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	Breaking Bad

	Making great television poses many challenges, not the least of which, according to Breaking Bad’s creator and executive producer, Vince Gilligan, is that characters are rarely allowed to change. This rule has exceptions, of course. After all, where would soap operas be if characters couldn’t switch from honourable to despicable and back again? And over the five seasons of Alan Ball’s Six Feet Under, characters evolved, and some were remarkably different people by the end of the series. In Breaking Bad, character change propels the series forward, but Gilligan takes an unusual approach. Breaking Bad is about the descent of man, and of one man in particular: Walter White, a high school chemistry teacher, part-time car wash employee, father, cancer patient and crystal meth cooker in Albuquerque, New Mexico. The audience may think they’ve heard all the drug dealer stories there are to tell, but Walter White’s journey from upstanding citizen to underworld criminal is unique in the television world. And the show not only offers a remarkable story but also has a compelling way of telling it. Breaking Bad provides both astonishingly tense and outrageously funny moments, often at the same time.

	The show opens with Walter White discovering he has advanced lung cancer. In an attempt to accumulate enough income that his pregnant wife, Skyler, and teenage son, Walt, Jr., who has cerebral palsy, will be financially secure after he’s gone, Walt decides to take an unorthodox path. While on a ride-along with his brother-in-law, Hank Schrader, a DEA agent, Walt watches as a former student of his, Jesse Pinkman, makes a quick escape during a drug raid. He sets out to find Jesse, who is making use of chemistry despite his dismal performance in Walt’s class. Unimpressed with Jesse’s inferior product, Walt convinces him that if they work together to cook a higher quality of crystal methamphetamine, they can make more money—Walt knows the chemistry and Jesse understands distribution. So they buy an RV, head out into the New Mexico desert, and get to work.

	Walt leaves his family in the dark as he explores his new life. They assume that his erratic behaviour—he disappears for hours or days at a time—is the result of stress from his illness or dementia from the treatment. He is living a double life, and as he gains ground in one, he loses hold in the other. Gilligan points out that Walt’s actions aren’t those of a desperate man with no other recourse. Walt makes a conscious choice to take a criminal path. Over and over, he makes the wrong decisions. And rather than stopping, he picks up speed, altering the lives of those around him. During the five seasons of Breaking Bad, the White family dissolves, then rebuilds, then dissolves again. Walt and Jesse are often at odds (whether or not their partnership is intact) but are still loyal in the ways that people who have been through fire together can be.

	“To break bad” means to let loose, cause trouble and let off steam. Vince Gilligan heard the phrase often while growing up in Virginia, and he assumed it was a saying everyone knew. Not realizing that it was a regional expression, Gilligan encountered confusion when he pitched his idea to networks, and he’s had to explain the term’s meaning many times since. Even one of the executives at Sony Pictures, the studio that produces Breaking Bad, suggested he change the title. But the name conveys the slightly unusual and offbeat quality that the series captures so well, and there really is no better way to describe Walt’s transformation. He breaks his mould, raises hell and breaks bad.

	Gilligan was born in 1967 and grew up in Farmville, a small town near Richmond, Virginia. Like many people of his generation, he was inspired by Star Wars and other science fiction films to become a filmmaker. After graduating from the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, he won the 1989 Virginia Screenwriting Competition for his script Home Fries, which he had written during his time at film school. One of the judges was Mark Johnson, a producer whose film Rain Man won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1989. Johnson contacted Gilligan afterwards, asking if he had any other scripts. Over the next few years, Gilligan lived in Virginia and sent scripts to Johnson, who then pitched them to studios. It wasn’t until 1993 that a Gilligan script—Wilder Napalm—finally reached theatres. (Home Fries, starring Drew Barrymore and Luke Wilson, was finally produced in 1998.) He continued to pitch story ideas and worked as an uncredited script doctor until 1995, when he made the move from Virginia to Los Angeles to work on The X-Files. One of Gilligan’s scripts, “Soft Light”, had been produced in the second season, and Chris Carter, the show’s creator and producer, offered him a job.

	Running from 1993 to 2002, The X-Files was a television phenomenon in the 1990s. The world of alien visitations, government conspiracies and unexplained phenomena was a perfect fit for the Internet, which was just hitting its stride in the mid-to-late 90s. Fans created websites and discussed every plot and story arch in detail on forums. The series’ stars, David Duchovny and Gillian Anderson, were sci-fi convention royalty. Gilligan joined the production team during the third season, writing more than two dozen episodes and serving as a producer. Gilligan also worked on the short-lived X-Files spinoff The Lone Gunmen and the Chris Carter–produced Harsh Realm. In the years that followed, Gilligan wrote scripts for various television shows, such as the rebooted Night Stalker, starring Stuart Townsend, and the 2008 Will Smith film Hancock.

	It was during this time that Gilligan had what he calls a “rare eureka moment.” He and Tom Schnauz, a friend from NYU film school who had also worked on The X-Files and who would later become a producer and writer on Breaking Bad, were talking about what they should do next in their careers. Gilligan joked that they could work as greeters at Walmart. Schnauz suggested that they buy an RV and then travel the country cooking meth. After checking that Schnauz didn’t mind if he explored this idea, Walter White quickly began to take shape as Gilligan plotted out the story. He wanted to create a show about consequences. Every action that a character would choose to make would affect personality, family, money and morality. Starting with the notion of a man turning forty and experiencing a mid-life crisis (Gilligan was turning forty at the time), Gilligan wondered what would happen if a man who had always lived a careful and lawful life suddenly decided to break bad.

	It seems Gilligan didn’t have just one inspiration for Breaking Bad. He is a fan of a diverse range of television shows, from M*A*S*H and The Twilight Zone to The Andy Griffith Show and WKRP in Cincinnati. They inform his writing—he admires good storytelling and the potential for humour—but they don’t define his work on Breaking Bad. One show that he does mention as having a connection to Breaking Bad is Wiseguy, which Gilligan watched during his college years. A federal agent is undercover with the mob, and his ability to avoid being corrupted is constantly in question as he moves deeper into the organization. Jonathan Banks, one of the leads of Wiseguy, stars on Breaking Bad as private detective Mike Ehrmantraut.

	Gilligan and Mark Johnson had worked with Sony Pictures on earlier projects that didn’t get off the ground. Despite the failed projects, Sony Pictures had a good relationship with Gilligan and they suggested he bring them other script ideas. When Gilligan pitched Breaking Bad with the line “This is a story about a man who transforms himself from Mr. Chips into Scarface,”[i]  Sony Pictures agreed to produce the show. Gilligan then began the long, arduous process of pitching to networks.

	He pitched the script to TNT (Gilligan describes this as the best pitch experience he’s ever had) and HBO (the worst), among other networks, but everyone turned them down. FX, a specialty channel known for gritty and salacious shows like The Shield, Rescue Me, Damages and Nip/Tuck, liked Gilligan’s pitch and ordered a script. Gilligan recognized that FX was taking a risk in producing a show about a high school teacher turned meth cook (as was Sony Pictures). Unfortunately, when it came time to produce the pilot script, the executives at FX decided that it wasn’t for them. So they, too, passed on Breaking Bad. But they owned the script and had the right to keep it on a shelf rather than let it be produced by someone else. Thankfully, when Gilligan asked to take the script to AMC instead, FX agreed. This was a generous move on FX’s part and, according to Gilligan, unusual in the competitive world of Hollywood.

	AMC is not a specialty channel. It is a network available through basic cable that made its name airing movies; it was formally known as American Movie Classics. When it approached Gilligan and Johnson for story ideas, its first drama series, Mad Men, was airing its inaugural season. Because of the success of Mad Men, a drama about advertising executives in 1960s-era New York, AMC was inundated with pitches for period dramas. The network had other ideas, however. They wanted something different, something that was nothing like the other shows available on basic cable.

	Television dramas centred on cops and criminals are not new. Although most focus on the world of the police, struggling to keep the streets safe, a few have turned the lens on the criminals, and some of those shows have changed the face of television. The violent New Jersey mobsters of The Sopranos, the Baltimore police and drug dealers of The Wire and even the hyper-stylized stars of Miami Vice have greatly influenced shows about crime. And some programs have used humour to do new things with the crime genre: Weeds features a suburban mom who turns to drug dealing to pay the bills. When Gilligan pitched Breaking Bad to FX, the channel’s executives mentioned that it had a similar plotline to Weeds. Gilligan responded, “What’s Weeds?” The series had just started, and he didn’t subscribe to Showtime, its network, so he’d never heard of it. He admits now that if he had subscribed to Showtime, Breaking Bad probably wouldn’t exist today—Gilligan wouldn’t have bothered pitching such a similar concept.

	Gilligan did have to clean up the script a bit, though, because AMC must adhere to strict rules regarding language, violence and nudity. Breaking Bad is allowed only so many curse words per episode or season. (Gilligan jokes that they couldn’t use as many swear words in the second season because more people were watching AMC at that point.) He assumed AMC would ask him to straighten out the questionable moral compasses of the lead characters, but that wasn’t the case. AMC was supportive of Gilligan’s script and didn’t demand any changes to the characters. Gilligan just needed to find his perfect Walter White. Luckily, he already had someone in mind.

	For the sixth season of The X-Files, Gilligan had penned “Drive,” an episode about a man who takes Mulder hostage and demands they drive west. They needed an actor who could convincingly portray a terrible man (in The X-Files, an angry racist) but still be sympathetic. In Breaking Bad, the character is the opposite. Walt starts with the audience’s sympathy, but their compassion erodes over time. Gilligan knew that Bryan Cranston, the bigot from “Drive,” would be his perfect Walt.

	For the first decade or so of his career, Bryan Cranston was a mainstay of episodic television and TV movies. He appeared in an episode of CHiPs, Airwolf (where he met his wife, actress Robin Dearden), several episodes of Murder, She Wrote and Walker, Texas Ranger. He starred in a few short-lived series and worked as a voice-over actor. He had a memorable recurring role on Seinfeld as Dr. Tim Whatley, the dentist who had recently converted to Judaism, and dramatic roles in Saving Private Ryan as a colonel and From Earth to the Moon as the astronaut Buzz Aldrin. In 2000, he was cast as Hal, the constantly befuddled father on Malcolm in the Middle. The comedy ran for six seasons, and Cranston (who was nominated for three Emmys as an Outstanding Supporting Actor) was soon synonymous with the kind-hearted but ne’er-do-well father. Gilligan had to work to convince the executives at AMC that Cranston was the ideal Walt. For Gilligan, having a funny all-American dad play a crystal meth cook was perfect. AMC eventually agreed with the casting choice, and after acclaim, accolades and three Emmy wins for Best Actor, Gilligan was proven right.

	To prepare for his role as Walter White, chemistry genius, high school teacher and meth cook, Cranston shadowed the head of chemistry at the University of Southern California for a few days. And the chemistry teacher at Rio Rancho High School, where the production team filmed the pilot, acted as a consultant. These experts offered not only guidance on the proper way to pronounce chemicals and compounds but also small touches of interest and enthusiasm. For instance, in the pilot, Walt spritzes flames with chemicals (the chemistry teacher suggested this trick) to produce different colours. Even though Walt attempts to infuse his lecture with a bit of magic, the students in his class are predictably unimpressed. It’s easy to imagine that this was where Jesse Pinkman sat a few years earlier, probably with a similarly blank stare.

	Walter begins the series with a few extra pounds, which Cranston refers to as “the weight of regret.” He is living a quiet life with Skyler and Walt, Jr. His house is simple and homey. He seems beaten down and exhausted. It’s more than the sickness—he is defeated. In the first few moments of the pilot, the camera pauses on a plaque acknowledging Walt’s involvement in proton radiography research that received the Nobel Prize in 1985. This information gives the first signal that Walt led a different life before becoming a teacher. A few episodes later we meet Elliott and Gretchen Schwartz, old friends who run Gray Matter, a successful biotech company. Though Walt’s work contributed to the founding of this multi-billion-dollar enterprise, he needs a part-time job to keep his family afloat; the Schwartzes live in a mansion. When Walt is diagnosed with cancer, they offer to pay for his treatment, but he refuses. Walt won’t take their money, but he will lie to Skyler, claiming the Schwartzes are footing the bill while he turns to a life of crime. His descent from model citizen to dangerous drug dealer is striking, but Breaking Bad suggests that Walt might not have always been as good a man as everyone thought him to be.

	His life was once quite different. Through flashbacks, we see him as a younger man, working in labs and at Gray Matter and commanding the room. He is a brilliant chemist, and his colleagues acknowledge his position. In a season four flashback, we see Walt and Skyler seventeen years earlier as they are buying their house. Walt has a full head of hair and wears an expensive leather jacket. He walks through the house with an assured and unwavering confidence. In a scene that was deleted from the broadcast version, Walt and Skyler leave the house and get into a Porsche. It is a world very unlike the one we see presented in season one.

	Breaking Bad is a fast-paced show. Even in the pilot, Walt moves pretty quickly through the action, going from a mild-mannered teacher to a meth cook and a drug thug in less than forty-seven minutes. At the beginning of the episode, he is a man who lets his brother-in-law take a glass out of his hand during a toast (a toast that’s supposed to be for Walt), and by the end he is involved in a shootout that results in someone’s death. All of the action occurs with a frenetic energy and humour as Walt and Jesse succeed despite their bumbling efforts. Walt might be making it up on the spot, but he’s clearly capable of quick and reactive thinking. We can see the dangerous man coming to the foreground. Even though Walt has not yet come into his own during the early episodes, the world he finds himself in is still incredibly violent and bleeds into his other life. He gets into a physical altercation at the car wash, threatens a high school student in a store, blows up the car of an obnoxious yuppie at a gas station and manages to walk away virtually unscathed from every incident. Compare, once again, the moment when Walt lets Hank take his drink without a word of protest to the season two scene where Walt drinks too much tequila and insists that Walt, Jr. should keep up. The party ends with a fight between the two, Walt and Hank, and then Walt, Jr. vomiting into the backyard pool. The next morning, Walter feels regret about putting his son in a dangerous position but not so much regret that he leaves his criminal life behind. With each new violent action, Walter White becomes stronger and more self-assured.

	In these earlier seasons, we see the first glimpses of Walt craving power and feeling charged by it. He sexualizes his new-found power by being more aggressive and assertive with Skyler, initiating public sex during a school meeting and in a parking lot. In one particularly harrowing scene, he is too forceful with Skyler. He is too rough and frightens her when he pushes things too far. Aggression and the desire for control are coming to the surface. It quickly becomes apparent that he feels far more comfortable on the criminal side, where he can reach the potential he has until this point denied himself. When he steps out of the world of crime, even for a short period of time, he misses it. Cooking meth and participating in the drug culture has in many ways replaced teaching in his life. When Walt runs into a fellow cook (he identifies him by the supplies in his shopping cart) at a large hardware store, Walt offers him gruff but useful advice about the products he should buy. In his high-school-chemistry-teacher way, Walt is berating a student who clearly hasn’t paid attention to simple lessons. When Walt leaves the store and confronts the amateur cook and his partner outside, telling them to keep out of his territory, he’s stepping up his game and taking responsibility for and ownership of his work. Walt makes the cleanest, most potent form of crystal meth that anyone has seen (it is called “Blue Sky”), and he is proud.

	As the show progresses, we see Walt’s motivations evolve. At first, he is trying to solve the problem of how to provide for his family after he is gone. Then it’s the puzzle of how to cook the perfect meth (as a scientist and a perfectionist, Walt won’t settle for second-best). Then he has to figure out how to outsmart dangerous drug dealers and, eventually, how to be in business with them. Then he is faced with the conundrum of keeping everything under his control. And through it all, he and Jesse are partners. Sometimes they are partners in name only, and sometimes they feel little but rage toward each another, but they are still connected.

	Aaron Paul, who plays Jesse, finally won his own Outstanding Supporting Actor Emmy for season three of Breaking Bad. Although he had been nominated for previous seasons, Paul admits that he never thought he would win. He was a fan of Lost and had assumed Michael Emerson would win. Paul was born and raised in Idaho. He moved to California after high school and worked steadily with guest roles in television series (Beverly Hills, 90210, Melrose Place, Judging Amy, ER, Veronica Mars) and film roles (Whatever It Takes, K-PAX, Mission Impossible III). In Vince Gilligan’s original plan for the series, Jesse was set to die at the end of season one. But Gilligan changed his mind after a couple of episodes because he was enjoying the character, as well as Paul’s performance, too much. The series’ writers recognized that Walt and Jesse’s relationship had a lot of potential, and Jesse’s own trials with addiction, ambition and responsibility were a good foil for Walt’s.

	Walt and Jesse have a teacher-student, father–son relationship that is filled with animosity but also a sometimes grudging devotion. They may have faced down dangerous killers together, and they may have become killers themselves, but Jesse calls Walt “Mr. White” as though they’re still in the high school lab. Walt and Jesse are bound by their shared experiences. But as Walt becomes increasingly morally corrupt, Jesse wavers between being the bad guy and retaining a moral centre. Jesse doesn’t lose sight of what is right and wrong, even if he makes questionable choices. He feels guilt and remorse about his actions. He carries the weight of his and Walt’s world on his shoulders.

	Jesse is mixed up—he’s an addict who has a strained relationship with his family. But despite his sometimes terrible deeds, he is essentially a good person. He is not as greedy as Walt and is easily distracted by both drugs and neurosis. And Jesse doesn’t share Walt’s intellect; he often acts without seeing the big picture (like using the last of the water to put out a fire when he and Walt are stuck in the desert) and misses the obvious (like calling a barn a “cow house,” as in “the place where the cows live”). Jesse almost failed high school, and until Walt came along he was a mediocre cook of mediocre crystal meth (including one variety that included chili powder for an exotic touch). But he learns how to manoeuvre his way through the treacherous world of drug dealers and the increasingly dangerous world of his partner, Walt. The same can be said for Walt’s wife, Skyler, who, despite her initial repulsion to Walt’s new line of work, finds herself increasingly involved.

	Skyler is played by Anna Gunn, a native of New Mexico. Like Bryan Cranston, Gunn also had years of experience in episodic television, playing roles in Seinfeld, NYPD Blue, Murder One and The Practice, and had acted in feature films such as Junior and Enemy of the State. Her biggest role before Breaking Bad was on Deadwood playing Seth Bullock’s wife, Martha, during seasons two and three. Skyler White is a loving and attentive wife and mother (she throws a surprise party for Walt’s 50th birthday and knows what is happening in her teenage son’s life), but she begins the series as a more controlling and less sympathetic character than Walt. While Walt works two jobs, Skyler stays at home. She writes short stories, or plans to, considers taking writing workshops and sells items on eBay. Skyler appears to run the household with a calm assurance, but she is also suspicious and meddling. She roots through pockets and cellphone records to discover the truth.

	As Walt’s life becomes more of a mystery, Skyler suspects something more than his illness. Walt disappears for hours or days at a time. He is distant and moody, and his alibis are not very credible, especially when it comes to explaining why he has a second cellphone. Skyler goes back to her old job as a bookkeeper, looking for some independence and perhaps seeking attention from her handsome boss, Ted Beneke, because she doesn’t know how to deal with Walt and his strange behaviour. When she figures out the truth (or some of the truth) and discovers that Walt is manufacturing drugs, she kicks him out of the house. She has an affair with her boss and tries to limit Walt’s contact with the children. (Their daughter, Holly, was born near the end of the second season. Gunn had worn a prosthetic pregnant belly for two seasons of the show, and close-up shots of Skyler’s stomach featured Gunn’s fellow cast member Betsy Brandt, who was pregnant during the second season.) The audience’s response to Skyler’s actions was shock and anger. Many people sided with Walt and thought Skyler had done him wrong, rather than seeing her reaction as a natural or logical step for a woman dealing with a suddenly emotionally distant, drug-dealing husband.

	Skyler is not writing short stories—she is living one. When she decides to work with Walt, it’s not just for the money (though both Walter and Skyler justify their actions by claiming to need cash) but for the excitement the job offers and the creativity it requires. She goes from dupe to accomplice in a few months, explaining their nest egg by creating a complicated backstory for Walt and claiming that he has a gambling problem. Walt may be a genius when it comes to puzzles and chemistry, but he doesn’t hold a candle to his wife’s storytelling talents. The audience sees Skyler role-playing and forging lies when Ted, who has been embezzling money from his company, is audited by the IRS. Skyler had knowingly covered up Ted’s tracks in the accounting ledgers, so she needs to prevent the IRS from taking too close a look at the books. She creates a character—Ted’s sexy but not too bright bookkeeper—to distract the IRS agent and create a viable excuse for accounting “mistakes.” Her plan works.

	The entire White family is transformed by Walt’s sickness and career change. For Walt, Jr., though, it is more a question of adolescence. Walt Jr. is played by RJ Mitte, who has cerebral palsy but a milder form than his character. He had to learn to use canes and walk with difficulty while playing Walt, Jr. As the series opens, he is a standard teenager trying to assert himself and his independence (even insisting on being called Flynn for a period of time), but he is then shocked by the possibility of losing his father. Walt, Jr. thinks it is the cancer causing his father to pull away, but it is Walt’s new lifestyle. Walt has always had a good relationship with his son, but as his personality begins to change, he loses this connection. The reason isn’t a teenage son’s pulling away as much as it is a father’s becoming a different person. Walt, Jr. still wants to bond with his father, especially when he thinks he might lose him to cancer, but Walt is losing the ability to relate to anyone not involved in his new environment.

	A recurring theme in Breaking Bad is the need to maintain outward control and a calm exterior while underneath, everything is crumbling. The characters possess a duality, and they are rarely who they seem to be on the surface. Jesse looks like a posturing (and poorly dressed) thug on the outside, but he is far more sensitive than he appears. Skyler acquires a secret life as the seasons progress. To the viewing public, Gus Fring, Walt and Jesse’s boss through much of seasons two, three and four, is a businessman (he owns a chain of fast food restaurants, Los Pollos Hermanos) and a community leader. But in reality, he is one of the largest drug distributors in the American Southwest.

	Walt is the most obvious example, being both a mild-mannered teacher and a drug dealer. At the beginning of his career as a criminal, Walt hides behind another personality. He calls himself Heisenberg, after the German physicist who won the Nobel Prize in 1932 for his work in quantum mechanics (and is known for the Chaos Theory), and wears a black hat and sunglasses to appear tougher. Over the series, Walt has less and less reason to put on his disguise. He is becoming Heisenberg. He doesn’t have to pretend anymore.

	Walt illustrates a very pragmatic approach to money in the first episode of season two, fittingly titled “Seven Thirty-Seven”. He calculates how much is left on the mortgage and credit cards, how much his kids’ education will cost and how much the standard of living will rise and comes up with $737,000. He needs to earn that much before he can stop cooking meth. However, as Walt becomes more involved in the drug business, we suspect that money is not his only driving force. He craves power and control. He gains confidence as he out-manoeuvres opponents, and he wants to be the man on top. The season five promotional poster depicts Walt sitting on a lawn chair, surrounded by money and tubs of blue crystal meth, with the tagline “All Hail the King.” He sits in a messy warehouse, surrounded by refuse, but it is his domain. No one will take a drink out of his hand again anytime soon.

	Walt’s brother-in-law, Hank, is a loud, blustery man who considers his job as a DEA agent his defining characteristic. He loves his job. He is very good at his job and is preoccupied with finding the source of the blue crystal meth and arresting Heisenberg.  But he is also prone to depression and anxiety attacks. Hank suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder after his shootout with the drug dealer Tuco (played by Raymond Cruz), but he refuses to acknowledge that anything is wrong. And when he’s left in a wheelchair after an attempt on his life, he slips into depression and collects mineral (not rocks!) rather than work to recover. Dean Norris has played a lot of police and government agents in his acting career, so being cast as DEA agent Hank Schrader was a good fit. His acting career began in the 1980s with guest roles in television series, such as The Equalizer, and in feature films, including Lethal Weapon 2 and Starship Troopers. He also had previous connections to Vince Gilligan with roles in Gilligan’s first produced script, Wilder Napalm, and The X-Files. (In fact, a number of Breaking Bad cast members and guest stars, including Aaron Paul, Raymond Cruz, Dale Dickey and stuntman John Koyama, had roles on The X-Files.)

	Hank’s wife and Skyler’s younger sister, Marie, played by Betsy Brandt, is a strong woman who lives a carefully controlled life where nothing is left out of place. She is exacting and precise and leaves nothing to chance. Watching Marie put artificial sweetener in her coffee—each packet torn open in precisely the same manner, then empty packages stacked, folded and disposed of in one motion—is a thing of beauty. But Marie also has a small problem with kleptomania. She can’t stop, and she won’t admit that she’s done anything wrong. Marie is living her own double life as a wife of DEA agent and a petty thief.

	It was Brandt who suggested that Marie be an X-ray technician. She wanted Marie to have a job that was specialized and medical but not as lofty as that of a doctor. Marie likes a nice and orderly home and workplace. She also loves the colour purple and surrounds herself in various shades. She wears purple, uses purple travel mugs and decorates her house with purple rugs, purple art, purple flowers and purple trim. Marie’s purple obsession reveals her personality: she never does anything halfway. The only thing amiss is her blue, rather than purple, Volkswagen Beetle. Vince Gilligan has joked that the blue car is proof of their budget limitations. If they could afford it, Marie would drive a purple car.

	Colour palettes are an important feature of Breaking Bad’s design. Colours provide insight into characters but also show how characters change through the seasons. Walt starts off season one in beiges and greens. These are lifeless, muted colours that easily blend into the New Mexico landscape. As Walt moves further into his life of crime, more colours start to enter his wardrobe. By the end of season two and into season three, he is wearing bright colours—red and fuchsia—that demonstrate his more vibrant (and dangerous) personality. Jesse spends much of the first season in garish outfits, baggy clothes and a mishmash of visual styles. He is a mess, and his wardrobe reflects this state. When he goes to the rehab centre at the end of season two, he and all the other guests are dressed in soft greens to indicate tranquility.

	Jesse’s season two girlfriend, Jane, only wears dark colours. She is a recovering addict and aspiring tattoo artist trying to improve her life but is trapped in her own dark space. She is lost. Played by Krysten Ritter, Jane finds some solace in art (there is photo of the poet Elizabeth Bishop on her bedroom wall and she discusses Georgia O’Keefe paintings) but it is with Jesse and while high that she finds comfort. After she dies near the end of the season (she chokes on her own vomit while sleeping as Walt watches and does nothing to help), her father comments that it has been years since she wore anything bright and colourful. However, earlier in the season, when Jesse and Jane lay in bed together, they have yellow sheets. It looks like a promise for a sunny future, one that unfortunately doesn’t come.

	Michael Slovis, the cinematographer for almost every episode, applied the same colour logic to the cinematography. All of the shots in Mexico, especially those that feature the cousins (two cartel members determined to kill Walt) are shot with a yellowish brown filter that gives the scenes an overheated glow. The scenes also take advantage of the New Mexico sky, using it as a sharp, blue background that accentuates the isolation Walt feels as he becomes his own island. And all of these shots look fabulous. The filming crew makes full use of shooting on 35mm film, treating each episode like a feature film.

	Breaking Bad’s production team relies very little on post-production special effects. (The most notable exception is the season two finale; the same special effects team that worked on Battlestar Galactica created the plane crash and plummet to earth.) They like to do as much as possible in-camera. Much of the series is shot using hand-held cameras. This technique keeps the action immediate. Other television series have used the same method to create immediacy and intimacy, including Friday Night Lights and even Downton Abbey at times. The hand-held camera can create a sense of urgency that static camera shots might not be able to capture. Those Breaking Bad moments that use tripods and stationary cameras present a noticeable difference in mood. At the end of season two, when Skyler tells Walt their marriage is over, two cameras follow them around the room. Compare this scene to the one where the cousins arrive at Walt’s house without his knowing. The camera is static while they wait on the bed with an axe for Walt to come out of the shower. The camera is still, and the actors are still. The atmosphere is ominous.

	Death appears constantly in the series. Walt’s sickness, season two’s sense of impending doom created by the mysterious toy in the pool, addiction (the most horrifying example of which is Jane’s choking on her own vomit in her sleep), the Santa Muerte cult. The cousins pray to Santa Muerte, a saint who does not distinguish between good and evil requests and prayers. Santa Muerte presents an obvious comparison to the cousins who appear amoral and willing to perform any number of violent acts, but also to Walt and his increasingly ambiguous nature.

	The design team works to create a visually seamless show. Images and scenes connect seasons and characters in subtle and clever ways. The second season includes a recurring image of a pink teddy bear floating in a pool. It is charred along one side and missing an eyeball. This missing eye, bouncing in the water, also remains in the series, acting as a talisman for Walt. This same image of the bear reappears in Jane’s bedroom in a large mural over her bed: a falling woman is in the centre, and to one side sits a pink teddy bear.

	Breaking Bad is known for its striking visual effects, one of which is achieved through time-lapse photography (a still camera, a Nikon DSLR, captures many shots over an extended period). Another distinctive feature is the editing montage of Walt and Jesse cooking meth. A piece of music accompanies these scenes of quick edits to create a frenetic, and sometimes joyful, scene. Dave Porter writes all the original music for the series, including the theme, and Thomas Golubic is the music supervisor. It is Golubic who finds and licenses music to play during the scenes. 

	Breaking Bad is a visually impressive show that maintains its sense of humour. And although the Breaking Bad team has received well-deserved praise for their elegant design, they should also be given some credit for their ability to capture a cheesy strip-mall aesthetic. In season two, the audience is introduced to Saul Goodman, a lawyer who works with Walt and Jesse. He is the type of lawyer who advertises on park benches, matchbook covers and television commercials. His tag line is “Better Call Saul!” The design team had to create a late-night-style commercial for Saul, including actors in oversized striped jail uniforms and cartoonish backdrops for drunk driving and speeding. They also had to design and decorate Saul’s strip-mall office. They chose a wallpaper of the American Constitution and porthole windows that don’t actually offer views of the outside world.

	Saul is played by Bob Odenkirk, an icon of American comedy. He was a writer on Saturday Night Live in the 1980s, a cast member on The Ben Stiller Show, a recurring character on The Larry Sanders Show as the agent Stevie Grant and a guest star on a number of series, including Curb Your Enthusiasm and How I Met Your Mother. And Odenkirk was a creator, actor and writer on Mr. Show, an HBO comedy series also starring David Cross. It ran for four seasons and was a brilliantly absurdist sketch comedy show. Odenkirk’s Saul provides comic relief with his non-stop chatter and mulletesque hairstyle, but he is an astute lawyer for his drug-dealing clients. As Jesse says, “You don’t want a criminal lawyer, you want a CRIMINAL lawyer.”

	Using casting agents in Los Angeles and Albuquerque, the producers pulled together a cast of new faces and established character actors. Raymond Cruz, who plays the hyper-violent Tuco, was a series regular on The Closer and has appeared in many feature films and series, often as a thug, drug dealer or military man. Christopher Cousins was cast as Ted Beneke. Cousins has worked steadily in television and film for almost thirty years, and he is also an accomplished visual artist whose paintings have been exhibited around the world. Badger, a member of Jesse’s crew, is played by Matt Jones, an actor and comedian who works with the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre in Los Angeles. Charles Baker, an actor from Austin, Texas, plays Skinny Pete, another member of Jesse’s crew. Bryan Cranston’s wife, Robin Dearden, and their daughter, Taylor, both appear in the Cranston-directed season three premiere. Robin is interviewed during the newscast and Taylor asks a question during the gym assembly.

	Local actors and personalities appear in several roles. Steven Michael Quezada, an Albuquerque actor and stand up comedian, was cast as Gomez, Hank’s DEA colleague. Marius Stan, a Los Alamos physicist, appeared as the car wash owner Bogdan. In the “Negro y Azul” episode, the band playing during the teaser before the credits is an actual narcocorrido band from Mexico (narcocorridos sing songs praising the drug cartels). Julia Minesci, who plays the meth-addicted prostitute Wendy, is a local Albuquerque actor. She also works as a dealer in a casino. When she turned fifty, she had a small mid-life crisis (nothing like Walt’s) and decided to try acting. Breaking Bad was her first onscreen role.

	Gilligan and his creative team also cast a number of well-known faces, character actors who hold a revered status. Dale Dickey, who plays a particularly disturbing meth addict in “Peekaboo,” has featured in a number of films and series and won an Independent Spirit Award for Winter’s Bone. Mark Margolis, who plays Hector “Tio” Salamanca, one of the toughest mute, partially paralyzed men in a wheelchair that one is likely to ever encounter, appeared in Scarface and all of Darren Aronofsky’s films. Thanks to his role in Star Trek: The Next Generation as Q, John de Lancie, who plays Jane’s father Donald Margolis, has a place waiting for him at fan conventions around the globe. And the great Jonathan Banks plays Mike, the “cleaner.” Aside from Wiseguy, Banks appeared in episodes of Barnaby Jones in the 1970s and Modern Family in 2011; he worked non-stop all the years in between.

	And last but not least, we have Giancarlo Esposito, who plays Gustavo Fring. Esposito was born in Denmark and spent his early years in Europe with his Italian father and African-American mother. His family returned to the United States when Esposito was young, and he was raised in Manhattan. He studied theatre, appeared on several episodes
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