this crew) might do now, but Day and Simpson were doing hundreds of them before they had any huge forum to display them. And it earned them respect among their fellow actors for their creativity, eccentricity, and willingness to put their weirdness on tape.

“My God, those videos were everything,” Simpson says. “[Since] there wasn’t even YouTube yet, we were literally making them to watch with each other and our friends in the three-by-five-foot ‘TV room’ in our place on the Lower East Side. But we got to mess around with our instruments and creativity with zero stakes—essential learning time. Charlie was just so explosively hilarious; every choice he made slayed me. It was a joy to play straight man to him, plus my stories were just so fucking… bizarre. I got to do it my way.”

When Day moved to Los Angeles a couple of years later, he reconnected with McElhenney and Howerton. The three, who all shared Nick Frenkel as a manager by this point, began spending lots of time together, drinking, watching movies and television (including Day and Simpson’s home movies from back in New York), and talking about their work prospects. Common for most young people but downright an obsession for young Hollywood performers. They were unanimously frustrated with the lack of quality jobs coming their way.

They liked to hang out at Howerton’s apartment and read the scripts McElhenney wrote when he wasn’t slinging casual French American fare at Café D’Etoile in West Hollywood. McElhenney, unlike his buddies, didn’t attend college, save the year he squatted in a high school friend’s dorm at Fordham University while bartending and auditioning for TV commercials. When manager Frenkel met McElhenney’s complaints about not getting acting jobs with the suggestion to write his own material, McElhenney did just that. He bought all the requisite books, like the Syd Field and William Goldman and Robert McKee classics on screenwriting, and taught himself the craft. One of his first efforts, a dark movie drama written while commuting on the New York City subway, was optioned by Taxi Driver writer Paul Schrader but got lost in development hell.

Without a formal education or training, McElhenney saw writing as lighting the path to his success in Hollywood, but he also began to think it wouldn’t be enough. He didn’t want to just write, anyway, but also act, direct, produce… make a whole project, tell an entire story. Howerton had talked to him about turning his expanded script for the sugar-cancer story into a video.

Day, with his own video experience, was a key factor in what would become, for the rest of McElhenney’s career, a brand. He wouldn’t just write a script—he would produce a proof of concept, a filmed version of his story, something that could be burned onto a DVD and shown to anyone who might be interested that not only could he write well, but also he could make it into a good movie or show. For this particular endeavor, he was looking to Howerton and Day to lend their ideas, their senses of humor, their acting talent, and Day’s experience with a camcorder to help him bring the video aspect to fruition. Kevin Smith had done it with Clerks, Jon Favreau had done it with Swingers, and Edward Burns had done it with The Brothers McMullen. Now McElhenney saw this DIY project as his path to a career breakout.



Two hundred bucks. That’s what it cost to make the It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia pilot.

Well, maybe a little less than that. Videotapes for the camera, which McElhenney had purchased at Best Buy, opening a credit card account when he decided to start dabbling in homemade videos, ate up most of the informal budget. But there was also gas to get from location to location for the weekend shoots. There was the broom the trio of filmmakers bought so whoever wasn’t on camera at any given time could use it as a makeshift boom mic pole. And there was a lot of cheap pizza, because the other actors who volunteered their time and talent to help film McElhenney’s script deserved at least a slice or two. So while $200 is the unofficial official tally for what McElhenney and company spent to make what would become the It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia pilot, that is the sum most frequently cited as the cost of production. Sadly, there is no collection of receipts that could be framed and hung on the wall of RCG Productions—named so because it’s the production shingle for Rob, Charlie, and Glenn—to mark some of the most consequential videotapes and pizza sold in Hollywood history. Various sources peg the pilot as costing anywhere from $85 to $100 to $200. Years later, Day would tell Stephen Colbert on The Late Show that the budget had definitely been less than $200, saying, “That’s the number [the network] made up because people kept asking how much it cost.” All that matters now is that it was indisputably one of the biggest bargains in television history.

To backtrack for a moment, the pilot wasn’t yet a pilot at this stage. McElhenney, Howerton, and Day just wanted to get something on film that they would shoot together. In fact, though the trio has rarely talked about it outside their The Always Sunny Podcast, the cancer-sugar story wasn’t their first take on filming one of their story ideas. Not only were they all watching Curb Your Enthusiasm, but they were obsessed with the original Ricky Gervais British version of The Office and the comedy series’ mockumentary format. McElhenney, who looked so young that he was asked to audition for teen roles when he was in his twenties, was teased by his friends that he looked like Haley Joel Osment, the child star of the blockbuster film The Sixth Sense. So he came up with his own mockumentary, playing a twentysomething version of Osment and Day playing a twentysomething, post–Malcolm in the Middle version of Frankie Muniz. The two former child stars were “living in a shitty apartment together, fucked up on drugs, trying to get their lives together,” Howerton said. He played their eccentric acting teacher, and though the effort was fun and allowed them to dip their toes into learning how to film a story as a group, they decided to go back to McElhenney’s cup-of-sugar/revelation-of-cancer dream to continue with their videomaking efforts.

Except, at this point, no one had tagged the short as a pilot, or even as something they were making specifically for television. Howerton was happy creating a fun segment to show friends when they came to hang out at his place. He and Day were content to be doing something. While McElhenney would think of Howerton and Day as the on-camera talent—he was “just a scumbag waiter… Charlie and Glenn were real actors,” he said—Day would tell friends that without McElhenney, the most ambitious guy he’s ever known, he and Howerton “wouldn’t have gotten off our asses” to make something happen for themselves.

Throughout the development of the project, the trio had added details and plotting to the story. All three would play struggling actors in Hollywood. That was the world they knew, and those jobs meant their characters had plenty of free time for various shenanigans.

Day would play “Charlie,” the guy with cancer, while Howerton would play “Glenn,” the sugar borrower. The third character, the one jealous about not being told about Charlie’s cancer, was named Mac, and the filmmakers were doubling down on the initial shallow behavior from sugar-seeking Glenn. The characters were taking shape, and they all had epic journeys into selfishness and pettiness ahead of them.

Glenn, in an effort to cheer up Charlie, plotted to get Charlie’s crush to go on a date with him, which would end with her sleeping with Charlie. Known only as “Waitress” (and played by Day’s then-girlfriend, now-wife, Mary Elizabeth Ellis), Charlie’s crush had eyes on someone else: Mac. And Mac was only too happy to sleep with her out of revenge for Charlie not sharing his cancer news.

Meanwhile, McElhenney’s girlfriend at the time, actress Jordan Reid, was playing Sweet Dee, the female foil to the three fellas, and Mac was being played by… not McElhenney.

McElhenney had his hands full with writing, directing, and producing the film, overseeing the whole enterprise, and holding one of the cameras. (A second camera, owned by Howerton, was also in use, and would be held by whoever wasn’t acting at the moment or one of the nearby friends.) David Hornsby, Day’s pal from the Williamstown Theatre Festival and those wild sketches he and Jimmi Simpson filmed back in New York, had also made the move to Los Angeles and stepped in to portray McElhenney’s namesake character.

The short film came together quickly. Just as McElhenney was learning to write scripts, he, Howerton, and Day trained themselves on how to make a narrative video by staging Howerton’s and Day’s and Reid’s apartments as filming locations, carrying a boom mic on a broom to capture the film’s sound, directing themselves and their friends, and editing footage into a cohesive few minutes of storytelling and character studies on their MacBooks. Friends like Jimmi Simpson, who had since moved to LA, also helped with broomstick boom mic holding.

Day’s pithy review of the initial result: “It was not good.”

The writing and acting were on point. But the sound and lighting left a lot to be desired, and these were things they worked on in a do-over shoot and reedit. Which they also deemed not ready for public viewing.

Take two was an epic improvement, the guys felt, but wasn’t their best work, either. So back at it they went, even with all the complications that arose from the erratic scheduling they had to follow with so many costarring friends who had their own pursuits, their own personal lives, and who were, after all, working for pizza.

In what turned out to be a game-changing occurrence, Hornsby wasn’t available to film round three because his girlfriend was in town visiting. Everyone else was ready for (another) repeat performance of their characters, so McElhenney agreed to jump into the role of Mac. Spoiler alert: it worked out well for both Hornsby’s and McElhenney’s professional futures.

The trio was happy with the third take, with the quality of the performances and the technical aspects of filming.

“We just knew… it wasn’t any one thing. It was our process,” Day said. “We hadn’t refined it yet, and we said, ‘Let’s take another crack at it, knowing a little bit more about what [we were] trying to do.’ And we made a much better version.”

Along with all they had learned about camerawork, sound, lighting, and editing, the guys had also gotten a crash course in producing, and they all felt comfortable with the multiple roles they played in the project.

“We had the self-restraint to keep making it until it was as good as we thought it could be,” McElhenney said.

Now, at last, it was time to get some feedback from someone they all respected.

McElhenney gave the movie to manager Nick Frenkel, who issued two thumbs up. He also told his clients he thought they had the makings of a television comedy. Never having imagined the story in that specific format or setting, McElhenney, Howerton, and Day nonetheless immediately started to see the possibilities. Frenkel had mentioned passing the potential episode along to an agent who might have additional thoughts about it, but the actors decided they wanted to produce an accompanying piece of work to go along with the first one and create a nice little package. They had another idea ready for these malcontents they were already starting to see endless storylines for, but there was something else that got the wheels turning in their minds. They had seen the payoff for the many hats they wore during production of the first episode. They now felt confident enough that their new skills provided them with the potential for more control over their acting futures. Frenkel had opened McElhenney’s eyes to the power of writing one’s own material, and Day’s experience running all over his Manhattan neighborhood making offbeat homemade movies with his buddies had gotten Howerton and McElhenney excited to make their own. The guys had produced one episode that had wowed their manager… two, they thought, might really wow TV executives. Better yet, two episodes might be just the impetus that McElhenney, Howerton, and Day needed to prove they weren’t ready to only act in a series; they were ready to star in it, write it, and be the executive producers and showrunners of it, too.

The second episode the guys and their friends filmed revolved around Mac, played from the beginning of this story by McElhenney. Mac was excited about Carmen, a woman he met at a party… until Glenn and Charlie informed him she was transgender. Carmen was played by Howerton’s friend and Juilliard classmate Morena Baccarin, and though it had escaped Mac’s attention that Carmen had a telltale bulge in her jeans, Charlie and Glenn pointed it out. Carmen confirmed the revelation to Mac, who was upset at what he claimed was her deception. Carmen countered that he had flat-out lied to her, telling her he was in pharmaceutical sales. When she told him she had seen him acting in an episode of Law & Order, her positive feedback on his TV performance made him confess his real profession and forget his anger toward her.

Production on the second episode, shot largely in the backyard of the two-bedroom apartment Day shared with Ellis on Franklin Avenue, went much more quickly, further boosting the trio’s confidence in themselves, and sparking them to believe they just might have something special on the burned DVD they put into the hands of Frenkel and his agent friend Ari Greenburg, who liked what he saw, too. He got the humor and agreed it was a comedy made for TV. He offered to set up a few meetings around town.

The show was titled It’s Always Sunny on TV, a nod to the characters’ profession as aspiring actors, and inspired by the a-ha song “The Sun Always Shines on T.V.” Howerton had heard the tune while at the Crunch Fitness gym on Sunset Boulevard, and he thought the adaptation It’s Always Sunny on TV would make a fitting name for the self-absorbed characters he and his friends had created.

McElhenney, Howerton, and Day were certain the two episodes would show all the promise of the irreverent comedy they were determined It’s Always Sunny would be: a deconstruction of the classic sitcom.



The whole project began with a dream and McElhenney’s ambition pushing his friends toward a creative endeavor, the results of which he now carried on a single VHS tape. He was ready for the pitch meetings Ari Greenburg had arranged, ready to show TV executives what he and his friends had done and could do. The VHS tape as the delivery method of their creativity was certainly not going to make anyone in an executive suite see the It’s Always Sunny on TV gang as fresh or cutting-edge, but it did have a well-thought-out purpose. Shiny silver DVDs, like the one holding the footage of the two Sunny shorts, copied directly from McElhenney’s laptop, had a nasty habit of randomly refusing to play in DVD players. McElhenney had seen it happen on his own with a disc of the Sunny shorts he’d burned as a screening for friends at Howerton’s apartment. Worst of all, he’d heard about such nonfunctioning DVDs ruining other Hollywood pitch sessions. Of all the things he could worry about going wrong at any of these meetings—though he was actually a confident, glass-half-full kinda guy by nature—a skipping or totally nonplaying DVD was not going to be one of them. Hence the VHS tape in its unlabeled original cardboard box, which he ferried to more than half a dozen meetings across a couple of days.

McElhenney had one objection to the idea of a pitch meeting: he didn’t want to have to pitch. He didn’t want to go into those network offices filled with television executives who thought they’d seen it all and try to persuade the skeptics that he and his inexperienced collaborators were going to bring something different to TV land. He and Howerton and Day made It’s Always Sunny on TV to show they had something special to offer. So McElhenney intended to simply insert the tape into the VCRs, hit play, and wait for the laughing to commence.

It was a brash decision for someone who was lucky to get such a lineup of networks interested in the first place. Twenty-five-year-old actors, with little writing experience, no credits as producers or showrunners, and deleted minor performances in two movies (The Devil’s Own and Wonder Boys) as their most impressive acting résumé entries don’t usually/often/ever have the opportunity to sell their idea for a comedy series with no known cast members to MTV, VH1, Comedy Central, HBO, CBS, Fox, and FX, all in two short days. It was only the influence of Ari Greenburg that made those meetings happen.

Back in 2004, Greenburg, now the president of the William Morris Endeavor (WME) agency, was an Endeavor agent with an impressive track record of “packaging,” or putting together the elements of TV series. He helped make The Osbournes a seminal reality program for MTV, and was also responsible for Without a Trace, The O.C., Prison Break, and Veronica Mars—all series that became hits. Greenburg would go on to package dozens of other shows, including This Is Us, Heroes, Supernatural, Westworld, Riverdale, Once Upon a Time, Bob’s Burgers, Arrow, and The Flash, and set up huge deals for the likes of Dick Wolf and Greg Berlanti, two of TV’s most prolific producers.

Greenburg particularly connected with McElhenney on a personal level. Yes, he liked It’s Always Sunny on TV and thought it was a very funny show with a lot of potential. But he also, like McElhenney, grew up in Philadelphia, and they both had dreams of making it big in Hollywood but were seen as underdogs to do so.

When Greenburg began interviewing for jobs after his Berkeley graduation, he was excited to land a meeting with a human resources executive at International Creative Management (ICM), one of the industry’s biggest talent agencies. Greenburg’s ultimate goal was to run a broadcast television network, and he was certain a spot in ICM’s agent-training program would be an important first step to his dream destination as one of TV’s top decision-makers. But before he could make it through the interview, the executive shared a crushing opinion: Greenburg didn’t have the makings of a Hollywood agent.

Actually, that review would have crushed a less committed and ambitious young talent. Greenburg instead let it fuel him to become an agent at a different firm, working his way up from phone-answering assistant gigs to junior agent to TV packaging guru and all the way to president of WME. He saw that same kind of commitment and ambition and intelligence in his fellow Philadelphian, and that was a major factor in Greenburg’s decision to take McElhenney and his homemade pilot around town to network development executives.

So, instead of making a formal pitch with a series bible, plans for episodes into season 5, and a big speech about why a prestigious cable network should let three twentysomething guys who spent $200 on a DIY pilot run a series with a multimillion-dollar budget, McElhenney, Frenkel, and Greenburg would walk into executive offices, shake hands, make introductions, exchange a few pleasantries, slide the pilot VHS tape into the office player, and watch along with the people who decided what was on the nation’s TV screens.

Would they laugh alongside these newcomers, clearly getting the dark humor, and then say they wanted to be in the Rob McElhenney–Glenn Howerton–Charlie Day business? Or would they nod politely and shake hands once again as they walked the trio out the door—carrying the complimentary bottles of water and copies of Variety they’d been given—and have the assistant sitting outside the boss’s office possibly offer to validate their parking?

For McElhenney—who was taking these meetings without his partners because his energy and confidence made him a born salesman (“He can sell you your own pants,” Howerton said) and because Howerton and Day were more than happy to skip the business part of what went into a television show—it turned out to be a bit of a Goldilocks situation.

HBO and VH1 passed immediately, politely, in that showing-you-to-the-door kind of way.

MTV and Comedy Central liked the short videos enough to make offers, but neither of them were willing to let the guys continue on as the series’ creative forces. That, of course, was a deal-breaker.

“ ‘If you like what you’re seeing, and you want us to keep doing it, then this is the process through which we did it,’ ” McElhenney said, explaining how he tried to reason with the executives. “Why would you change that? You know, [they] were like, ‘We’re not buying what you’re saying. We like the show, but you’re a waiter. With all due respect, we can’t have a waiter step in and run this show.’ ”

CBS executives liked the show, but it was their opinion that the humor was not a good fit for the more buttoned-up demographic of the Eye Network.

And at the meeting with the Fox executives, there were no laughs whatsoever. Not a single snicker or snort in the room.

“They did not get it,” McElhenney said. “It was the only room that did not laugh once. I was just looking over at an executive who had a stone face through the entire thing. When it was over, he stood up and said, ‘Okay, thanks.’ That was the end of it.” Definitely no parking validation there, either.

And then came the inflection point: a meeting that brought together three talented creatives with fresh points of view that would fuel them to tell stories in clever new ways with a little-known but growing network anxious to build a brand. RCG had landed at FX, with its new president who wanted to shake up television programming and the way TV series were made. And who was the only executive open to the idea of allowing these three green would-be showrunners to learn how to make a TV series on his company’s dime.

FX president John Landgraf thought he might have found the show that would allow him to start creating a signature comedy block at his new TV home. And just like Goldilocks, the It’s Always Sunny on TV team thought they might have finally found their just-right.
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Chapter Two THE SUN ALWAYS SHINES ON SUNNY

One of John Landgraf’s jobs before he took the reins as FX president of entertainment in 2004 was a five-year stint as the vice president of primetime at NBC, where, among his accomplishments, he shepherded the development of some of the network’s biggest series ever, like The West Wing and, on the comedy side, Friends.

By the time Landgraf made his way to FX, one of his goals was to establish his new cable home as a prime destination for comedy.

So it might have been surprising that one of the first series he chose to help him build that brand was one touting itself as the deconstructor of traditional television sitcoms. In fact, McElhenney, himself a self-professed fan of Friends, would describe his comedy as: “We made the anti-Friends. That’s what our mantra was.”

So how did the executive who helped bring Friends to primetime TV, and the guys who made it one of their guiding principles to tear down that show’s guiding principles, begin a partnership? It was a meeting of the minds when it came to what they found funny. And it made good business sense.

Launched only a decade earlier from leased space formerly occupied by a china showroom in Manhattan’s Flatiron District and originally styled as fX, the network’s early emphasis was on original, interactive live talk and entertainment shows (hosted by the likes of Tom Bergeron and Jeff Probst) that aired from a space that had been renovated into a functioning apartment. The network soon redesigned its logo and shifted focus to its primetime efforts. It spent millions of dollars on the rights to air hit dramas NYPD Blue and The X-Files five nights a week. FX continued to add other established series to its schedule—like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and M*A*S*H reruns—as well as NASCAR events and Major League Baseball games, and movie favorites like The Green Mile and The Blair Witch Project. Audiences grew, too, and in 2001, FX finally became available to cable viewers in New York City.

The cable network really began to hit its stride when then–FX CEO Peter Liguori again put original series in the spotlight. The premiere of Son of the Beach, a Baywatch spoof starring Timothy Stack and with Howard Stern among its executive producers, launched that initiative in 2000. The comedy ran for three seasons chock-full of double entendres, puns, and guest stars that ranged from Mark Hamill and RuPaul to (far, far at the other end of the talent gamut) Joey Buttafuoco. The edgy, dark dramedy Nip/Tuck, Ryan Murphy’s series about the personal and professional lives of plastic surgeons played by Dylan Walsh and Julian McMahon, debuted under Liguori in 2003, and it was on his watch that the Denis Leary dramedy Rescue Me, which followed the personal and professional lives of deeply tested New York City firefighters post 9/11, was developed.

FX’s first move to premium television land, though, came with Liguori’s 2002 debut of The Shield, an intense, gritty crime drama created by Shawn Ryan that revolved around a group of Los Angeles cops working to crack down on some of the most violent, often gang-affiliated criminals while regularly using illegal methods to do it. The Shield received Golden Globe and Peabody Awards, and breakout star Michael Chiklis won the lead actor Emmy and Golden Globe for the series’ first season. With standout performances by Walton Goggins, CCH Pounder, Glenn Close, Benito Martinez, and Catherine Dent, The Shield was not only FX’s first major hit but it also has earned a spot on most lists of the greatest television series of all time, and its last episode in 2008 is widely considered to be one of the all-time best TV series finales.

Liguori and his executives had turned the latest iteration of FX into a hot new cable channel, but in a way that was equally as fresh and innovative as the launch team for fX had back in 1994.

And the future was only going to grow brighter for the network, thanks to the new executive who would earn himself the nickname “the Mayor of Television” and put his faith in three inexperienced friends who applied all their talents, and a bit of pizza money, to creating FX’s history-making, most enduring hit.

When Landgraf (and his FX development executives Nick Grad, Eric Schrier, and Matt Cherniss) agreed to meet with RCG’s manager, Nick Frenkel, it was as a favor to Frenkel.

And though all of his pitch-less pitch meetings had so far left him without an offer (or, at least, without an offer he and the “CG” portion of the trio of aspiring auteurs were content to accept), McElhenney stuck to his original plan. No pitch. Just the two proof-of-concept episodes of It’s Always Sunny on TV, this time delivered on a higher-quality DVD, one that was guaranteed to play correctly.

“So I put in the DVD of the two episodes we’d shot and said, ‘We made this. Check it out!’ ” McElhenney recalled in an essay he wrote for The Hollywood Reporter. “If FX worried about letting us do a show, they didn’t let on. That they gave a waiter and his two buddies their own series is still pretty shocking to me.”

Landgraf had his reasons for offering McElhenney, Day, and Howerton a deal, the biggest being he genuinely liked the pilot episodes. He thought they were funny, irreverent, unlike anything else he’d seen. Certainly unlike anything else he’d seen on cable. They had a distinct point of view and showcased the exact kind of humor he wanted to build the FX comedy brand around. And he liked McElhenney, who he would say was like a young Larry David, the now legendary Seinfeld and Curb Your Enthusiasm creator.

There could have been no better comparison to McElhenney, a huge David fan who would have some pretty, pretty, pretty interesting interactions with his industry exemplar a few years down the road.

“It was a good partnership, because they wanted to learn, and we wanted to kind of reinvent the model,” Landgraf said.

So impressed was the FX honcho with McElhenney, Day, and Howerton that he offered them $400,000 to reshoot their pilot with a professional crew. And he agreed give them to what was most important to them: control. All three would star in the series, and all three would serve as executive producers and writers. McElhenney, officially credited as series creator, would also direct the new and official pilot, just as he had the two DIY episodes (which had cost a mere .05 percent of the FX-backed reshoot).

That pilot was not the end of the Sunny path to FX’s schedule, however. To launch the Landgraf era of comedy on FX, It’s Always Sunny was up against three other series pilots: a sketch comedy produced by Jamie Foxx (who was about to win a Best Actor Oscar for Ray, and received a Supporting Actor Oscar nomination for Collateral, in the same year); Human Animals, about a couple who makes wildlife documentaries, from Married producer Andrew Gurland and The O.C. producer Doug Liman; and Starved, about a group of friends in an eating disorders support group, created by and starring Eric Schaeffer.

By early 2005, Sunny and Starved were announced as the winners of seven-episode season orders, to air in a one-hour comedy block later that summer. FX scheduled both shows to premiere on August 4, 2005, with Starved leading the way at 10:00 p.m.

In return, FX had some demands for the It’s Always Sunny pack. Though they didn’t require tinkering with what the show was intended to be, they turned out to be significant changes.

First, the three main characters (more on that fourth main character we met in season 1 coming up shortly) were portrayed as actors living in Hollywood. That had to go. Landgraf felt there had already been a lot of shows about the industry in recent years—Entourage, The Comeback, Curb Your Enthusiasm, and the soon-to-premiere Friends spin-off, Joey—and it wasn’t a fresh topic or backdrop any longer. Los Angeles as the setting became redundant then since they weren’t going to be actors; so say goodbye to Hollywood. But since the characters did need to be employed in a situation that would leave them with plenty of messing-around time on their hands, RCG came up with Mac, Charlie, and Glenn owning a bar. And how about setting it in Philadelphia, McElhenney’s beloved hometown? Not only would it be a nice nod to the City of Brotherly Love, but it was where his family and so many of his friends still lived. Their South Philly pub, a dive bar if ever there was one, would be called Paddy’s Pub.

The series needed a new name now that it was no longer a comedy revolving around the entertainment industry, so It’s Always Sunny on TV morphed into It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia. Unwieldy, yes, as any media person who’s covered the show for the past seventeen seasons and had to type that title frequently will concur, but it’s a good adaptation of the original. One of the alternative names the newly appointed executive producers considered: Jerks. Succinct, accurate, but forgettable. And It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, the title and the show, is anything but that.

In another knock-on effect of changing the characters’ profession, new theme music had to be selected. A cha-cha version of “Hooray for Hollywood,” the classic song first used in the 1937 Busby Berkeley musical comedy Hollywood Hotel, was no longer a good fit. It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia was running on a supertight budget, so the producers had to pick a new theme song from a library of moderately priced options. They wanted something peppy and upbeat, something that the characters might think was perfectly appropriate for who they are but which would actually be a rather ironic, feel-good introduction to a group that is given to rather appalling behavior right from the series’ beginning. The winner: “Temptation Sensation” by German composer and big band conductor Heinz Kiessling. The Sunny crew were introduced to Kiessling’s compositions by music supervisor Ray Espinola, and had actually chosen another Kiessling tune, “Off Broadway,” as the theme song. But when Landgraf heard “Temptation Sensation,” he was sure that was the way to go, a decision that Day has since said he agrees with (though he also said he thinks the song title sounds like something from a pornographic film). But “Off Broadway” survived on the series, along with a soundtrack full of instantly recognizable, oft-used (and oddly named) Kiessling tracks, including “Take the Plunge,” “On Your Bike” (which includes the sound of a bicycle bell being rung), “Coconut Shy,” “Captain’s Table,” “Hotsy-Totsy,” and “Blue Blood.”

Sunny composer Cormac Bluestone is another member of Day’s talented circle of friends from the Williamstown Theatre Festival, and he points out that there are nearly twenty musical transitions used on the show. And because he has worked with that music for fourteen seasons and counting, he is probably one of the few people who knows each of those clips by title and songwriter. Bluestone, who plays multiple instruments and sings, has also worked as a casting agent, and an actor on shows like Billions, The Blacklist, Veep, Blue Bloods, and, yes, Sunny.



Finally, in a subject that has rarely been publicly addressed by the network, McElhenney, Day, or Howerton: before IASIP—a favorite shorthand to refer to the series—premiered on FX, a major casting change was made.

The original actress playing “Sweet” Dee Reynolds (so named because of her character’s originally cheerier outlook, the opposite of what her male cohorts were portraying) was Jordan Reid Berkow, a willowy blonde who went simply by Jordan Reid. After college, she moved to Los Angeles to pursue an acting career. There, she reconnected with her ex-boyfriend, McElhenney, and they began dating again amid her involvement in the filming of the two pilot episodes.

In a 2016 blog post, Reid recalled one of the guys (likely Howerton) once scheduled a meeting in which she and RCG made a pact to stick together, no matter what, if FX wanted to make any casting changes. They all shook on it inside McElhenney’s trailer; the network had to leave all of them in place, or none of them.

But while Reid said the professional relationship had been solidified during that pact meeting, her romantic relationship with McElhenney was not on track. Then she began to feel like her place on the show was on shaky ground, too. And when the network named the three guys as executive producers and provided office space and a desk for each of the three, she wrote that she began to feel like she “was welcome when I was the girlfriend of the creator — but once I wasn’t, my role in creating [FX’s] new pet project was forgotten.” Reid wrote that during a breakup conversation with McElhenney, he told her if she broke up with him, she was out of the show. She ended the romance anyway.

In a 2021 profile of McElhenney, The New York Times reported that after the foursome had finished the professionally reshot version of the pilot, FX asked the three executive producers if they would be willing to replace Reid in the role of Sweet Dee. Awaiting news of whether the pilot would be picked up for a series, the three friends agreed to hire a new actress as the female lead, and Reid was fired.

In her essay about the experience, which includes photos of her with her three costars, in a car with Day, and on the pilot set with Howerton and Artemis Pebdani, Reid wrote that she felt hurt and betrayed but was not sorry she hadn’t agreed to remain in a relationship with McElhenney to continue her role.

She was given a small payment—the equivalent of one episode of the series, she wrote—but remained angry and did some things she wasn’t proud of, like illegally recording “damning conversations.” She also considered filing a lawsuit but was told it would be a long, expensive process that would also likely end her chances of casting agents hiring her for other projects because she would “always be known as ‘the girl who sued FX.’ ” So she let it go, as much as anyone could.

And, though Reid wrote in the essay that she never again talked to Day or Howerton after she and McElhenney split, the aforementioned New York Times story quotes her as saying that she “no longer begrudges the men for seizing their opportunity.” She and McElhenney each told the article’s writer that they were once again friends.



After the drama of losing their leading lady—the only woman in the main cast—and with an order of
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