
 “I Only Had a Week”: TV Creativity and Quality Television 

 

New organs  o r  percept ion  come   in to  be ing  as  a   resu l t  o f  necess i t y .  

There fore ,   inc rease  your  necess i t y   so   tha t   you  may   inc rease  your  percept ion .  

Ja laa l   a l ‐D in  Rumi  

 

En ter ta inment  g i ves  us  what  we  want .  A r t   g i ves  us  what  we  don ' t   know we  

want .  

Gene  Youngb lood ,  Expanded  C inema  

 

In  Damian  Pett igrew’s  mesmer iz ing  documentary  Fe l l in i :   I ’m  a  Born  L iar   the  

la te ,  g reat   I ta l ian  d i rector   ruminates  on  how h is  mov ies  came to  be:  

 

My  f i lms  happen because   I   s ign  a  contract .   I  get  an  advance   I  don’t  want   to  

repay  so   I  have   to  make   the   f i lm.   I ’ l l   say   i t  aga in ;  you  may   th ink   I ’m  be ing  

fact i t ious ,  but   i t ’ s  abso lute ly   t rue .   I  don’t  be l ieve   in   tota l   c reat ive   f reedom.  A  

creator ,   i f  he   i s  g iven   tota l   c reat ive   f reedom,  would   tend,   I   th ink ,   to  do  

noth ing  at  a l l .  The  greatest  danger   for  an  art i s t   i s   tota l   f reedom,   to  be  ab le   to  

wa i t   for   insp i rat ion ,   that  whole   romant ic  d iscourse .  Psycho log ica l ly ,   the  art i s t  

i s  an  of fender .  He  has  a  ch i ld ish  need   to  o f fend,  and   to  be  ab le   to  o f fend,  you  

need  parents ,  a  headmaster ,  a  h igh  pr iest ,   the  po l ice .   .   .   .   I  need  oppos i t ion ,  

someone who annoys  me,   someone who opposes  me,   to  work  up   the  energy  

that   I  need   to   f ight   for  what   I ’m  do ing .   I  need  an  enemy.  

 

Te lev is ion ,   inc lud ing  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion ,  happens  because  contracts  are  s igned,  

advances  are  g iven ,  new ep isodes  must  be   locked  down.  No   te lev is ion  “pr ime t ime 

pr ime mover ,”  not  even   those  mak ing  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion ,  has  “ tota l   c reat ive  

f reedom.”  None,  under   the  extreme pressure  of  deb i l i ta t ing ,  enervat ing ,  

incapac i tat ing ,   in t imidat ing ,   insp i r ing  dead l ines ,  can  a f ford   to  do  noth ing ,   to  

langu ish   in  c reat ive  despa i r ,  or   indu lge   in  wr i ter ’s  b lock ,  or  ed i tor ’s  b lock ,  or  

composer ’s  b lock ,  or  do l ly  gr ip ’s  b lock ,  or   show‐runner ’s  b lock .  None have   the  

le i sure   to  wa i t   for   the   l ight  bu lb   to   l ight ,   the  app le   to   fa l l .  None  can   luxur iate   in  a  

bath   tub  ant ic ipat ing  Eureka  or  codd le   romant ic  not ions  o f   the  creat ive   imag inat ion  

at  work .  The  “new percept ion”   te lev is ion  so  of ten  of fers   i s  born  of  necess i ty ,  

somet ime rad ica l  necess i ty .  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“Qual i ty   te lev is ion”—in  Youngblood’s   terms,  presumably   te lev is ion   that  not  

on ly  g ives  us  what  we want  but  what  we d idn ’ t  know we want—is  prob lemat ic  and  

more   than  a   l i t t le  defens ive .   I f  we  app ly  what   in  sc ience   f i c t ion  c i rc les   i s   somet imes  

deemed the   [Theodore]  S turgeon  pr inc ip le—“Nine   tenths  o f   sc ience   f i c t ion   i s  c rap .  

Of  course ,  n ine   tenths  o f  everyth ing   i s  c rap”—to te lev is ion ,  we  might  not   fee l   the  

need   to  d is t ingu ish   i t   f rom run‐of ‐ the‐mi l l  TV .  Why  the  compuls ion   to  “d isqua l i fy”  

most  o f   te lev is ion?  The  Amer ican  comic  Fred  A l len  once  qu ipped,  back   in   the  F i rs t  

Go lden  Age  of  Te lev is ion ,   that   te lev is ion   i s  ca l led  a  medium because   i t   i s   “ rare ly  wel l  

done”   (quoted  by  B iancu l l i ,  59) .  The  embrace  of  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion ,   the   recogn i t ion  

that  exce l lence  on   th is  medium  is  anyth ing  but   rare ,   i s  meant ,  o f  course ,   to  counter  

such  a  preva lent  assumpt ion .  But  other  mot ives  may  have  governed   i t s  b i r th .  

Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion ,  as  Lynn  Sp ige l  has  argued,  may  be ,   to  some extent—

perhaps  a  great  extent—a necessary   f i c t ion  created  by  academics :   “ the  

inst i tut iona l i zat ion  of   ‘qua l i ty ’  TV ,”   she  wr i tes   in  “The  Making  of  a  TV  L i terate  E l i te ,”  

“was   intertwined  with   the  para l le l   construct ion  of   ‘qua l i ty ’  TV  cr i t i c i sm”   (69) .  A f ter  

a l l ,  as  Bob  Thompson notes   in  Te lev is ion ’s  Second  Go lden  Age,  Qual i ty  Te lev is ion   i s  

rough ly  equ iva lent   to   that   seeming ly  amorphous  phenomenon known as   the  “Art  

F i lm,”   the  advent  o f  which  c inema cr i t i cs ,   theor is ts ,  and  aud iences  once  a lso   fe l t   the  

need   to  construct  as  a   rep lacement   for   the  usua l  markers  o f  genre .  “Art  c inema 

addresses   i t s  aud ience ,”  Pam Cook  wr i tes ,  paraphras ing  Dav id  Bordwel l ,   in  The  

C inema Book,  “as  one  of  knowledgeab le  c inemagoers  who wi l l   recogn ize   the  

character i s t ic   s ty l i s t i c   touches  o f   the  author ’s  oeuvre”   (116) .  Perhaps  auteur ism  in  

a l l   i t s   forms,  as  Matt  H i l l s   ins i s ts   in  Fan  Cu l tures ,  “br ings  w ith   i t  an   ideo logy  of  

qua l i ty”   (133) .  

An  of ten  anonymous  medium  in  which   the  quest ion  of  authorsh ip  has  been  

suspect   f rom the  beg inn ing ,  and   the  ser ious  s tudy  of  which  over   the   last   two decades  

has   t ransp i red  contemporaneous ly  w ith   the  seeming  death   (or  was   i t  murder?)  o f  

mov ie  autuer ism,  Amer ican   te lev is ion  seems on ly  now ready   to  encourage  ser ious  

invest igat ion   into   i t s  now emergent ,  now  ident i f iab le ,  a las  most ly  male ,  c reat ive  

ind iv idua ls :   Joss  Whedon,  Dav id  Chase ,  Aaron  Sork in ,  A lan  Ba l l ,  Matt  Groen ing ,   J .   J .  

Abrams,  Winn ie  Ho lzman,  Marta  Kaufman,  Dav id  Ke l ley ,  D iane  Eng l i sh ,  Tom Fontana,  

S teven  Bochco,   Joe l  Surnow,  Dav id  Mi lch ,  Darren  Star ,  Chr is  Carter ,   Larry  Dav id ,  G len  

Gordon Caron,  D ick  Wol f ,  Marsha l l  Herskowitz ,  Ed  Zwick .  The   l i s t   i s   long  and  growing  

and   I  do  not  mean mine   to  be  more   than  a  sample .  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Do Qual i ty  Te lev is ion  art i s ts  exh ib i t   the  other  accord ing   to‐Fe l l in i  def in ing  

t ra i ts :  a re   they  of fenders?  Do   they   requ ire  oppos i t ion?  Do   they  need  enemies?  

Work ing   in  a  medium  in  which   the  vaunted,  myth ic  Amer ican   f reedom of   speech  may  

not  actua l ly  ex is t ,   in  which  censorsh ip .  both   inst i tut iona l  and  se l f ,   certa in ly  curta i l s  

i f  not   s t ra i t jackets  express ion ,   te lev is ion  creators  need  not   look   far   to   f ind  parents ,  

po l ice ,  headmasters ,  gatekeepers  w ith  which   to  do  batt le .   “Des i rab le  demographics  

notwithstand ing ,”  Bob  Thompson reminds ,  “qua l i ty   shows must  o f ten  undergo  a  

nob le  s t rugg le  aga inst  prof i t ‐monger ing  networks  and  nonapprec iat ive  aud iences”  

(14) .  

Long  before  a  Wardrobe  Mal funct ion  un leashed   the  at tack  dogs  o f   the  

po l i t i ca l   r ight   in  Amer ica ,  pr ior   to   the  second‐most ‐dup l ic i tous  member  o f   the  Powel l  

fami ly ’s   ra l ly ing  o f  a  Federa l  Communicat ion  Commiss ion  prev ious ly  preoccup ied  on ly  

w ith  mak ing   the  wor ld  sa fer   for  Rupert  Murdoch  and  C lear  Channel   to  become 

exped i t ious ly  appa l led  by   the  degradat ion  of  Amer ican  media  s tandards ,  network  

te lev is ion  execut ives ,  whi le  s imultaneous ly  embrac ing  and  promulgat ing  a  k ind  of  

neo‐Least  Object ionab le  Programming  s t rategy ,  were  a l ready  compla in ing  

voc i ferous ly  o f  an  unfa i r  hand icap   in   the i r  c lash  with  cab le  compet i t ion .  Not  TV ,  HBO 

can  use  nud i ty ,  profan i ty ,  and  v io lence  and  get  away  with   i t .  Though  a i r ing  on  an  

expens ive  subscr ipt ion‐requ ired  network ,  The  Sopranos  has  o f ten  won  i t s   t ime‐s lot  

aga inst  network  compet i t ion  because   i t   can  be  more  adu l t .  An  o ld  TV  programming  

max im has   i t   that  a   show cannot  be  a   t rue  h i t  un less   i t s  n ight  be longs   to   i t ;  HBO now 

owns  Sunday  n ight   in  Amer ica .  The  Sabbath  may  s tart  w i th  a  v i s i t   to  church ,  but   the  

even ing   takes  us   to   the  Bada  B ing ,   to   the  F isher  Funera l  Home,   to  Oz ,   to   the  Los  

Ange les  o f  Larry  Dav id ,   the  New York  o f  Carr ie  Bradshaw and   f r iends .   In   the  current  

TV   landscape,  here ’s   the  sort  o f   th ing  aga inst  which   the  networks  must  compete .   ( I f  

any  ch i ldren  are  present ,   they  shou ld  perhaps   leave   the   room.)  

 

Show clip from “Crossroads” (Six Feet Under Season One). 

 

The  second c l ip   i s   f rom Curb  Your  Enthus iasm on HBO,  which ,   i f  you  haven’t  

seen   i t ,  presents   i t se l f  as  a   sort  o f   faux  documentary  about   the  horr ib le   l i fe  o f  

Se infe ld  co‐creator  Larry  Dav id ,  who p lays  h imse l f .  Curb ’s   th i rd  season   fo l lows  Larry ’s  

misadventures  as  an   investor   in  an  about‐ to‐open  Los  Ange les   restaurant ,  and   in   the  

f ina l  ep isode  of   the  season,   the   restaurant  debuts  w ith  a  hast i ly  h i red  new chef  Larry  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th inks   i s  a  ho locaust   surv ivor  and  who suf fers   f rom Tourette ’s  Syndrome,  as   the  

owners  d iscover   too   la te .  Here  are   the   last   two minutes  o f  “The  Grand  Opening ,”   the  

season   f ina le .  

 

Show clip from “The Grand Opening” episode of Curb (2:05) 

 

The   th i rd  c l ip ,  o f  course ,   i s   f rom The  Sopranos ,   f rom a  Season  Four  Ep isode  

ca l led  “Whoever  D id  Th is .”  Mob boss  Tony  Soprano’s  be loved  horse  P ie ‐oh‐My has  

just  been  k i l led   in  a  s tab le   f i re   that   looks   l ike  arson,  and  Tony  drops  by  Ra lph ie  

C i faretto ’s  house   to  conf i rm h is   susp ic ions .  

 

Show clip of Tony killing Ralphie in “Whoever Did This”  

 

In  a   recent   in terv iew on  Nat iona l  Pub l ic  Rad io ’s  Fresh  A i r  Sopranos  creator  

Dav id  Chase ,  a   twenty   f ive  year ,  a lmost  complete ly   inv is ib le  veteran   in  h is  pre‐HBO 

l i fe ,  o f  network   te lev is ion ,  Chase   re i terates  h is  unhappiness  w ith   the  current  s tate  o f  

te lev is ion .1 S ick  and   t i red  of   the  compla ints  o f  network  execut ives   that  HBO shows 

have  an  unfa i r  advantage  because  of   the  sort  o f   inde l ib le  moments  we have   just  

seen,  Chase   l i s ts   instead  some of   the   f reedoms network   te lev is ion   fa i l s   to  exerc ise :  

 

[A ] l l  o f  us  have   the   f reedom to  do  s tory   l ines   that  unfo ld  s lowly .  We a l l  have  

the   f reedom to  create  characters   that  are  complex  and  contrad ictory .  The  FCC  

doesn ’t  govern   that .  We a l l  have   the   f reedom to   te l l   s tup id ,  bad   jokes   that  

may  actua l ly   turn  out   to  be   funny.  And  we a l l  have   the   f reedom to   le t   the  

aud ience   f igure  out  what ’s  go ing  on   rather   than   te l l ing   them what ’s  go ing  on .  

 

  Stor ies   that  unfo ld  s lowly :  Chewing  Gum  in  Twin  Peaks  

  Characters   that  are  complex  and  contrad ictory :  A  cut  o f  S loane   f rom Al ias  

Pi lot  30 :30  

  Stup id ,  Bad   Jokes :  Marsha l l  McLuhan   in  House  Arrest  605  

  Let   the  aud ience   f igure   i t  out :   the  gang  at   the  end  of  “Chosen”  

 

“You  get  bored,”  Chase  confessed  severa l  years  ago   to   James  Longworth ,  “and   I  don’t  

know  i f  you  can   te l l   i t   f rom  look ing  at  The  Sopranos ,  but   I  had   just  had   i t  up   to  here  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with  a l l   the  n icet ies  o f  network   te lev is ion .   I   cou ldn ’ t   take   i t  anymore.  And   I  don’t  

mean  language  and   I  don’t  mean v io lence .   I   just  mean s toryte l l ing ,   invent iveness ,  

someth ing   that   rea l ly  cou ld  enterta in  and  surpr ise  people .   I   just  cou ldn ’t   take   i t  

anymore”   (34) .  On  another  occas ion ,  Chase  would   te l l  A l len  Rucker  what  he   rea l ly  

th inks  o f  network   te lev is ion :  “ I   loathe  and  desp ise  a lmost  every  second of   i t . ”  

Network   te lev is ion   fa i l s ,  Chase  goes  on   to  say ,  because   i t  has   forgotten   i t s  

f i r s t  ob l igat ion  as  a   s tory   te l ler   in  order   to  pursue  a  not ‐so‐h idden  agenda.  

 

I   th ink   the   f i r s t  pr ior i ty   i s   to  push  a   l i festy le .   I   th ink   there ’s   someth ing   they ’re  

t ry ing   to  se l l  a l l   the   t ime.   .   .   .   I   th ink  what   they ’re   t ry ing   to  se l l   i s   that  

everyth ing ’s  OK  a l l   the   t ime,   that   th is   i s   just  a  great  nat ion  and  a  wonderfu l  

soc iety ,  and  everyth ing ’s  OK  and   i t ’ s  OK   to  buy  s tuf f .   Let ’s   just  go  buy  some 

stuf f .   .   .   .  There ’s   some  indef inab le   image  of  Amer ica   that   they ’re  constant ly  

t ry ing   to  push  as  opposed   to  actua l ly  be ing  enterta in ing .  

 

I t   i s   th is   image,   th is  wor ld  v iew,   th is   ideo logy ,   i s   i t  not ,   that   i s   incompat ib le  w ith   the  

product ion  of  Amer ican  Qua l i ty   te lev is ion ,  not   the  extreme  f inanc ia l  and  product ion  

ex igenc ies   that   face  every  one  of   the  medium’s  c reators .  

 

For  a l l  h is  br i l l iance ,  Chase   fa i l s   to  d isc lose  one  undeniab le ,   inequ i tab le  advantage  

work ing  on  HBO does  o f fer  h im.  A  Sopranos  season   i s  on ly   th i r teen  ep isodes ,  and  

HBO has  acqu iesced   in  Chase ’s  ever ‐ increas ing  demands   for   longer‐ than‐customary  

h iatuses  between seasons .  The  Sopranos ,  Season  Four ,   returned   in  September  2002  

a f ter   s ix teen  months   to   rep len ish   the  creat ive   ju ices .  Season  F ive  began  aga in   las t  

month  a f ter   f i f teen  months  o f f   the  a i r .  Not  surpr is ing ly ,   the  “ Jesus  Lady”  o f  Amer ican  

te lev is ion ,  Martha  Wi l l iamson,  c reator  o f  Touched  by  an  Ange l ,  speaks  w ith  envy  of  

Chase ’s  premium cab le   luxury   in  her   in terv iew with   James  Longworth  and  suggests  

she  cou ld  produce  a  h igher  qua l i ty  product  under  s imi lar  c i rcumstances .   (But   then  

aga in  she  a lso  proc la ims   in   the  same  interv iew,   far   less  be l ievab ly ,   that ,   i f  put   in  

charge  of  Oz ,   she  would   take   the  show  in  prec ise ly   the  same d i rect ion  as  Tom 

Fontana. )  

I f  enemies  are  needed to  create ,  as  Fe l l in i   suggests ,  even   to  create   te lev is ion ,  

another  suspect ,  ever ‐present  and  much  more   rea l   than   the  FCC,   i s   ready   to  hand,  an  

enemy  f i lmmakers   l ike  a  Fe l l in i   (who made 24 ,  or   i s   i t  23½?,   f i lms   in   forty  years )  or  a  

S tan ley  Kubr ick   (who d i rected  on ly   twelve   feature   f i lms   in   four  decades)  cannot  be  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sa id   to  have   faced   in  any  s ign i f i cant  or  dec is ive  way—an enemy TV’s  makers  know 

int imate ly :   t ime.  

In  an   interv iew Joss  Whedon,  c reator  o f  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer ,  Ange l ,  and 

the  short ‐ l ived  but  amaz ing  F i re f ly ,  makes   the   fo l lowing  observat ion:  

 

I   th ink  everybody  who makes  movies  shou ld  be   forced   to  do   te lev is ion .  

.   .   .  Because  you  have   to   f in i sh .  You  have   to  get   i t  done,  and   there  are  

not  a   lo t  o f  dec is ions  made  just   for   the  sake  of  mak ing  dec is ions .  You  

do  someth ing  because   i t ' s  e f f i c ient  and  because   i t  gets   the  s tory   to ld  

and   i t   connects   to   the  aud ience .  And   then  you 've  got   to  do   i t   r ight  and  

do   i t   fast .   I  worked   in  TV  before   I  worked   in  movies ,  and   I  have  a  

better   t rack   record  at  meet ing  dead l ines   than  some movie  wr i ters  

because  you  get   i t  done.   .   .   .   So  TV   i s  a  good   th ing .  Obv ious ly   i t  has  

certa in  p i t fa l l s  and  r i tua ls   that  you   fa l l   in to ,   shortcuts  and  whatnot  

that  when you  make  a  movie  you  want   to  get  out  o f .  But   I   th ink   the  

restr ic t ion  of   just  hav ing   to   te l l  a   s tory   to  an  aud ience  every  week   i s  

the  best   th ing  you  cou ld  ask   for .  U l t imate ly ,  you  want   to  move  on   f rom 

that .  You   just  want   to  say ,  “Okay ,  now  I  want   to  do  someth ing  where   I  

have   the   t ime to  create  everyth ing   that ' s   in   the   f rame.  Everyth ing .”  

And   that 's   sort  o f  where   I 'm  s tart ing   to  be .   I 'm  gett ing   to   the  po int  

now where   I 'm   l ike ,   “Okay ,   I ' ve   to ld  a   lo t  o f   s tor ies .   I ' ve  churned   i t  

out .”   I   just   fee l   l i ke   I  want   to  s tep  back  and  do  someth ing  where   I   can ' t  

use   the  excuse  of  “ I  on ly  had  a  week." ’   (The  Watcher ’s  Gu ide ,  Vol .  2  

323)  

 

Much  of   te lev is ion   i s  produced  under   t ime constra ints   that  would  make   the  creat ive  

work  o f  nove l i s ts ,  pa inters ,   composers ,   f i lmmakers  d i f f i cu l t   i f  not   imposs ib le .  One  

year ’s  worth  of  an  hour  program—twenty   two  forty  minute  ep isodes ,  880  

minutes/14.7  hours ,   the  equ iva lent  o f   seven   feature   f i lms)—is   rout ine ly  generated   in  

less   than  a  year  o f   f renz ied  co l laborat ive  enterpr ise .  Whedon’s   lament—“I  on ly  had  a  

week”—must  be   the   f requent   lament  o f  TV  wr i ters ,  producers ,   set  des igners ,  

composers ,  and  d i rectors .  Even  more  miracu lous ly ,  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion   i s  produced  by  

the  same system.  

When Mim Udov i tch  v i s i ted   the  set  o f  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  wh i le  wr i t ing  a  

cover  s tory  on   the  show for  Rol l ing  Stone ,   she   learned   that   the   f ina l  ep isode  of  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season   four ,   then  on ly  days  away   f rom product ion ,2 was  not  yet  wr i t ten .  “L ike ,   in  a  

coup le  o f  days  we s tart   shoot ing   the   last  ep isode  of   the  season,”  Sarah  Miche l le  

Ge l lar  would  observe ,  “and  no  one  has  any   idea  what  happens .  But   Joss   just  keeps  

say ing ,   ‘Don’t  worry .   I  have   i t   r ight  here ’”   (62) .  Whedon,  we  learn   la ter   in   the  art ic le ,  

had  an  emergency  appendectomy ear l ier   in   the  week,  de lay ing  h is  complet ion  of   the  

scr ipt   for   the  season   f ina le .  

A   few days   la ter  Whedon had  ev ident ly  completed   the  scr ipt   for  “Rest less”  

(4022) ,3 and  he  would  a lso  d i rect ,   for   the   fourth  consecut ive  year ,   the  season’s   f ina l  

ep isode,  which  would  a i r  on  May  23 .  Conf i rming  h is   in junct ion   to  h is   s tar  not   to  

worry ,   “Rest less”   turned  out   to  be  a   t ru ly  extraord inary  hour  o f   te lev is ion ,  a  k ind  of  

TV  8½, 4 a  postmodern ,   se l f ‐ re ferent ia l ,  d ieges is ‐bending ,  hour   that  would  succeed   in  

summing  up  BtVS’s   f i r s t   four  seasons  and  po int ing   to   i t s   future .   I  have  compared   i t  

( in  F ight ing   the  Forces )   to  Fe l l in i ’ s  8½  (1963) ,  a  watershed   f i lm  once  condemned as  

“ the  death  of  pub l ic  c inema as  we know  i t”   (Sh icke l ) . 5 

 

In  h is  br i l l iant ,  po lymathic ,  and  maddening  Te lev isua l i ty :  S ty le ,  Cr i s i s ,  and  Author i ty  

in  Amer ican  Te lev is ion ,   John  Thornton  Ca ldwel l   ins i s ts   that   the  “desperate  

inte l lectua l  a t tempt”   (249)  o f   te lev is ion  s tud ies ,   far   too  enamored  of  Raymond 

Wi l l iams’  not ion  of  “ f low,”   too   focused  on   te lev is ion   texts ,   too  ethnograph ic ,   far   too  

verba l ,   i s  essent ia l ly  misgu ided  and   inadequate ,  because  of   i t s   segregat ion  of   theory  

and  pract ice ,   to   the   task  o f  understand ing   the  s ty l i s t i c  excess  o f  Amer ican   te lev is ion  

beg inn ing   in   the  1980s .   Jeremy But ler  deems  i t   “an  audac ious  p iece  of  ag i t ‐prop   for  

the  s ty l i s t i c  ana lys i s  o f   te lev is ion   images  and   the   incorporat ion  of   industr ia l  

d i scourse   into  screen  s tudy”   (380) .  Not  surpr is ing ly ,  Ca ldwel l   i s   complete ly  

susp ic ious  o f  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion ,   in  h is  parano id  approach  conv inced   that  Qua l i ty   i s  

an   industry   invent ion ,  good   for  bus iness .  

Though  Ca ldwel l ’ s  ca l l   for   less   theory  and  more  examinat ion  of  actua l  

te lev is ion   i s   re f resh ing ,   I   f ind  h is  monotonous  d iscover ies  a   tad  parano id   for  my 

taste .  A   long ,  hard  s log   through  Te lev isua l i ty ’s  400 p lus  pages  w i l l  d i scover  v i r tua l ly  

no  awareness  o f   the  creat iv i ty   that   fue ls   te lev is ion ,  no   recogn i t ion   that  Qua l i ty  

Te lev is ion ,  a t   least ,   i s  made by  creat ive   ind iv idua ls .  At   th is  po int   in  our   f ledg l ing  

understand ing  of   te lev is ion ,  we  know very   l i t t le  about   the  nature  of   te lev is ion  

creat iv i ty .  What  would   i t  mean to  s tudy   te lev is ion  creat iv i ty?   I   can ’ t  do  much  more  

today   than  of fer  a  br ie f  pro legomena to  such  an  approach,   ident i fy ing   three  key  

areas  o f   invest igat ion .   ( I   shou ld  add  here   that  when  I  was  shar ing  my se l f ‐d isc losures  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ear l ier   I   fa i led   to  ment ion   that   the  nature  of   the  creat ive  process   i s  one  of  my other  

pass ionate   inte l lectua l   in terests .   I  wear  severa l  hats . )  

Col laborat ion.  To  understand   te lev is ion  creat iv i ty ,  we  wi l l   f i r s t  o f  a l l  need   to  

understand   the   funct ion  of  co l laborat ion .  Perhaps   the   foremost   invest igator  o f   the  

creat ive  process ,  Co lumbia  Un ivers i ty ’s  Howard  Gruber ,  has  suggested   in  an  

interv iew with  Howard  Gardner   that  co l laborat ion   i s   the   last  great   f ront ier  o f   the  

d isc ip l ine .  Recent  books   l ike  Nora   John‐Ste iner ’s  Creat ive  Co l laborat ion  help   to   f i l l  

the  vo id ,  but  she   looks  on ly  at  co l laborat ive  pa i rs ,  Ana is  N in  and  Henry  Mi l ler ,  

P icasso  and  Braque.  What  might  we  learn  by  an   intens ive/extens ive  examinat ion  of  

the  aston ish ing  co l laborat ive  e f fort   invo lved  as   the  mult ip le   in te l l igences  o f  

te lev is ion  arts  and  sc iences  work   together   to  make  a   te lev is ion  show? The  advent  

and  rap id  pro l i ferat ion  of   te lev is ion  on  DVD and  of  commentar ies  by  wr i ters ,  

d i rectors ,  and  actors  w i l l  be  a   t remendous  boon to   those   interested   in  understand ing  

TV  creat ion , 6 as  are   the  per iod ic  “mak ing  of”  bonus   features .  To  c i te  but   two must ‐

sees ,  The  Making  of  “The  Te l l ing”  on   the  Season  Two DVD of  Al ias  and From Page   to  

Screen  on Angel ’ s  Season  Two DVD are  both   fasc inat ing ,   though  we need   to  

remember   that   they  are  produced  by  cap i ta l i s t   s tooges .  Books   l ike  Dav id  Marc  and  

Bob  Thompson’s  Pr ime T ime,  Pr ime Movers  and  James  Longworth ’s   two TV Creators  

vo lumes  of fer  many   ins ights   in to   the  creat ive  process   in   te lev is ion ,  and  Smal l  Screen ,  

B ig  Un iverse :  S tar  Trek  as  Te lev is ion ,  by  Roberta  Pearson  and  Máire  Messenger  

Dav ies   (both  with  us  here   today) ,  a  book,  based  on  hundreds  o f  hours  o f   in terv iews  

with   the  a l l  k inds  o f  contr ibutors   to   the  Star  Trek   f ranch ise ,   to  be  pub l i shed  next  

year  by   the  Univers i ty  o f  Ca l i forn ia  Press ,   shou ld  be  of   inest imable  va lue   for  

te lev is ion  creat iv i ty   scho lars .  

The Te lev is ion  Auteur .  When,  drawing  on   the  or ig ina l   ins ights  o f   the  French,  

the  Amer ican  cr i t i c  Andrew Sarr i s   t rans lated   the  auteur   theory   into  an  Amer ican  

id iom,  h is  goa l  was  p la in :  convert ing  " f i lm  h is tory   in to  d i rector ia l  autob iography,"  

Amer ican   inte l lectua ls   in terested   in   the  movies  began   to   th ink  and   ta lk  and  

understand   the  movies   through   the  spec ia l ly ‐ground  lenses  prov ided  by   the  auteur  

theory .  We know now that   those   lenses  were  near  s ighted ,   lead ing  auteur  c r i t i cs   ( I  

was  one  once)   to  make  a  b i t  o f  a   spectac le  o f  ourse lves .   I   t rust ,  as  we embark  on  a  

new,  Te lev is ion  Auteur ism,   that  we have   learned  our   lesson.   I t  may  wel l  be   t rue ,  as  

Robert  C .  A l len  exp la ins ,   that  “because  of   the   technolog ica l   complex i ty  o f   the  

medium and  as  a   resu l t  o f   the  app l icat ion   to  most  commerc ia l   te lev is ion  product ion  

of   the  pr inc ip les  o f  modern   industr ia l  organ izat ion   .   .   .   ,   i t   i s  very  d i f f i cu l t   to   locate  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the   ‘author ’  o f  a   te lev is ion  program—if  by   that  we mean the  s ing le   ind iv idua l  who 

prov ides   the  un i fy ing  v i s ion  beh ind   the  program”  (9 ) .  But  shou ld   that   s top  us   f rom 

try ing ,   f rom harvest ing   the  potent ia l  d i scovers  o f  a   r igorous   invest igat ion   into   the  

creat ive   ind iv idua ls  who shape   te lev is ion?  We need   to  know so  much  more ,  about   the  

people  who make  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion .  Why  i s   i t   that   so  many  of   them,   l ike  Chase ,  

“ loathe”   the  medium  in  which   they  exce l?  How  is   i t   that   the  necess i t ies  o f   te lev is ion  

insp i re  new percept ions   in  c reat ive   ind iv idua ls   l i ke  a  Dav id  Lynch  or  an  A lan  Ba l l ,  

a l ready  success fu l   in   the  promised   land  of   the  movies?  How can  someone  l ike  Larry  

Dav id ,   the   inv is ib le  beh ind‐the‐scenes   force  beh ind  Se infe ld ,  step  out  o f   the  shadows 

in   f ront  o f   the  camera   in  Curb  Your  Enthus iasm?  How can  a   J .   J .  Abrams make   the  

seeming ly   imposs ib le  genre   leap   f rom Fe l i c i ty   to  Al ias?  We need,   too ,   to  know much  

more  about  what   these  people  know,   the i r   in f luences ,   the i r  asp i rat ions .  A  br ie f  

as ide :   for   the  upcoming  S layage  Conference  on  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer ,  we 

accepted  an  exce l lent  proposa l   for  a  paper   that  would   invest igate  Sart re ian   themes  

in  Buffy .  A month  ago ,  watch ing   l i s ten ing   to   the  DVD commentary  o f   Joss  Whedon on  

the  F i re f ly  ep isode  “Objects   in  Space ,”   I   learned   that   the  wr i ter ‐d i rector  had  read  

Nausea  when he  was  a   teenager  and   that  he   intended the  ep isode   in  quest ion   to  be  a  

demonstrat ion  of   i t s  premises .  

Ser ia l  Creat iv i ty .   In  an  extraord inary  essay   in  Fu l l  o f  Secrets :  Cr i t i ca l  

Approaches   to  Twin  Peaks ,  Mark  Do lan  out l ines   the  need   for  a  new understand ing  of  

the  aston ish ing  complex i t ies  o f  what  he  ca l l s   “ser ia l   c reat iv i ty .”  The  makers  o f  a  

te lev is ion  ser ies   face  narrato log ica l   cha l lenges  unknown to   the  nove l i s t  or   the  

f i lmmaker .  They  must  open  up   the  narrat ive  enough   to  a l low  for   the  ungo ing  

progress  o f  a   s tory ,  must   revea l  poss ib i l i ty   suf f ic ient ly   to  a l low th ings   to  happen,  but  

must  do  so  never  knowing  how  long—how many  ep isodes ,  how many  seasons—the 

narrat ive  w i l l  actua l ly  be .  How does  one  create ,   susta in ,  open  up ,  o f fer  c losure ,   to  

what  Sarah  Vowel l   ca l l s   “a   long  hau l”   show? Before  we understand   te lev is ion  

creat iv i ty ,  we  wi l l  need  a  much  better  grasp  of   the  complex i t ies ,  ambigu i t ies ,  and  

pract ica l i t ies  o f   ser ia l   c reat iv i ty .  

 

Those  subjected  to ,  bored  with ,  my constant  chatter  about  my new  love  of  

te lev is ion  are  no  doubt  s ick ‐ to‐death  of  hear ing  me go  on  about  what   I  have  come to  

ca l l   “ root ing   for   te lev is ion .”   Jacques  Barzun  once  suggested   that  c r i t i ca l   terms  

shou ld  come  into  ex is tence   in  a  manner  prec ise ly  ana logous   to  pear ls .   “Cr i t i ca l   terms  

are   rare  pear ls  born  of   the   i r r i ta t ion   that   the  mind   fee ls  a t  not  be ing  ab le   to  account  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to   i t se l f   for   someth ing   i t   repeated ly  encounters .”  Cr i t i ca l   language,   in  other  words ,  

shou ld  be  born  out  o f   the  mind’s  need   to   f ind   re l ie f   through   the  creat ion  of  a  new,  

i l luminat ing   jewel  o f  an   idea .  “Root ing   for   te lev is ion ,”   I   fervent ly  hope,  as   the  oyster  

o f   record ,  w i l l  p rove   to  be  a  gem.  As  an  exemplary  example  of  what  Matt  H i l l s  has  

deemed a  scho lar ‐ fan ,   I  have  monitored  with   interest  my whol ly  non‐ob ject ive ,  

hard ly  d is interested ,  obsess ive  cheer lead ing   for  my  favor i te   te lev is ion  programs.  

(Though   the  phenomenon  i s  not  whol ly   l im ited   to  ser ies   te lev is ion—I  of ten   f ind  

myse l f  genuf lect ing  before  The  Da i ly  Show,  a  beacon  of   sat i r i c ,   sou l ‐sooth ing  san i ty  

for   res idents  o f  Bush ’s  Amer ica—it   i s   la rge ly  ep isod ic   te lev is ion   for  which   I  am 

fanat ic . )  Watch ing  or ig ina l  a i r ings  o f  Buffy ,  The  Sopranos ,  S ix  Feet  Under ,  Ange l ,  Curb  

Your  Enthus iasm,  The  S impsons ,  A l ias ,  24 ,   I   f ind  myse l f  happy,   thr i l led   in   fact ,  a t  

br i l l iant  character  deve lopments ,  a t   ingen ious  narrato log ica l  deve lopments ,  a t   tour‐

de‐ force  act ion  sequences  and  spec ia l  e f fects ,  a t  de l ic ious  subvers ions  o f  

broadcast ing  codes ,  a t  gett ing‐away‐with‐murder ,  w icked ly   r i squé  verba l  and  v isua l  

double  entendres ,  a t  per fect ,   fer t i le ,   c losure less  end ings .  Though   I  may  not  come out  

o f  my cha i r  w i th  qu i te   the  zea l   I  exh ib i t  a t  a  Tennessee  T i tans ’   touchdown,   I  

recogn ize   the  s imi lar i ty  o f   the  emot ion ,   though  no  doubt   the  neurons  are   f i r ing  at  

h igher   leve ls  o f   the  bra in   than   those   insp i red  by   the  accompl ishments  o f  a   footba l l  

p layer .  What  can   I   say :   I   root   for  c reat ive  ach ievement   in  a l l   i t s   forms  and  spheres  

and  nowhere  does   i t  amaze  me more   than   in   te lev is ion .  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1 These remarks echo Chase observations in a “Foreword” to a volume collecting the 

best Sopranos screenplays, summarized in my chapter on The Sopranos in Glen Creeber’s Fifty 
Key Television Programmes: 
 

Although the major American television networks, all of which passed on the show, 
have attributed the tremendous success of The Sopranos to HBO’s cable TV freedom 
to air nudity and profanity, Chase finds that explanation superficial.  It is not bare 
breasts and obscenities that have set The Sopranos apart but, according to its creator, 
a variety of other factors: the narrative possibilities granted by the absence of 
commercial interruption, the freedom to allow characters to develop slowly over time, 
the series’ insistence on treating its audience as highly intelligent. (191) 
 
2 Udovitch’s piece was published in the May 11, 2000 issue of the magazine, but we 

know from several references (she refers in the article to Gellar’s on-set visible scar, acquired 
in Buffy’s flight from Adam in “The Yoko Factor” [4021]; she watches the filming of a scene in 
which Buffy regrets having studied French instead of Sumerian) that her visit took place 
during the filming of “Primeval” (4021), the next to the last episode of season four. 

3 We should not find such rapid production in the world of television that surprising. In 
an interview with ET Online, Whedon had confessed that “When we fall behind, which tends to 
happen, I’ve been known to write a ‘Buffy,’ start to finish, in three days,” and the incredibly 
prolific David E. Kelley, who at one point in the 1999-2000 season was writing scripts for Ally 
McBeal, The Practice, and Snoops, has been known to write more than one per week. 

4 During the filming of Fellini’s masterpiece, the Italian director had also deflected the 
concerns of everyone from his producer to his star, Marcello Mastroianni, as to whether or not 
“the maestro” actually knew what 8½ was about. Fellini would, of course, incorporate these 
doubts into the film itself, making it in large part a movie about the inability of Guido Anselmi 
(Mastroianni—Fellini’s alter ego) to make a movie. 

5 During the filming of the Fellini masterpiece, as I point out in Fighting the Forces, the 
Italian director had also deflected the concerns of everyone from his producer to his star, 
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Marcello Mastroianni, as to whether or not “the maestro” actually knew what 8½ was about. 
Fellini would, of course, incorporate these doubts into the film itself, making it in large part a 
movie about the inability of Guido Anselmi (Mastroianni—Fellini’s alter ego) to make a movie. 

6 See my “Emotional Resonance and Rocket Launchers': Joss Whedon’s Commentaries 
on the Buffy the Vampire Slayer DVDs" in Slayage. 


