
		
			[image: cover]
		

	
Mad Men

The Untold History
of Television

Kathleen Olmstead




[image: logo]



	
	
	Contents


	Mad Men

	About the Author

	Copyright

	About the Publisher

	
	
	
	Mad Men

	
	In 2007, its first season, Mad Men won a slew of awards: Emmy Awards for best drama series, art direction, cinematography and writing; Golden Globe Awards for best drama series and lead actor (Jon Hamm); and Directors Guild and Writers Guild awards for best series. The show even won a Peabody Award in recognition for “excellence” in television broadcasting (the Peabody recognizes “distinguished achievement and meritorious service by broadcasters”). Not only was the show a critical darling, but it was also a ratings winner for its network, AMC. Its impact on culture in general can’t be understated. By its second season, Mad Men even inspired the fashion industry—both Michael Kors and Banana Republic released lines featuring their take on the 1960s costumes—and cocktail culture underwent yet another revival. Mad Men–themed parties became popular, with fan sites offering up fashion and food tips for your party, and books about the series were everywhere. This wasn’t surprising: creator Matthew Weiner’s Mad Men not only looked sleek but quickly proved to have just as much steak as it had sizzle.
What remains surprising is that a distinctive show like Mad Men is not broadcast on HBO. Since 1997, with the broadcast of its first original drama series Oz, HBO, a premium cable television network, has positioned itself as the flagship network for quality adult, often risqué programming. It had already made a name for itself with groundbreaking comedy series, like Mr. Show and The Larry Saunders Show. In 1998, HBO added Sex and the City to their roster. Then in 1999, HBO established itself as the premier channel of American television with The Sopranos. Its streak of top-notch programming continued over the next decade with Band of Brothers, The Wire, The Corner, Six Feet Under, Deadwood and Big Love. But when Mad Men first aired on July 19, 2007, it appeared on AMC (formally known as American Movie Classics), a basic cable channel. This was even more remarkable when you consider that many members of the creative team who worked on Mad Men had previously worked on shows for HBO—The Sopranos in particular. But the truth was, not only did HBO pass on Mad Men, the network didn’t even return Matthew Weiner’s call to say, “No, thanks.” Showtime, another premium cable station, also passed.
At the time, the majority of AMC’s programming consisted of old Hollywood movies. Until Mad Men, AMC had never produced an original drama series. In the ’90s, the network produced some reality programs and tried its hand at a comedy with Remember WENN, a sitcom about a Pittsburgh radio station set in the 1930s. Taking on a drama, especially a period piece with no bankable stars, was a financial risk, and it was hard to predict whether it would attract an audience. Creating the world of 1960s Manhattan and its suburbs would be a costly venture, but the executives at AMC wanted to enter the drama field with something distinctive. It’s unclear whether AMC knew just how  meticulous Weiner would be with each and every period detail; they would soon find out. So, AMC took a chance and picked up the pilot episode of Mad Men, with Lions Gate Entertainment producing it. To get to this point, of course, a lot happened towards the show’s development, and the driving force from beginning to end was Matthew Weiner.
Matthew Weiner was born in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1965, the third of four children. His father, Leslie, was a neuroscientist, and his mother, Judith, studied law, although she never practised. When Weiner was nine years old, his family moved to Los Angeles when his father took on a position at the University of Southern California (in fact, the neurological center at the USC bears his name). After high school Weiner attended Wesleyan in Connecticut, where he studied philosophy and literature in what Weiner calls an unusual program; the instructors didn’t give marks, only comments on students’ essays and discussions. After graduating in 1987, he enrolled in the masters’ program in film at USC with, Weiner admits, a little help from his father. In film school, Weiner, as someone from a family of overachievers, finally felt he could excel.
Weiner came from a family of storytellers. Throughout his formative years, he discussed art and politics and film, Hollywood classics in particular, with his parents and siblings. Weiner also loved listening to the stories of his parents’ childhoods, their romance and their subsequent marriage in 1959. He mythologized his parents’ histories. In many ways, they became his idols and inspiration. His parents grew up in New York, and although they apparently had little good to say about their lives there, Weiner regarded the early years of their marriage and that era as a magical time.
Shortly after graduating from USC, Weiner married Linda Brettler, an architect, and started working in television. He worked in production for A&E’s Biography series and then started writing for various comedy shows, such as Party Girl, The Naked Truth and the marvellous and underappreciated Andy Richter Controls the Universe, on which he was also a producer. He was then hired as a writer and producer for Becker, a sitcom about a disgruntled doctor played by Ted Danson. Becker lasted six seasons and spent a lot of that time in the Nielsen Top Ten. During this time, however, Weiner started to feel a sense of dissatisfaction. Even though he had a good job, a happy marriage and children, he asked himself if this was all he could accomplish. With his wife’s encouragement, he wrote a spec script—a script that he would send out as a calling card to producers—about an advertising agency set in early 1960s Manhattan. Thus, Mad Men was born. All of his wondering, “Is this it?” and “What am I missing?” came clearly through as he developed the script.
In the early 2000s, the most critically acclaimed and talked-about show on television was The Sopranos. Before The Sopranos, multi-character dramas were not unusual, although most were police, lawyer or hospital dramas. Having a storyline centred on a mob boss was unusual. But to make the protagonist sympathetic or, at least, someone that we cared about, was daring. The story of Tony Soprano, his family and his mob family pushed the boundaries of how we defined heroes and villains and who deserved our sympathy. The audience rooted for criminals, murderers and violent, self-absorbed mafia members living in New Jersey. Weiner sent David Chase, the creator and show runner of The Sopranos, his Mad Men script. Chase was so impressed that he brought Weiner on board as a writer and then producer in 2004. In the show’s final season, Weiner co-wrote several memorable episodes. “Soprano Home Movies” has Tony visiting a cabin with his family and contains the perhaps the most astonishing fist fight of the series (and that is saying something). In “Kennedy and Heidi,” Tony visits Las Vegas after an incident that we won’t reveal (so as not to spoil it). Both of these episodes are notable in that they added dimensions to the story and characters, especially Tony Soprano. Considering that the series was nearing its end and could easily have rested on its many laurels, it’s impressive that the producers continued to delve and explore the complicated Tony Soprano and his lifestyle.
As The Sopranos wrapped its final season, Weiner pulled out his Mad Men script again (now five years old at this point), hoping to find it a home. But as we mentioned above, HBO and Showtime both ignored his call. Fortunately, AMC picked it up. Many members of The Sopranos creative family joined Weiner to produce the pilot episode. Alan Taylor, who directed many episodes of The Sopranos, came on board, as did the director of photography, Phil Abramson, and the production designer, Bob Shaw. Although he wasn’t directly involved, David Chase himself also bestowed high praise on the pilot, saying, “It was something that you are always hoping to see.… Here was someone who had written a story about advertising in the 1960s, and was looking at recent American history through that prism.”
The story centres on Don Draper, the creative director of Sterling Cooper, a Manhattan advertising agency. The character is based in part on Draper Daniels, the creative director of the Chicago-based advertising company Leo Burnett in the 1950s and 1960s, but Don Draper’s storylines are not taken from Daniels’s life. Don has the corner office, a mistress in Greenwich Village, and a wife and two kids in the suburbs. Most of the show’s action happens in or around the Sterling Cooper offices. There, we also meet the partners, Bert Cooper and Roger Sterling; the young ad men like Pete Campbell, a rich boy trying to make it outside the family business; and the women in the secretarial pool, Joan Halloway, the office manager, and Peggy Olsen, Don’s new secretary who arrives, doe-eyed and pony-tailed, straight from Brooklyn. 
The pilot episode of Mad Men opens with the line, “Mad Men: A term coined in the late 1950s to describe the advertising executives of Madison Avenue. They coined it.” This title card actually appeared on the cover of Weiner’s spec script and sets the tone for what follows. The episode opens on what was to be become the iconic image of the series: the back of Don Draper’s head as he sits alone at a table in a fancy restaurant. The design of the restaurant is pitch-perfect, every detail carefully considered; everything that appears in the shot, from the cutlery to the lighting fixtures, is period specific. 
 The first episode follows Don as he tries to write a new campaign for Lucky Strike cigarettes. This scenario recurs throughout the series: a new product leads to the characters’ developing a new ad campaign, which then reveals a new layer to the story. The camera moves in to find Don alone at a table, scribbling his ideas on a napkin for the Lucky Strike cigarettes campaign. This establishing shot tells us that Don is both solitary and always working. Don stops an African American busboy to ask him about his smoking habits, but the bartender rushes to put the busboy in his place—he is not supposed to talk to customers. Don defends the busboy, though, and the audience thus seems to observe another side of Don’s personality. It appears as though he is standing up for the busboy. In reality, it serves Don’s own interests to have the busboy talk to him. However, Don has a personal code of how someone should conduct themselves, but he does not reveal it very often. And his personal, or moral, code is not necessarily one that others share. Weiner also shows Don’s armour and then reveals how easily it can be broken if approached in the right way. In the pilot episode, when Don gives a speech saying that ad men created the concept of love to sell nylons, he is challenged by Rachel Menken, a prospective new client. She doesn’t believe that he truly thinks that way and declares that he is scared. For someone to see past his defenses catches Don off guard. Thus, the first episode establishes that Don might be a loner, an egotist and a philanderer, and that he’s also exceptionally good at his job, but we also get a glimpse that Don is more complex than the ad man he presents to the world.
Moreover, Don Draper has a major secret, which is revealed during the first season and examined throughout the series: he is not whom he claims to be. He is not Don Draper, but Dick Whitman, a man of far more humble beginnings. Dick’s early life is revealed in flashbacks—a drunken father, religious stepmother, violent surroundings. The Don Draper of Sterling Cooper is only a carefully crafted persona. Though his father-in-law points out, “He has no people. You don’t trust a man like that,” Don embodies the illusions of advertising: we see a man with movie-star good looks and who holds down a glamorous job, has a beautiful wife, sleeps with other beautiful women and is in control of his surroundings and work. But, in fact, he is a haunted man with a dark and mysterious past who smokes and drinks too much (although excessive smoking and drinking are habits we could accuse almost everyone of in the Mad Men world). In this way, Weiner has re-created the 1960s of lore and infused it with a dose of reality, drama and, quite often, humour.
Although Weiner had written his script before his time on The Sopranos and apparently very little had changed between his original script and the one ultimately filmed, there are notable similarities between the two series, especially between the lead characters. While you would be hard pressed to claim that Tony Soprano and Don Draper are identical, they do possess similar characteristics in their respective series. Both men lead double lives that depend on secrecy. Both live in suburban homes with dissatisfied wives and keep many mistresses. Both are loving but distant fathers. And both are leaders in their organizations, with co-workers whose fates depend on their actions or inactions. One major difference, though, is that Tony Soprano seeks therapy when he reacts unexpectedly to normal situations (i.e. he passes out), whereas Don decidedly prevents others from gaining access to his secrets. Tony’s also a criminal with murderous behaviours, whereas Don does not fall into that category, despite his many faults.
Everyone cast in the series had to audition; no one was exempt. The story of Mad Men hinges on the persona of Don Draper. Jon Hamm suits the part. He has the requisite movie-star good looks, but he also bears a physique suitable for the time. Although trim and muscular, he doesn’t have rock-hard abs. Daily exercise and physical fitness did not have the same emphasis that they do today. For instance, in the first episode when Don pulls out an exercise belt for a quick workout in his office, he still wears his shirt and tie and smokes a cigarette. Needless to say, his exercise session lasts only about 20 seconds. Before landing Mad Men, Jon Hamm worked steadily in television and film for a number of years, most prominently in a recurring role in the mid-’90s drama Providence. It took time to cast the role of Don Draper, and the producers required some convincing to see that Hamm was the right choice. As he was not a household name or a well-known face, they wondered whether a relatively unknown actor could carry an entire series.
Because Betty Draper, Don’s wife, only has a few minutes of screen time in the pilot episode, Weiner had to write an additional scene as an audition piece. The pilot episode deals mostly with Don
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