
 

 

Introduction: Deadwood, David Milch, 

and Television Creativity 

 

David had more miles on him the day I met him than I'll probably have the day I die. 

He'll wrestle his demons forever, but I've never known anyone else who has learned to 

put his demons at his service in quite the way he has. I think that's his real genius. And 

David is a genius in the literal definition of that word. He is truly unique, truly original. 

NYPD Blue allowed him to exorcise some of his demons or, certainly, to turn a light on in 

the room where they reside. None of this was done from a distance. He took on 

addiction, alcoholism, racism—things that are just so fundamental to our nature and 

things that are dangerous in society he found a way to explore cold‐bloodedly. In a 

medium that is utterly fearful, he has been a fiercely brave writer. 

Steven Bochco (Singer 197) 

 

In  a  documentary   (“How  I t  A l l  Began”)  on   the  Season  One DVDs  of  Se infe ld ,  

co ‐creator   Jerry  Se in fe ld   remin isces  about   the  concept ion  of   the   t remendous ly  

success fu l  NBC s i tcom named af ter  h im.  As   i s   so  o f ten   the  case   in   the  medium,   i t  

seems  in   retrospect  h igh ly  un l ike ly   that   such  a  phenomenal   ser ies  ever  happened.  

Se infe ld  might  have  been  su i  gener is .   “The   idea   that  you  have   two guys   [Se in fe ld ,  

Larry  Dav id]  who have  never  wr i t ten  a  show,  be ing   run  by  a  network  execut ive   that  

had  never  had  a  show,   lead ing   to  a  show that  has  a  un ique  and  unusua l   fee l—th is   i s  a  

model   that  a l l   the  networks  subsequent ly   ignored  and  never  d id  aga in—except   for  

HBO.”   In  order   to  produce   i t s  branded “Not  TV”   te lev is ion ,  HB0  has  deve loped  a  new 

method of  engender ing  shows,  one  Se infe ld   th inks ,  perhaps  grand iose ly ,  he  had  

he lped   to  or ig inate .  For  HBO “h i res  people   that   they   l ike  and  says   that ’s   the  end  of  

the i r   job .  We  l ike  you;  do  what  you   th ink  you  shou ld  do ,  and   i t   leads   to  much  more  

d is t inct ive  programming.”  

The  match less ,   “h ideous ly  beaut i fu l”   (McCabe,   see  be low) ,  aston ish ing ,  “ f i l thy  

joy”   ( Jacobs ,   see  be low)  o f  a   te lev is ion  ser ies   th is  book  cons iders  came  into   the  

wor ld  when  i t s  c reator  Dav id  Mi lch   (Hi l l  S t reet  B lues ,  NYPD B lue )  was   inv i ted  by  HBO 

to  propose  a  pro ject   for   the i r  cons iderat ion .  S imi lar ,  unrefusab le  o f fers   to   long‐t ime 

network  veteran  Dav id  Chase   (The  Rockford  F i les ,   I ’ l l   F ly  Away,  Northern  Exposure )  

and   f i lm  screenwr i ter  A lan  Ba l l   (Amer ican  Beauty )  had  brought  about   the  

s tupendous ly  success fu l  The  Sopranos  and the  one‐of ‐a ‐k ind  S ix  Feet  Under  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respect ive ly .   In  co l laborat ion  with   the   in f luent ia l  producer  S teven  Bochco,  Mi lch  had  

re imag ined   the  ensemble  drama with  Hi l l  S t reet  B lues   (NBC,  1981‐1987) .  Work ing  

aga in  w ith  Bochco  on   the   t remendous ly  controvers ia l  NYPD B lue   (1993‐2005) ,  a  

ser ies   that  may  have   resurrected   the  hour  drama,  he  expanded the  parameters  o f  

network   te lev is ion  narrat ive ,   in t roduc ing  profane   language  and  poster ior  nud i ty  and  

mak ing  an  a lcoho l ic ,   rac is t  cop ,  modeled  

a f ter  Mi lch ’s  own  father , 1  the  ser ies ’   centra l  

character .  A long   the  way,  he  had  won 

numerous  awards   for  h is  work ,   inc lud ing  

mult ip le  Emmys  and  Humanitas  Pr i zes .2 Mi lch  

seemed a  per fect  cand idate   to  create  a  show 

on   the  censorsh ip‐ f ree  premium cab le  

channel .  

A   former  Ya le  Un ivers i ty  c reat ive  

wr i t ing  professor  who had   le f t  academe to  

seek  h is   fortune   in  Ho l lywood because  an   Ivy  

League  sa lary  cou ld  not  suf f ic ient ly   support  

h is  hero in  add ict ions ,  a lcoho l i sm,  and  gambl ing  hab i ts ,  Mi lch  has   long   fe l t  a  certa in  

exper ient ia l  a f f in i ty   for   the  symbiot ic   re lat ionsh ip  o f  cop  and  cr imina l  and  

understandab ly  p i tched  HBO another  po l ice  drama,3  th is  one  set  not   in  Los  Ange les  or  

New York ,  but   in  Rome—at   the   t ime of  Nero   (54‐68  A .D . ) ,  a   ser ies   that ,  Mi lch  

                                            
1 “Except to the extent I  reenact certa in aspects of my father ’s nature, 

I  th ink i t ’s  c loser to the truth to say Sipowicz ’s personal i ty is  more l ike my 
dad’s” (Mi lch 149). 

2 A complete l ist  of  Mi lch ’s award nominat ions can be found here: 
http:// imdb.com/name/nm0586965/awards. 

3 “Is i t  strange for you, knowing that you have such a huge fo l lowing of 
cops in New York who love [NYPD Blue],  and you coming from this h istory of 
heroin abuse and t ime spent in ja i l?  Is i t  k ind weird for you?,” Laura Schif f  
asked the “Phi Beta Cop” (Longworth) Mi lch, who acknowledges “I was a 
cr iminal” and answers “No.” 
 

A good cop would be a good cr iminal.  And cops understand cr iminals,  
and i f  i t  weren't  for the fact that they're cr iminals they're probably 
more comfortable with them than with anybody else. The reason 
cr iminals confess to cops is  because they trust cops. Because they 
understand cops better,  and cops understand them better.  Lawyers are 
bul lshit .  A cop knows where the cr ime began, he knows what was in 
the guy's mind. I  can show you confessions where the cr iminals,  many 
of whom have been beaten, as they answer the distr ict  attorney's 
quest ions, before every answer they look to the cop and trust the cop 
as what they  should say. And they're not wrong. A cr iminal  can te l l  a 
story and wind up doing two years, and he can te l l  the same story and 
wind up doing l i fe.  (10) 
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conf i rms   in  severa l   in terv iews,  would  have  begun with   the  arrest  o f  S t .  Pau l .  A l ready  

committed   to   the  new ser ies  Rome which  would  a i r   in   the  Uni ted  States   in  2005,  an  

innovat ive  new  jo int  product ion  with   the  BBC,  HBO dec l ined,  but  Chr is  A lbrecht  and  

Caro lyn  Strauss   inv i ted  another  proposa l   f rom Mi lch—perhaps  one   that  would  

exp lore  s imi lar   themes   in  a  d i f ferent  sett ing .  Deadwood was   the   resu l t .  

 

Mi lch   i s  c red i ted  as  wr i ter  o f  on ly   two of   the  Deadwood’s   twenty   four  

ep isodes   (The  P i lot  and  Part   I  o f  “A  L ie  Agreed  Upon”) ,  whi le  a   la rge ly   inv is ib le   team 

of  a  dozen  wr i ters ,   severa l  o f  whom had  worked  with  Mi lch  on  ear l ier   ser ies ,  

authored   the  other   twenty   two,4 but   the  of f ic ia l  authorsh ip  cred i ts  do  not  seem to  

re f lect   the  un ique  nature  of  Deadwood’s  creat ion  as  dep icted   in  var ious  news  

accounts   (Wolk ,  Havr i lesky ,  S inger ,  D ’A lessandro)  and   in   the  documentar ies   (“The  

New Language  of   the  O ld  West ,”  “An   Imag inat ive  Rea l i ty” )  and  ep isode  commentar ies  

on   the  Season  One DVDs.  

I t   i s  not  unusua l ,  o f  course ,   for  a  network  or  cab le  ser ies  w ith  a   team of  

wr i ters   to  work   together  w ith  a  c reator/execut ive  producer/showrunner  who gets   to  

do   the   f ina l  draf t  o f  v i r tua l ly  every  scr ipt :  Chr is  Carter  on  The  X‐F i les ,  Chase  on  The  

Sopranos ,   Joss  Whedon on  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer—a l l  exempl i fy   such  a  process ,  

each  seek ing   to  mainta in ,  g iven   th is   s ingu lar  opportun i ty   for  qua l i ty  contro l   in  a  

                                            
 

4 John Bel luso, Regina Corrado, Sara Hess, Ricky Jay, Victor ia Morrow, 
George Putnam, Steve Shi l l  authored one episode each; Malcolm MacRury 
Bryan McDonald have written two), Ted Mann did three), and El izabeth 
Sarnoff  and Jody Worth are credited with four episodes each.  
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medium usua l ly  cons idered  more  conduc ive   to   the  wr i ter ’s  c ra f t   than   the  movies ,  h is  

c reat ion ’s   s ignature  vo ice .  

Un l ike  most  c reators ,  Mi lch  has  never  d i rected  a  s ing le  ep isode  of  Deadwood 

(or  o f  any  of  h is  ear l ier   ser ies   for   that  matter ) ,  but  h is   in f luence   i s  not   l im ited   to   the  

scr ipt .  We know that  he  prepares  h is  actors  at   rehearsa l   in  a  manner  comparab le   to  

that  o f   the  great  d i rectors—as  Mol ly  Parker  and  Ke i th  Carrad ine  acknowledge   in   the i r  

commentary  on  “Here  Was  a  Man.”   In  Enterta inment  Week ly ’s   ins ight fu l   report  on  

“How the  West   i s  Run,”  we catch  a  g l impse  of  Mi lch  carefu l ly  modulat ing—

direct ing?—Mr.  Wu’s  “cocksuckers ,”  ask ing   for   the  exp let ive   to  be  “more  p la int ive  

than  angry”   (Wolk  68) .  

Wolk   reports ,   too ,   that  Deadwood’s  actors   l i s ten   to  “ long  preparatory   lectures  

about  context  and  subtext ,  dapp led  with  h is tor ica l  metaphors   to  exp la in   the  many  

leve ls  he ’s  a iming   for”   (70) .  S inger  speaks  o f   the  “ typ ica l  Mi lch ian   r i f f ,  a  garru lous  

but   luc id  s t ream of   subtextua l   in format ion—inte l lectua l ly  daunt ing ,  d igress ive ,  

arcane,  w i t t i ly  profane   .   .   . ”   (192) .  Accord ing   to   Ian  McShane  (A l  Swearengen) ,   the  

sub ject  o f   the  “po lymath ic”   (Wolk  70)   former  co l lege  professor ’s   impromptu  orat ions  

i s  more   l ike ly   to  concern  “19 th ‐century  Germany  economics”   than   the  upcoming  

scene.  

Wolk  descr ibes  “Mi lch ’s  “b l i t zkr ieg   form of  c reat iv i ty”   in  which  “scenes  are  

wr i t ten   the  day  before  shoot ing ,   leav ing  h is  cast  and  crew as  d izz i ly  uncerta in  about  

the i r   futures  as  a   f ront iersman  in  an  untamed  land”   (68‐69) .  As  va l idat ion  of  h is  own 

creat ive  method he  quotes   fond ly ,  on  severa l  occas ions ,  h is   fa ther ’s  admonit ion   that  

“ I f  you  want   to  hear  God  laugh,   te l l  h im your  p lans” ;  Mi lch  prefers   to  work  without  

them.  

Scr ipt  out l ines ,  prep lanned s tory  arcs :   I t ’ s  a l l  anathema to  Mi lch ,  whose   last ‐

minute ,   improv isatory  wr i t ing  s ty le   i s  a  consc ious  dec is ion   to  wr i te  unconsc ious ly .   .   .  

.  When he  d ic tates  a  scene, 5 he  has  no  endgame  in  mind—he s imply  beg ins  w ith  a  

s i tuat ion ,   then  channels   the  characters ,   le t t ing   them speak   through  h im.   .   .   .  But  

once  he ’s   f ina l ly   imag ined  a  scene,  he ’ l l  never  s tart  over ,  as   th is  would  be  an  

untenab le  s l ight  aga inst  h is   imag inat ion .   (Wolk  69)  

In  h is   ins ight fu l  conversat ions  w ith  Carrad ine  on   the  Season  One DVDs,  Mi lch  

speaks   fervent ly ,  w i th  a   tone   that  might  be  deemed p ious ,  about   the  sense  of  
                                            

5 As Mi lch himself  (as wel l  has several  set v is i tors and actors) note 
Mi lch “doesn’t  wr ite scenes; he dictates them,, the l ines subsequent ly 
appear ing on a large computer monitor in front of h im. He’ l l  often repeat 
sentences sometimes shuff l ing and rej igger ing the words in the show’s ear ly 
American, profane patois unt i l  he gets the rhytm r ight” (Wolf  69) 
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pr iv i lege  he   fee ls   in   tak ing  “part   in  a   sacrament”   (“New Language”) ,   ins i s t ing   that  

“ the  muse  knows where   to   f ind  me every  morn ing .”6 

And  yet  Mi lch  does  not  operate  under  any  Romant ic  not ion   that   i f   “Poetry  

comes  not  as  natura l ly  as   the  Leaves   to  a   t ree   i t  had  better  not  come at  a l l "   (Keats  

318) .  With  character i s t ic  erud i t ion ,  he  c i tes   (“An   Imag inat ive  Rea l i ty” )   the   famous  

example  of   the  German chemist  Keku le  who,  a f ter  years  o f   s tudy  and  research ,  came 

by  a  so lut ion   to   the   long‐stand ing  quest ion  of   the  s t ructure  of   the  benzene  molecu le  

in  a  dream (Koest ler  169‐71)  and   ins i s ts   that  “v is ions  come to  prepared  sp i r i t s .”7 H is  

immediate  preparat ion   for  Deadwood  inc luded  read ing  v i r tua l ly  every   i ssue  of  The  

B lack  H i l l s  P ioneer ,  steep ing  h imse l f   in   the  h is tory  o f   the  Amer ican  West ,   the  go ld  

rush ,  and  Deadwood  i t se l f ,  and  rev is i t ing   the  Western  genre ,  w i th  which  he  had  on ly  

a  pass ing   fami l ia r i ty  pr ior   to  creat ing  Deadwood.  

In  h is  conversat ion  with  Heather  Havr i lesky ,  Mi lch  admits  h is   re lat ive  

ignorance  of   the  genre .  Hav ing  grown up,  un interested   in   the  Western ,   in   the  days  o f  

Hopa long  Cass idy  and   the  C isco  K id ,  he  managed   to  “ remain   innocent  o f   the  c lass ica l  

westerns”   that   fo l lowed.  H is   la t ter ‐day   research   into   the   form  in  h is  preparat ion   for  

Deadwood   led  h im to  a   typ ica l ly  Mi lch ian  complex  understand ing  of   the  cu l tura l  

forces  at  work   in   the  genre .  The  western   f i lm  “had  everyth ing   to  do  with  what  

Ho l lywood was  about  at   that   t ime,  and  noth ing   to  do  with  what   the  West  was  about .”  

The  Western  as  we know  i t  was  “ rea l ly  an  art i fact  o f   the  Hays  Product ion  Code  of   the  

'20s  and   '30s”  and  not  about   the  West .  Heav i ly   in f luenced  by  “midd le‐European   Jews  

who had  come out   to  Ho l lywood to  present   to  Amer ica  a  san i t i zed  hero ic   idea  of  

what  Amer ica  was .   .   .   .  an  Amer ica  d is in fected  and  pure .”  

“Work ing   in  network   te lev is ion ,”  Mi lch   te l l s  Havr i lesky ,  was  very   l ike  work ing  

under   the  Hays  Code.  “You  can  spend your   t ime p iss ing  and  moaning  about   the  

s t r ic tures  w ith in  which  you 're   forced   to  work ,  or  you  can   t ry  and   f ind  ways   to  

neutra l i ze   the  d is tort ing  e f fect  o f   those  s t r ic tures ,  which   i s   to  deve lop  persona l i t ies  

[or ]  characters  whose  own  interna l  process  w inds  up  at   the  same p lace  as   the  

externa l   s t r ic tures ,  but   for   in terna l   reasons .”  Mi lch ’s  extraord inary  creat ion  NYPD 

B lue ’s  Andy  S ipowicz ,  an  a lcoho l ic ,   rac is t  detect ive ,  who,   in   the  ser ies ’   twelve  years  

on   the  a i r   s t rugg les   to  become a  worthwhi le  human be ing  and  acqu ire  a  sou l  

                                            
6 Mi lch is  a l luding to l ines attr ibuted to d irector Bi l ly  Wi lder (Singer 

195). 
7 Mi lch attr ibutes these words to Kekule, but he would appear to be 

al luding to the oft-quoted observat ion of another 19th Century sc ient ist ,  Louis 
Pasteur, who said that “Where observat ion is  concerned, chance favours only 
the prepared mind” (Knowles).  
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(Lavery) ,  exempl i f ies   such  a  narrat ive  s t rategy .  Because  “ [e ]very  s toryte l ler  works  

w ith in   the  convent ions  o f  h is   t ime,”  however ,   the  Hays  Code  produced  a  d i f ferent  

resu l t :   “s to ic  characters  who  l ived  by  a  code  and   then  a  k ind  of   just i fy ing  dramat ic  

s t ructure  which  va l idated   that .”  

Mi lch ’s  preparat ions   to  make  “rea l i ty  come a l ive”   in  h is   imag inat ion  so  he  

might  make  Deadwood didn’t   just   inc lude  h is  very  professor ia l   research   into  h is tory  

and  context .   “ I ’ve  spent  decades   learn ing  my craf t ,”  he   te l l s  Carrad ine .  The   in f luence  

of  Robert  Penn  Warren   (beaut i fu l ly  ar t icu lated   in   Joe  Mi l l i chap’s  contr ibut ion   to   th is  

book) ,  h i s  w ide   read ing   ( in   in terv iews  Mi lch   rout ine ly  makes   re ference   to  a  w ide  

var iety  o f  wr i ters  and  books ,   f rom the  B ib le   to  Shakespeare ,  Hawthorne,  Santayana,  

Wi l l iam and  Henry   James ,  Nathanae l  West ) ,  h i s  work  on  Hi l l  S t reet  B lues  and  NYPD 

B lue ,  even  h is  numerous   fa i led  ser ies   (Capita l  News,  B ig  App le ,  Brook lyn  South )—al l  

made Deadwood poss ib le .  

Mi lch ’s  c reat ion   i s   r i ch   in  character ‐based  humor   ( the  o leag inous  E .  B .  Farnum 

might  be   funn ier   than  any  s i tcom character  now on  TV) ;   scato log ica l   (what  other  

show has  dep icted   the  pass ing  o f  k idney  s tones ,   the  suppress ion  of  a  “d igest ive  

cr i s i s ,”   the  “s i tuat ing”  o f  ph legm?) ;  macabre   (Woo’s  P igs  are  extremely  wel l   fed) ;  

a r t icu late ly  profane   (see   John  A l lan  Br idge ’s  cons iderat ion  of  Deadwood’s   language  

on   the  book’s  webs i te )8;  unpred ictab ly  observant   ( rece iv ing  a  b lowjob   f rom Dol ly ,  A l  

exc la ims,   look ing  down,  “Do  you  dye  your  ha i r?” ) ;  wonderfu l ly  Shakespearean   ( the  

ser ies   i s   fu l l  o f  monologues  and  so l i loqu ies :  A l ’ s   to  Do l ly ,  The  Ch ief ;  E .  B . ’ s   to   the  

imbec i l i c  R ichardson  and  a  b lood‐sta ined   f loor ;  Char ley ’s  and   Jane’s   to   the  grave  of  

Wi ld  B i l l ) ;  g raced  by  minor  and  mid‐major  characters   (E l l sworth ,  Dan  Dor i ty ,   Jewel l ,  

Johnny  Burns ,  Mr .  Wu,  Tom Nutta l ,  Con  Stap leton,  S i las  Adams,  B lazanov,  Andy  

Cramed)  beaut i fu l ly   rea l i zed  and   three  d imens iona l ;   rude ly ,   c rude ly ,  and  perfect ly   in  

keep ing  with   the  both   the  era  and  Mi lch ’s  wor ld  v iew,9 not ‐po l i t i ca l ly  correct  

( rac ism,   Ind ian‐hat ing ,  ant i ‐ semit i sm,  sex ism,   in  word  and  bruta l  deed,  are  a l l  

Deadwood  rea l i t ies ,  part  o f   i t s  “ reck less  ver i s imi l i tude”   ( see   the  E l l roy  ep igraph   to  

Wr ight  and  Ha i l in  Zhou’s  essay   in   th is  vo lume) .   In   i t s  e laborate ,   in t r icate ,  “co ld‐

b looded”   reconnoiter ing  o f  a  p lace  and  a   t ime,  Deadwood  reminds   th is  v iewer  at  

                                            
8 Perfect ly captur ing Deadwood ’s  water cooler publ ic  fame, a New 

Yorker  cartoon shows a road s ign on which we read “DEADWOOD 25——-
MILES.” 

9 “For me,” Mi lch has ins isted, “democracy is  a patent delus ion. It ’s  an 
ideal,  but th is society is  far from democrat ic,  nor can i t  be. The idea in 
America, even as the Declarat ion of Independence was put forward—‘We hold 
these truths to be sel f-evident that a l l  men are created equal ’—that was 
bul lshit”  (Schif f  6).  
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least  o f   the  work  o f  Wi l l iam Fau lkner ,  who once  scrawled  on  a  map  ( inc luded   in  

Absa lom,  Absa lom  [1936] )  o f  h is  bra inch i ld ,   the  “ f ic t iona l”  Yoknapatawpha County ,  

“Wi l l iam Fau lkner ,  So le  Owner  &  Propr ietor .”  G iven   the  co l laborat ive  nature  of  

te lev is ion  creat iv i ty ,   the  wor ld  o f  a   ser ies  can  never  be  so le ly  owned,  but  make  no  

mistake:  Dav id  Mi lch   i s  Deadwood’s  propr ietor .  

“ I t ’ s  not  by  any  v i r tue   that   I  have   rece ived  a  g i f t ,”  Mi lch   ins i s ts .   “ I t ’ s  an  

acc ident .  But   the  cr ime would  be  not   to  be   respect fu l  o f   i t”   (“An   Imag inat ive  

Rea l i ty” ) .  Cast  and  crew on   the   f i lms  of   the   la te  Feder ico  Fe l l in i   spoke  of  “ the  da i ly  

mirac le”   (Fe l l in i :   I ’m  a  Born  L iar )  o f  work ing  with   the  constant ly   improv is ing  

“Maestro .”  By  a l l   reports ,   the  creat ion  of  Deadwood,  Milch ’s  masterp iece ,  decades   in  

the  mak ing ,  has  been  s imi lar ly  miracu lous .  

 

 


