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A match made in the Gaslight. Midge and Susie are the show’s great love story.
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Tits Up! In Conversation with . . . Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino

by Stacey Wilson Hunt

When The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel premiered March 17, 2017, on Amazon’s then-nascent Prime Video platform, the series signaled both a second wave of prestige streaming content and a new chapter in one of television’s most enduring partnerships.

Here, Creator/Writer/Director/Executive Producer Amy Sherman-Palladino and longtime partner—both in work and in life—Writer/Director/Executive Producer Daniel Palladino discuss the seeds of their showbiz inspirations; who and what most inspired Mrs. Maisel; how they landed their stellar cast, including series stars Rachel Brosnahan and Alex Borstein; and their favorite “ambitious, stylistic” show moments.

Who or what most informed your respective interests in pursuing careers in entertainment? Amy, you’ve cited your father, the actor and comedian Don Sherman, as a powerful force in both shaping your comedic sensibilities and helping to inspire The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel.

AMY: Yes, he was a comic, and my mother was a dancer, so I had no choice. Because of my father, I always had an interest in comedy, and it was his Mel Brooks and Carl Reiner 2,000 Year Old Man album that I stole and played consistently on a loop that I believe is to blame for everything I’ve done. It was and still is the best. Epic.

DANIEL: I watched a lot of half-hour comedies growing up . . . the heyday of shows like The Mary Tyler Moore Show. We had a lot of comedy records in our family too, including early Albert Brooks albums. Those were really big for me. But my biggest influence by far was Monty Python. When Flying Circus started airing on TV in L.A., it felt like such a brash, new thing. I think they’re the greatest; they created the brand.

From Gilmore Girls to Mrs. Maisel, the two of you have also created a unique comedy brand over the last two decades. What do you remember about the first time you met?

AMY: Ironically, we met at Culver Studios, which is where Amazon is now based. I’d had a writing partner named Jennifer Heath, and around that time, we split but stayed friends. In 1992, she was working on a show with Dan. I met her for lunch one day. I was having the worst time on a show I was working on.

DANIEL: I think the first words I ever heard Amy say were, “I’m in hell.” And I said, “That’s the girl for me right there.”

Jumping ahead many years: Netflix rebooted Gilmore Girls for one final season in 2016, a few years after the cancellation of your ABC Family series Bunheads. As you mulled over the next phases of your TV careers, was there a specific type of show you’d wanted to make next?

AMY: Honestly, I wanted to do anything that wouldn’t involve Snapchat, Instafuck, or whatever. I did not want the story to deal with social media, cell phones, or texting.

Essentially you wanted to do something anachronistic?

AMY: Yes, a show where the characters actually had to talk to each other. We’re vocal people! I’d grown up hearing my dad tell stories about working comedy clubs in Greenwich Village, the Catskills, and touring. He made that time in New York seem so vibrant, interesting, and colorful. It was like, “How fun it’d be to set something in that world of comedy.” Also, in the late 1950s, comedy was starting to shift a little bit away from “Take my wife, please!” to be more about politics, relationships, and social issues. So rather than doing a series about my father, I decided a girl comic would be more interesting given that the show was taking place in the late ’50s. So the idea for Mrs. Maisel started there. I had a general meeting at Amazon Studios in 2015, which had been open like a week and a half or something. They were still very young making TV. At that point, Amazon was still telling creators, “Shoot a pilot, we’ll put it online, and everyone can vote on it.” Well, I did it again. Just blurted out a spur-of-the-moment, half-baked idea just like I did with Gilmore Girls.
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Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino on the set of the Gaslight with actors Rachel Brosnahan and Michael Zegen.


DANIEL: Amy wrote the Maisel pilot in late 2015, around when Netflix greenlit the Gilmore reboot. Amy asked Amazon to put Maisel on hold while we did the other show, and they were nice enough to say yes. We finished the Gilmore shoot in the fall of 2016, and Amazon greenlit the Maisel pilot, so we were finishing post on Gilmore and in pre-production on Maisel at the same time.

Amy, did you ever have a longer or more formal pitch meeting with Amazon about the arc of the series?

AMY: No. I’m telling you, it was very loose! “Hey, we should do something like this.” I’ve found that’s always the way it works in my career.

DANIEL: Instead of overthinking things.

It’s difficult to imagine this scenario now, as there is now an unprecedented onus on show creators to have, say, five seasons of their series mapped out before being greenlit.

AMY: It’s a mistake for companies to require that. And it’s a mistake for creators to let themselves be boxed in because then you’re creating out of panic.

DANIEL: Also, you continue to create the show throughout the whole first season. And to plan that much in advance . . . there’s just not enough spontaneity. You learn so much from the first couple of episodes you make. You learn about character dynamics. “Oh, the Susie/Midge partnership is going to be bigger than we’d anticipated.” Or, “This is going to be better.” Or, “We’re actually not going to need this.”

AMY: Being on a show is fun if it doesn’t feel like there’s a gun in your mouth to hold onto. Yes, it’s nerve-wracking, but let’s have a little fun! It’s too hard of a job to not enjoy. I can’t speak to anyone else’s process. And maybe pre-planning works great for them. But we’ve never done it. And we never will.

What was most important to you when assembling a cast for the series, specifically for the role of Midge?

AMY: For us, it was: The best performance wins. For Midge, we felt very strongly that we could not cast this person without hearing her read the words and making sure she understood our style. We’re very specific. We’re not everyone’s cup of tea.

DANIEL: I don’t care for us!

AMY: I don’t either, honestly! For example, there’s no improvisation on our set. We are word-for-word rehearsal people. If you don’t like to rehearse, we’re not the world for you. We also do a lot of “oners,” continuous, long takes. So you can’t be an actor who is “saving it for the close-up” because there may not be a close-up. You’ve “saved it” for nothing. I will say: A lot of really great actresses read for Midge. Just top-notch. So great. But whoever this woman was had to be funny. We had to get a glimpse of the great comic to come. We had to love her in spite of the fact that she has a little narcissism about her. So much of Midge at first was about the image, the dress, the perfect house. It was really important for us to find all of that in one actor. And that was hard.

DANIEL: It was the most difficult role to cast and a very, very difficult audition for all those ladies. They had to do the toast at the wedding scene in which Midge was being sweet, but in essence, it was also her first stand-up. We also needed to see them do the breakup scene with Joel and then the first stand-up at the Gaslight—in its entirety and without an actual audience. It was just me going, “Woo-hoo, yay, all right!”

AMY: Three very big scenes.

DANIEL: It was a huge test. Also, the Midge actor had to own a room when she walked in. And that’s what we got with Rachel.

To what degree do you think Midge was served better by having an actor like Rachel play her—someone who didn’t have a comedy background?

AMY: Probably a lot. I think a seasoned comedian would have had difficulty in not being too good at what she did; essentially, she’d have to undo her skills. Whereas Rachel came in trying to figure out how to do stand-up in order for her character to become a comedian.

DANIEL: We knew of Rachel as a great dramatic actress who’d been an Emmy nominee for House of Cards. So we figured, “She’s not going to want to read.” But Jeanie Bacharach, our L.A. casting director, who first mentioned her to us, said, “She’ll read. But she has no comedy reel.” We were very intrigued! She had the balls to step into a room with us, do all those scenes, and with no comedy experience? I was like, “That’s pretty brave.” That actually was Midge Maisel.

AMY: She will deny it, she has denied it, and I ignore her every time she does, but: Rachel is truly the epitome of fearless. Fearless doesn’t mean you have no fear. It means “I’m going into this one hundred percent. Let’s see what happens.” Rachel was also the only actress who really knew to step into the mic. No one wants to stand in front of a mic. They’re terrifying! That’s why they keep making them tinier and tinier. But back in the 1950s, they were as big as my head. And Rachel knew to grab that mic and lean into it because that’s what Midge would do. And it was in that moment I felt, “This might be my girl.”
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Mid-century meets the 21st century: Director Amy Sherman-Palladino at work in the City Spoon Diner in the Season 3 finale amid background actors and crew.


You knew Alex Borstein previously from having almost worked together on the original run of Gilmore Girls. Did you write the character of Susie Myerson for her?

AMY: Yes. Alex was the original Sookie on Gilmore, but we couldn’t have her. We’ve been angry about it ever since, even though we love Melissa [McCarthy]. She’s done well for herself. So we’d been itching to work with Alex for years. And weirdly, when Alex and Rachel met—such different people, lives, back-grounds—there was something very special between them. They talked, laughed, and, in an instant, it felt like, “Oh, this is going to work.”

[image: Images]
Filming of Abe Weissman’s (Tony Shalhoub) Catskills Mountains early morning exercise routine wearing the romper.


This was your first time writing a show for a streaming service, one that would become one of the era’s first prestige hour series. What was your general approach to writing to this new medium?

AMY: We’d break all the stories with our writers and do outlines in the room as well. Our outlines were very detailed because we also directed the show. So once a script went to the table read, we’d already worked out story problems. There could be some punches, but basically, a script was locked when it hit the table. We did not rewrite past that point. We had to turn our brains to other things—directing, editing. Because of that, the room time was really, really important because that’s where we argued and hashed it out.

DANIEL: When there was a script that one of us was going to write, that person would go off and write by him or herself. Then we give it to the other: “What do you think?” We’ve been doing this together for a long time so there aren’t ever any weird surprises.

Where do you generally write? And what are your ideal conditions?

AMY: Kind of all over the place. Personally, I need noise when I write. He doesn’t. I need the TV going. It takes me a long time to figure out what I’m going to write to. There was a time when Bull Durham was on. There was an era when I wrote all my comedies to Sophie’s Choice, which is very strange. Then Spotlight, which I still write to sometimes. I know it so well now that I don’t have to pay attention!

DANIEL: Nothing gets the comedy juices going better.

AMY: Recently, I was on a plane, and they had Spotlight. I was like, “Thank God.”

DANIEL: Sometimes I listen to music, but I can really write anywhere—on the set, in-between takes while directing. We trained ourselves to do this on Gilmore Girls; it’s all about having a solid foundation in our outlines so we can have fun writing the scripts. I have never sat in a room with someone staring at a blank page going, “Okay, what are we going to write?”

AMY: I have. It’s horrible. It’s so fucking hard. I don’t know how people do it!

The series, while mostly set in the 1950s and 1960s, also felt brashly modern. When you sat down to craft the look and feel of the show, what was your approach to honoring the period but ensuring that it also felt relatable?

DANIEL: We’ve always wondered why so many shows and movies set in the past are in saturated orange.

AMY: I grew up in the 1970s and not everything was orange!

DANIEL: Or, all the colors are taken out.

AMY: I think it creates a barrier between the audience and what they’re seeing.

DANIEL: We knew we didn’t want any effects like that. We wanted the world to be designed in a way—and I think we achieved this with the costumes and sets—that shouted the period. So we didn’t need anything else to guide the audience, “Hey, by the way, now it’s 1960!”

AMY: There are indeed some wonderful period stories . . .

DANIEL: Like Ben-Hur.

AMY: But so often everyone is acting “old-timey,” walking slower, and the cars are moving slowly too. In the 1950s, people didn’t think they were old-timey. They were late for work like everybody else. And there was an energy and vibrancy that sometimes gets sucked out when you’re depicting it. One of our biggest things was: I didn’t want young women to look at this show and think, “That’s my grandma’s show.” I wanted them to feel, “Wait, Midge is like me! She has way more clothes than I do, which is strange because she lives in an apartment in New York. How big is her closet?” Midge has barriers that she comes up against, expectations of society all around her. She’s trying to break through and be heard. She wants to be loved, yet she wants to be equal in her relationship. And she wants a relationship on her terms.

All timeless, relatable, and contemporary themes.

AMY: Yeah, and if you sepia-tone and desaturate it, it’s not gonna feel like that. Because of the motion, energy, and comedy in the show, a lot of the talks we had with our cinematographer M. David Mullen were about old MGM musicals. That’s what we wanted: to lean into the period rather than putting a filter on it. People were going to know it’s in the 1950s. The cars! The skirts!

Maisel is also distinct in the cannon of 1950s storytelling in that your characters were allowed to swear, have sex, and tell dirty jokes.

AMY: You couldn’t do a show about comics, comedy, and clubs and not do that. I mean, you just can’t. It’d be ridiculous.

You’ve mentioned your love of ambitious, long, continuous takes, or “oners.” What sequences and locations stand out as favorites to you?

DANIEL: The Catskills dance sequence in Season 2 is one. I was recently going through my phone to get rid of photos and found all these amazing Catskills takes of Marguerite Derricks, our choreographer. There was a lot of dialogue in that scene, and her brilliance was that she played right into that. I’d block the scene as she choreographed the dancing. That was just a joy. When you have great people helping, these ambitious things become much easier.

[image: Images]
Best Foot Forward: Midge and Joel share a dance in the Catskills.



AMY: On Gilmore Girls, we couldn’t do all the things we had in our heads. We didn’t have the resources, and we didn’t have this magic crew that we now have on Maisel. We didn’t have the budget or the time either, let’s be honest.

DANIEL: Yeah. So we felt frustrated for wanting to do big things but not being able to pull them off. By the way, that Catskills camp is 150 years old! Still owned by the same family.

AMY: Very lucky find.

DANIEL: For that season, Amy was in charge of Paris, and I was in charge of the Catskills. I went to see it first in the winter, and it was like, “Wow, this gives us so much to work with.”

AMY: At some point in this series, every single department was tortured. That location was the sound department’s nightmare because they had to figure out how to mic everyone as they’re talking over each other. We didn’t want to have to loop everything. We wanted the energy and sounds of all the different rooms. The Catskills was so great.

AMY: The USO episode opener is another one that stands out.

DANIEL: That was filmed at a government airfield and museum near Long Island.

AMY: It was the only place we could do a oner where Midge and Susie are driving in a jeep with the cameraman driving backwards in another jeep filming them, until the two Jeeps meet. Then the cameraman’s jeep reverses to drive alongside Midge and Susie’s jeep, into an airplane hangar, where 850 extras were ready to cheer as Midge gets out of her jeep, walks across the stage, gets in another jeep with Susie, and then they drive off. It seemed like it would be a super easy location to find, but surprisingly it wasn’t. And we wanted actual people in the audience; we did not want to put them in digitally. We wanted the whole experience to be continuous and real. Now, 850 extras means 850 costumes, which of course we didn’t have, so you’ll see a couple hundred guys standing at the front of the stage in full-on vintage military uniforms, but as you go farther back it’s basically a bunch of dudes in green tee-shirts. But those guys, all of them, were so great. The crowd was yelling, screaming, laughing. Rachel really felt like she was performing at a USO show. She did the scene probably 500 times, and the extras laughed 500 times. We didn’t have to do all of that as a oner shot. We could have broken it up. Or we could have done it digitally. But then we wouldn’t have had that amazing experience.

DANIEL: My brain also gets excited by montage sequences like when Midge was practicing her stand-up in Season 1.

AMY: That was all about the honing of a joke. We wanted to show that you don’t just go onstage one night and a joke works the first time you tell it.

DANIEL: I think we even had a card during the story-breaking process that read, “Anatomy of a Joke Montage.” And then I figured out all the shots to do it. But we always kept in mind: We can’t do these ambitious, stylistic things and have it not feel like our show anymore.

AMY: Yeah, it can’t be at the expense of the story.

DANIEL: We never wanted the audience to wonder, “Why are they jumping around like that?”

In crafting the end of the series: How much notice did you have, and what was the scariest part of that process for you?

AMY: Not as much notice as we would have liked. But once word came down, the most important thing was to stick the landing. Nothing else mattered. What if we’d dragged everybody along for four years and then, in year five, didn’t honor the journey that the audience, the characters, our actors, and our crew have gone through? That was the pressure; to create something that you walk away from feeling devastated because it’s over, but it’s satisfying in the end.

Casting The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel

by Emma Fraser

Finding the right actors to play Midge Maisel and the rest of her family was a challenge undertaken by Casting Directors Jeanie Bacharach and Meredith Tucker. Everyone has a different casting story, whether they were individually sought out or had to undergo multiple rounds of auditions and studio tests. Here, Rachel Brosnahan recalls her journey to becoming Midge.

Do you recall what it was like reading the pilot script? What was your first reaction to this character, and what was the casting process like? Did you have any doubts when you were going for this role?

I had only doubts when I was going for this role. I do remember reading the pilot script. I was visiting my partner, who was working in Vancouver. I had recently said to my agents that I wanted to take a break from television because I had spent the prior five years or so doing television between House of Cards and Manhattan and recurring on a couple of other series. I was putting off reading the script, and everyone kept saying, “You really should take a look at this.” I was like, “No, no, I’m trying to take a break.” I got to the bottom of the first page and was like, “I’m in! Who do I call? How can I get the part? I want to throw my hat in the ring.” The writing was so sharp, smart, and funny. It’s a really tall order to make a character leap off the page by the bottom of the first one. I felt like I knew everything I needed to know about Midge by the end of that first speech, but at the same time, I’d never done comedy. I’d spent the last number of years being told that I wasn’t funny and losing roles because they were. I remember talking to a casting director friend of mine who helped me learn the lines, and she was like, “Look, give it your all, see what happens,” but even she was filled with doubt.

I was sick as a dog during my studio test. I did my first audition in New York with just a casting director in the room and was pretty sure that I had ended my career in real-time and was shocked when I got a call saying they wanted me to come read for Amy and Dan out in L.A. But I’d gotten really sick in Vancouver and had to postpone that studio test and kept having to postpone because I wasn’t getting better.

I got a call finally saying, “If you don’t show up, they’re gonna move on.” So I put my sick ass on a plane and was sweating from every orifice and did the three big scenes: the breakup scene with Joel, Midge’s wedding speech, and her first Gaslight mental breakdown. Sweated through the entire thing, Amy asked me to stop at some point and put some powder on my face because I was so shiny. We did the scenes over and over again. I just totally blacked out and got back to my tiny Airbnb. I said, “Well, I left it all on the mat, and we’ll see what happens.” The same day that I found out I would be playing Midge, I had lost another role that morning, and the feedback was that they liked me as an actor, but I just wasn’t funny. It felt like whiplash and also kismet.
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Action! Rachel Brosnahan holding a clapperboard on the set of the Weissman apartment.



Rachel Brosnahan on the Magic of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel

as told to Emma Fraser

Amy [Sherman-Palladino] has always, from minute one, had a crystal clear image of who Midge Maisel is, from the haircut to the silhouette to the cadence with which she speaks. It was about working with Amy to realize her vision and to understand what she saw in my audition that aligned with her vision for the show. We spent a lot of time together. We had a lot of rehearsals before shooting the pilot, which was really helpful.

Amy has been such a bold, brilliant, precise, fearless leader and captain of this ship from the first moment, and it’s one of the reasons I believe the show has cut through so much other great art out there. How has our relationship evolved? We trust each other more now than we did when we first started. Amy always had more faith in me than I had in myself, and I’m grateful for that. She’s pushed me really hard over five seasons in a way that I am forever grateful for and has made me a better actor and leader. She has earned the respect and trust of this crew as well, and it’s been inspiring as a woman in the industry who doesn’t necessarily have aspirations to direct to watch people respect another woman to that degree. It’s Amy’s world, and we’re all just living in it . . . and trying not to fuck it up.

I was drawn to Midge because I felt I hadn’t seen a journey like hers. We’ve seen a number of stories about women who feel like they were born extraordinary and women who came out of the womb breaking down barriers and always knew exactly who they wanted to be. Midge is so interesting because she did come out of the womb extraordinary, and she did always know exactly who she wanted to be. But then, her perfectly crafted life fell apart, and she was forced to take another path. To shit or get off the pot; to rise from the ashes and figure out what she was going to do without any path that had been carved before she carved it. I appreciate that Midge was truly a picture-perfect woman of her time—that was what she aspired to be, and it was only through a series of unfortunate events that she became someone entirely different and threw herself into it. I hadn’t seen a story like that before; it felt like I recognized more women I know through this particular journey and this character whose progress isn’t perfect.

[image: Images]
Rachel Brosnahan says the Catskills “was some of the coolest stuff in the series.”
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The cast bond behind the scenes while shooting sequences for the Catskills.



It was really cathartic to see Midge’s journey all the way to the end—you don’t always get the opportunity to do that. Although we felt like we could have gone on for a number of seasons more, we had the privilege of knowing that the fifth season would be our last before we began shooting it. We’ve all unfortunately been a part of things where you say, “See you later!” at the end of the season, and it’s actually, “See you never again!” We got to savor every single “last” and land the plane together. I think the original tagline for the show was something like “A 1950s mother and housewife on the Upper West Side goes from being a housewife to a comedian on Johnny Carson’s couch”—or something along those lines. And she made it to the couch.

Everyone says their cast and crew are the best in the business, and they are lying because ours is the best in the business. I started this journey when I was 25. I can’t emphasize enough how lucky I feel and how grateful I am to have had the kinds of mentors, friends, and family that grew out of this show along the way.

Tony Shalhoub is a national treasure but also a legend. He’s one of the funniest people I’ve ever met, but also one of the most generous, kind, and really took me under his wing and was available any time I had questions or concerns. Same with Alex [Borstein]. Alex, from the beginning and all the way through, was someone who encouraged me to take up space in a way that I was uncomfortable with and to ask for what I needed. She made the space and created a bubble in which it felt safe to do that, and she is also one of the funniest, most surprising, and smartest people I have ever met.

Marin [Hinkle] became my pseudo-mother before we even started shooting this show, probably from the first table read onward. Marin has this singular ability to make every single person she’s talking to feel like the only person in the room—maybe the only person that’s ever been born. Michael [Zegen] and I have known each other since I was 19. We weren’t super close, but we were friendly, and even just that small amount of history helped craft this intimacy between Midge and Joel. And man, Michael has been there for some of the highest highs and lowest lows and laughs and meltdowns and uplifted me constantly throughout this process. I could go on and on and on. I won’t bore you. But this ensemble is one of the greatest comedic ensembles of all time. It’s also a support system that I could only have dreamed of.

There are so many different kinds of love and intimate relationships. The real love story at the center of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is between Midge and Susie—the “womance,’’ as we say. It becomes the most intimate relationship in both of their lives. I’ve loved watching it unfold over five seasons and love that it takes until the very last episode for Susie to finally tell Midge something personal. But that solidifies their friendship forever. I love all of the different relationships. I love that Lenny is a fairy godfather in Midge’s story and then also a dear, deep friend and a fling for a minute or two. I love the relationship between Midge and Joel. It feels true and complicated. I love that Amy and Dan [Palladino] don’t shy away from how complicated and sometimes uncomfortable that is, and they’re not afraid to make the audience shake their fist at the screen.

I’m so aware, and I’m sure will only become more aware if I’m lucky enough to keep doing this crazy thing as a career, of how rare a gift it is to be a part of something where, from the highest level down to our background actors, there was not one asshole. Okay, maybe one asshole. But very few on this set. That doesn’t happen, that everybody is so excited to come back year after year. We have a lot of our crew from the pilot, and these are in-demand, extremely talented folks. This show, everyone says it, but it was lightning in a bottle. I’m gonna miss the people the most.

The whole thing is ambitious. It was about an ambitious woman at a time when women weren’t allowed to be that ambitious. Every single person involved was so ambitious that they kept raising the bar for themselves season after season. And it was just the coolest thing to get to see this sausage made up close.

The Familiar Faces of the Palladino Universe

by Emma Fraser

Long before Midge Maisel took Manhattan and beyond, Stars Hollow was a defining location in Creator/Writer/Director/Executive Producer Amy Sherman-Palladino and Writer/Director/Executive Producer Daniel Palladino’s oeuvre. The fictional Connecticut town is home to the Gilmore family and many other memorable characters, such as Paris, Jess, Kirk, Francie, and Digger. The actors who played these roles also appeared in episodes across the five seasons of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, and the Palladinos have a deep bench of talented performers from Gilmore Girls, as well as their series Bunheads, who are keen to extend their working partnerships beyond these titles.

“I believe that there is a deep trust and understanding with all of Amy and Dan’s collaborators and that together we find actors who are most right to inhabit their world,” says Casting Director Cindy Tolan. “When Amy and Dan connect with actors, it is in such a deep way that they always want to work with them again and again, like Kelly Bishop, Milo Ventimiglia, and Sutton Foster.” Bishop marked her third time working with the Palladinos when she appeared in the fourth and fifth Maisel seasons as Benedetta, the leader of a matchmaking conglomerate unhappy with Rose Weissman for stepping on their turf. “My agents received a call from casting offering me the role. I hadn’t seen or heard about the role, but my trust in Amy is such that I accepted it sight unseen,” says Bishop.

As with Gilmore Girls, this is an ensemble with no weak links. Jeanie Bacharach and Meredith Tucker cast the pilot, with Tolan taking the reins from the second episode to the finale. Tolan relished her experience working with the creators in the past and was thrilled to get another chance to cast a Palladino project: “Working with them, I felt there was an instant connection and always hoped we would be able to work together again, so when the opportunity arose, I jumped at it.”

Speaking a mile a minute is a Palladinos signature, and the witty repartee is part of the inherent rhythm. “I love that the writing and work are so good, and it is always such a joy to hear actors speak the dialogue at such a rapid pace and be able to do it! We call it the ‘Palladino Pace’. It’s not easy to do,” says Tolan. Casting actors who can adapt to this tempo is crucial; for Bishop, it is second nature. “Stepping into the Maisel world was perfectly comfortable since, to me, it was stepping into a world where I could trust the dialogue and the direction,” Bishop says. “Getting a new script is always something to look forward to. What new adventure is this? Where are we going? Scripts are like blueprints.”

Milo Ventimiglia also guest-starred in the final two seasons, which was a matter of good timing. “They called and asked if I would like to come on board for a small role. I was on a break from This Is Us then, so free to work,” says Ventimiglia. “It’s always how it’s been with Amy and Dan; we’ve always wanted to find ourselves on a set together, so I take the opportunities as they come—big or small.” Ventimiglia had his breakout role as one of Rory Gilmore’s defining boyfriends, Jess Mariano, and he experienced a meet-cute in the park with Midge Maisel as fleeting love interest Sylvio. “People were pleased to hear I was coming back. I think there was always a want for more Jess on Gilmore, and this role on Maisel scratched that itch,” he continues.

[image: Images]
Kelly Bishop didn’t need to see a script to say yes to a guest-starring role in the fourth and fifth seasons as Benedetta.


[image: Images]
Guest star Milo Ventimiglia was thrilled to “step into an Amy and Dan world” as a love interest for Midge Maisel.
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The Village Voice editor Gabe (Chris Eigeman) lets Abe’s talent bloom.
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Susie’s little sister Tessie (Emily Bergl) aids schemes and eventually becomes a disco sensation in Indonesia.
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Stewart Jones (Sean Gunn) has the illustrious position of emcee at Susie’s Friars Club “Testi-Roastial.”
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Rose’s matchmaking skills are sought out by the wealthy Solomon Melamid (Scott Cohen) to find husbands for his single daughters.
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Friars Club member Aaron Lebowitz (Danny Strong) holds court, trading stories about Susie’s legendary career.
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While on tour in Season 3, Midge makes friends with bassist Carole Keen (Liza Weil).


When asked how long it takes to slip back into the rhythm of their lyrical dialogue, Ventimiglia is similarly at home. “It was like I never left. I always felt like I cut my teeth as a young actor with the style of Amy and Dan’s writing back in my 20s. It’s a warm, comfortable place to return to.” He adds, “It’s always fun to step into an Amy and Dan world—particularly one with this much color.” While the romance between Midge and Sylvio doesn’t work out, a chance encounter on the subway in Season 5 leads to a very public back-and-forth between the pair. It is this sequence that Ventimiglia refers to as his most memorable: “I had conversations with Dan about what he was looking to capture and knowing the feat of it with real traveling vintage metro cars and all the background actors, costumes, props, and just the Herculean effort to capture this small, intimate moment between Midge and Sylvio was a fun few days of filming.”

In some cases, actors who said yes to roles in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel did so based on reputation alone. “I didn’t even care what the character was because it was the creator of Gilmore Girls,” says Caroline Aaron, who played Shirley Maisel. Aaron was cast after the pilot as Shirley and doesn’t appear until the second episode, and Aaron’s immediate yes to this role was influenced by her daughter’s favorite show. “I made a commitment: I would watch all seven seasons, and we would watch the last episode the night before I dropped her at college,” says Aaron of this shared viewing experience. Whereas Gilmore Girls is set in the present, Maisel turns the clock back without losing any of the rich texture or compelling dynamics that made fans—and everyone who crossed their path—fall in love with the Gilmore family.

After five seasons of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, the Palladinos have an even deeper pool of actors to draw from—whether casting a leading role or a playful cameo. Ventimiglia sums up what he will miss about his brief time on the series and the silver lining of this continuing collaboration: “The experience of working with friends. But I’m sure we’ll do it again.”




[image: Images]
Midge Maisel had never done stand-up comedy before this moment, and neither had Rachel Brosnahan.




CHAPTER 1

The Gaslight

116 MACDOUGAL STREET, MANHATTAN
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Filming outside the iconic Gaslight Cafe in Season 1 on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village.




Women in Stand-up Comedy

by Jennifer Keishin Armstrong

Lenny Bruce shows up in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s first episode three times: First, as the designated comic at a burlesque show during one of Midge and future husband Joel’s dates. Then, in a police car when Midge is arrested after her first impromptu stand-up set, at the Gaslight—delivered in anger after her husband leaves her for another woman and culminating in her baring her breasts. And finally, when Midge bails him out of jail just to ask him if he loves comedy. After a long, sarcastic speech about how terrible the life of a comedian is, he shrugs mischievously in conclusion. “Yeah,” Midge says to herself. “He loves it.”

Each time is a thrill not only because Luke Kirby makes for a delectable version of the real-life groundbreaker, but also because, through the early presence of Bruce, we come to understand that this show will liberally mix its fiction with real comedy history. The next natural leap of thought leads to an intriguing question: How “real” is Midge herself? Of course, she’s her own fictional character, prone to every flight of colorful fancy and every wordy monologue that Creator Amy Sherman-Palladino can throw at her. But it’s only to the show’s credit that she’s also based on the experiences of some real pioneering female comics, especially the brash and Jewish ones. (A high percentage of them were brash and Jewish.) As much as Maisel becomes a technicolor dream of 1950s and ’60s New York City comedy, we never need to question whether a woman like Midge could make it in that world. Several women like Midge did, and became legends in the process. Allowing Midge to rise through the comedy ranks mentored by Bruce only burnishes her fictional legend.

Midge starts her comedy career at the Gaslight Cafe in 1958 for a reason: Like Lenny Bruce, it’s a real location with a major place in entertainment history, hosting not only comedians such as Joan Rivers, but also Beat poets like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg and folk singers Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell. (Dylan premiered his song “A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall” there.) As the center of the Greenwich Village-driven cultural revolution of the ’60s, it was a perfect place for a pioneering female comic to break ground during its heyday—though it would temporarily close in 1967 before shutting its doors for good four years later.

Rivers is an obvious inspiration for Midge as a rare female comedian who came up in the 1960s who was glamorous, Jewish, divorced, and heavily New York–accented, with comedy material that dropped truth bombs about the female experience—and got a little risqué while doing it. She also counted Bruce as a meaningful mentor, treasuring a note he once gave her after a bad set: “You’re right, and they’re wrong.”

Phyllis Diller would have preceded Midge, breaking through in the 1950s with a persona that more closely resembled Midge’s nemesis, Sophie Lennon. “Phyllis Dillis, the Homely Friendmaker” wore baggy housedresses and wild hair while doling out “advice” to housewives, spoofing the era’s sacred version of femininity—in a way, the direct opposite of Midge and Rivers, who contrast their polished appearances with brazen honesty.

[image: Images]
Midge has her trusty pink notebook from the first episode to the very last.
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Sophie Lennon (Jane Lynch) fulfills her dream of rebranding herself on the set of her new game show, Seconds Count!


Around the same time, Elaine May was making her name in the relatively new realm of improv comedy via her trailblazing act with Mike Nichols. Like Midge, she was impossibly glamorous and had a devastatingly sharp, quick, and intellectual wit. Early in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, a male comedian even proposes he and Midge form a Nichols-and-May-type act—though Midge, presumably not yet fully schooled in comedy, hasn’t heard of the duo, who had made a splash on The Steve Allen Show and were touring the country, but hadn’t reached sensation status just yet (which would come with their 1960 Broadway show An Evening with Nicholsand May—a poster for which can be seen in the third season finale).

“Today it may not feel as revolutionary . . . but when I think about what that would have been like then, not only for [Midge], but for the people and especially the women watching at home, it would have been monumental.” — Rachel Brosnahan

Going back even further in comedy history, Midge would have also had Jean Carroll to thank for paving her way. A Jewish immigrant who came from a troubled home, Carroll started doing stand-up in the 1940s with her husband, Buddy Howe—who actually quit comedy to become her manager instead, when he recognized her superior talent. (This proved to be a good move for him, too; he ended up heading the major agency ICM.) But Carroll ran into difficulties, like choosing between caring for her children and building her career, that Midge (mostly) sidesteps thanks to her parents—and, perhaps more importantly, her in-laws Moishe and Shirley—all of whom enjoy comfortable socioeconomic status. And that’s why, ultimately, Carroll never reached the same level of fame as Rivers and Diller (or Midge).

[image: Images]
Wanda Sykes as the trailblazing comic Moms Mabley in the Season 3 finale.


Midge also crosses paths with real female comics in her fictional world, like Moms Mabley, who chose an approach similar to that of Phyllis Diller in the 1950s, dressing down to, in her case, look like a toothless, scruffy old lady—a nonthreatening persona that neutralized her status as a successful Black, female comedian who had come out as gay way back in 1921. Midge appeared on the same bill as Moms at the Apollo; interestingly, it was the gig where Midge clumsily insinuates that fictional pop star Shy Baldwin is gay.

Midge’s final, triumphant comedy set of the series comes when she’s writing for a late-night talk show, The Gordon Ford Show. She’s barred by show rules from doing a set on the air because she’s a writer. But the producers, bending the rules—after Susie has called in a favor, much to the host’s initial chagrin—invite her to sit on a stool next to Ford and banter a bit with him. Seizing the moment, she runs to the stand-up spot after some forced conversation and grabs the mic.

This dramatic snatching of power reads as a breakthrough for women in comedy. In a fictional 1961, on the fictional Gordon Ford Show, Midge delivers a very funny, vulnerable four minutes about her divorce, being single, being a mom (including a great running joke about forgetting her kids’ names), and being ambitious. It’s also about the significance of comedy, particularly for the people who haven’t always had access to it. Midge jokes about stumbling upon comedy as a means of self-expression: “I discovered what it felt like to have people listen to me. Well, not men, but other people. Well, not my mother, but everybody else.” Her routine isn’t mere comedy in this case—it’s an essay about what women like her did for those who came after them, just by having the guts to follow their ambition: “They say ambition is an unattractive trait in a woman. Maybe. But you know what’s really unattractive? Waiting around for something to happen.”

Star Rachel Brosnahan was touched by the significance this moment would have had for women of the time. “Today, it may not feel as revolutionary,” she says. “But when I think about what that would have been like then, not only for her but for the people and especially the women watching at home, it would have been monumental.” In fact, it was monumental when, in an analogous real-life moment, Rivers appeared on The Tonight Show in 1965, even though she didn’t make as grand a gesture as Midge does. Like Midge, Rivers was relegated to the “girl writer” spot—chatting on the couch with host Johnny Carson as a guest voice from the staff. That night, Carson said she was going to be a star, and she was. The day after her first appearance, the teller at her bank recognized her from television, and she knew her life had changed. Rivers went on to pioneer a place for women in comedy.

In the case of our heroine, Midge Maisel, her standout set on The Gordon Ford Show summed up her experience since the beginning of the series—and mirrored her life-changing set at the Gaslight three fictional years earlier. Like her real-life counterparts who proved not just that women were capable of telling a technically funny joke but also that the female experience is worth listening to, she began her historic journey by first getting up on a small stage like the one at the Gaslight, the kind of place willing to give a microphone and a spotlight to those whom no one else would.

[image: Images]
A star is born: Midge shares an impromptu stand-up at the Gaslight in Episode 1.


Rachel Brosnahan on Midge’s first Gaslight performance:

“I knew that a lot hung on the success of that set and that you had to believe both sides of Midge for the show to succeed. You had to believe the Midge who does the impromptu stand-up at her own wedding and also this Midge who fully melts down on stage in front of an audience and whips out her tits. Without the audience being able to buy into both, the show could never succeed. So I felt the pressure certainly, but I also had a lot of practice by the time we got there. I felt really well supported, and also the luxury of that particular ‘set’—I say in quotes because it’s more of a prolonged mental breakdown than a set—is that the writing carries you through. All I had to do was show up and tell the truth, and that’s true for a lot of Midge’s speeches. She’s unpolished and unpracticed and has no idea what she’s doing, and neither did I. So we got to start that parallel journey together.”



SCRIPT EXTRACT: “PILOT”

INT. GASLIGHT CAFE - NIGHT

The audience starts talking amongst themselves. Midge, eyes fixed on the stage, slowly gets up and steps up on it, almost as if in a trance. She walks around, taking it in. She stops, facing away from the audience.

MIDGE

So this is it, huh? (talking to herself)

The audience starts to notice her.

MIDGE

This is the dream. Standing up here on this filthy, sticky stage all alone. Couldn’t have that, you didn’t want me. Was that it, Joel?

BLONDE IN FRONT ROW

Who’s Joel?

MIDGE

What?

BLONDE IN FRONT ROW

Who’s Joel?

MIDGE

My husband.

MAN WITH BLONDE WOMAN

We can’t hear you.

MIDGE

Sorry. Joel is my husband of four years, and tonight he left.

MAN

Whoo!

MIDGE

Thank you. Thank you very much. Yep. He left-- Joel. Left. He packed up my suitcase-- and left. Oh, I’m going to have to lie to the rabbi about why Joel’s not there. Lying to the Rabbi on Yom Kippur. I couldn’t get a clean slate for one fucking day.

BLONDE IN FRONT ROW

I don’t understand what’s going on.

MIDGE

Me, either, sister. Me either. There are so many questions spinning around in my head. Why did he leave? Why wasn’t I enough? And why didn’t they put the stage over there against that wall instead of over here by the bathroom so you wouldn’t have to listen to every giant bowel movement that takes place in there?

[laughter]

MIDGE

Oh, yeah. Clear as a bell. I’m sorry. I’m a little drunk. It’s all gone.

[toilet flushes]

MIDGE

Everything I’ve counted on is gone. (to the man leaving the bathroom) You feeling better now?

[laughter]

MIDGE

So my life completely fell apart today. Did I mention that my husband left me?

[laughter] [Whoo-hoo!]

MIDGE

All right. All right. But did I mention that he left me for his secretary?

[wolf whistles]

MIDGE

Mm-hmm. She’s 21 and dumb as a Brillo pad. And I’m not naive. I know that men like stupid girls. (suddenly to guy with the blonde in the front row) Right?

MAN WITH BLONDE WOMAN

Uh . . .

MIDGE

But I thought Joel wanted more than stupid. I thought he wanted spontaneity and wit. I thought he wanted to be challenged. (to the Blonde) You know what I mean?

BLONDE IN FRONT ROW

Uh . . .

MIDGE

You two are going to be together forever.

[laughter]

MIDGE

I’ll tell you this much. I was a great wife. I was fun. I planned theme nights. I dressed in costumes. I’d gave him kids-- a boy and a girl. And yes, our little girl is looking more and more like Winston Churchill every day, you know, with that big yalta head. But that’s not a reason to leave, right?

A guy crosses the stage and heads to the bathroom.

MIDGE

Really? Really? After what I just said about the bathroom?

The audience laughs. The guy turns and sits back down.

MIDGE

Walk of shame. Walk of shame! (back to her monologue) I loved him. And I showed him I loved him.

[Whoo!] [whistles]

MIDGE

All that shit they say about Jewish girls in the bedroom? Not true. There are French whores standing around the Marais District saying [French accent] “Did you hear what Midge did to Joel’s balls the other night?”

[laughter]

MIDGE

I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe I’m losing him to Penny Pann. That’s her name. Terrible, right? Penny Pann. Penny Pann. Penny Pann. And I’m officially losing my mind, which is perfect. Now I will be alone and crazy, the famous mad divorcée of the upper West Side.

AUDIENCE MEMBER applauds.

MIDGE

Upper West Side? Really? Where?

AUDIENCE MEMBER

72nd and Amsterdam.

MIDGE

That place on the corner with the courtyard?

AUDIENCE MEMBER

That’s the one.

MIDGE

Oh, that’s nice. We looked there. But the closets were so small, and I wanted a powder room. (she sits on the stool, back to her rant) Do you know I’ve seen her twice with her shirt on inside out? Penny? Twice. Once, fine. You were rushed in the morning. Twice, you can only be trusted to butter people’s corn at the county fair.

[laughter]

MIDGE

And here’s the worst thing. And I know this is shallow and petty and small, but she’s not even that pretty.

MAN

Huh.

MIDGE

Her ankles and her calves are the same width. And I’m sorry, but look at me. I am the same size now that I was at my wedding. And come on, (throws her coat off, she’s only in her nightgown) who wouldn’t want to come home to this every night? (realizing) Okay. All right. Maybe today’s not the best day to judge. I’ve been crying, and my face is all puffy, and just … (grabs the blonde’s purse and covers her face) … Ignore my head. Now, (indicating neck) from here down, who wouldn’t want to come home to this? Actually, I’m a little bloated right now. I drank a lot of wine, and my stomach is sort of … (to a passing waitress) Oh, can I borrow that? (grabs her serving tray) Thank you. Okay. Ignore this, (covers face with purse) ignore this. (covers stomach with tray) But imagine coming home to these every night.

The room applauds. [Whoo!]

MIDGE

Yeah, they’re pretty good, right? Plus they’re standing up on their own.

Midge pulls down her straps and shows her boobs.

[gasping]

SUSIE

Shit.

MIDGE

Seriously, there’s no fucking way that Penny Pann can compete with these tits! So what if you’re never going to be a stand-up comedian. Look at what greets you at the door.

TWO POLICEMEN walk past Susie toward the stage. Susie takes off after them.

SUSIE

Shit.

POLICEMAN ONE

Get down from there right now.

MIDGE

You think Bob Newhart’s got a set of these at home? Rickles, maybe.



In Conversation with . . .

Alex Borstein

by Emma Fraser
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Midge is only the second person Susie Myerson (Alex Borstein) knew would be famous from the jump. The first? Mort Sahl.


The first shot of Midge Maisel is of her commanding a microphone on her wedding day. It isn’t customary for the bride to give a speech, but Midge, as we know, doesn’t always follow the rules. In sharp contrast to her playful toast, heartbreak, rage, and some liquid courage fuel the first time she steps onto the stage at New York’s legendary Gaslight Cafe. Whereas Midge typically considers every stitch she wears, it doesn’t even occur to her that a nightgown is not outdoor attire. However, her whole world has imploded when she ventures to Greenwich Village, and the perfect outfit is far from her mind. Her husband Joel has left her for his secretary, Penny Pann (Holly Curran), and the Yom Kippur wine she drank on the subway has lit a fire inside her. Soon, Midge is spilling all her dirty laundry onstage with an intensity that is matched by insightful observational comedy. She might be unrefined, but Midge’s raw talent is on display.

Here, Alex Borstein talks about watching Midge Maisel (and Rachel Brosnahan) find her voice in the Gaslight.

What are your memories of shooting the scene of Midge’s drunken Gaslight set?

I distinctly remember the feeling in the room. I remember it feeling dense and brimming with an anxious excitement. It was almost as if we were all in a smoke-filled, 1950s delivery room waiting for the birth of someone magical. And Miriam did not disappoint. I remember Rachel asking my opinion about a certain line, and my reply was, “I can’t possibly tell you how to deliver that or any Midge Maisel line because I ain’t Midge.” I also remember telling Rachel that she was fucking phenomenal and that she should take all the time she needed to get it right. I said, “Take up all the space you need, girl,” and like you’d hear in any delivery room, I reminded her to breathe.

“Up until that moment, Susie had only seen women onstage who hid behind a character. Miriam Maisel was marvelous indeed, but also raw and honest, and seemingly fearless.”— Alex Borstein

[image: Images]
Susie hoping to make magic happen for Midge.



This is the moment that starts it all for Susie and Midge. What is your perspective as to why Susie is immediately drawn to Midge as a performer?

I think Susie sees herself as something of an outlier, and the minute Midge takes that stage, breaking every rule there is in polite society, Susie just lights up. It’s what she has been waiting for her whole life in so many ways. This brilliant, stream-of-consciousness comedian who isn’t afraid to go where no woman has gone before. Up until that moment, Susie had only seen women onstage who hid behind a character. Miriam Maisel was marvelous indeed, but also raw and honest, and seemingly fearless.
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“A man who was my friend. To Jackie.” Susie makes sure Jackie’s (Brian Tarantina) life is honored in Season 4, Episode 3, “Everything is Bellmore.”



What were the highlights of shooting on the Gaslight set?

For me, one of the greatest things about shooting on the Gaslight set was its size. It was a cozy, tight fit, and once it was filled with background actors and swirling cigarette smoke, it felt so very authentic. I loved the energy of the space, and I loved some of the odd acts that would come through. The highlights were: Midge’s first set; Ethan Lipton & His Orchestra; and, of course, working with our dear Brian Tarantina [who played Jackie Dellapietra, the Gaslight’s emcee]. Susie and Jackie had such a fun love/hate relationship, and I will always hear that rough-as-rocks voice in my head whenever the Gaslight is mentioned. We miss you, Brian.

[image: Images]
Brian Tarantina as the Gaslight manager and Susie’s roommate, Jacopo “Jackie” Dellapietra. Tarantina passed away in 2019.





Midge’s Limelight Look Evolution

by Emma Fraser

Removing her coat is something that only occurs to Midge Maisel around halfway through her first and second sets at the Gaslight. As she becomes more familiar with the downtown scene, we see Midge step out of her housewife fashion comfort zone, playing in the bohemian sartorial box, opting for turtlenecks, dark capris, and ballet-style flats. Experimenting with her stand-up uniform doesn’t end here, and by the end of Season 1, Midge has landed her onstage name and a performance aesthetic (or “limelight look”) to match her Mrs. Maisel moniker. Costume Designer Donna Zakowska takes us through some of Midge’s most memorable stage attire.

On the Origins of the Limelight Look

When writing my book on the first three seasons’ costumes, I coined the expression “limelight looks” to suggest that Midge’s performance outfits had an intrinsic meaning and trajectory of their own. Since Midge is someone for whom instinctively “all the world’s a stage”—and always a stage, with her clothing always carefully adapted to the occasion—the limelight looks have a somewhat independent, heightened status because they represent her emerging identity when she’s literally onstage.

[image: Images]

The First Black Dress

Season 1, Episode 8:

“Thank You and Good Night”

Midge’s first black performance dress in Season 1 accentuates and defines her “official” coming out as a comic. It’s her first really deliberate, premeditated—not impulsive or spontaneous—performance look. And the black silhouette, in addition to its aura of formality, is meant to acknowledge both of her then realities, uptown and down. With its color still in sync with the downtown palette of her early beatnik outfits at the Gaslight and its cocktail dress silhouette explicitly channeling her existence as an uptown ’50s housewife, the first black dress, like her verbal stand-up material, aims to transform aspects of her offstage life—or lives!—into the stuff of an original onstage persona, the theatrical “Mrs. Maisel.”

[image: Images]

Pink Feathers

Season 3, Episode 6: “Kind of Bleau”

The black dress, or a black dress, the first of many, essentially becomes her performance uniform. Though by Season 3, the designs and details increasingly vary—both as Midge matures as a performer and as she assimilates and adapts to different venues and locations. In Miami, where her performance precedes a very romantic interlude, her limelight look, more of a pencil dress, is primarily meant to be glamorous, but its playful, pink-feathered hem is nonetheless a subversive nod to female comics of the period like Phyllis Diller, who was famously fired after a single night at the Fontainebleau.

[image: Images]

All Pink

Season 3, Episode 8:

“A Jewish Girl Walks into the Apollo . . .”

The pink dress at the Apollo, then, appears to be a radical shift from the procession of basically black performance dresses that precede it and is meant to convey the importance to Midge of the show itself as well as that grand, historical venue on Shy Baldwin’s home turf, the Apollo. Pink, of course, is Midge’s iconic color, as well as her color of refuge, her safety blanket, and because of its very personal significance, I like to imagine she’d choose it here not only for its dramatic impact but for a particularly celebratory expression of her feelings.

[image: Images]

What Lies Beneath

Season 4, Episode 8: “How Do You Get to Carnegie Hall?”

The dress Midge wears in Season 4 for her last performance at the strip club and her ensuing tryst with Lenny—their most romantic sequence, reprised in a flashback in Season 5—seems to veer from basic black to jewel tones. In fact, the dress is still primarily black, a solid top with a skirt made of sheer black tulle overlying a beautiful, vibrant, red-rosed silk—which could, of course, be interpreted as symbolizing the passion underlying their relationship. Then the obi-like, blue silk sash adds a color I’d often used to portray the assertive side of Midge, as here, at last, she doesn’t shy away from any aspect of what Lenny represents—professional, personal, or physical.
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Glittering in Gold

Season 5, Episode 9: “Four Minutes”

The last performance dress, for her debut as a performer on The Gordon Ford Show, was for me, a very intuitive, very spontaneous choice. I felt the costume should conform to the black performance dress vocabulary, yet should be particularly simple, straightforward, and elegant, as if it were the quintessence of all her previous limelight looks. Similarly, the gold-sequined bow is meant to be the consummate expression of the many bows Midge wore throughout the series—probably her most consistent, most iconic detail—though this one, with its gold sequins, had to be special, a bow unlike any other bow we’d seen her wear before. After five seasons, I couldn’t imagine the dress without it! The neckline of the dress is then very open to frame her face for what would be her last performance in the series. Simple black silk elegance, with the subtle glow of a golden bow, for the moment that would finally seal her fate and determine her future.

[image: Images]
At the Gaslight, Midge debuts her signature black dress and borrowed pearls look under the stage name Mrs. Maisel in the Season 1 finale.
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Taking it all in, Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) knows this is the apartment for her.




CHAPTER 2

Midge’s Apartment

APARTMENT 9C, 404 RIVERSIDE DRIVE, MANHATTAN

[image: Images]
Midge takes her measurements in the floral-themed sitting room area of her Riverside Drive apartment in the pilot.




LAYERS OF HISTORY

Production Designer Bill Groom’s Process, by Emma Fraser
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An apartment on location in the pre-war Strathmore building on Manhattan’s Riverside Drive became home to Midge Maisel in the pilot. Production Designer Bill Groom spent eight weeks building a version on a soundstage at Steiner Studios to accommodate the demands of a busy shooting schedule. “New York is where people have always lived in a layered world. [In the] 1950s, people were living in buildings built at the turn of the century, just as they are today,” says Groom.

“Like we traveled back in time,” is Abe Weissman’s reaction when he sets foot in Apt. 9C for the first time since Midge returned to her old place as a single woman. Rose likens it to one of Abe’s favorite television shows, The Twilight Zone, but Rod Serling is not hiding in the closet. Instead, Midge moves back into the beloved Upper West Side residence at the start of the fourth season, and her living space looks remarkably similar to how it appeared in the pilot. Visitors are still welcomed with blush and floral wallpaper when they enter the spacious foyer, showcasing Midge’s exquisite taste that paints a broader picture than mere fashionable interior design.

Midge’s mix of patterned wallpaper, bold accents in the kitchen, muted off-white paint, and wood paneling purposefully doesn’t scream “mid-century” in every room. “A lot of times you see the ’50s portrayed in the movies where everything is in that period and not as layered as life was in New York,” explains Groom. Not everything is “frozen in one period or year,” so while Abe thinks he’s in a time warp, it doesn’t read like an artificial snapshot of 1958. There is texture at every turn, emphasizing the lived-in quality of even the most pristine residence.

First impressions matter, with Susie likening the entrance to the size of a landing strip. “Where the hell are we? What is this, fucking Versailles?” she responds to the decadently flowery living room—even the wall-paper behind the bookshelf is in bloom. You could probably fit Susie’s Greenwich Village abode into any one of Midge’s many rooms, and the contrasting uptown/downtown Manhattan aesthetic is established early in the series. Flowers are a common theme, and while Susie’s basement studio apartment lacks the vibrancy of Midge’s interior façades, there are barely visible pink blossoms beneath years of smoke and grime.
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“Something that comes from the research of the period and finding the things that are left behind, furniture, decorative wallpapers, and fabrics—you learn a lot about the period from that,” says Groom. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel-version of the iconic Gaslight showcases a wall-paper of layered flyers visible behind the performers, making it impossible to ignore the history of those who stepped up to the microphone before Midge. Unlike the carefully curated Maisel apartment, the living wall of memories never stays the same.

At home, Midge makes minimal changes to the fittings, fixtures, and decor, but she also has to rely on the floral wallpaper when making less money. “In the beginning, she always had fresh flowers, and then we realized that’s something she would probably cut back on a little bit,” says Groom. Even if she wanted to redecorate, her current financial position does not allow it. Wallpaper, carpets, cushions, and Midge’s closet all have echoes of “Mamie pink” (First Lady Mamie Eisenhower’s favorite color) that won’t always be on trend. “Color shifted from the ’50s into the ’60s. In the ’60s, they become much more vibrant—it’s different,” says Groom.

Previously, this set doubled for her parents’ elegant home in the same building, and Midge moved back early in Season 1. “We’ve used the same set twice with different colors, different kitchens,” explains Groom. A subtle damask pattern greets visitors one floor up, reflecting generational or age preferences.

This desirable location is part of the perfect housewife image Midge thinks she is embodying when the series begins. When she returns to 404 Riverside Drive, her dreams have changed, even if her decor tastes are consistent to the very end. The collaboration with Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino impacts every choice, with character and story considered at every turn. “Those are the two things that inform what we do on this and in every scene, every decade, and every bit of the story,” says Groom.

Blush pinks are still a feature of Midge’s palatial 2005 Manhattan residence—including the timeless damask wallpaper in this shade in her bedroom. Success means Midge’s flower budget works overtime in every room, even if the wallpaper is no longer vibrantly blooming.

Production Designer Bill Groom’s Process, by Emma Fraser



Balancing Housewife Ideals & Career Ambitions

by Christina Newland

“Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night, she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question: ‘Is this all?’” — Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, 1963

When we first meet Miriam “Midge” Maisel, she appears to be the model of a perfect 1950s housewife. It was an image created by little more than advertisements for dish soap and laundry detergent: empty, perfect, ever-radiant. But Midge Maisel is it, if you swap out the gentile suburbs for the Jewish-American part of Upper West Side Manhattan. Early in the opening episode of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, she’s giving the toast at her own wedding and nailing it with comic finesse, a perfect visual metaphor of the two divided halves of Midge’s life. There’s the impetus to reach the feminine ideal of her era, decked out in a white wedding gown she admits she’s starved herself to fit into. It’s a paradox when measured against her irreverence and outspokenness; she’s taken charge of a toast typically reserved for anyone who isn’t the bride. She has a natural ability to work a crowd, making her the polar opposite of the placid, accepting wife. The catalyst for her neurosis is right there: She must be a born comedian.

Smart, charming, and impeccably dressed, she has—like so many women of her era—poured her considerable talents into the one place where she has been told satisfaction lies, the family home. Or, in this case, an apartment. A domestic goddess with a husband and two children, Midge spends her days ironing her husband’s work clothes, arranging flowers, doing childcare, and maintaining a perky demeanor through it all. She listens while her husband, Joel, bellyaches about his 9–5; she measures the circumference of her legs with a tape measure to be sure she’s “maintaining” her figure; and she even perfects a delicious brisket to bribe the proprietors of the Gaslight in Greenwich Village, where Joel moonlights in the evening as an amateur stand-up comic. She takes no credit for any of Joel’s provoking of occasional laughs, although she’s often the one who came up with the joke. When Joel has an outburst after a terrible set at the Gaslight, he admits he’s having an affair with his secretary. He soon packs a bag and disappears into the night.

The year is 1958, and the Cold War is at maximum speed; tensions and fears around communism, the bomb, segregation, and human sexuality have wracked the nation in the intervening decade. Downtown Manhattan, where Joel does his stand-up, and Midge tirelessly supports his efforts, is a hotbed of bohemian thought, music, and alternative comedy. But second-wave feminism is still a long way from mainstream—Betty Friedan’s seminal text The Feminine Mystique was not published until 1963. However, Midge clearly has the right personality to be an early adopter: She’s self-possessed, aware of her strengths even in adversity, and a self-described perfectionist with a crude streak.
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Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) gives a toast at her wedding and holds the audience’s attention. Here she is the perfect bride and memorable entertainer.



“She has a natural ability to work a crowd, making her the polar opposite of the placid, accepting wife. The catalyst for her neurosis is right there: She must be a born comedian.”

Still, she’s hardly one for political gestures, certainly not at the start of the series: She is, for all intents and purposes, a cheerfully clueless Upper West Side wife, mainly excited about getting the rabbi to accept a social invitation at Yom Kippur and therefore impress the entire Jewish-American neighborhood. Creator Amy Sherman-Palladino wisely taps into the limited life of the American housewife in this era—even one as smart as Midge—by showing this attitude. And, mercifully, how it changes as a form of feminist consciousness takes hold of Midge.
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“This is not my scene” is how Lenny Bruce (Luke Kirby) responds to waking up in a vision of Upper West Side domesticity.


Nonetheless, at the start, our protagonist is concerned with the daily running of her household above most else. It’s a reflection of herself, after all. The nuclear family home is a powerful and ubiquitous setting during the Eisenhower era across all forms of film and television, from the idealized housewives of Leave It to Beaver and The Donna Reed Show to the more troubling explorations of American domesticity and marriage in films like Nicholas Ray’s 1956 Bigger than Life. In The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, that setting is Midge and Joel’s lush apartment, located just beneath her parents, Rose and Abe Weissman, in a swish Manhattan building. The busy, bright, almost frenzied “normalcy” of this home is torn asunder by the marital separation. Midge’s former father-in-law is their landlord. Soon, her own father, Abe, will go halves with Moishe in case—the parents hope—the couple reconcile. It’s a handy indicator of generational expectations: The “happy ending” would have to be a reconciliation of the married couple, as in every Golden Age Hollywood film. It’s imperative to both families that they maintain the domestic sphere on the chance their children come to their senses.

It’s also telling that when Midge marches into her parents’ apartment to tell them Joel has cheated on her and left, the first thing her mother, Rose, does is ask what her daughter has done wrong. It provokes laughter, but it’s an absurdity that comes with hindsight: The received wisdom was that men would naturally stray if a wife was not attentive enough to their needs or didn’t keep herself attractive enough. Advertisements targeted at women—for everything from sanitary products to mouthwash—doubled down on this idea, and that’s before you get to the dating advice dispensed in women’s magazines.

As Friedan would phrase it a few years later, this was “the problem that has no name.” The pressure on Midge to maintain a perfect family home and an outwardly perky, feminine demeanor was a product of the post-war era in America. Cultural and social attitudes deemed it the norm that total female satisfaction should be derived from the domestic sphere; psychoanalysis and prevailing wisdom of the time said that if you had material comfort and a strong provider, you had better look inward for the trouble because your unhappiness must be your own fault.

A perfect encapsulation of this inward battle between the pressures of femininity and another, then-nameless defiance occurs when, after Joel leaves the marital home, Midge—horrified and heartbroken—downs some wine and heads out into a late-night downpour in her nightgown. She has decided she will go to the Gaslight and fetch back—of all things—her Pyrex casserole dish, that ultimate symbol of mid-century domestic womanhood. She has sacrificed for that symbol of femininity, and she won’t let it go easily. But by the same token, it’s a sign of her efforts on someone else’s behalf; it’s only right she gets it back for her own devices. And that first gesture leads her directly to her future when she drunkenly stumbles onstage and gives an impromptu set that the audience—and local NYPD—react to with gusto.

Her old marital apartment in limbo becomes a perfect metaphor for the situation Midge finds herself in: a suddenly fractured home, jarringly replaced by a brand-new life wherein she spends her time out late, doing unpolished but brilliant stand-up routines where she externalizes—in the big, bad, public world—her problems with men, marriage, and womanhood. The fact that the initial breakdown of her marriage will eventually send her on a trajectory that leads her to buy her old apartment back—giving herself and her children a comfortable home on her own terms—is the ultimate triumph. Without patriarchal strings attached, she has found not only her purpose and her independence, but also reclaimed the ’50s marital home as a place of possibility and female self-realization.
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“His eyes are opened, especially during Season 5,” says Tony Shalhoub about Abe Weissman. Part of this epiphany comes from seeing granddaughter Esther excel.





Midge and Joel Through the Years

by Sarene Leeds
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From newlyweds enjoying breakfast in the City Spoon Diner . . .



It’s unusual for a relationship to become stronger after divorce papers are signed, but that’s exactly what happened to Midge and Joel Maisel.

The premise of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel hinges on Joel’s infidelity with his secretary and his leaving Midge on a rainy night in 1958. While some see Midge’s Gaslight “performance” as the drunken rantings of a cuckolded housewife, Susie Myerson sees the next big thing in comedy.

But those first steps toward superstardom hardly mean Joel ended up a footnote in Midge’s life. “The relationship between Midge and Joel from Season 1 to the end of Season 5 is one of my favorites,” says Rachel Brosnahan. “It feels so real and so tricky. It feels rare to have a relationship like this unfold over so many seasons.”

Although the series threw in a few “will they or won’t they?” hints throughout the years—a quickly annulled Vegas wedding here, a make-out sesh there—Midge and Joel’s post-marriage relationship wound up developing into something better: a powerful, supportive friendship.

“I don’t know if they’re in love with each other anymore,” says Michael Zegen, “but they still have love for each other.”

“The relationship between Midge and Joel from Season 1 to the end of Season 5 is one of my favorites . . . It feels so real and so tricky. It feels rare to have a relationship like this unfold over so many seasons.” — Rachel Brosnahan
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. . . to coparents figuring it all out.



Ironically, Joel, the man who left his picture-perfect, brisket-making wife, became Midge’s biggest cheerleader. “They’re each other’s biggest fans,” Zegen continues. “I think he regrets what happened but knows it was for the best.”

By the end of the series, when Midge finally lands her spot on The Gordon Ford Show, the first person she tells is Susie, but the first person she calls out of her family is Joel. “That speaks volumes to me that they will be each other’s person forever,” says Brosnahan.

In Season 5, Midge and Joel settled into a comfortable coparenting relationship, but throughout the flash-forwards, we discover just how deep their friendship was, despite never getting back together. The biggest bombshell is how Joel sacrificed himself to keep Midge out of the mob’s clutches: In exchange for releasing Midge from Susie’s corrupt business deal, Joel becomes a financial criminal and is eventually arrested by the FBI in 1985. “It didn’t end so well for Joel,” Zegen laments. Then again, Joel’s trajectory is rather amazing, going from cheating husband to unsung hero.

What’s refreshing about the Midge-Joel relationship is that it doesn’t fall into the typical TV trope of couples falling back in love at the eleventh hour. Even though Joel went to prison for Midge. Even though Midge realizes, right before calling off her wedding to novelist Philip Roth in 1973, that she still loves Joel. “Amy once said to me that they will never get back together permanently because they’ll never be on the same page at the same time,” says Brosnahan.

But the most important reason why Midge and Joel could never be more than devoted friends is that there was no room in Midge’s prosperous life for love or family.

In the Season 2 finale, Lenny Bruce sings a song called “All Alone,” and this ends up being the anthem for Midge’s life. Early on, she accepted that if she were going to reach for stardom, then she would end up alone. By the series finale, we see Midge in her 70s wandering around her palatial—and empty—apartment; her “all alone” prophecy has come true. But Joel remains close to her heart, illustrated by the 1954 wedding photo that still sits on her bedroom desk 50 years later.

“Midge and Joel have gone from naïve, young people in love to older, wiser friends and co-parents, and there’s still an immense amount of love there that over the years we’ve seen take so many different forms,” says Brosnahan. “They’ve been through everything together.”



A Look Inside Midge’s Closet: Five Costumes That Defined Her Journey

by Emma Fraser
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Costume designer Donna Zakowska takes us into Midge Maisel’s closet, including the looks that speak volumes about this character’s five-season arc.

The sheer size of Midge Maisel’s closet is revealed in a flash-forward in the second episode of the final season, decades after the stand-up comic has achieved global stardom. When Midge appears on 60 Minutes, it doubles as a trip down costume memory lane as the star is auctioning off her entire closet (“every last button and bow”). As far as the eye can see, racks line both sides of a long corridor, emphasizing the jaw-dropping array of expertly tailored garments. Recognizable outfits like the first Gaslight performance nightgown are held up (“Yup, the story’s true,” she confirms), while others like the striking pink Apollo frock, are visible to the observant viewer. Most of the costumes designed by Zakowska in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel are custom-builds, and this veritable fashion treasure trove highlights the role clothes play in Midge Maisel’s world.

“Despite her covetous ogling of the clothing on display during her stint at B. Altman in Season 2 and her exuberant shout of thanks to Bergdorf Goodman at the end of her crucial series finale performance on The Gordon Ford Show, we are never really meant to think explicitly about where Midge acquires her clothing,” explains Zakowska. “The intention was to create the impression that though she’s fashion-conscious and loves to shop, her style is carefully self-curated and quirky, with its own unique vocabulary a bit outside or ahead of popular trends.” While we see Midge flipping through popular fashion magazines and entering department stores like B. Altman, the latter is for work rather than a shopping spree. “From the design perspective, while influenced by the overall spectrum of late 1950s fashion and borrowing from ’50s prototypes, Midge’s clothes are rarely, if ever, designed to be outright clones of specific models but meant to reflect a balance of inspiration and invention,” says Zakowska.

Midge considers every item she wears from head to toe, regardless of whether she is flying to Paris or working in The Gordon Ford Show’s writers’ room. While her stage look is part of the ongoing Marvelous Mrs. Maisel tapestry reflecting how the comic portrays herself to the world, other definitive pieces hang in Midge’s wardrobe. Zakowska talks us through the costumes intrinsic to her path from housewife to household name.
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What five costumes define Midge Maisel’s journey from the start of the series to the end? I mainly tend to think of some of her earlier looks as being the most crucial in defining her subsequent image in the series, especially:

1 Her opening walk-in-the-park look in the series pilot, the scene in which pink was introduced as Midge’s iconic color: pink suit, pink velvet hat, pink bag, pink gloves, pink coat—a symphony of pink!

2 As a group, Midge’s downtown outfits, her “beatnik looks,” where she develops and experiments with the palette that would foster her prototypical limelight look, the black performance dress.

3 The green coat she wears in Washington Square, as a symbol of her newfound independence and awakening to the early feminist viewpoint that will then pervade her act. This is the point where green becomes her heroic color, a significance it retains throughout the series—for example, the addition of a green sash to the performance dress she wears to meet a depressed and battered Shy on his boat in Miami.

4 Her gray B. Altman looks, which, taken all together, suggest a kind of composite work “uniform” that exemplifies her tendency to emulate her environment and her talent for matching her image to any circumstance.

5 The white outfits she often wears at the end of episodes to communicate an open, expectant, sometimes even ingenuous approach to whatever awaits her either in her life or her career.



Guest of Honor: A Screen Comedy Legend Joins the Maisel Fold

by Ryan Cahill

Appearing in season 3 after reconnecting with his old friend Abe Weissman, Seinfeld alum Jason Alexander stars as Asher Friedman, who is instantly cheeky and hilarious. Offering an insight into the pair’s activist youths, events take a turn when burgeoning journalist Abe writes an article that lands the pair in hot water.

For long-standing Marvelous Mrs. Maisel fan Alexander, a role in the series was a dream come true. “I watched the show from minute one and was immediately captivated,” he says. “My reps contacted Amy and Dan and said, ‘If you ever have interest or need in Jason, he is standing by and would love to be part of your show.’ And they gave me a great gift in return.”

The character had a plethora of comedic moments and playful dialogue, which made the role all the easier for Alexander to embody, particularly in his scenes with Tony Shalhoub, whom he previously worked with on Monk. “You’re jumping in with giants. The writing is glorious, and the cast is spectacular and dazzling. So, you have to up your game and do as much prep as you can,” he says. “Sometimes, as a guest actor, you are just a person in someone else’s home. And if they are having issues or personal problems or if there is dysfunction on the set, the guests will feel it impactfully. But the Maisel set is one of the happiest places I’ve ever worked.”

Alongside his positive experience with the cast, the fact that some of his scenes were shot in Miami was poignant for Alexander, whose parents met in The Magic City. “Miami was amazing because you can’t believe you’re filming on Miami Beach. It is part of my childhood. And there we are—not a set, not a green screen, not a stand-in location—but the real deal, right down to filming in the Atlantic Ocean,” he gushes, before commending his experiences shooting in Midge’s apartment in Season 4. “You have no sense of it as a set. The hallways lead to hallways and rooms. The doors lead to rooms. The kitchen is stocked. The only clue that you’re not in an actual apartment is if you look out the window, you’ll see gaffers and grips. Other than that, you have stepped back in time, and the illusion is complete.”

Overall, it was an unforgettable experience for Alexander. “It was so joyous to work on a character with that history, that hurt and longing. Amy and Dan gave me an opportunity that was so not like [Seinfeld’s] George Costanza. They saw more for me. And I’m forever grateful.”
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A spirited discussion takes place in Midge’s apartment over dinner as Abe’s old friend Asher Friedman (Jason Alexander) takes a trip down memory lane.
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Asher doesn’t mince words with one of the show’s most memorable exit lines.





A SPOTLIGHT ON

The Weissman Family

AS TOLD BY THE FAMILY THEMSELVES

Change can be tricky, and the Weissman family has faced challenges caused by monumental decisions across five seasons of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. Some constants remain, and the actors who know these characters best share observations about the Weissman trajectory in the wake of Midge’s burgeoning career.
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Marin Hinkle on the Weissman marriage

There’s such a delight that Rose feels even when she’s sometimes complaining and putting him [Abe] down and maneuvering him in the ways Rose needs to. I think she just delights in this man. Amy and Dan said this very early in our rehearsal, saying, “These guys love each other.” I remember I was wondering if we were gonna see a crumble and strain, and she was like, “No, they love each other.”

Tony Shalhoub on Abe Weissman’s evolution

When we first meet Abe, he’s fairly settled, fairly set in his ways, and complacent. In his mind, he’s achieved a certain level of success in his work and marriage, and his children are settled in their lives. We see this guy who’s figured it all out—he thinks he’s figured it all out. Then, of course, all of this madness and upheaval occurs when his daughter’s marriage falls apart. So the trajectory is of this unraveling of this structure that’s been in place for a while, and this dissolution of what he imagined was his life as a done deal. One by one, the foundations of the structure of his life begin to go away, and all starts to collapse. It’s a very humbling journey because he discovers that everything he thought he knew or was certain of and had figured out is not the way the world works and that the only real constant is change. He has to learn to adapt, and in some ways, that’s a very positive thing because it does bring him back to more of who he was when he was younger and had more fire in his belly and more hunger for life and for figuring things out.

Marin Hinkle on Abe’s realization

[Abe] was this slightly predictable—it seemed—male of the late 1950s, and he is this feminist now by the end of it. He’s cracked open this whole idea, “Wait a minute, I sort of predicted who was the most brilliant of my children. It was not the son who was this CIA, incredible intellect, but it’s actually my daughter, this exquisite homemaker-turned-stand-up-comedian.”
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Rachel Brosnahan on Midge’s relationship with her parents in the final season

I love this season because it has all three of them distinctly on their own paths and not apologizing for it, and it creates a lot of fun tension in the house when they’re all trying to manage their various responsibilities at once. There’s a great scene partway through the final season where Midge is trying to get the kids ready for school, but there’s a disaster. There’s a big leak that happens in the house, and it’s screwing up Rose’s plans for her big gathering for her matchmaking; Abe needs to get to the office and is also trying to teach Ethan to play the piano and bring out the Weissman gift in his grandson. Ultimately it turns out that the Weissman gift may be in his granddaughter after all. It sees particularly Abe play a more active role in his grandchildren’s lives, which is really lovely to watch unfold and is hilarious. Abe takes an interest in both grandchildren this season, and there’s some tension between Abe and Midge when it comes to ideas about how to parent and the ways in which they agree and don’t agree. But, I think between the three of them, their respect for each other in all directions has continued to increase over the seasons as they’ve defied expectations for themselves about what their lives would look like and also for each other.
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Rachel Brosnahan on shooting big family scenes

Anything with the whole family when we get everyone on set at the same time, I feel like Amy and Dan and our whole writers’ room have continued to find so many fun and weird and unexpected ways to bring the whole family together, and it’s a melting pot of some of the biggest, most different personalities you’ve ever put in a room together, and so anything with the family is always fun.
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Matilda Szydagis on knowing Zelda

I know this woman deep down. I’ve known Zelda for my whole entire life. I’m Polish, so I’ve known a number of Eastern European women, and so Zelda, for me, is a conglomeration of women I’ve known in my life. The accent, first of all, is I hear my mom in my head, and she reminds me of my aunt, who used to flit around the kitchen. I used to work in high school in this hole-in-the-wall Lithuanian restaurant, and there was a Polish woman who worked in the kitchen, and to me, she’s the closest to Zelda. She was focused and everywhere, and Dan coined the phrase in Season 1, “Zelda fast.” I love that he noticed that I was specifically trying to move her in space in a certain way, like she has no time for anybody. Before one of the takes, I heard him say, “So, this time, not so Zelda fast,” I was like, “Oh, he gets it. He sees it.”
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Bailey De Young on Imogene and Midge’s friendship

I always felt like Midge and Imogene were in step with one another and on the same trajectory until Midge’s marriage ended, and she found comedy. So, I suppose, as the show went on, I kept seeing Imogene’s life as the life Midge would have had and the life that Rose and Abe originally envisioned. There was something really dissonant about their friendship as they both went in different directions, but I love that despite their differences, their friendship remained.
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Despite Midge’s rivalry with the comic Sophie Lennon (Jane Lynch), Seconds Count! is a new Thursday night routine for the Weissmans—as are the TV trays.





When in Doubt, Cook: How Midge’s Brisket Brings People Together

by Sophie Brookover
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The key to Midge’s brisket is preparing it the day before.



Over the course of its five-season run, food is at the heart of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. Whatever else may be happening in Midge’s world—her separation from Joel, the revelation that she’s pursuing the rather disreputable career of stand-up comedy, the loss of her parents’ apartment and of the gig she thought would catapult her to the success that her ambition demands—breaking bread with others is powerful. In nearly every episode, shared meals smooth over rough patches, cement partnerships, and provide venues for performances of all kinds.

The pilot’s opening scene is built around Midge performing a tight five at her own lavish wedding reception in 1954, capped by a flippant confession that the egg rolls do indeed contain shrimp. Within five minutes, we know that she loves the spotlight, knows how to get an audience on her side, and has a certain heedless love of unleashing chaos for comedic effect. To close out the episode four years later, a drunk, furious, heartbroken Midge is commandeering the mic down at the Gaslight to deliver her wedding set’s tonal opposite, culminating in an arrest on public indecency charges for baring her breasts as a punch line. Spotlight, audience, chaos: check, check, check. And what lies between these bookends? Midge’s famous brisket, which she used to deploy weekly to ensure that Joel had opportunities to perform his (that is to say, Bob Newhart’s) stand-up material.

The famous brisket’s repeated appearances illustrate the importance of finding continuity and reassurance in a life marked by repeated emotional and professional upheavals. Midge has every economic and social advantage possible for a young Jewish woman in mid-20th century America, so she is scarcely at risk of having to navigate serious housing and food precarity. Still, when life throws her for a loop, brisket grounds her with a reminder that some small, significant thing is within her control.

Brisket and other traditional Ashkenazi Jewish (or at least Jewish-adjacent) foods appear several times in large-scale set pieces constructed around holiday observances and life cycle events. Most notable are Yom Kippur dinners with both sides of Midge’s family, and the fully catered bris Moishe and Shirley host in their home for the Weissmans’ new grandson, Chaim. These events are still performance venues, only now the spotlight shifts to illuminate socioeconomic status through details like Midge and Rose’s triumphant shouts of “We got the rabbi!” and later, seeing just how many guests and what a massive spread Moishe and Shirley’s large home can accommodate for little Chaim’s bris.

[image: Images]
“It’s family style, everyone. Forget your manners and dive in,” says Midge Maisel (Season 4, Episode 3: “Everything Is Bellmore”).


Throughout the post-bris lunch, the camera moves too quickly to capture every item on the dining table, but viewers can easily spot all the fixings for DIY bagel sandwiches, savory side dishes like pickles and deviled eggs, and at least one tiered cake plate groaning with rugelach, black-and-white cookies, and Linzer cookies. The menu is interesting from a historical perspective, too, offering little variation from what contemporary viewers could expect to enjoy at a bris held today.

Moishe and Shirley’s hospitality in this third season episode is significant on its own merits, and provides extra depth in our understanding of the functions of food in their social lives. When the elder Weissmans and Maisels are wringing their hands about their children’s separation, Shirley’s genuine horror stands out most sharply. She presumes that if Joel and Midge divorce, then she’ll be cut out of grandchildren Ethan and Esther’s lives. The prospect of not gathering for routine family and holiday meals sends her into an anxiety spiral.

To make sense of this mess, Shirley must cook. A few days later, she’s a guest at a dinner hosted by Midge, but being a guest takes a back seat to her irresistible impulse to feed everyone. How are ruffled feathers to be smoothed at this meal, if not with a sensible dish like soup? She can whip up something in a trice, thanks to the container of broth she stashed in the freezer the last time she visited, and after all, “soup we understand.” Shirley’s behavior is played for laughs, but feeding her loved ones is no joke. Her commitment to keeping them all safe, healthy, and close is deeply rooted in history; for a woman who witnessed the privations of the Great Depression and the horrors of World War II as an adult, these are not insignificant concerns.

Meals shared, no matter how small, casual, or grubby, are times when all of the characters share insights and secrets, cementing or mending relationships as needed. No matter how frazzled a person’s nerves, food is a buffer, and a beautifully presented, thoughtfully prepared meal has the power to reset the mood of a huge crowd. The Yom Kippur episode of Season 2, “Look, She Made a Hat,” drives home the link between food and emotional regulation when Joel tells Midge, “You have a room full of unfed Jews in there; that’s a lot of desperation and rage in the air. Right now, they’d kill each other for a garnish!”

We see the same pattern repeated throughout the series as Midge and Susie strategize over hot dogs, countless sandwiches, and cups of coffee—even the mini bundt cake Midge offers as an apology for being so late to their first business meeting. Susie is on the brink of abandoning her idea to be Midge’s manager, but a few bites in, she’s already transcribing Midge’s amusing riffs. Midge reacts to Susie’s enthusiasm, Susie cracks wise herself, Midge says something else witty, and they’re off to the races. The recognizable rhythm of standard table manners between a hostess and her admittedly grouchy guest flow into a true rapport. This relationship is going to go the distance.

Midge’s famous brisket—the recipe for which I would love to cook for my own family—appears most significantly in Episodes 101 (“Pilot”), 207 (“Look, She Made a Hat”), and 303 (“Panty Pose”). In each episode, the brisket goes above and beyond its call of tasty duty, performing several functions simultaneously. It’s a star turn that brings to mind a song traditionally sung during the Passover seder, “Dayenu.” The song’s title is also its oft-repeated chorus, meaning “it would have been enough.”

If the brisket had only smelled mouth-wateringly delicious, dayenu. If it had only been a powerful social lubricant, smoothing Joel’s path to a decent time slot at the Gaslight, or catering to the lamb-disliking Moishe, dayenu. If it had only eased Midge’s homesickness and given her an entrée (no pun intended) to solid relationships with Shy Baldwin and his band in her rookie season as a touring comic, dayenu. The versatility of Midge’s brisket managing to do all of the above is . . . well. It’s some kind of miracle.



Mrs. Maisel’s Marvelous Brisket RECIPE

(1) 5–6 lb BRISKET

3 medium ONIONS, sliced

1 Tbsp VEG OIL

3 cloves GARLIC, minced

SALT

BLACK PEPPER

12oz CHILI SAUCE

(2) 15oz CANS CRANBERRY SAUCE

12oz BEER

3 Tbsp APPLE CIDER VINEGAR

BROWN SUGAR

Preheat the oven to 375 degrees F. In a large, oven-safe pan, sauté sliced onions and minced garlic in vegetable oil until browned. Remove from pan.

Season the brisket with salt and pepper and then sear in the same pan.

Once seared on all sides, add onions and garlic back into pan under the brisket.

Add chili sauce, cranberry sauce, beer, and apple cider vinegar to the pan.

Sprinkle the top of the brisket with brown sugar. Cover tightly with aluminum foil and bake for 3.5 hours.

Refrigerate overnight and slice the next day.
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Shirley (Caroline Aaron) holds the salt long enough to get her point across.



CHAPTER 3

Moishe and Shirley’s House

FOREST HILLS GARDENS, QUEENS

[image: Images]
Moishe (Kevin Pollak) and Shirley’s (Caroline Aaron) dream home went from shooting on location in Forest Hills, Queens, to Steiner Studios at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.





Rebuilding Moishe & Shirley’s Dream Home

From on Location in Queens to a Soundstage

SHOOTING THE FOURTH SEASON of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel in 2021 meant new challenges when protocols to ensure cast and crew safety led to some location availability changes, requiring an alternative solution. Moishe and Shirley Maisel’s dream home in Queens was one such setting. Here is how Bill Groom and his team replicated this residence—and the cast’s response.

BILL GROOM (PRODUCTION DESIGNER)

“Moishe and Shirley’s house was shot at a location in Forest Hills, Queens, in Season 3. It was a great house. Is a great house. And we considered going there this year. But because of our restrictions, it made much more sense to put it on stage here at Steiner Studios. We’ve matched that interior down to the hardware and the window panes. Everything is the same size. It feels very familiar to walk in here because we shot in that house for a year. All the same furniture, same lamps, and carpets. All the same colors, the same wood trim. Everything is matched very closely.”

ELLEN CHRISTIANSEN (SET DECORATOR)

“We waited for them to build [the set] and brought the furniture in. We had to go out and source all the hardware, radiators, and things in the location that are part of the architecture we didn’t have to get before. But all the furniture you saw last season we bought. We took everything out of that house, and we put in everything ourselves. So we had it all—and it all fits. Here we are in their world again.”

M. DAVID MULLEN, ASC (DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY)

“It’s also more convenient to have it here [at Steiner Studios] than to go out to Forest Hills every time we have a scene there. It’s [shooting] been a lot more controllable now because now I can control whether it’s daytime or nighttime or how bright or dark it is outside the windows. So it’s been a great benefit to have rebuilt it here on stage.”

KEVIN POLLAK (MOISHE MAISEL)

“You feel like you’re stepping into your own version of when The Wizard of Oz goes from black and white to color every time you walk on one of his [Groom’s] sets.”

ELLEN CHRISTIANSEN (SET DECORATOR)

“We want the actors to feel like they’re in a real place and the audience to know about the people. You also don’t want to have anything stick out that says, ‘Oh no! That’s a light switch from 2009.’ We want to ensure the entire vision is complete so that you can relax, enjoy the story, have fun with it, and engage with the characters.”

TONY SHALHOUB (ABE WEISSMAN)

“We shot a lot in Season 3 at this house in Forest Hills when we [Abe and Rose] move in with Moishe and Shirley, a beautiful house on a gorgeous street in Forest Hills, and we could not go back there. So, lo and behold, we come to the stages, and they have re-created this house that has to be 4,000 square feet. It’s insane, and the exterior, too—lawn and everything. We stepped onto that set, and after 90 seconds, it felt like we were back in Queens. You forgot where, and then you stepped aside, ‘Oh, there’s lights, there’s a soundstage here.’ But everything is to scale, every detail. It’s a gift for the actors.”

CAROLINE AARON (SHIRLEY MAISEL)

“We walked onto the soundstage, and I went, ‘Oh my God, it’s identical’ everything, including the outside. I would leave from the front door and look both ways down the street to make sure no cars were coming. Kevin would go, ‘There’s no cars here; it’s a soundstage’—because there were cars when we were in Queens. It’s pretty remarkable they are able to do that.”

[image: Images]
Two generations of Maisel and Weissman women and their mothers-in-law. Even when Midge is no longer legally betrothed to Joel, the two families are connected.





Antagonism & Friendship

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Shirley (Caroline Aaron) plays hostess and cooks up strong-smelling schmaltz while Zelda (Matilda Szydagis) and Rose (Marin Hinkle) look on in horror.



At the end of season 2, Abe Weissman makes a bold career choice to give up his tenured position at Columbia University. Doing so means losing the Upper West Side apartment that came with the job. Not long after, his wife, Rose, gives up her trust fund, and suddenly the couple is at a loss as to where they might live. Luckily (or perhaps, unluckily), Moishe and Shirley Maisel have a new dream home in Forest Hills, Queens, to move into at the start of the third season. “This is a great tragedy for them, but it was a moment of sheer celebration for the Maisels who invite them,” Kevin Pollak says.

Nothing hurts Abe and Rose’s pride more than saying yes to this offer, and the joy of being the ones to swoop in to save the day speaks volumes about the playful yet antagonistic dynamic between Midge’s and Joel’s parents. Here, Pollak, Caroline Aaron, Tony Shalhoub, and Marin Hinkle discuss the differences and how a surprising friendship forms over time.

“I think the difference of those two couples juxtaposed with each other when we got to live with them was phenomenal.” — Marin Hinkle

[image: Images]
The elder Maisels and Weissmans bicker but provide a home, a shoulder, or even an obituary in times of need.



“I think the difference of those two couples juxtaposed with each other when we got to live with them was phenomenal. It was such a great Amy and Dan choice,” says Hinkle. The differences are numerous, including how they represent their sexuality. “They wouldn’t tell anybody that they actually lie together at night, they cover that up, and then they separate them [the beds] as if that’s too hard to admit that we’re having sex,” Hinkle adds.

Meanwhile, Shirley and Moishe sleep in the nude, even walking around the house naked. Food smells and noise volumes add to Abe and Rose’s discomfort. Upon reading the scripts, Aaron told Amy Sherman-Palladino, “‘There’s nothing written about how we feel about having them be there indefinitely.’ Amy said, ‘You don’t have any feelings about it.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ She said, ‘It’s family.’” This answer was all the actress needed to understand the dynamic.

It doesn’t matter that Midge and Joel are no longer together, as their children will forever unite the foursome. “They would never spend four seconds in each other’s company. But because of this connection, they are in it for the long haul,” says Tony Shalhoub. “They’re going to put up with it. They’re going to tolerate things. They’re going to hang in. They’re going to seek out some kind of common ground—whether it’s begrudging respect or, God forbid, admiration—they’re tied together by their Jewishness. Ultimately, they’re amused by each other. All four of them get to roll their eyes at the other three constantly. Maybe there’s some nourishment in that.”

“Abe does not deal with adversity and death well,” explains Shalhoub, so when Moishe has a heart attack and is gravely ill at the end of Season 4, Abe writes an obituary. Moishe survives but is curious about what Abe wrote and is given an abridged version. “It’s a huge transition in the character of Abe, and when the camera cuts to Moishe in the bed having heard this, we see this look of love and recognition and appreciation,” says Shalhoub. “All of a sudden, we see that, in spite of these two guys, there’s a real, profound friendship there.”



A SPOTLIGHT ON

The Maisel Family

AS TOLD BY THE FAMILY THEMSELVES

Marriage is between two people, but when you say “I do,” an array of in-laws often come as part of the package. Joel Maisel is an only child, so Midge only has his parents to contend with, although Moishe and Shirley have personalities in spades. Even after the divorce, the Maisels and Weissmans are linked through grandchildren Ethan and Esther and couple friends like Archie and Imogene. Family gatherings and vacations together are not a thing of the past, and there is plenty of room in the Maisel home for celebratory occasions.
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Joel


Michael Zegen on the instantly recognizable world

It was really just the script. The pilot script is so solid and laugh-out-loud funny, and that’s so rare, especially for me just reading a script and laughing out loud; that never happens. So that was, first and foremost, the dialogue. I understood this world. I come from a Jewish family, so maybe it was that, but it was everything and also the 1950s. Lenny Bruce was a character I was always obsessed with. It was just something after reading it, I knew immediately: number one, I could play this part, and number two, I wanted to be a part of this world.

Caroline Aaron on Joel Maisel

He’s an only child. He is a Jewish Prince, as far as I’m concerned. If he could walk on water . . . or I think he may be able to, actually. I adore him.

Kevin Pollak on the evolving Maisel marriage

So, Moishe and Shirley are just bonkers for each other; that’s the sense you get immediately. So while being loud and obnoxious and occasionally funny, or occasionally thoughtful, to play that never-ending, forever love affair with your wife—in this case, Caroline Aaron, who’s just solid gold every time she steps on any set—is just remarkable and fun. Then this final season, they decided to toy with their happiness, undermine it, and have some conflict drive this final chapter, and that was initially devastating for us to play—or the idea of it—because we really were all in on the forever aspect of our love. Playing any sort of conflict like that is always gonna be more layered and fun, so once again, Amy and Dan created a new puzzle that we got to be a part of.

Rachel Brosnahan on Moishe & Shirley Maisel

They just make those family scenes sing. It was really fun to have the [final] season kick off with this big Thanksgiving scene where Moishe and Shirley have this very surprising announcement about their future. I think they are the last people that anyone ever thought would get a divorce, but, of course, they still need to sleep next to each other and touch butts so they know that they’re alive, I suppose. I mean, in-laws, what can I say?
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Caroline Aaron on Shirley Maisel

I’ve never said this about a character before, but I went, “I’m really gonna miss her,” as if she was a real person that was not related to me. She’s so pure, and she’s such a teacher to me of cherishing life in a way. Whenever I play a character, the first thing I have to do is see her walking around in the world, even if you make adjustments. No matter how extreme or satirical, or anything any character is, they all, for me, need to start with the truth that somebody is living and breathing and could be this person. It turns out there are lots of Shirleys in the world, lots and lots, and some of them I’m related to. So she started to be put together as a mosaic of people I saw walking around the street, people that I knew and loved in my own life, and then as the seasons went on, she became richer and richer.
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Kevin Pollak on Moishe Maisel

The character of Moishe Maisel has been a gift from the gods, in this case, Amy and Dan. I was told to watch the pilot, and then there was no character in the pilot, but they realized they needed in-laws. So I talked to Amy and Dan on the phone, and their ideas of what, who, how, and why Moishe would be fun to play, and you just need to watch that pilot to realize you wanna be in this world in any way, shape, or form.

Caroline Aaron on Ethan and Esther Maisel

One of my favorite things was being at Coney Island and taking that ride and spoiling those kids; it’s just so wonderful. I think Moishe and I have the exact same relationship with our grandchildren; our job is to give them everything they want whenever they want it.
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Archie


Joel Johnstone on Archie’s relationships with Joel

Although Archie has a younger brother, whom we meet in the second season, I think Archie considers Joel a closer sibling. He is consistently the voice of reason when Joel goes off the deep end, and vice versa.

Joel Johnstone on how Midge and Joel impacted Archie’s relationship

I think Archie would be lost without Imogene, figuratively and literally. He is fascinated by her and deeply in love. I also think he’s mildly terrified of her. Archie is fascinated and wildly entertained by the Maisels and Weissmans. Although Joel and Midge’s divorce made his own marriage awkward at times, I think Archie is inspired by and has enormous respect for Midge.
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Bailey De Young on Imogene and Archie Cleary’s marriage

I like to think they [Archie and Imogene] loved one another enough to tolerate their individual nuttiness. A team stronger together than apart. Let’s be honest, Imogene ran the show, but without the steadfast safety of Archie, she would be permanently in a tizzy, and he wouldn’t know up from down.
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Shirley and Moishe’s marriage faces the ultimate test in the final season, but this bond is unbreakable.
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In Season 4, Susie finally gets some office space of her own and an impressive Times Square view.



CHAPTER 4

Susie’s Office

TIMES SQUARE, MANHATTAN

[image: Images]
Susie (Alex Borstein) keeps things super old school when communicating with the office next door.





Susie Myerson & Associates: Star Clients and Employees

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Dinah Rutledge (Alfie Fuller) can handle any challenge Susie throws her way.



“Midge has her children and her family in Abe and Rose. But Susie created her own family. She has Midge, and she has Alfie, Dinah, James, and all these new clients—that’s her family, which she built for herself.” — Alex Borstein

Susie Myerson & associates is pretty much Susie Myerson and Midge Maisel for the first few seasons, but by the end of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, Susie has built an empire. Until a rupture in the mid-’80s, Midge was her number-one client, and this bond will last half a century. While Midge is Susie’s original client, Dinah Rutledge becomes her first official employee when Susie moves into a rundown Times Square office in 1960 and needs a secretary. Both women prove pivotal to Susie building her business from the ground up.

The same cannot be said for the second performer Susie agrees to manage, as this person previously threatened to destroy Midge’s career before it even started. In Season 1, Midge reveals that established comic Sophie Lennon’s housewife-from-Queens act is a sham (in reality, Sophie is single, wealthy, and wears a fat suit onstage), and getting blacklisted becomes a distinct possibility. Jane Lynch has guest-starred in all five seasons as Sophie, and Alfie Fuller made her first appearance in the fourth year as Dinah. The two actresses discuss how their characters fit into this industry and how Susie shaped Sophie and Dinah’s careers—and vice versa.

“She fancied herself a serious actress and couldn’t make it there, so she created this gimmicky, funny, corny, reminiscent of the Borscht Belt and even vaudeville-type comedian,” says Lynch about Sophie Lennon. “It was what she thought she had to do to make it in the business, and she’s very bitter about it.” Midge has proved that women can now ditch the theatrics and enter the observational comedy space. When Midge pulls back the curtain on her stage persona, Sophie’s bitterness increases, and Susie has a significant fire to extinguish.

All roads lead back to this incident, as Sophie Lennon’s power-house manager, Harry Drake (played by David Paymer), introduces Susie to low-level mobsters Frank and Nicky when he sends the duo to kidnap her—and maybe worse. Quick thinking gets Susie out of this pickle when she realizes they are from the same neighborhood, but ultimately, she ends up tied to organized crime. Showbiz vendettas don’t always last, and Susie becomes close with Harry (he gives her his client list when he dies), but things are far less smooth when Susie agrees to add Sophie to her roster. After Sophie has tried and failed to run Midge out of the business, Lynch describes Sophie’s lightbulb moment: “I want someone to be my advocate the way you are the advocate for Midge; I want you to be my manager.”

This deal goes down when Susie is still conducting business in the Stage Deli, the Gaslight, and Central Park. It won’t be long before Dinah arrives to quell the chaos, and hiring a secretary is a benefit of leasing a space. “I think upon first meeting Susie, Dinah knew, ‘I’m gonna have to run this office. This is disorganized, and I need to organize it.’ I think she did just that,” says Fuller. Dinah has no experience in this industry, but that doesn’t stop her. “Dinah is a go-getter. She’s fearless. She’s not afraid to not know. She’s constantly putting herself in environments where she knows nothing, and she tackles it.”

Susie could’ve done with a secretary in Season 3 when juggling travel to Las Vegas and Miami for Midge’s tour with Shy Baldwin and managing Sophie’s Broadway dream. “Sophie is demanding, she doesn’t even want to know that Susie has other clients, and then she drops this piece of information about her desire,” says Lynch. Sophie Lennon is established, but Susie could not foresee how challenging entering the big leagues is when her stand-up comic wants to take the lead in August Strindberg’s 1888 naturalistic play, Miss Julie. “It turns out Sophie is a really good actress, but when the lights go down, and she’s in Miss Julie, and the lights come up, she can’t help herself, and she falls back into Sophie Lennon, the housewife in Queens,” explains Lynch. When she gets a big laugh from the audience, she can’t help but lean into her larger-than-life, popular persona and even breaks the fourth wall.
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It has been a long, bumpy journey with Sophie Lennon (Jane Lynch), and the comic actress brings drama wherever she goes.


During rehearsals, instead of channeling her nerves into the stage role, the veteran comedian lashes out. “Sophie blames it on everybody else: she blames it on her skirt; the stage manager; her costar; the director; her wig. She blames it on Susie. She can’t sit in the vulnerability,” Lynch continues. By Season 4, Susie is desperate to drop Sophie, and Harry advises her to “run out the clock” on her contract. Sophie eventually agrees to dissolve their business dealings if Susie can score her the coveted game show host gig. It isn’t over for the funny woman, as Susie convinces talent booker Mike Carr to take a chance on the comic who has become a punch line. Talking honestly (and amusingly) about her mental health and Broadway failure on The Gordon Ford Show lands her the game show job and means Susie is free.

Whereas Sophie wanted Susie’s undivided attention, Dinah is a master multitasker and puts out many fires. Susie is on the verge of firing her early on, but she changes her mind when Dinah introduces her to a talented comedian, James. Dinah’s eye for talent puts her in good stead in the future as Susie’s second in command. Flash-forwards reveal Dinah is running the New York branch of Susie Myerson & Associates. (“She runs New York, period. She’s as tough as nails,” describes Aaron Lebowitz (Danny Strong) after Susie’s “Testi-Roastial.”) “She’s so smart. She thinks on her feet. She’s very quick, much quicker than I am,” says Fuller. “I think she sees a business opportunity at every turn.”

One of Fuller’s favorite moments occurs in the Season 4 finale, which paints a picture of competence amid endless demands and distractions: “There’s chaos in the office, the children are running around, the phone is ringing, Maggie is yelling behind me about something, Susie’s asking about something, James is on the couch worrying about something, Alfie is next to him doing magic—it is chaos. Frank and Nicky are there! Dinah is handling it like a pro. She’s on top of everything, she’s talking to the kids, and I love that. She drove that scene, she had control over that scene, and she didn’t break a sweat.”

Becoming a member of Susie’s family isn’t easy. While Susie does have contact with her sister, Tessie, Dinah is a constant she can rely on. “I’ll handle it. Don’t even worry about it,” is how Fuller describes how Dinah approaches Midge’s beautiful dress from Bergdorf’s in the series finale, and this mantra fits how she tackles every work scenario. Whereas Sophie Lennon had never-ending demands that didn’t mesh with the Susie Myerson & Associates outlook, Dinah Rutledge is a perfect fit. Susie’s first paid employee is as vital as the first client Susie added to her books.
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Susie Myerson & Associates begins to grow when Susie adds illusionist Alfie Zielinski (Gideon Glick) to her books.





Susie’s Style Evolution

by Emma Fraser

The main marvelous Mrs. Maisel timeline runs from 1958, when Susie first meets Midge, to 1961, when both women’s careers are taking off. The final season stretches as far as 2005 when Midge and Susie are physically apart (Susie is in Los Angeles, Midge is in New York) but sharing quality time on the phone. Laughter ripples through space and time, and Susie has switched her layers of suiting and black boots for a gloriously comfy blue-striped caftan and gold clogs. Her hair is gray and wavy, and she lives in a bird-filled paradise.

Before the final season, probably the most colorful outfit Susie Myerson wore was when she dressed in ruffles and stripes as part of the “Around the World in 80 Minutes” pageant at the Steiner Mountain Resort in the Catskills. While Midge’s manager might opt for a more tailored cream jacket for special occasions or wear a red-striped T-shirt from time to time, Susie’s sartorial wheelhouse is a dark palette regardless of success.

A leather motorcycle jacket and suspenders are Susie’s staple uniform at the Gaslight, getting an upgrade to vests and button-down shirts when she makes some gains in the entertainment industry under the Susie Myerson & Associates banner. Some pieces might change, but a peaked fisherman’s cap (changed to a mariner’s cap in Season 3) and black boots are part of her long-standing outfit. In earlier seasons, Susie wears the keys to the Gaslight around her neck, which is a practical jewelry choice that fits her overall aesthetic.

A snapshot of Susie’s journey into the future reveals she has become a powerful entertainment manager with clients including Liza Minnelli, George Carlin, and Barbra Streisand. Masculine tailoring is still her preference, and her palette is still predominantly muted neutrals with some blue flourishes. We see her decked out in golf attire to secure three deals in one day in 1970 (the legendary Triple Crown), putting out fires in a summery suit jacket on Midge’s aborted wedding to author Philip Roth in 1973, getting into a fierce war of words with Midge in 1985 in casual garb, and letting her gray hair streaks sing when she was being honored with a “Testi-Roastial” at the Friars Club in 1990. Discussing Susie’s style evolution are the hair, makeup, and costume teams and Susie herself, Alex Borstein.

KIMBERLEY SPITERI (Hair Department Head)

“Amy had a very specific intention of where these characters had been, what they went through, and where she wanted them to end. It had to be not only period correct, but it also had to be believable for the character. I did mock-up wigs and lookbooks for Amy and Dan taking notes and ideas, changing, tweaking shorter, longer, less gray, more gray, straighter, and curlier from beginning to end.”

DONNA ZAKOWSKA (Costume Designer)

“Susie’s look was very specific, and you don’t want to depart from it that much, but I had to find subtle ways. The main thing that Dan and Amy wanted me to do, they said they wanted it to seem like she had more money than she had had before. So, although subtle, all of her fabrics became a little bit finer. She also had suits versus a jacket that looked a little bit like a vintage jacket she found with trousers. So the fabrics became a little bit more refined and a little bit more expensive. Then I experimented and went in and out of various points with her hat build: One in a purple velveteen, and one was two different wools. I kept to the silhouette, but then the production—the way it was produced—and a little bit more luxury in the fabric are basically that subtle. The subtle things had a big impact, and that was really what Susie had to do.”

ALEX BORSTEIN (Susie Myerson)

“My last look in this season and the series finale is a bit Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. I look a bit like an old man from the Bible.”

“I’m a manager. Nobody cares what the fuck I look like.” — Susie Myerson, Season 3, Episode 4: “Hands!”
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Susie’s downtown sartorial staples are established from the jump, including a muted color palette and a go-to peaked fisherman’s cap.
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“My favorite accessory was Susie’s key necklace, and my favorite props were Susie’s cigarettes and lighter,” says Borstein.


[image: Images]
It is a sturdy uniform ideal for cooler New York temperatures, and her hair and makeup show minimal fuss.
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For an opportunity at the Concord in the Catskills, Susie switches out her dark attire for a cream jacket.
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When Susie Myerson & Associates begins to grow, Susie adds layers to her look. Vests and button-downs replace T-shirts and knits. Her hat also gets an upgrade.
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In the flash-forward to 2005, Susie has finally embraced color in a bold caftan and gold clogs.





A Friendship to the End: Susie and Midge’s Love Story

by Ilana Kaplan

The night Susie Bails Midge out of jail after her Gaslight debut, it was the reincarnation of Lucy and Ethel, Mary and Rhoda, Lorelai and Rory: a dynamic TV duo cemented by witty banter and the mantra “tits up.” “Alex [Borstein] and I have always said that Midge and Susie are the central romance of the show. And, they fight like lovers. They scheme like lovers. They work together in a way that only lovers can,” says Rachel Brosnahan of their friendship. Midge and Susie are the heart of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel and the fuel that lights the fire of the radiant housewife’s comedy career. “I feel like the romance at the center of our show has been a ‘womance,’ with Smidge, with the two of them,” explains Alex Borstein.

In a sea of barely mediocre aspiring male comics—like Midge’s ex-husband, Joel—Susie has an unwavering belief in brilliant funny lady Midge. From her first impromptu set at the Gaslight that ends up with the housewife-turned-comic partially nude in the back of a cop car, Susie sees Midge’s star-making potential, her ability to shake up a deeply sexist industry. Borstein refers to this as a “Salieri-Mozart moment,” setting them both on a path to success. Even when Midge sells out clubs, opens for beloved doo-wop musician Shy Baldwin on tour, and lands a writing gig on the popular The Gordon Ford Show, she’s continually told that she’s unfunny by her parents and ex in-laws. But Susie never doubts Midge’s name will be in lights for a second. “Looking at Midge, Susie was seeing a palette of paints and finally being able to make something,” says Borstein.

At first glance, Midge and Susie are polar opposites: Midge is an Upper West Side charmer with swing skirts, rollers and fresh briskets, and two kids, while Susie is a tough, foul-mouthed manager with newsboy caps, suspenders, and an affinity for endless amounts of alcohol. They’re not who you would clock as best friends in the 1950s, but they’re essentially the odd couple—if the odd couple was trying to break through the cutthroat comedy scene of New York City. Part of that stems from how they’re defying conventional roles for women: Midge’s divorce and unwavering ambition to be a comic deem her as unladylike and undesirable, and Susie’s tomboy attire, proclivity for dive bars, and perceived queerness make her an outsider to societal expectations. They effectively both live outside the carefully curated fantasy of gender norms and vie to change them.

For years, Susie and Midge’s relationship is based on unflinching honesty, trust, and loyalty. Susie is always Midge’s biggest supporter and advocate. Susie is Midge’s confidant when she needs to vent about Joel over bar hot dogs and martinis or strategize deal-making during diner dates. But their relationship is deeper than that. Midge takes Susie in when Harry Drake puts a hit on her. Midge drops everything she’s doing to mourn with Susie over sandwiches when Susie discovers her roommate and friend Jackie has died. When Midge finds out Susie can’t swim during the Shy Baldwin tour, she makes it her mission to teach her surly manager to doggy paddle in a pool full of kids. And the night Shy kicks her off of his tour, she sleeps at the Gaslight with Susie because she doesn’t want to go home—there’s nowhere else she’d rather be. “They sink and they swim together,” says Brosnahan. “It’s a dream friendship in so many ways and, therefore, a dream business partnership.”

[image: Images]
Midge and Susie are the true love story, aka “womance,” of the series.
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Susie’s pigeons are her faithful companions, but they have nothing on this enduring friendship—especially when they stain Midge’s dress.


“Alex and I have always said that Midge and Susie are the central romance of the show. And, they fight like lovers. They scheme like lovers. They work together in a way that only lovers can.”— Rachel Brosnahan

Beneath the sheen of loyalty and honesty, there’s underlying strain in Midge and Susie’s friendship. Susie often bends over backward for Midge’s career, and her client is not always grateful for it. On their first tour, Midge’s privilege shines through as she constantly complains about the accommodations they have and the clubs she’s playing. Susie also books Midge a string of club dates, and Midge still knowingly heads to the Catskills. Midge is so focused on her own career, she often forgets that Susie is trying to make it as a manager, too, so when she has the opportunity to take on enemy Sophie Lennon as a client, it causes a rift between them. Following Shy’s tour, Midge decides she will only do headlining acts and not compromise her material, but she ends up turning down gigs Lenny Bruce and Susie worked hard to get her—like opening for Tony Bennett. “We love when they fight. It feels like every time they fight, they dig a little bit deeper into themselves and each other,” says Brosnahan. “They come out the other side always stronger and with a better plan than the one they had before.”

But what is revealed in the latter half of the series is that Susie isn’t all that honest when it counts. As she and Midge earn more money and ramp up casino gigs, Susie begins to play with fire when it comes to gambling. Not only does she gamble away Midge’s earnings, she covers it up by lying and having Joel front the money. Even after being kidnapped by the mob thanks to Harry Drake, Susie continues to be tangled up with them. They help find her Times Square office with strings attached: they own Midge and Susie. Joel finds out and makes a deal so that the mob owns him instead. Borstein acknowledges that Susie always wanted to be a “shark,” and caring deeply for Midge and her clients was inadvertent. “She has continued to make some shitty choices. But, that’s what we do . . . And hopefully, you learn from the crappy ones. A lot of times, the crappy ones you prosper from in the end. So sometimes, they’re a necessary step,” Borstein says.

In the show’s final season, it’s revealed that a 25-plus-year friendship between Midge and Susie has unraveled because of the latter’s deceit. Joel’s deal with the mob goes haywire after the FBI arrests him at his family’s synagogue, and Midge discovers the secrets and lies from over the years. When Midge confronts Susie, she can’t accept responsibility for the situation and hurls the kind of insults she knows Midge endured throughout her career. But ultimately, it unearths a longstanding resentment that has always been lying in wait—Susie’s sacrifices for Midge and Midge’s blind eye toward what it took to make her career happen. “It was gut-wrenching to both of us to learn that they break up and for so much time,” says Brosnahan. “We’ve grown so much closer over the course of making this show and felt the weight of what it would feel like for a partnership that’s this tight to be ripped apart even though you know there was a reason for it.”

But there’s hope: When Susie, in the early ’90s, is roasted by her peers, she receives a chaotic video message from her estranged friend and former client wanting to meet with her when she’s next in town. Between Midge’s four ex-husbands, countless engagements, and famous lovers, their friendship had always been a constant, and it’s not lost on the duo. “It’s the only lasting relationship for either of them,” says Borstein of Susie and Midge. “It’s the only person still standing in their lives in the same way.”

The fact that Susie and Midge can, years later, reunite and repair their relationship after what was such a deep betrayal speaks to the kind of once-in-a-lifetime love they have for one another. “I’m so relieved that they come back together and you learn ultimately this relationship is the one that outlasts all the others, and that makes sense,” Brosnahan says. The payoff of their relentless bickering becomes something much more: it allows Susie and Midge to dive deeper into themselves and come out stronger in the end. So as golden girls, they’re “tits up” together once again.
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After several false starts in other industries, Joel’s nightclub dream becomes a reality in Season 3.



CHAPTER 5

The Button Club

CHINATOWN, MANHATTAN
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“I LOVED The Button Club artwork. There were cocktail glasses on set with the club insignia on it. I wish I’d grabbed one or four,” says Joel Johnstone.
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Joel (Michael Zegen) has long searched for purpose, and The Button Club in Chinatown gives him everything he wanted from a vocation.




Joel Maisel at Work: From Unfulfilled to Finding Purpose

by Emma Fraser
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Working at the plastics company was a one-way street to unfulfilled ambition.



By the end of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel pilot episode, Joel Maisel’s dream of becoming a stand-up comedian and his marriage to Midge have been shattered. Actor Michael Zegen is under no illusions that the mode of Joel’s introduction is not calibrated to enamor the audience to his character: “When we first meet Joel, he’s not likable; he’s this guy who cheats on his wife and leaves her stranded with two kids. So immediately, he’s a despicable guy.” The embittered Joel, who sleeps with his secretary, is a far cry from the figure who realizes that, while he couldn’t cut it as a comic, he has a talent for running a nightclub. “Through the episodes and the seasons, we get to know him, and he’s constantly changing,” says Zegen about his character’s trajectory.

Of course, not everything goes according to plan, and there are some major law enforcement-sized bumps along the way. Yet Joel’s choice not to follow in his father’s Garment District footsteps ensures him a happier outcome. “It’s a new beginning,” Joel tells best friend Archie Cleary in the Season 3 premiere while showing him the space in Chinatown that he plans to turn into a nightclub. “The Button Club is everything for Joel. It’s his purpose, which he’s been seeking since day one, and he seems to have found it. It’s thriving, and he’s happy because of it,” describes Zegen. Of course, this will eventually change, but in Season 4, Joel has it all.

Success is visible in Joel’s closets, and Zegen is in thrall to the colors and fabrics chosen by Costume Designer Donna Zakowska and tailor Anthony Giliberto. “The suits that I wear are incredible. Joel, his style has evolved over the course of the show,” he says. “In the first season, he’s all business and drab colors, and when he buys this club, he has to look the part. He’s the proprietor, the manager, and he has to look snazzy, and he definitely does.”

Before he leaped at this new opportunity, he had an unfulfilling job in a plastics company before being invited to join the family business, Maisel and Roth Garment Company. Thankfully, this father and son don’t fall out when Joel decides this is not for him. “Moishe is the one who gave him the money to start this new career because he saw him in this dead-end job,” says Zegen. “He knew he was miserable and would be miserable if he stayed with Maisel and Roth. He gave him the money to venture out and find something he’s good at.” After some initial hiccups involving the business in the basement below the club, Joel relishes building a successful establishment from the ground up. Here, he falls in love with Mei Lin, which speaks to how Joel is moving on in all aspects of his life—even if that romance also doesn’t last.

Midge is not absent from this club, as she fully supports her ex’s endeavor (and even workshops comedy material here), and the duo has come a long way since Joel left his family in the middle of the night. Joel’s ego has been bruised throughout the series, and while he ends the show being the first person Midge calls about her big break, there are times throughout that he can’t help but take it personally. “I think with Midge’s career having taken off, I think he feels left behind a little bit, and he needs to do something with his life so that he can match her, and in a way, this seems to be it,” says Zegen.

Their jobs eventually intersect when, unbeknownst to Midge, Joel makes a trade with the mob to free his ex-wife from being involved with organized crime through her manager, Susie. “I’ve got a place in Chinatown. A nightclub. Turns big profits; it’s got lines around the block,” Joel confidently states to Frank and Nicky. Expanding his business is an ambition he fulfills, but with some caveats that will eventually lead to him serving time in prison.

“From day one, it’s always surprising, and that’s what I love about this show. You think it’s going in one direction, and then it veers off into another,” Zegen describes. In flash-forwards, Midge recognizes that Joel sacrificed his above-board business to free her from the illegal deal she thought Susie had settled long ago. It is a decision he makes without hesitation, and a secret he reveals only when the FBI burst into the synagogue in 1985. It is in contrast to how Joel treats Midge in the pilot episode, when he realizes that a stand-up career is out of reach and leaves her for his secretary.

Finding a fulfilling vocation at The Button Club changed Joel’s entire trajectory, both personally and professionally. Even though his nightclub empire ends unceremoniously, the selfless choice Joel made reflects how different he is from when we first met him. “He’s the one who created this mess. He was the inciting incident. He breaks up with her, and she goes on this journey, but he also goes on a journey,” says Zegen. “He also evolves, probably as much as Midge does, just in a completely separate direction.”



How Midge Follows in Joel’s Footsteps

by Lillian Crawford
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Joel’s path to his parents’ Garment District business in the second episode of Season 1 depicts the liveliness of this bustling New York City area.


A oner in the first season of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel was so impressive that Director of Photography M. David Mullen, ASC, shot it a second time. Just as Joel walks through the Garment District into his parents’ factory in the second episode, so too does Midge in the finale of Season 3. Both sequences follow the same steps, set to the song “’T’Ain’t What You Do” by Jimmie Lunceford, and immerse us in the gorgeous world of dressmaking.

[image: Images]
At the end of Season 3, Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) retraces Joel’s exact steps. Amy Sherman-Palladino directed both.


Both scenes begin with a high, wide-angle shot of the street filled with cars and trucks. The first sequence was filmed by Eric Moynier, though Mullen was present to assist with that establishing moment, along with Visual Effects Supervisor Lesley Robson-Foster. The problem was cutting off 5th Avenue in the background with the modern buses moving along it. Mullen remembers, “We tried to block it with our period garment trucks, but at some point, visual effects had to commit to erasing some of the tall modern city buses that you could see going by in the distance.”

When it came to re-creating the shot in Season 3, Mullen was well-prepared for these challenges. Although this time, the original alleyway Joel had gone down to get to the factory had changed. “What we had to do was shoot a plate of people standing in an alleyway, but actually have Midge walk through the racks and go up to a green screen against the wall and then plug the alleyway into that green screen hole.”

To maintain the illusion, Mullen decided to have a rail of dresses come past the camera, creating an effective transition for Midge, then coming up the stairwell into the factory on the other side. The tight space made this tricky for Steadicam Operator Jim McConkey, but it was all effectively choreographed by Director Amy Sherman-Palladino, who had also staged the original sequence with Joel herself.

From there, the location used for the factory posed further problems for Mullen’s cinematography. “The factory is a real garment factory in Bushwick, and it’s quite overlit,” he says. “It’s full of thousands of these tubes that I had to embrace as being fluorescent tubes of the time, even though they’re modern LED tubes.” As they were shooting, Mullen paid attention to the tube lights and estimates that he turned off about 30 percent of the work lights: “If you didn’t turn off some of them, the actors would be lit from both sides at the same time, which looked too flat and not interesting.”

The other issue was filming in 360 degrees with nowhere for the crew to hide. “There was a little women’s room off to the side I could hide in with my monitors, but the sound cart, all the rest of the crew, Amy, and her monitor all had to hide behind racks of clothing or things like that.” The effect is impressive, creating a peculiar sense of déjà vu, which reminds us of just how far Midge has come since the beginning of the first season.
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Unbeknownst to Joel, when he signs the Button Club lease, an illegal gambling ring is already operating in the basement.





In Conversation with . . .

Stephanie Hsu

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Antagonism shifts to flirting between Mei (Stephanie Hsu) and Joel, breaking down walls through playful back-and-forths and a sweet dance in Season 3.


The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel takes workplace romance to new comedic heights thanks to the close proximity of an illegal gambling ring to Joel Maisel’s proposed nightclub in Chinatown. When Mei Lin is introduced in the Season 3 premiere, she confidently brushes off Joel’s concerns about the hive of activity in the basement space of the building he just leased. Mei isn’t a co-worker in conventional terms, though her multitasking prowess means she ends up aiding Joel’s fledgling venture. She not only acts as a go-between with the business below, but she also attends medical school at a time when this is still uncommon. “I’ve never met a woman doctor,” Joel tells her when she mentions her primary career path. (“Yeah, technically you still haven’t,” is her response.)

Sparks immediately fly when the pair first meet—but not the romantic kind. Antagonism does eventually shift to flirtation, and by Season 4, the pair has slipped into the comfortable rhythms of dating. Sure, Joel hasn’t told his parents he has a girlfriend, so his mother keeps setting him up with every single, Jewish woman on the block. Otherwise, it is smooth sailing as Joel has found a sense of purpose in The Button Club while Mei continues her studies.

Unfortunately, the timing doesn’t quite work out, and while this sweet romance is the happiest we have seen Joel with someone who isn’t Midge, an unplanned pregnancy is at odds with Mei’s dreams. After having an abortion, Mei departs for Chicago early in the final season to pursue her dream of becoming a doctor. She has already made her mark on the series, and Stephanie Hsu discusses her experience on The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel.

What was the casting process like?

At the time, I was in tech rehearsals for a Broadway musical called Be More Chill. I remember getting the audition, falling in love with the sides, but thinking, “How on earth am I going to film a TV show while I’m doing eight shows a week, let alone find time to leave the theater for an audition?!” My cast mate helped me put myself on tape in a dressing room at the Lyceum Theatre during a lunch break, and I remember our Casting Director Cindy Tolan, who’s been so supportive of me since the beginning, gave me the note: “faster.” I did it again, faster, and was invited for a callback with Amy and Dan, which was amazing. (I do recall a few “fasters” at that one as well.) After that, I was asked back a third time for a camera test. We put some bangs on me, makeup, and some period clothes, and did the scene once more with a camera and lights. I remember being so worried that I would be late to my call time that evening for Be More Chill, but I made it out of Steiner Studios just in the nick of time, and the rest is history.

“I loved the elusiveness of Mei, how she challenges Joel but still brings a certain kind of affection and tenderness in her own way.” — Stephanie Hsu
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Mei’s ambition and dedication to her career is one hurdle this couple cannot leap over, and their parting is bittersweet.


What conversations did you have with Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino about Mei’s arc and romance with Joel?

When I first met with Amy and Dan, I actually didn’t know if there was going to be an arc with Mei and Joel. I was told there was “maybe” a romance, but I think it was contingent on whether or not there was any chemistry between Michael [Zegen] and me. Luckily, there was! I loved the elusiveness of Mei, how she challenges Joel but still brings a certain kind of affection and tenderness in her own way. And Joel, too, surprises her, impresses her, and maybe even brings to her life a certain kind of sweetness she didn’t know she needed.

Can you explain Mei and Joel’s dynamic and why their relationship didn’t last?

As we all know by now, Joel loves strong women, and we strong women have our own agenda (as we should). I think in the case of Mei and Joel, there was a lot at play. Yes, there was the ambition and her dedication to her career, but the implications of getting pregnant before marriage in those days were far more taboo, especially cross-culturally. Although, I would’ve loved to see Mei really have a sit-down with Shirley and Moishe, maybe even Abe and Rose. She had to make a choice that was right for her and her future, and I am proud of her for doing so, as heartbreaking as it all was.

What did playing a career-driven character like Mei in this period feel like?

Thank goodness for Mei, Midge, Susie, and, yes, maybe even Sophie Lennon. Passing the Bechdel test with flying colors!

What was it like working opposite Michael Zegen and having some emotionally charged scenes with Rachel Brosnahan?

I love Michael. He’s so talented, so supportive. The heart, the care, and the torment that he breathes into Joel is so lovable. It truly made my job easy. And fun! Rachel is one of the most incredible actresses of our time, and I feel so grateful to be a peer, a friend, and a fan. I loved getting to have scenes with her in the show, and I loved the tension but also the solidarity between Midge and Mei.

Can you discuss your most memorable scene and shooting experience?

I have loved every moment I’ve gotten to work on this show, but I will always have a very special place in my heart for my first day on set—Season 3, Episode 1—the introduction of Mei. The magic of Maisel is the world that is built—the set, costumes, sound, hair, makeup, everything—makes it so much more possible for us actors to completely transform into this era. At that point, I didn’t know if Mei would be in more than one episode, but I felt like I was catapulted into a world that felt like home.

What is your favorite location or set?

I will always have a fondness in my heart for the Chinatown club. It was incredible to witness its evolution not just in the show but in real life—beginning as a worn-down factory with a little bit of charm into a full-on nightclub. The set truly became more and more beautiful and impressive as the seasons went on. Our designers made it easy to be really proud of Joel.

What will you miss the most?

I miss it all already. The incredible scripts, the costumes, the extravagant table reads, and getting to watch some of the greatest actors transform into these characters. Amy has such a singular voice, and writes such strong, flawed, complicated, hilarious women. I will miss being one of those women.
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A newly independent Midge Maisel (Rachel Brosnahan) in front of B. Altman and Company.



CHAPTER 6

B. Altman and Company

5TH AVENUE & 34TH STREET, MANHATTAN
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Luxury department store chain B. Altman and Company was founded in 1865 in New York City. Its flagship 5th Avenue location opened in 1906 and closed in 1989.




Go with the Flow: Anatomy of a Single-Take Wonder

by Lillian Crawford
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Capturing B. Altman’s exquisite window displays and Midge’s (Rachel Brosnahan) former Revlon-counter home down to her new basement switchboard station. An ambitious Season 2 opener directed by Amy Sherman-Palladino.


One of the most distinctive visual aspects of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is the oner—a nickname for the huge, long takes that move across settings and often last for several minutes. These kinds of shots have a musical quality and require intricate choreography for both cast and crew to ensure that the fluidity is never broken for a second and everyone sticks to their cue.

What better way to kick off the show’s second season than the most ambitious oner yet, introducing us to Midge Maisel’s new environment after she has been relocated from the makeup counter of the B. Altman department store to the enormous switchboard in the basement. The use of the long take invites us on a journey through the store from the gorgeous window displays, past Midge’s cosmetic comfort zone, and down the mail shaft into the concrete underbelly.

“That opening was Amy’s masterpiece,” says Choreographer Marguerite Derricks, referring to Director Amy Sherman-Palladino. “It was completely choreographed from the minute the song started when the guy comes in with the mail, and they go through the department store, every turn, every crossing. That was all choreographed.” That song is “Just Leave Everything to Me,” as performed by Barbra Streisand in the hit musical Hello, Dolly!, grounding the scene in the late 1950s but also adding a sense of theater to a mundane situation, typical of Mrs. Maisel herself.

To guide us through how the sequence was shot, enter Director of Photography M. David Mullen, ASC. He remembers that in order to move through the mail shaft from the upstairs B. Altman section to the downstairs switchboard section, they had to create the illusion of the camera disappearing through the letterbox. Mullen drew as close with the camera as he could before Visual Effects Supervisor Lesley Robson-Foster took over, sprinkling a little CGI magic to take us down to the lower level.

In the basement with the women working the switchboards, Mullen says that he wanted to “thread the needle between their noses” as they plugged in the cables. “It’s a 360-degree shot in that room, so all the lighting had to be installed in the shot—it had to be the actual practicals in the room,” he reflects. “It was a period switchboard from a museum, so we couldn’t actually damage it or break it in any way, but they were able to attach a bare lightbulb for every operator as a kind of work light, and that gave me a nice warm glow that contrasted with the flourescent.”

The challenging lighting in the basement meant that Mullen had to find a way to continue the shot without casting shadows with the camera. That’s where Derricks came in as choreographer, to ensure that the switchboard operators all moved in unison as Midge glides across the room on her chair. Derricks remembers loving this task, saying, “Anybody that knows me, if I get a chair with wheels on it, I am the happiest kid in the world!” This sequence isn’t child’s play, though. “It was worked out like Swan Lake. It was all Amy; her brilliant mind is always giving us these wonderful challenges.”
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It’s not as glamorous as the makeup counter, but Midge fits right in with the B. Altman switchboard team.




Midge’s Hair and Makeup Must-haves

by Emma Fraser

“Do I have a hair out of place?”
— Midge Maisel, Season 3, Episode 5, “It’s Comedy or Cabbage”

While the position of elevator operator at the luxury B. Altman department store isn’t quite right for Midge Maisel’s entry into the workforce, she does manage to land herself a spot on the Revlon makeup counter instead. Midge would have certainly made the elevator operator uniform sing, but her beauty expertise is more suited to a department shopgirl role. Advising B. Altman’s steady stream of customers looking for the perfect lipstick to go with their complexion is something Midge can do in her sleep, and she definitely knows her Raven Red from her Cherries in the Snow (the latter Revlon shade is still available).

To ensure every detail is period accurate to emulate a fully stocked makeup counter from 1958, Makeup Department Head Patricia Regan was on hand to offer her expertise. “I worked closely with Prop Master Jose Pavon to select proper eye shadow shades and lipsticks as well as fill the occasional powder compacts,” says Regan.

Here, Regan and Hair Department Head Kimberley Spiteri discuss Midge’s must-have cosmetics and the secrets to capturing her mid-century look.

Kimberley Spiteri (Hair Department Head)

Some of my must-have products for Midge: Her hairpieces are human hair which is set daily and baked in a hot dryer, so we need to take care of the hair just like our own. Philip B Weightless Volumizing Shampoo and Conditioner break down the dirt and product buildup without stripping the hair of moisture. The hair is then set using an old-school product called Lottabody Setting Lotion and wire mesh hair rollers. Once dried and cooled, we used a bit of VO5 Hairdressing Cream, a thorough brush-out using a Mason Pearson hairbrush, and a Kent dressing table comb to push the waves into place. Midge was always to look like Midge, so slight adjustments from home to office to the stage. Always the same set, with slight adjustments to the roller size or how it was combed out.

Stacey Butterworth is my incredible wig master. We’ve worked together for many years. She understands me, the business, and our show. In previous seasons, Midge had two or three wigs. This last season, seven.

Periods and trends can be given to interpretation, meaning you can take two separate projects set in 1960, they are both very different, but both are correct. Midge wasn’t the stereotypical housewife in 1960, so understanding Amy and Dan’s vision was vital to that research; next, collaborating with Donna Zakowska and Patricia Regan. I then go about finding out how things were created then, using a lot of the methods from the period, and collectively hopefully, we have captured it.

[image: Images]
Abe (Tony Shalhoub) thinks lipstick makes a good red pen substitute. Midge, unsurprisingly, does not.


“Well, you know I never like to be more than three feet from a lipstick.”
— Midge Maisel, Season 1, Episode 6, “Mrs. X at the Gaslight”
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Image provided by Patricia Regan

Makeup Department Head Patricia Regan’s hand-drawn plan for Midge’s final performance look.
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Midge’s B. Altman employment comes with perks like getting a new shade before it hits shelves.



Patricia Regan (Makeup Department Head)

I work in the moment. Every character came to life after the first couple of episodes of the first season. I simply would ride along in this truly collaborative effort of telling the story of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. I would always do my best to spend time looking through Donna Zakowska’s costume shop for inspiration—for what her vision was.

Key to keeping true to the period are eyebrow shaping, eyeliner extension, and lip color shades, as well as a matte makeup finish that would read as such while being filmed with HD cameras. HD powders such as Chantecaille Pressed Translucent HD Powder came in very handy.

My go-to lip shade was YSL 201 for the Season 1 finale black dress performance look. I stayed with that lip shade for the all-black dress performances for the first three seasons. During Season 4, I switched to Gucci shades, 502 being a front-runner [including the series finale].

For Midge’s lips in the writers’ room, as she worked in a corporate environment, I would always have her in a pale pink or soft peach/coral, with a softer eyeliner.
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Midge thinks just as much about her B. Altman attire as she does about any other outfit, and Costume Designer Donna Zakowska considers every single stitch.





In the Fitting Room

by Emma Fraser

New York city is a shopping MECCA equipped to deal with the demands of women like Midge Maisel and Rose Weissman, who rarely repeat a look. Midge is no stranger to the retail therapy experience, having been on both sides of the counter, previously working at B. Altman and acquiring the showstopping black and gold performance gown from Bergdorf’s in the series finale. In reality, Costume Designer Donna Zakowska and her team dreamed up and custom-built the majority of what is worn by not only the principal cast but guest stars, day players, and background actors. The freedom to create this extraordinary volume of pieces is part of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s costume tapestry. “Working with Amy and Dan was a wedding of incredibly passionate people moving in the same direction,” says Zakowska.

The fitting room is where costumes and performer alchemy come to life, and Zakowska’s space at Steiner Studios was a constant hive of activity. “Each character helps you to figure out what it is you want to do. Because everything you do, you want to tell that story, and you want to make that character stronger in telling that story,” says the designer. Throughout the five seasons, Zakowska did just that, and now the cast of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel shares some of their fitting room memories and collaboration highlights.
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RACHEL BROSNAHAN

as Midge Maisel

The collaboration with Donna was phenomenal. Donna’s a genius, and we can call it a collaboration, but really, I just showed up and stood there like a doll, and Donna put gorgeous clothes on me and literally never missed. I learned a lot about Midge and about the scenes that I was preparing to shoot through those fittings, [and] through the way that Donna tells such clear stories through Midge’s clothes: through color, texture and patterns, and why she chooses certain accessories when she does. Listening to Donna explain why Midge had made these choices helped me understand how to approach the scenes differently and with more clarity. The piece that probably made me feel the most like Midge was the corset. It was a corset that wasn’t designed to make me smaller but was to lower my natural waist for that beautiful silhouette of the 1950s. But it also made me stand up straighter, walk differently, and breathe differently, and I felt like putting that on, I suddenly felt like I could click into Midge.

[image: Images]

MARIN HINKLE

as Rose Weissman

I am so lucky to work with Donna Zakowska again. About 20-something years ago, I did a small film, she designed it, and I was amazed by the magic that she has. When I went in for my [Maisel ] costume fitting, she showed me this range of colors that looked like sherbet. It was light greens and peaches, and I just thought, “Oh my god, I can’t believe she’s created those kinds of textures.” All of the jewelry she would choose, and any of those sorts of flair—whether it’s feathers or velvet—those details are what helped to get me to understand how luscious and elegant and romantic and theatrical my character is.
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TONY SHALHOUB

as Abe Weissman

Donna just keeps outdoing herself. I thought the pinnacle in my career in terms of wardrobe was the romper in the Catskills. I’ve worked on some great projects with some wacky fun clothes, but the romper became iconic. But because of the whole theater critic thing, I get to wear a tux and a cape, which will put the romper to rest. The cape became this whole set piece for the character, elevating Abe’s status in his own mind, and for a costume designer to bestow these elements onto an actor, [it] doesn’t get any better than that. There is a lot to it. It’s not like, “Oh, there’s a cape, throw it on.” No, because of the work we did with the cape, it had to be weighted a certain way. It had to flow a certain way. It sets him apart and [announces] his status as this critic; he’s not just a theatergoer. He’s the guy with the cape and makes himself the star.
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MATILDA SZYDAGIS

as Zelda

The wedding was so special. Donna outdid herself with the traditional Polish wedding dress and the flowered headpiece. Even my boots were authentic from Poland. They got it from a Polish store in Hamtramck, Michigan. The detail that was put into Zelda’s wedding, from the outfit to the food to the vows to the Polish priest, was outstanding. It wasn’t just a very special day for Zelda but for me as well. I felt so beautiful in that dress and in that whole outfit.
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CAROLINE AARON

as Shirley Maisel

Shirley likes to be gift-wrapped in every way, and Donna is so into it. She picks the fabrics; she picks the designs; each thing goes with each scene. It’s amazing. She’s way ahead of us in terms of the character. We catch up to her. At least I do. They made gloves for me; they made hats for me; they made shoes for me—everything. She takes all kinds of period stones and jewels, and she creates necklaces. It’s unbelievable.
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KEVIN POLLAK

as Moishe Maisel

Usually, when you do a period piece, they send you to a place with rows and rows of vintage clothing, and you pick some things. Nope. This show, from the beginning and continuing, Donna and her genius team built every piece. Part of the magic of the show is the color palette of her clothing, and she does not disappoint.

[image: Images]

MICHAEL ZEGEN

as Joel Maisel

There is a cool shearling jacket they made for Joel a few seasons ago, and there was a picture of Paul Newman walking down Broadway, and he had this really cool jacket. Donna Zakowska, our costume designer, wanted to replicate that, so she found an actual vintage coat that looked just like it. They’re such geniuses, and they made it again, but with the colors that they wanted. This season they made another one that’s blue, and I really liked that. I’m gonna try to steal it after this is over.
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JOEL JOHNSTONE

as Archie Cleary

Archie’s suits were built from scratch by the tailor Anthony Giliberto. He is an artist. And speaking of artists, each piece of fabric was handpicked by our genius costume designer, Donna Zakowska. Every suit Archie wore was nicer than any of my own.
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STEPHANIE HSU

as Mei Lin

Every time I have a fitting for Mei, I get so excited because I don’t know what I’m going to get put in, but I know it’s going to be fabulous. My favorite thing about Donna—she doesn’t know this—but when I have my fittings, and we’re tailoring it to my body, or we’re looking at it, it’s when she looks at the lengths of my sleeves. She’ll be like, “I think it looks a little too long,” and we’ll just scooch it up maybe like a centimeter. That is a sign of someone looking at the whole picture, and every detail, every centimeter, actually makes a huge difference. I love that. I love working with people who care deeply about what they’re building because I think it shows. The show is so beautiful. I loved everything I got to wear, truly. But I really, really loved this one dress I got to wear for the dance with Joel in Season 3. It was so fun to get to give it a full twirl.
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LeROY McCLAIN

as Shy Baldwin

What I love about Donna is, she is so incredibly thorough. She speaks a language of texture. She understands how clothes not only make a person look good but how [they] make a person feel. For somebody like Shy, his clothes are an integral part of his journey. Everything Donna chose to have Shy wear—ideas she had for him directly—impacted my development of who Shy is as a character. It’s impossible to put a suit on like this and not feel like a superstar. It does a lot of the work for you, and Donna Zakowska’s level of detail and specificity is second to none that I’ve experienced in this industry.



The Weissmans Go to Work

by Sophie Monks Kaufman

The Perky and Stylish Midge Maisel is a force of nature whose subversive decision to divorce her cheating husband and pursue a comedy career has slowly but surely led to tandem self-developments in her nearest and dearest. While Midge has been on a whistlestop tour from B. Altman makeup counter girl to globally famous comedian via purgatorial stints as a switchboard operator and coat-check girl, not to mention sets at every dive joint around, there are two people whose changing vocations have reflected an even deeper shift, within the family unit and America at large.

At the beginning of Season 1, Abe and Rose Weissman were a conventional Upper West Side Jewish couple. He was a tenured math professor at Columbia University whose job came with an apartment, while she was a housewife and tireless monitor of family status. Smash-cut to Season 4, and Abe is a poorly paid theater critic at the Village Voice, while Rose is a small businesswoman running a matchmaking service. She persists despite the shady conduct of rival matchmakers during a turf war.

“This happens a lot in life, that the people you love inspire you,” says Marin Hinkle, who plays Rose. “Without even knowing it’s happening, you realize, ‘If they can do it, maybe I should try.’ What’s going on in Midge’s life is catapulting Rose to find herself in a similar vein.” Witnessing Rose follow in Midge’s immaculately heeled footsteps is moving for audiences to behold, as she has been established as a withering and self-possessed character with a glamorous hauteur and a deep-set stubbornness when it comes to acknowledging that her daughter—who has routinely scandalized her—might actually have been pointing in the right direction.

“It would be amazing if she could say, ‘Thank you, you’re giving me inspiration.’ But that’s not where Rose is,” says Hinkle. “I don’t know if she’s actually able to express that to her daughter.” Indeed, the genius of the show is that, as the setting moves from the 1950s to the 1960s, the Weissmans represent a microcosm of shifting social attitudes toward work and gender. Yet that shift takes place for nuanced characters whose behavioral adaptiveness is balanced against emotional complexity.

Tony Shalhoub, who plays the comically irascible Abe, sees the key political events of the era—the burgeoning women’s movement and JFK’s election campaign—as part of a slow and painful epiphany for his character: “The prism that he has been looking through for all of these years has shattered, and he’s seeing with new eyes.” Abe’s new job comes with lesser remuneration, meaning that he is now dependent on the women in his life to be breadwinners in order to survive.

“He has to hit bottom in terms of his understanding of the world and his understanding of his role, first, as a man in America in this period, then, as a father and as a husband,” says Shalhoub. “He was someone in the workforce who had a certain degree of success and a relatively stable income, who now throws all that away, takes a job at a funky newspaper, and is making almost no money at all, living in an apartment provided by his own daughter.”

These new work paths for Abe and Rose also serve to deepen our understanding of who their characters used to be and, perhaps, could be once again. Abe landed his gig at the Village Voice through a piece about injustice written for the New York Times that reconnected him with the activist spirit of his youth, something Rose must have once adored. “I decided that Rose loves that they’re becoming more downtown funky. Probably when they fell in love, they had that kind of funkiness, and then they became more conservative,” says Hinkle. “Let’s bring them back.”
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Despite threats, Rose will not be deterred.
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Rose enters the matchmaking business with her favorite tea room as her base of operations.


“[Abe] has to hit bottom in terms of his understanding of the world and his understanding of his role, first, as a man in America in this period, then, as a father and as a husband.” — Tony Shalhoub
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Abe proves a career change is possible no matter your age, going from a tenured professor at Columbia to a theater critic.
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“The both of us. Pursuing our art. Although one of us pursuing banking would’ve been smart,” Abe comments about his weekly paycheck in his new dream job.
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The Stage Deli menu is packed with options, including hot pastrami Reuben on rye, chicken in a pot, potato knish, matzo ball soup, cheese Danish, a lime rickey, and black-and-whites for dessert.




CHAPTER 7

The Stage Deli

2290 BROADWAY, MANHATTAN



Midge & the Midtown Entertainment Scene

by Emmy Potter

From the imposing skyscrapers reaching high into the heavens and the sprawling green lawns of Central Park, to the glitzy marquees of Broadway and Times Square, there’s an exciting and almost overwhelming energy to Midtown Manhattan, where everything is bigger and brighter. By the 1950s, New York—and specifically Midtown—had established itself as the cultural center of the world, with Broadway and television flourishing in their Golden Ages and smoky nightclubs pulsating with jazz and laughter courtesy of the biggest, boldest, and mostly male names in comedy. For Midge and Susie, the theaters, clubs, and television studios of Midtown Manhattan—the entertainment mecca of the East Coast, on par with Hollywood—are the key to true showbiz legitimacy and stardom. But as The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel often shows, for women and anyone else who wasn’t a white male, getting into those real-life spaces was often a fraught, frustrating process, requiring a lot of hustling, networking finesse, and occasionally, just good, old-fashioned force (no wonder Susie stays friendly with her mob muscle, Frank and Nicky!).

Many of the Midtown showbiz hangouts, such as Toots Shor’s (frequented on the series by late-night host Gordon Ford and his writing staff) and famed comedy institution The Friars Club (where Susie sneaks in and interrupts mentor Harry Drake’s lunch in Season 1, and where she is eventually toasted/roasted as guest of honor in Season 5) were literal boys clubs. Shor’s reluctantly allowed entry to women (Judy Garland was a regular) but had a “no wives” policy. Meanwhile, The Friars Club didn’t admit women members into its ranks until 1988. The exclusivity of these spaces offered privacy for their rowdy male patrons to socialize and do business while further enshrining men as the sole power players and gatekeepers within the upper ranks of showbiz.

New York’s Jewish delis became an alternative, less patriarchal networking circuit thanks not only to their size but also their openness at all hours to anyone with a wallet and an insatiable appetite for a giant sandwich or their next gig. When theaters started moving uptown after World War I, Jewish delis followed, establishing a special bond between the eateries and the entertainment industry, which employed the second-highest number of Jewish people after the garment industry. These delis not only provided a place to do business, network, and hang out; they also offered Jewish showbiz figures like the Marx Brothers, Don Rickles, and Jerry Lewis a “taste of home” via both the comforting, familiar food and the other Jewish patrons who had shared cultural experiences.

[image: Images]
Post-work drinks at Toots Shor’s with The Gordon Ford Show writers (and sometimes the boss).


While many of the large—and now, sadly, mostly extinct—Midtown delis played host to a rotating roster of famous faces, the real-life Stage Deli was a favorite among a particular and important set of showbiz figures, including Tonight Show host Jack Paar (who frequently mentioned the eatery on-air) and arguably the most influential comedy and television manager and producer of the 20th century, Jack Rollins (a likely inspiration for Maisel’s Harry Drake). Opened in 1937 by Russian immigrant Max Asnas (who became known as “the Corned Beef Confucius” for his witty one-liners to patrons and started the trend of naming sandwiches after celebrities), the Stage Deli was located in the heart of the Theater District on 7th Avenue and 54th Street, making it a convenient stop for noshing and schmoozing after a Broadway show or a set at one of the major comedy clubs like the Copa. For Midge and Susie, the Stage Deli is not just a place to celebrate or stress eat or strategize; it’s a crucial access point to the upper echelons of the industry, where all the male power players sit just a few tables away, hunkered over their corned beef on rye and sour pickles. It’s both a de facto office and a showbiz commissary. In a town full of closed doors and busy phone lines, the Stage Deli was the one place where everybody and anybody could be reached, proving that food isn’t just the best way to a man’s heart but also his gigantic Rolodex.

[image: Images]
Thanks to its Theater District locale, the Stage Deli is the perfect spot for noshing and schmoozing.


“New York’s Jewish delis became an alternative, less patriarchal networking circuit thanks not only to their size but also their openness at all hours to anyone with a wallet and an insatiable appetite for a giant sandwich or their next gig.”

In a series that often is whimsical and romantic when it comes to representations of New York and the entertainment industry in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the inclusion of these real Midtown locations not only lends the series an air of showbiz credibility but also grounds Midge and Susie’s ambitions in the difficult reality of trying to break into two historically male-dominated professions. It’s cliché to say making it in show business is all about “who you know” and “getting your foot in the door,” but for better or worse, these ideas persist because they’re rooted in history. From the clubs like The Blue Angel and the Copa, to Broadway, to late-night television at 30 Rock, Midtown is where the cream of the crop rises and, occasionally, falls. These venues aren’t just literally higher up on the map of New York; they’re higher-stakes environments—both on the series and in real life. When Midge is blacklisted for revealing rival Sophie Lennon’s identity during a set at the Gaslight downtown in Season 1, she and Susie are both professionally and geographically in the doldrums. Lennon and her agent Harry Drake all but ensure the pair will never step foot inside any of the Midtown establishments necessary for real success. Without working in Midtown, neither Midge nor Susie would ever gain the visibility, credibility, and, most importantly, the legitimacy needed to be real stars in their own professions, especially as women.

When Midge and Susie finally make it to the big time, it’s not without having done a lot of hustling to literally and metaphorically get their feet in doors all around Midtown Manhattan. For Susie, that has often meant doggedly chasing down Harry Drake—sometimes even over a corndog in Central Park—and trying to both revive and repair Sophie Lennon’s image and career on Broadway (at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre) and late-night television in exchange for connections that can help Susie’s number-one client, Midge. For Midge, it means taking thankless gigs doing radio voice-overs and trade shows and cozying up to the all-male writers’ room on The Gordon Ford Show and even Gordon Ford himself at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in the hopes of landing her big break while breaking even financially. The series constantly reinforces how easily men can retain a foothold in the business because of their gender while women have to work twice as hard to often be denied one because of theirs. Without the advantage of other women in positions of power, being the “first” to wrench the door open for others is a helluva lot tougher; Susie and Midge’s respective journeys on the series show that firsthand, and real-life history confirms it.

For women, the path to success in show business has rarely been linear, and as we frequently see on The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, it’s frankly—to borrow a Yiddish word—kind of a schlep. You have to stay hungry to get to the top. Luckily for Midge and Susie, they’ve got the Stage Deli to keep them satisfied until—and even after—they do.
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Plotting Midge’s (Rachel Brosnahan) next move toward stardom after getting kicked off the Shy Baldwin (LeRoy McClain) tour, over sandwiches in this legendary Midtown hot spot.





Serving Lively Sound & Editing

by Emma Fraser
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Susie (Alex Borstein) is ready to hop from table to table to get Midge on a coveted telethon.


Midge Maisel enters her soon-to-be regular Midtown haunt in the fifth episode of Season 1 and quickly discovers a bustling environment that will change her life. Here, the editing and sound teams discuss dialogue, pace, setting the tone, and ensuring the Stage Deli is a lively setting worthy of the real-life entertainment industry hot spot.

Tim Streeto, ACE (Editor), on Capturing the Stage Deli Atmosphere

We have a bunch of iconic New York locations: locations that are important in the comedy world and locations that are important to Jewish New Yorkers. The Stage Deli checks all those boxes. Unlike on a sitcom—it’s not a Central Perk—it has to look different, scene to scene, but also has to feel familiar to the audience.

I think what that location became, over the course of the show, is this critical place where plot points developed: Midge and Susie very frequently are discussing strategy there; Susie’s making deals there; Midge takes Benjamin there on their first date and reveals to him that she’s a comic. So it has a lot of plot significance, and it’s also a fun, bustling, lively place. So we discovered the personality of it from early on.

It’s always busy. I can’t think of a scene where it’s not full in there. You’ve got people eating, which can be challenging—our actors are great about continuity.

In terms of pace, the whole show is written to be done quickly. The pace is very lively. The directors—especially Amy and Dan—push the actors to pick up the pace. We get stuff already humming along at 75 miles an hour, and then we push it up to 85 miles an hour through the cutting. The challenge of cutting something that’s pacy is you don’t want it to feel cutty; you don’t want to just be like boom, boom, back-and-forth ping-ponging.
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Thanksgiving is a lively (and loud) time for those venturing to the Stage Deli for the holiday in the final season.
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No movie stars in sight mean Imogene (Bailey De Young) doesn’t get to live out her I Love Lucy fantasy at the Stage Deli.


Ron Bochar, CAS (Supervising Sound Editor and Re-Recording Mixer), on Layering the Liveliness of the Stage Deli

The challenge from the very beginning that Amy and Dan put on me as the sound supervisor was to make every scene as busy as I possibly can—but don’t forget that it’s a dialogue show. So make sure that everything we need to hear is there, but we also want to know that everything below what they’re saying is alive and well. What Mathew [Price] records for me is beautiful, pristine dialogue, and my job is to make sure that stays on top of everything.

Thankfully the talent we have on Maisel are incredibly articulate at the 90-mile-an-hour pace that they’re spitting out the words. It’s like a Gatling gun coming at you, but at least it’s enunciated.

We’ve got a loop group that gives me people at the Deli ordering constantly, and it’s very New York-centric dialogue. You’ve got the cooks, and they’re bantering away all the time, you’ve got the customers, Verna walking around and taking orders. It’s a couple of waitresses walking around and doing all that. That’s just the vocals. Then there’s usually a radio playing, and we’ve always pegged that to be a radio somewhere back by the cooks. It gets loud enough sometimes that we know it’s always there, and it gets set back so far in the distance sometimes that you kind of forget about it, but it’s meant to waft to and from depending on where we are in the room. Then there are the general sound effects going on throughout that whole thing.

Mathew Price, CAS (Production Sound Mixer), on Controlling a Loud Environment

The biggest scene we had there was Thanksgiving from the last season: so much movement, and there were so many people talking. First thing I do is I’ll break down the script: I count how many people actually talk. That is my first understanding of how complicated it might be because I need to know how many mics we need and where to put them. Sometimes, we’ll hide mics on a table, but usually, in a restaurant situation, people are picking things up, putting them down, making noise.

We try to control the environment and background noise as much as possible and then get the mic sounding as good as possible. My role is getting clean dialogue tracks so that when I turn it in to editorial, and finally to Ron Bochar—who has to take my tracks and mix them—and Sara [Stern], who does the dialogue editing, they have enough elements and a clean palette to work with. It’s amazing the detail they go into in post-production to make it come alive.

Kate Sanford, ACE (Editor) on Editing for Comedy

I was thinking about the Stage Deli, and one of my favorite things in the whole series is when Dan Palladino directed an episode called “Vote for Kennedy, Vote for Kennedy.” The very first scene is Midge and Susie in the Stage Deli, and they hear that there’s going to be a telethon. Susie proceeds to go table-hopping around the Deli to try to find out who she needs to talk to about how to get Midge in there and how to ask for favors. One person sends her over here, and it’s the wrong person, and that’s funny, and then she pops over there, and it’s somebody’s assistant, and the other one left, and then she pop pop pops around these tables. Then she gets back to Midge and says, “We did it!”

When I read it, I thought, “Oh, this is gonna be funny, you’re gonna have a wide shot where you see her going table to table.” But that’s not what Dan did. Instead, he used the editing for comedy. The comedy comes from cutting from one to another almost too quickly, and it was intentionally almost too fast for her to physically get from one position to another. To me, it’s almost an editing joke. It plays on the physical space and people’s physical ability to get from one spot to another, which we don’t really do. Then as we were doing it—because we’ve got to pick a piece of music—he [Palladino] said, “Jump, Jive, an’ Wail.” That was the magic because he’s so great at picking songs.
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Rose and Abe share a romantic moment on the streets of Paris.



CHAPTER 8

Paris, France



Abe & Rose Weissman’s Marriage: Relighting a Spark in the City of Lovers

by Rogan Graham

Season 2 opens with Rose and Abe Weissman, played by consummate scene stealers Marin Hinkle and Tony Shalhoub, separated by the Atlantic Ocean. The parents of—at this point burgeoning—comedian Mrs. Maisel suffer different existential reactions to the rebellion that is her divorce. Characterized by their straight-laced approach to Upper West Side life, Abe, a reliably grumpy academic, and Rose, a finicky matriarch—both overwhelmed by pride in their children—have their 1950s idealism splattered. And so, over the course of these two episodes where they spend time in “gay Paree,” the ground is laid for how they will show up for each other in this next chapter of their marriage.

“Simone,” written and directed by Amy Sherman-Palladino, sees Abe come to the painfully slow realization that Rose has left him to start a new life in Paris. Though Rose’s closet is empty, and her new Paris address is writ large on a corkboard in the kitchen—and although Rose told Abe that she is going to Paris because she feels like she doesn’t have a life here anymore, everyone has let her down, and she serves no purpose—Abe is so set in the rhythm of their life that these flares in the sky fail to register.

Moving two of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s most beloved characters from New York City to Paris disrupts the rhythm of the show too. A bold and essential disruption that allows the characters and audience to luxuriate in even more of the visual splendor the show had become known for, as well as providing Rose and Abe with the catalyst to recalibrate their lives. When we arrive in Paris, the Empire State Building rotates to reveal the Eiffel Tower, a nifty visual, yes, but more a signification that these are twin cities in culture, history, and art, should you—should Rose and Abe—choose to see them that way.

When we meet Rose in Paris, she is unfamiliar with self-sufficiency, making her own coffee in a borderline dilapidated bohemian apartment, butter and milk hanging in a basket on the balcony, and accompanied by a long-haired dachshund named Simone. Abe, ever highly strung, acts as though she is having a mental breakdown, but Rose is as cool and in control as we’ve ever seen her—it appears her family had become accustomed to an anxious, dependent mess. Though Midge encourages her father to “be sweet,” Abe flies into a characteristically hilarious rage, demanding Rose come back to New York. But when Midge tells her mother she misses her, Rose replies, “I’ve missed me, too.”

[image: Images]
Rose and Abe stumble on a romantic curbside dance scene, inspiring them to take up dance lessons of their own.


In her early 20s, Rose studied in Paris. A large part of becoming culturally refined was, of course, to find a suitable husband, but that engagement with art and the ability to live on her own terms was lost when she became a homemaker. Borrowing from her daughter’s play-book—either selfishness or gusto for life, depending on who you ask—Rose has to revert back to who she was when she was first discovering her purpose in life, in the city that gave her the most vitality.

“There is a magic and whimsy that permeates the entire show through the characters, the costuming and locations, the acerbic dialogue—but sometimes it’s the most typically romantic moments that are executed to such a high degree that move you most.”

[image: Images]
Je t’aime! No matter how bad the food tastes, a home-cooked, candle-lit dinner in Paris is a grand gesture.


The initial obstacle for Rose and Abe in this first episode is getting them to communicate, but true to Abe’s nature as a headstrong mathematician, he doesn’t stop until he gets the right answer from his wife. By the second episode, “Mid-way to Mid-town” (also directed by Sherman-Palladino), some weeks have passed, and the Weissmans have settled into their Parisian lifestyle.

We begin once again with Abe, this time sporting a beret in a smoke-filled café, debating the Bible in a language he doesn’t speak. Rose spends the afternoon at the Rodin Museum as an art student, then cooks them an unappetizing meal in their leaking apartment. Bundled into a single bed afterward, she tells her husband, “You’re a wonderful man,” and he replies, with affection, “You’re a terrible cook.” Abe didn’t marry Rose for her domestic abilities, but for her taste and intellect. She can match him in wits and enjoys being a student of culture in the same way he does. Somewhere on the Upper West Side, that got lost.

The majority of our time in Paris with the Weissmans is now spent meandering around markets set to Frank Sinatra’s “How Are Ya’ Fixed for Love?” and then, walking along the Seine behind Notre Dame to Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World.” Rose watches the younger people dance, and Abe watches her, before spinning her into a slow dance of their own. Hinkle describes that night on set as “this otherworldly thing,” saying, “Sometimes being an actor is exactly what you could imagine as a kid.” There is a magic and whimsy that permeates the entire show through the characters, the costuming and locations, the acerbic dialogue—but sometimes it’s the most typically romantic moments that are executed to such a high degree that move you most.

For the Weissmans, the challenge now is leaving the guarantee of moments like this behind to return to the reality of the Upper West Side. Does Rose trust that her husband has heard her? After a reckoning over what would be an ideal Parisian apartment, Rose asks what she has to lose if she doesn’t go back to New York and affirms with steely resolve that “Here in Paris, I am shatterproof.” Finally, Abe is sweet in persuading her to return, and they do.

Disillusioned and numb at their kitchen table once more, Rose stares into the middle distance, before Abe reminds her that she is to join him for a meeting about auditing an art class at Columbia; he followed through on his promise. He then chimes that he has booked dance classes: “We can’t get caught out again like that night on the Seine—I mean, we were adorable, but our technique was terrible.” Just because they’ve spent time in Paris doesn’t mean their Upper West Side standards should slip, of course.

Later in the series, Rose becomes a matchmaker, and Abe turns his hand to art criticism. Their Parisian sensibilities live on, but more importantly, they choose one another continuously as the world around them evolves.
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As in New York City, Director Amy Sherman-Palladino captures the real streets and landmarks of Paris, but not everyone finds romance in the City of Love.





[image: Images]
Once again, Susie Myerson (Alex Borstein) takes matters into her own hands.



CHAPTER 9

The Catskills

STEINER MOUNTAIN RESORT, THE CATSKILL MOUNTAINS



Song & Dance at the Steiner Mountain Resort

by Emma Fraser

Not long after coming home from a brief sojourn to romantic Paris, Midge Maisel and her family pack up a U-Haul and head to the wholesome Steiner Mountain Resort in the Catskills. Two months away from the humid city in the summertime sounds like paradise, and both the Maisel and Weissman clans eagerly slip back into the familiar routine of their annual Borscht Belt vacation spot.

No matter the location or climate, music and dance are integral to the fabric of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. If Midge enthusiastically announcing—to no one in particular—that “We’re going to the Catskills!” doesn’t get you in the mood, the evocative tune “Let’s Get Away from It All” by Ed Ames accompanying the drive upstate surely will. Across three episodes in Season 2, the staff and guests at Steiner deliver a sweet, hilarious, and even competitive melody from the first night to the last. Here, Music Supervisor Robin Urdang and Choreographer Marguerite Derricks discuss the notes and steps that bring this classic Jewish vacation spot to life.
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“Nothing could be finer than to spend the day at Steiner in the [clap] summer [clap clap]!”



Steiner Resort Welcome Song

“The Catskills on its own, it was like doing a musical in a week. It was possibly the most discussed episode I’ve ever worked on, on Maisel,” says Urdang. “It was also the first time we were doing these huge musical numbers.” The bar is immediately raised when entertainment director Buzz Goldberg (Brandon Uranowitz, recent Tony Award winner) bounds out on stage and leads the eager crowd of Steinerites in a clapping and stomping rendition of the “Steiner Resort Welcome Song.” What better way to foster a sense of community than a tune everyone knows the words and actions to? “Dan wrote this really funny song that all the crew had to clap their hands and stomp their feet to.” It is momentarily reprised in the fourth season when Buzz opens a musical on Broadway, and the Steiner family shows their support.

Abe’s Routine

“I went to sleepaway camp for 10 years near the Catskills, and for me, these were my most loved episodes to work on,” Urdang says. Some of her experiences during this formative time influenced the choice of music, including the track accompanying Abe’s memorable early-morning romper-wearing exercise routine. “There was a song that we used to play for calisthenics every morning,” Urdang recalls. The song? “Chicken Fat.” Upon reading the script, Urdang immediately told Producer Matthew Shapiro, “Oh my God, we’ve got to use ‘Chicken Fat,’ and I sent it to him.” Unbeknownst to Urdang, Dan Palladino had also thought of the same piece of music. Because a lot of the music used on Maisel is either old or obscure (sometimes both), clearing tracks can be challenging, and this was one of those cases. Thankfully, they were allowed to license the rousing tune, giving Abe’s starjump anthem authenticity—while still maintaining the humor. “I love that scene. It’s hysterical,” Urdang says.

“The Catskills on its own, it was like doing a musical in a week. It was possibly the most discussed episode I’ve ever worked on, on Maisel.” — Robin Urdang, Music Supervisor
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A Steiner Surprise: Susie makes an unexpected appearance in the resort’s end-of-summer show.


The Dance Challenge

On night one, Midge’s competitive spirit kicks into gear when Buzz indicates a dance challenge is about to start. The nearly five-page sequence that sees Midge dancing with 11 different Steinerites kicks the Maisel pacing up a notch, and Derricks refers to this story as “My love note to Rachel.” When Derricks spoke to Palladino about his vision for this scene, she recalls he said, “It doesn’t have to be a oner, but I need it to be cut so that it feels like a oner.” Derricks held a stage rehearsal with the Palladinos and Brosnahan a month before production to factor in that Brosnahan would be unavailable after this—they were heading up to the Catskills to film. “I started walking him through the number, and Amy was standing on a platform behind us. Halfway through, he looked at me and went, ‘this is a oner,’” she recalls. Derricks gleaned from how it read on the page that “it needed to be” a continuous take, and she “knew Rachel could pull it off.” At this point, Brosnahan didn’t know the dialogue, so a stand-in read the lines while Derricks took Brosnahan from one partner to the other.

A month later, on location, Brosnahan’s packed schedule meant she was too busy shooting to attend the dance rehearsal. “The next time I saw Rachel was when we were on set ready to shoot it. So she had never really rehearsed with the dialogue and all the movement,” says Derricks. Brosnahan quickly mastered the moves within the blocking with the Steadicam operator. Dance for television and film has to factor in several elements: “Not only did she have to learn the choreography with 11 different people, but the body moves to her choreography with the camera. Every move she made, she had two partners: the camera and the dancer.” Derricks told a nervous Brosnahan that “You’re gonna kill it,” and the result speaks for itself. “She nailed it!”

Dialogue as Music

“Amy and Dan are so musical, and some of the music that is scripted, they shoot to it: the actors hear the music; the cameraman hears the music,” explains Urdang. However, there are some exceptions to this rule. The suitably high-tempo “Sing, Sing, Sing” accompanies the dance challenge, but in reality, a very different kind of track provided the rhythm for the other dancers. “Rachel’s dialogue became their music,” explains Derricks. Instead of moving to a note or a beat, “all of their cues were off of a word that she would say. Everything had to be quiet as a mouse so they could hear Rachel.”

Learning the choreography is only one part of the performance, as the dancers must also maintain the upbeat energy in the room: “You would never know that there was no music.” The Palladino dialogue has an inherent musicality, whether in a dance challenge or a conversation-filled exercise class. “They’re doing all of the movement to the dialogue. The dancers were fabulous. Rachel was fabulous,” says Derricks. “It was always so rewarding finishing a number because you knew you were doing something that was not normal.”

Around the World in 80 Minutes

The Steiner Resort employees put on a show for the guests during the final night celebrations. The previous year’s theme was “To the Moon and Back,” and the 1959 summer season closes out with a global feast. “A sensational musical odyssey to some of the most exotic places on Earth” is how Buzz describes “Around the World in 80 Minutes.” The dance encompasses a colorful selection of destinations, with even Susie getting roped in. While this was Derricks’s first time working with Alex Borstein, the choreographer had already fallen in love with the character of Susie and described Borstein as “brilliant.” “I felt like I knew them. So I knew how they would move and project it once it was put on them because they bring the funny,” Derricks says. “I’m giving serious choreography. I’m not trying ever to be funny. Amy and Dan do that, and then the actors bring it.”

[image: Images]
Midge’s attention-grabbing shorts and striped halter dress are ideal for boating (even if this look doesn’t work its romantic magic).




Capturing the Catskills: How Editing Brings Life to the Mountains

by Ryan Cahill

[image: Images]
The Catskills is a rich visual environment,including Susie (Alex Borstein) walking through a hula hoop class with her trusty plunger, which she has named Pamela.


The Maisel-Weissmans’ foray to the Catskills in Season 2 was an opportunity to see our unique cast of characters outside their natural urban surroundings of New York City. The shift in location offered the opportunity for bigger dance numbers, more ambitious stand-up sequences, and costumes befitting a summer in the country. While it is a joy to watch on-screen, the off-screen logistics—and particularly the complex editing required to showcase this new landscape—was a huge feat for the Maisel crew.

“The Catskills is a perfect example of ‘I never went up there!’, and so to me, it felt glorious and big and sprawling,” says Editor Tim Streeto, ACE, who worked on all five seasons of the show. “It was an unused resort that was really worn out, and they did a lot of work.” The production design team’s efforts more than paid off, as there was an array of picturesque spots to add texture and even comedy to the different amenities of this resort. “They shot a lot of extra stuff, like people rowing on the lake and just milling around by the docks. So that gave me some transitional stuff and different elements,” says Streeto. “It was a great location because they found all these different places to have scenes. They got Midge and Rose riding bikes, and they had Susie walking through people doing hula hoop lessons. It was such a rich environment.”

[image: Images]
This marks the Weissman family’s 27th year in a row vacationing at the Steiner Mountain Resort. Truly, their “home away from home.”


The grand arrival in the Catskills includes an elaborate unpacking scene at the Weissmann holiday home, where a static camera was used to capture the chaos. “It was a lot of audio. We added a lot of sounds and new lines and stuff to fill in all the gaps to make it seem more chaotic and more frenetic.” Streeto says of that particular scene: “It was really fun to get it because they staged it in such a great way; they have the staff guys running in and out, and Midge is talking to them, and then Abe comes upstairs. Abe is hilarious in his arrival in the Catskills; it’s just his happy place.” After all, this is their 27th consecutive year visiting this resort.

Logistical challenges included the telephone calls in the fifth episode, where we see Midge engage in conversations with Susie and her B. Altman boss that connect the Catskills back to New York. A standout scene from the episode (and season) comes when Susie sets up a last-minute gig for Midge at The Concord, a hotel near the Steiner Resort, where the timeline switches between Midge and her father, Abe, who is unintentionally seeing her routine for the first time. This particular episode is a favorite of Editor Kate Sanford, ACE, who offered up her editing prowess on more than 15 Maisel episodes. “They pretty much always shoot with three cameras when they’re doing a Midge performance, and then they did another round of cameras that pointed at the audience, but also was over her back, which I also loved,” shares Sanford. “Her pace was so fast that one thing that was very hard was getting the laughs in and getting the laughs to be very precise. The audience laughs barely have time to roll with each joke, and they’re coming one on top of each other, and the precision with which we had to land all of the timing of both her delivery and the audience reactions was incredibly specific and incredibly important to Amy.”

Overall, the experience of editing the Catskills was a challenging yet rewarding experience for both Streeto and Sanford, and stands out as one of their highlights from the season. “If it counts as one location, I would say the Catskills [is my favorite],” says Streeto. “It was amazing with each new little sub-location—the staff bunks, the dancehall, and the lake—it had a lot of opportunities to just be really exciting. I love that whole run in the Catskills!”



Summer Costumer in the Catskills

by Emma Fraser
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“The Catskills was a place where people came to escape New York City. This was a little paradise, and it was always very family oriented,” says Costume Designer Donna Zakowska. “Families came together, came here every year, and they joined in the festivities. It’s about people enjoying themselves, swimming, socializing, and breaking the monotony of an urban environment.”

Packing for a two-month catskill Mountains vacation involves a lot of planning. For Midge and her mother, Rose, priorities include selecting enough cabana jackets, bikinis, clamdiggers, beach robes, and picnic dress options to last an extended trip upstate. “It was nice to shed the coat and still find the character with all her clothes,” says Zakowska. While Midge’s winter closet was a feast of wool and solid tones, her summer attire turns the dial all the way up on lighter materials and floral patterns to match the leisure-infused environment. Midge sets the tone in a gloriously sunny yellow floral number when the family departs the city—a color mostly absent from the first season.
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“I looked through as much research as I could find on the Catskills,” explains Zakowska. Photographs and short films from the time (including fashion shows held at resorts similar to Steiner Mountain) provided a sharp insight into this setting: “There are a lot of these little short clips and films made about how clothing played an important part in the Catskills, and people used it as an opportunity to really dress up.”

Midge puts a lot of thought into her sartorial choices regardless of city or country location, but the latter has more whimsical components. “I think people were able to explore patterns and different silhouettes that were interesting, and of course, shorts,” says Zakowska. “A lot of the pictures are of women in shorts, and not the way we wear them, but three-quarter shorts. Mixing bathing suits in with clothing, and then little jackets that go over that—it’s something that never would work on a street in New York City.”
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A 1950s swimsuit immediately conjures iconic starlets like Bettie Page and Marilyn Monroe. “It’s burned in our memory, imagery of what a ’50s bathing suit is,” explains Zakowska. “Midge is daring in her choice,” wearing a polka dot two-piece in her new role as “sash girl.” The breakdown of her marriage means Midge can no longer compete in the Mrs. Steiner Pageant, but this trip does represent, per Zakowska, “a little bit of a return to her childhood, a little bit happier times when she was with Joel.” The dress she wears on the opening night of the festivities when she dances with her ex harkens back to the before times. “I wanted to create something using the floral as a sense of romance for her in the Catskills.”

The hazy days of summer also present new flirtatious beginnings. Midge is on-trend for a boat ride with Benjamin (that doesn’t go to plan) in a colorful halter dress that purposefully reveals another layer. “It opens up, and then underneath it, we have some green shorts,” Zakowska explains. A sunbonnet decorated with hand-painted butterflies and flowers completes this playful yet stylish ensemble. Ultimately, Zakowska was smitten by the sunny ebullience of this unique locale. “The thing about the Catskills clothing is, there’s a lot of fun in it.”
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Midge’s Vacation Romance

by Ryan Cahill

When Dr. Benjamin ettenberg, played by Zachary Levi, is introduced to viewers in Season 2, he becomes an unlikely love interest for Midge. He’s the embodiment of a picture-perfect 1950s bachelor, with an impressive job and no baggage from previous relationships. He seems certain to be the man that will satisfy the expectations of her mother, Rose Weissman, and become Miriam’s second husband. The relationship begins while the Maisel-Weissman family is vacationing at the picturesque Steiner Resort—the idyllic spot they frequent each summer.

“This is such a gem of a show. It’s so well-written, so well-produced, so well-directed, so well-performed.” Levi says of his casting on the show: “I was really honored that Amy and Dan saw fit to bring me on to the second season. As an actor, to be able to take on a character and say words that have so much intention behind them and that Amy and Dan and the rest of the very talented writers have put so much time into is so great.”

Shooting in the Catskills, with its scenic landscapes and nostalgic charm, made work life a lot easier for Levi, who relished shooting on location. “It was so cool. It really made me want to go back in time and feel it for real because no matter how much belief and magic we can throw at this stuff, you turn 15 degrees, and there’s a camera, or there’s a brand-new car off-camera.” He laughs. “But to see all the extras, all the background dressed up in old-school bathing suits with old-school floaties and rowboats. I was like, ‘Oh, my gosh, that’s right, life was so much more analog and simple, and you would enjoy that.’ I think we would enjoy life a heck of a lot more back then because we had less distractions.”

One of Levi’s more memorable moments in the role of Benjamin occurred during a short boat ride with Midge when the two are forced on a date by Rose. Together, Brosnahan and Levi possess perfect chemistry, which makes their scenes all the more endearing. He credits a lot of that spark to the brilliant vision of the Palladinos, “[They’re the] dynamic duo that have created and run this incredible ship. I’ve gotten to know them, and they are quirky, funny, whipsmart individuals. All of that is very evident in the first season and in the second season,” he says. “Amy’s father was a stand-up comic who performed in the Catskills when she was younger, so I think that certainly, in the Catskills, we’re seeing a lot of moments that have some anchoring in their pasts.”

Benjamin makes his departure at the end of Season 2, after Midge decides to call off their engagement in pursuit of a career in comedy. He briefly reappears the following season after Rose attempts to matchmake him with someone other than her daughter. Despite their short relationship, Levi believes Midge made an impact on his straightlaced character: “As a doctor having to wake up early every morning for surgery, he doesn’t stay out very late, ever. Stand-up comedy in the late ’50s wasn’t a very well-respected, robust world, and so a lot of people didn’t really know of it or didn’t really track it. Midge opens his eyes to stand-up comedy. Midge opens his eyes to nightlife in ways that he hadn’t really seen before. I think she has such energy about her, and so much life about her . . . and humor, obviously!”
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Benjamin (Zachary Levi) doesn’t play by Midge’s rules during their first encounter.
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“But man, did it feel like we were living in Dirty Dancing or something,” says Rachel Brosnahan.
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Midge and Susie are not the first people to sleep on the sun porch couch at the Catskills house. Joel had that honor in a previous episode after he forgot to book a room.





[image: Images]
Shy Baldwin entertains the troops with the hit single “One Less Angel.”



CHAPTER 10

USO Tour

UNDISCLOSED HANGAR, SOMEWHERE IN NEW YORK STATE



No Cuts Necessary: The Ambitious Season 3 Long Take

by Emma Fraser

Every Season of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel takes the signature extended oner (or long take) to ambitious new heights, ranging from the streets of New York City to Midge’s former B. Altman workplace. Rather than cutting between setups, Director Amy Sherman-Palladino favors a continuous shot, matching the rapid-fire dialogue and adding to the innate musicality. Midge Maisel rarely stops to breathe, and neither does the series. In an episode written and directed by Sherman-Palladino, Season 3 kicks off in glorious red, white, and blue (and khaki) fashion, with Midge cementing her new role as Shy Baldwin’s opening act at a rather large venue. No, she isn’t playing a nightclub or casino, but performing to entertain the troops as part of a USO Tour in an enormous airplane hanger.

Midge arrives a tad late (30 minutes, to be precise), and before she makes her entrance, a troupe of tap-dancing and can-canning beauties are putting on a show for the cheering GIs. When the scene cuts to Midge heading toward the hanger in a Jeep with Susie, everything that follows is a oner until Midge is driven to the backstage area to change into a patriotic-themed gown.

Director of Photography M. David Mullen, ASC, had to consider how to shoot the moving jeep, capture the 800 background actors, and ensure Midge and Susie were never lost in the crowd. Mullen breaks down how the team achieved this impressive feat, and Rachel Brosnahan recalls the exhilarating experience that made her feel like a rock star.

M. David Mullen, ASC (Director of Photography)

I was lucky that this was the start of the third season, so we had a little more prep time. When we read the scene, it didn’t say “this is a oner,” but it was clear the way it flowed continuously from the Jeep across the tarmac up the steps across the stage that there was no reason to cut it up. It would flow naturally the way it was written, and it was very clear talking to Amy that she would like to do it without cuts and make it a single shot.

There were lots of questions about how to pull this off because they started out in a moving vehicle, and I think various people proposed, “Why don’t we put a camera mount on the Jeep, and then we detach from it and walk backward with them as they get off the Jeep?” I said, “Well, the problem with that is, one, as soon as we walk backward, that mount is going to be visible on the jeep, which means visual effects has to remove it, and it may block part of their body, which is not going to work for visual effects. The second is that it means the shot has to start in a tight two-shot from the very beginning, and I wanted to start wider to see the airfield and come in closer to them.” I felt that the camera on the dialogue couldn’t be attached to the actual Jeep; it had to be from a separate vehicle.

[image: Images]
Tap-dancing and can-canning beauties kick off the ambitious Season 3 opener.


We ended up having Jim McConkey on Steadicam riding an electric Grip Trix cart. We hired a stunt driver for the Grip Trix cart and a stunt driver for the Jeep, and the two of them met and paralleled each other within three inches for a page of dialogue. When they finally get to the stopping point, Jim steps off the Grip Trix, and the Grip Trix drives quickly into a tent the art department had built in the middle of the hanger so that when we back up on the camera you don’t see the Grip Trix is parked there the whole time.

“That whole day felt like the biggest embodiment of movie magic that most of us had ever experienced before, and it was on television.” — Rachel Brosnahan

[image: Images]
Susie (Alex Borstein) can’t stay mad at Midge’s (Rachel Brosnahan) inability to get anywhere on time for too long.


All that was rehearsed first in a parking lot with a stage where we figured out the timing. We need to know the length of everything, like how far away does the Jeep have to stop to timeout with the dialogue at the beginning of the steps of the stage, and how long is the stage, and how much time does that take? We practiced in a parking lot, then we built this on location, and we had a day to rehearse it again on location before we actually shot it. It was lucky that we had this extra time to have these big rehearsals.

For the USO sequence, we had at the largest 800 extras. But we had five days to shoot all those sequences. We had to shoot out of order because we needed the big shots of the crowds in every scene, so we had to shoot a bit of this scene, a bit of her stand-up, and a bit of the music number, anything that saw all 800 extras. Then the next day, we had half as many and shot all the shots looking at the stage with 400 people in the foreground. It took a lot of planning to work that out.

Rachel Brosnahan (Midge Maisel)

I remember the day that we shot the USO so clearly. I guess it was a couple of days because it was the opening of Season 3, and I don’t think any of us had ever been on a set with that many people before—with that many in the background—and it felt like magic. Sometimes, when you’re shooting, especially on a stage, it can almost feel like you’re shooting in a bubble; it’s just you and your scene partner and some of the crew, and no one is ever gonna see it. I think there were 800 background actors that day. I was told we had concert-level security and that they were advertising on the radio to get the number of background actors they needed to make that scene feel full.

None of that is plated (a digitally rendered crowd). A lot of the time, with that many people in the audience, you would plate. You maybe have 100 or 200 people, and then you’d repeat them discreetly to make the audience feel full. We actually had 800 people there, which considering the last couple of years and how that hasn’t been possible because of COVID, feels like such a magical moment in time. As a performer who’s done theater but is not a stand-up and has never performed like that as myself in front of that many people, LeRoy McClain (who plays Shy Baldwin) and I were talking at some point, and we both were like, “We feel like rock stars. This must be what rock stars feel like.” I think it’s a feeling that both of us will never have this again.

The volume of applause or laughter and how it rolls through a crowd feels unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. I feel like it taught me a lot in terms of Midge’s evolution as a stand-up because there was a lot of conversation early in the show about the larger a room gets, there’s a little bit of delay for a laugh to reach you. Intellectually, I can understand what that meant, but I’d never experienced it until we shot this scene.

That whole day felt like the biggest embodiment of movie magic that most of us had ever experienced before, and it was on television.
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Packed to the rafters with over 800 background actors dressed in military garb.
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Rose Weissman (Marin Hinkle) catching Midge’s stand-up set for the first time at the Fontainebleau.




CHAPTER 11

Fontainebleau

4441 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH, FLORIDA



A Little Bit of Stardust: Midge Maisel in Las Vegas and Miami

by Christina Newland

The Swooping Mid-Century modern architecture, the neon lights, the glorious tackiness and glamour of showbiz sheen: Las Vegas and Miami are two cities antithetical in nearly every way from Midge Maisel’s Manhattan, where most of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel takes place. But in the third season, Midge and her manager, Susie, take to the road, seizing on the enormous opportunity for Midge to go on a whistle-stop stand-up tour to both cities at their sparkling peak.

As the uptick in disposable income and the increasing accessibility of air travel made family vacations all the more feasible, Vegas and Miami became two of the most desired vacation spots in the domestic USA. Both were, to some extent, presenting themselves as an artificial oasis, created by businessmen and mobsters, in a hot climate designed to attract winter-escaping American families in large swathes.

The entertainment business soon followed, with dance troupes, lounge singers, and, of course, comedy acts joining the fun. For the mega-phenom crooner Shy Baldwin—a fictional amalgamation of Black mid-century performers like Johnny Mathis and Sam Cooke—performing sold-out shows across the USA and starring on the relatively new innovation of national television is about as big-time as it gets. For Midge to be his supporting act: incomparably exciting.
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Production Designer Bill Groom meticulously pinpoints the era and scale as seen in the mid-century set design of the Fountainebleau bar.
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Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) models her frock, embracing the Miami hotel’s glamorous “Staircase to Nowhere.”


There’s a reason why, in the 1959 film Some Like It Hot, Marilyn Monroe, Tony Curtis, and Jack Lemmon travel with their “all-girl” band; the location they’re headed to is Miami. The so-called Millionaire’s Row of Miami Beach, where Midge stays at the luxurious Fontainebleau—still standing today but built in 1954—was almost immediately an iconic building. It’s there, on the spiral staircase to the grand lobby (nick-named the “Staircase to Nowhere”), where Midge does her dazzling little cat-walk downstairs in imitation of the other chic women guests showing off their evening wear. It’s a perfect homage to the setting, as the hotel was literally designed with showbiz in mind. The architect, Morris Lapidus, later wrote that “American taste was being influenced by the greatest mass media of entertainment of that time, the movies, so I designed a movie set.” The Fontainebleau would go on to be Frank Sinatra’s regular Miami haunt, with other guests including Judy Garland and Bob Hope, as well as a literal movie set for mid-century films like Goldfinger in 1964. It’s hard to overstate what a “see and be seen” sort of place it was. Additionally, that Rose and Abe Weissman come and visit Midge in Miami is not a huge surprise: It was a very popular destination for Jewish Americans, both as residents and tourists, particularly after the Second World War.

[image: Images]
Midge’s name on a marquee is a milestone moment worthy of a photo.


Miami’s Art Deco and modernist architecture would come to help define the American mid-century in the cultural memory; but it’s Vegas, the show-stopping gambling oasis unlike any city in America—or perhaps on Earth—where even more action happens for Midge’s career. Production Designer Bill Groom re-created a portion of Fremont Street, home to real luxury hotels like the Fremont and the famous Golden Nugget.

A city frozen in aspic in this era, where Elvis (Viva Las Vegas) and the Rat Pack (Ocean’s 11, out in 1960, the same year of Midge’s visit) did so much to bolster its reputation for excitement, booze, and escape. It’s here where Midge really must adjust everything, from her expectations to her actual stand-up set. Her first show in a Vegas casino is a disaster. Her New York City–oriented jokes land with a thud in the Las Vegas of 1960, where people come from everywhere and are happy to ignore the lady talking on stage while they chatter over cocktails and dinner.

She then gets some important advice from the casino’s “head of food and beverage” (read: gangster) Angie Calibresi (played by Lenny Venito): Get rid of all that Manhattan stuff. It’s a reminder that in the pre-internet world, there were still vast cultural and class differences across the USA, and any entertainer—particularly a comic—needed to be au fait with them or risk bombing.

In The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, the malign influence of the mob comes to play mostly in Susie’s dealings with them in New York City territory. But they do rear their heads in Vegas briefly, too. As Susie learns, Vegas is crawling with sharks in sharkskin suits, and you had better treat them with the appropriate respect since they run the city from top to bottom. Although the casino in Maisel is fictional, the truth is that Vegas itself was founded by a mobster—Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel—and run by organized crime for decades to come.

Midge and her ex, Joel, seemingly carried away by the indulgences and bright lights of the city, get drunk and in the morning discover they’ve remarried in the wee hours. They quickly and quietly divorce again, with a real nod to the “what happens in Vegas” stereotype. If Joan Didion, writing about Vegas, described it as a place which “seems to exist only in the eye of the beholder,” then the behavior that results from this hedonistic, liminal place also feels slightly unreal and beyond the ordinary.

Perhaps the finest moment of Midge’s trip with Shy Baldwin is when she looks out of her hotel window in the middle of the night and sees her name on the glorious casino marquee. She and Susie run through the casino in their nightgowns and pajamas to get a closer look, gleefully celebrating one more surreal, glitzy achievement in this sparklingly zany location.
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All the glitz and glamour of the Vegas strip in 1960.
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Midge enjoys poolside relaxing in Miami far more than her manager.
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Crooner Shy Baldwin (LeRoy McClain) has several hits under his belt, written by songwriters Thomas Mizer and Curtis Moore.




Songwriters Thomas Mizer and Curtis Moore Hit the Right Notes

by Lillian Crawford

For the first two seasons of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, the soundtrack was an eclectic compilation of period songs, from Connie Francis and Blossom Dearie to Frank Sinatra and Barbra Streisand. As the show took the turn out of the 1950s into the Swinging ’60s in Season 3, Executive Producers Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino introduced some new sounds into Midge Maisel’s world. LeRoy McClain as Shy Baldwin made his debut the previous year, but he takes center stage when Midge joins him on tour. And to land a pitch-perfect tracklist, Original Songwriters Thomas Mizer and Curtis Moore came on board to provide his songbook.

While Moore contributes most of the music and Mizer writes most of the lyrics, the pair insist that their working relationship is more collaborative than that. Their first big task on The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel was a concert tour in the first episode of Season 3 with Shy, for whom they wanted to provide some original songs. Shy is joined on stage by a girl group called The Silver Belles, adding to the texture of the music they wrote.

Talking about their process, Moore says, “We sit at home and write the songs, then we make demo versions, establish the basic sound of what it’s going to be. But it doesn’t really come to life until we all come into the studio and get to hear all the musicians, singers, and players come together and make the magic of the moment.” For these opening tunes, the studio session required four singers and about 14 musicians, as well as producers, a vocal arranger, and orchestrators. The actors then lip-synced to the songs on the set.

The transition from the 1950s into the ’60s and the changing styles of popular music drove the research Mizer and Moore carried out. “You’re catching Shy right between the smooth Johnny Mathis and Sam Cooke, who has a little more growl, a little more depth,” Mizer says. “It’s the same with the girl group, going from popcorn stuff to The Supremes later, which has more of the Motown groove.” This required the duo to immerse themselves in that era of music and find a way to bring that back to life. Moore reflects, “Those tunes are so good, and they’ve got great hooks. It’s been so fun to dive into that world.”

It’s a tough gig to pull off an original sound within that landscape, especially because The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is a period piece. Real artists and groups take years to establish their unique style and hone it over time, whereas the duo had to work very quickly to achieve the same effect. With backgrounds in theater, Mizer and Moore would usually spend years working on a project, whereas, for the series, they had to turn around a selection of songs in a matter of weeks.

One song from the fourth season was particularly convincing. Music Supervisor Robin Urdang recalls that the song “Maybe Monica,” written by Mizer and Moore for a fictional Harry Belafonte played by Josh A. Dawson, fooled the real Belafonte’s publisher. “I got an email saying, ‘We have all of Harry Belafonte’s music. But for some reason, I can’t find this song,’” Urdang recalls. “And I said, ‘Because you don’t own it. It was written for our series!’ ‘Oh my God, it’s so good!’ They didn’t even know, and I told Tom and Curtis. It was the best compliment they could have gotten.”

[image: Images]
Shy’s band is integral to this sound.




Slow Dancing and Synchronized Swimming

by Emma Fraser

The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s Choreographer Marguerite Derricks is no stranger to elaborate dance sequences in locations from the Catskills Steiner Mountain Resort to the razzamatazz of the huge industrials convention in New York. Midge has watched professional performers at the Copacabana and has danced in the City Spoon diner. A Cuban nightclub in Miami provides the backdrop for one of the series’ most sensual moments, occurring during an all-night Midge and Lenny adventure.

After the dream date whirlwind, Midge doesn’t cross Lenny’s hotel threshold, and she ends up falling asleep on a pool lounger since her parents are temporarily staying in her room. Before Midge is revealed to be wearing the same pink and black floral gown as the night before, the episode opens with the upbeat strains of “Good Morning” from Singin’ in the Rain, which accompanies a colorful synchronized swim routine to juxtapose the bleary-eyed comic. Derricks discusses collaborating on both scenes and the contrasting moods in back-to-back Season 3 episodes “It’s Comedy or Cabbage” and “Kind of Bleau.”

Derricks has been Amy Sherman-Palladino’s go-to choreographer since they first worked together in 2012 on comedy-drama Bunheads, and the two have a shorthand that comes from such a long collaboration. Background dancers are part of the visual tapestry for the seductive Midge and Lenny sequence. “Amy walked the set with the music and showed us exactly where the camera was going to go,” says Derricks. “We walked it a couple of times, we took notes, she left, the dancers came in, and I filled in all the spaces.”

Derricks factored in two alluring songs for this scene. First, Pedrito Martinez weaves through the club, singing the mood-setting “Loco Amor.” Midge and Lenny are too consumed with smoking and staring at each other to register the entertainment. But it isn’t long before Lenny takes advantage of the setting. “C’mon, we’re gonna dance,” he announces. The pair join the other dancers in a “beautiful rhumba” as the song shifts to “Till There Was You” by Peggy Lee. “It’s so easy with Amy because she comes in and she says, ‘Okay, you’re gonna go from A to B to C to D to E to F.’ She maps out the whole scene, and it’s quite a long scene to be doing in one shot,” says Derricks. “So it was lovely to be on the set that we’re gonna be shooting on and being able to rehearse it.”

Ahead of filming, Derricks only had rehearsal time with Luke Kirby, as Rachel Brosnahan was away shooting other material. For a scene like this, Derricks didn’t want to overcomplicate the vision: “I think they appreciated that I wasn’t going to try to force, ‘Oh, I’m gonna make these moves.’ It’s never about me. It’s about what is right for this moment.” Derricks describes the sequence as a highlight: “When I watched them do it, the room filled with smoke, and everything moving in slow motion. It was so perfect. They were perfect.”

Part of the magic comes from Brosnahan’s unlimited “fearless” approach and Kirby’s combination of being “so trusting and such a deep actor.” Derricks credits the actors: “They brought the life to that. Everything I did was so simple.”

The following episode opens with Midge the morning after, waking up to a balletic swim practice that is too much cheeriness for the stand-up comic to bear after her outdoor slumber. Derricks worked with Water Choreographers Mesha Kussman and Mary Ramsey and their swimmers in a pool in Los Angeles before shooting in Miami. “They were so collaborative and so wonderful at what they did—the swimmers were fierce,” says Derricks. “I love when I get to play with other artists that bring something different to the table, and they were absolutely magnificent.”

Whether dancing the rhumba or a perky pool display, conversations with Sherman-Palladino about what she envisions is intrinsic to the process. “Having that roadmap does give me a guidance to something, and then I can play,” says Derricks. “It allows me to play.”

[image: Images]
Midge and Lenny’s (Luke Kirby) all-nighter ends with a glorious magic-hour stroll (though Midge does not enter his hotel room).
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Whether it is in the basement of B. Altman or a swimming pool, Choreographer Marguerite Derricks works balletic magic.
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“It’s probably one of my favorite scenes with Midge and Lenny dancing; their emotional connection in that and the chemistry is undeniably present,” says Music Supervisor Robin Urdang about Peggy Lee’s “Till There Was You” in Miami. If you listen carefully, you can hear an instrumental version being piped into the TWA terminal when the pair run into each other in the fifth season—a purposeful choice.




SCRIPT EXTRACT: “IT’S COMEDY OR CABBAGE”

INT. CUBAN CLUB - NIGHT

A strange, smokey, dreamy, maze-like club with large bamboo stalks and life-size carved wooden faces delineating the different areas of the club: the sitting areas, the dancing areas, and a circular bar right in the middle. Heavily made-up ladies sit at the bar waiting for a man to buy them a drink or maybe just buy them. A MALE SINGER is wandering through the club, snaking through the different areas, wandering behind the women at the bar, singing a Spanish version of “CRAZY LOVE.” A man playing electric guitar trails after him singing back-up. There’s a piano, a bass, and drums set up somewhere in the place also playing. The singer and his back-up snake past a seating area with people drinking and talking, obscured a bit by the bamboo. The singer snakes into the back area where four dancers are doing a routine to the song in grass skirts and masks.

He continues past the dancers to the other side of the seating area where we find Midge and Lenny Bruce seated at a table, drinks in front of them, both with cigarettes in their hands. They lean back away from each other a bit, looking at each other, considering each other for a beat.

MIDGE

You’re staring.

LENNY BRUCE

Am I?

MIDGE

Do I have a hair out of place?

LENNY BRUCE

I didn’t know how to tell you.

They smoke. They sit. They stare.

LENNY BRUCE (CONT’D)

(indicating the club)

What do you think?

MIDGE

I just wish it had a little more atmosphere.

Beat.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

You’re still staring.

Lenny Bruce leans in and puts out his cigarette.

LENNY BRUCE

So are you.

Midge smiles.

LENNY BRUCE (CONT’D)

C’mon. We’re gonna dance.

MIDGE

You dance?

LENNY BRUCE

Well, we’re certainly going to find out.

Lenny Bruce gets up and holds his hand out to Midge. She takes it. He leads her toward the dance floor. We lose them for a moment as they pass through the bamboo and land back on the singer and the guitar player.

The singer continues his song, moving over to a large carved wooden statue. He finishes his song. Another SONG comes on. We float onto the dance floor and find several couples dancing close, slowly, intensely. Lenny Bruce and Midge dance among them. They are good together. It’s easy. Midge is suddenly aware that they are dancing, and dancing well. She thinks a beat, frowns a little. Lenny Bruce notices.

LENNY BRUCE (CONT’D)

What’s the matter? I’m not that bad.

MIDGE

I can’t think of anything funny to say.

LENNY BRUCE

Yeah. Me either. Kinda nice, isn’t it?

Midge smiles and relaxes into him. They continue to dance.



Fame, Loneliness, and Being Shy Baldwin

by Emma Fraser

Long before Midge Maisel is a household name, she gets to experience the highs and lows of celebrity in the company of a bonafide star. It is hard to live without intrusion or retain a sense of self when you are as famous as singer Shy Baldwin. The charismatic crooner, played by LeRoy McClain (with Darius de Haas providing the singing vocals), is loosely based on legends such as Sam Cooke and Johnny Mathis. “He’s a superstar singer at the top of his game, but as with a lot of our icons, they’re shrouded in a certain level of mystery,” says McClain. “How much do we know about these people we idolize, listen to, or watch? You see the layers pulled back on Shy, and you go deeper and deeper into seeing what makes him tick.”

Shy seemingly has everything, from being everyone’s mother’s favorite singer (including Rose Weissman) to a lucrative tour schedule. By the end of the third season, a sold-out homecoming gig at the iconic Apollo Theater is the appetizer before jetting off to Europe. “For Shy, his music is his everything. His music is his outlet. It’s his means of escape,” McClain explains. “It’s his means of being able to express his deepest emotions. It’s even more than him being a singer. I think he needs it. It’s his means of survival.”

Shy’s introduction to Midge Maisel occurs in a space that mixes the spheres of public and private life. A telethon in Season 2 brings Midge into Shy’s orbit, and the pair first interact in the ladies’ bathroom. (Shy notes that the mirrors are bigger and it smells better.) “There’s something very alluring about Midge to Shy. I think he sees freedom in her. There’s a certain level of fearlessness that he wishes he had in himself, and he’s drawn to that,” observes McClain. Midge is faced with the challenges of the era as a Jewish woman trying to break into this business, but an incident in Miami opens her eyes to the additional barriers Shy faces as a Black entertainer and a closeted gay man, as his positive experience in Las Vegas doesn’t reflect the country as a whole.

“Vegas in the ’60s, there were certain performers of color [who] were allowed to not only perform but stay at the venues in which they performed,” McClain explains. “Shy is definitely one of those who have been given the card; the red carpet is rolled out for him.” In contrast, when Midge wants to take Shy back to her Miami hotel room to cover up his bruises with makeup, he must point out, “This is Florida. We don’t stay in your hotels.” McClain describes how this speaks to the reality that beneath the glitz and glam, these two cities “represent two opposite sides of the spectrum” for artists of color.

In Miami, Shy is not safe, and Midge comes to his aid when he is hiding out on his yacht instead of getting ready for a show. After meeting a guy at a bar, a potentially romantic encounter ends in violence. It takes Midge a few beats to understand that the women Shy has been photographed with are for publicity and nothing more. In the following season, despite having fallen out, Midge receives an invite to Shy’s wedding—the PR team made the guest list—which adds another complex layer to his image.

[image: Images]
In the middle of the ocean, LeRoy McClain relished playing these peaceful moments.


By this point, manager and childhood best friend Reggie (Sterling K. Brown) has left—as has Shy’s original band—and this speaks volumes about the cost of fame. “We’ve been together through thick and thin. He’s my best friend, my confidant, my go-to man, my everything, my therapist,” McClain says about where we found the pair before this breakup. “I think he depends a lot on Reggie to get him through the day. It’s a very deep relationship, and it’s a very unique relationship—one I haven’t necessarily seen explored too much.” After Reggie realizes the circumstances of Shy’s assault in Season 3, the depth of their relationship is communicated through a scripted look. Amy Sherman-Palladino is known for her dialogue, but in “Kind of Bleau,” the intention is conveyed in stage directions that moved McClain: “There is a beautiful, scripted moment, which is non-verbally indicated, and it’s so full of emotion.”

“I think that the legacy of performance comes out of struggle and oppression: a need to entertain, to put people at ease so that we can be safe.” — Sterling K. Brown (Reggie)

[image: Images]
A shared look between Shy and his manager Reggie (Sterling K. Brown) speaks volumes.


McClain refers to these glances as “nuggets of truth,” and Shy’s songs also peel back another layer on that front. “I think what’s been so well crafted with the song choices that we see Shy sing throughout the season directly, they relate to his state of being at the time,” says McClain. Titles like “One Less Angel,” “No One Has to Know,” and “Almost Like Being in Love” fit the love story themes favored in the music of the era, and yet there is a subtext in the songs written by Curtis Moore and Thomas Mizer hinting at what is beneath the surface. “I think they provide interesting guide posts, texturally, listening to what the songs are saying, but also the emotion behind them,” McClain adds. “I think that he needs those. That’s his outlet to the world.”

In Miami, in watching Shy and Reggie’s work dynamic, Midge comes to understand the depths of this relationship. Of course, Midge has only known Susie for two years, but there are parallels. “In many of the same ways, what Susie provides for Midge, Reggie provides for Shy. You almost see a reflection of Susie and Midge’s relationship in Reggie and Shy,” says McClain. Susie and Reggie protect their clients, but they also cross the personal-professional line as it goes much deeper than a business arrangement. When Shy hurts, so does Reggie—same for Susie and Midge.

There are playful elements too, and in Vegas, even Reggie gets to belt out a tune. The Palladinos utilized Brown’s talents, asking him to perform live rather than the usual Maisel method of using a playback of a song recorded earlier in the same venue where the scene is shot. (The microphone that he got to sing on was Brown’s favorite prop on the series.) Brown also discussed the links shared by artists that Shy Baldwin and Midge Maisel represent: “It was such a pleasure to be a part of the season because of the legacy of performance that the Black community and Jewish community have that run parallel and are intertwined with one another, and also in terms of Civil Rights pursuit always being allies.” Brown continues, “I think that the legacy of performance comes out of struggle and oppression: a need to entertain, to put people at ease so that we can be safe.”

The future does look bright, as a summer tour in Europe is on the cards next, but first, Shy is headlining his Harlem hometown stage. “There’s a beautiful scene before the performance when Midge visits Shy in his dressing room, and there’s this embrace they share that is so full of love, respect, and admiration,” says McClain. Unfortunately, Midge crosses a huge line in alluding to his sexuality during her Apollo set and immediately faces the consequences when she is fired from the tour. Shy continues his trajectory to superstardom, and his wedding is the last time they see each other. In a scene mirroring their first, this conversation occurs in a public bathroom—though this time in the men’s room.

Ultimately, as the flash-forwards in the final season reveal, fame is rather lonely, but it is impossible to forget what transpired between the pair before things imploded. “When I think of those scenes in Miami, I think of the world stopping,” says McClain. “When Midge and Shy are out in the middle of the ocean, the rest of the world falls away. It’s just these two people getting to interact with one another.”
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A homecoming show ends up changing everything for Shy and Midge’s friendship.
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The Wonder Wheel was built in 1920 and stands at 150 feet. The Brooklyn amusement park ride became a New York City designated landmark in 1989.
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Rumble on the Wonder Wheel

by Emma Fraser

After Midge’s whirlwind tour of Europe as Shy Baldwin’s opening act ends abruptly in “the great tarmac dump of 1960,” she doesn’t immediately head from the airport to tell her family about getting fired. Instead, when Midge phones the Maisel residence (where her parents and children are staying), she fibs that she is currently in Prague. Little do they know that Midge is figuring out her next move nearby in Greenwich Village. In her absence, the grandparents have decided to throw Midge’s son, Ethan, a summer birthday party, which would be perfectly normal if he wasn’t born in November. “What? The boy has three cakes, and we’re taking him to Coney Island to ride the Wonder Wheel,” reasons Abe to his aghast daughter.

A trip to New York’s pleasure paradise Coney Island with the collective Weissman/Maisel clan and two of Ethan’s five-year-old friends is an argument waiting to happen, and it does—bubbling over when everyone climbs aboard the 150-foot-tall star attraction, the Wonder Wheel. As the group queues, Midge’s unexpected arrival adds more kindling to a fire that eventually explodes into a flurry of back-and-forth yelling on the ride.

[Stage direction]

Rose is in a car with Shirley. Joel is in a car with Ethan. Abe wound up in a car with Petey and Jacob, who are still trying to hold his hands. Moishe is in a car with two sailors. Midge is in a car by herself. As the Wonder Wheel goes around, THEY ALL YELL TO EACH OTHER FROM THEIR RESPECTIVE CARS.

Rather than film on the actual Wonder Wheel, Amy Sherman-Palladino (who wrote and directed the episode) shot the family squabble at Steiner Studios months before capturing Ethan’s early birthday bash on location at the amusement park. It was a huge undertaking, and here the cast and creative departments reflect on the experience of shooting the fourth season premiere.

On the pros and cons of working on a stage and the challenges of creating a Wonder Wheel that looks like the real thing.

Mathew Price, CAS (Production Sound Mixer)

Sound-wise, for my job, you want to minimize background. When I first read the script, I was thinking of all those people talking on the Wonder Wheel. I filmed there plenty of times on other shows and projects. The biggest issue is that all the actors are in steel cages, way up high, and yelling at each other. When I found out they were shooting all that dialogue on the Wonder Wheel on the stage, and they were faking it, I was so thrilled and relieved.

M. David Mullen, ASC (Director of Photography)

My concern was making it believable that we’re up in the air with the Ferris wheel and not on a stage. I rode the real Ferris wheel with a little video camera. I videotaped Lesley [Robson-Foster] sitting in the chair because I wanted to see what the light was like in those cages when you’re high in the air. It’s a fairly soft, flat light because you’re surrounded by sky on all sides, other than the roof over your head. So I knew I would have to re-create that soft glowy light you get when you’re high in the air on the Ferris wheel and do that on stage.

Lesley Robson-Foster (Visual Effects Supervisor)

We made a carriage on the set, and then I had to work out the angles of who is sitting where, who can see whom, and all that. So that’s a huge CGI gag with the actors sitting [in front of] a green screen the whole time. We went there many, many times, and because of COVID, it was closed. So we had it to ourselves. David and I rode it a few times to feel what it was like, how much it shakes, how much noise it makes, and what you can see from out of there. I’d need to shoot the background so it’s authentic, and then I worked with the art department to physically build a carriage. We couldn’t build it with the grills because you couldn’t see the actors. So I put those in [digitally] afterward, and then we had to work out just how far apart the people in the next carriage are.

Ron Bochar, CAS (Supervising Sound Editor and Re-Recording Mixer)

We had Coney Island created so that when they get on the Wonder Wheel and start going up and get to the top, we kept changing the perspective. We brought in seagulls when they were up at the top; we brought in more winds. We took the whole Coney Island a little bit lower and tucked it in: We played with space. We play with space all the time in post-production on Mrs. Maisel, one of the places where we get to have a lot of fun.

Tim Streeto, ACE (Editor)

When I first got it, I was just cutting between everybody, and it’s like a four-minute scene. It’s pretty long, and I was worried it would get tiring just cutting back and forth between these setups. That was quickly alleviated because the actors were great. They were shouting, which they did well on the stages, given that they weren’t actually on the Wonder Wheel. Rachel would sometimes lean to her left, so we had a side angle that broke things up a little. Shirley [Caroline Aaron] is yelling about the funnel cakes and has to do that. The actors did an amazing job of giving it some life in that way.

Michael Zegen (Joel Maisel)

Unfortunately, we didn’t get to ride the Wonder Wheel, much to my dismay. I thought we would at least get on it and do a couple of rounds. But we didn’t. We did get to sit in a cage in front of a green screen. So there was that. But to be honest, that was one of the most fun days I’ve ever had on this show because any time we get to do a scene with the family, it’s my favorite. Just being with everybody, it is like a family to me. It’s a second family, and everybody makes each other laugh. We did the scene over and over and over again. It’s a long scene. And it was just, we just kept switching out people in this cage, and then we’d yell the lines from around the cage—but it was so much fun.

M. David Mullen, ASC (Director of Photography)

The walk and talk through Coney Island, and going through the ticket cattle guards section was difficult to choreograph without being on location. So we had to measure everything that was on location and then re-create it on an empty soundstage with tape. We had a whole stage taped out so that Amy could practice with the actors the timing of them coming around the carousel, meeting Shirley, and then going to buy a soda and then sitting down, and then we had to do that all with tape marks on the stage floor.

[image: Images]
“Much has been written about fathers and sons, and it is a deep-seated, somewhat universal bedrock of a lot of emotions from both sides, and they do play that a lot through the series,” says Kevin Pollak.





A Real Coney Island Adventure: Out of the Studio and Onto the Boardwalk

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Not everyone in the Maisel/Weissman clan enjoys the day trip to Coney Island.


When the Warmer Weather came, production headed to the iconic Brooklyn leisure hot spot, and for some, it was like going home. Other cast members had never stepped foot on Coney Island, so this offered a unique opportunity. And you cannot have a Marvelous Mrs. Maisel season premiere without an ambitious long take, which captures the amusement park in all its noisy and colorful glory.

M. David Mullen, ASC (Director of Photography)

While we were scouting, it was still covered in snow and ice, so we had to wait until it was warm enough to shoot as if it were summer. But we had to shoot it before true summer started because they wanted to open up for business. We had this narrow window right before, around Easter, and after Easter, where they were starting to open only on weekends. The whole Wonder Wheel amusement park was closed during the week so we could film there, and then we just needed a couple of days of good weather.

Tony Shalhoub (Abe Weissman)

I had, frankly, never been to Coney Island. I’ve lived in New York on and off for years, but it was not something that was on my radar. So going with all of this period stuff and background and dressed in the time, it was thrilling. Luckily, the day we shot out there [we] caught the perfect weather.

Michael Zegen (Joel Maisel)

Well, Coney Island is one of my favorite places in the world. I love Coney Island. I love New York history. I love amusement parks. It was an incredible experience having (I think there were) 300 extras. Everybody’s wearing summer clothes; everybody is dressed perfectly and carrying fake cotton candy, candy apples, and fake ice cream that didn’t melt.

“It was one of those first moments where we were like, we’re back, we’re back, and this is what this show is, this scope, this level of artistry top to bottom, and it was fun.” — Rachel Brosnahan
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Image provided by Bill Groom

Vintage-style graphic created by Bill Groom’s meticulous production design team.
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A trip to the real Coney Island was a highlight for the cast, from first-time visitors to those nostalgic for its sights and sounds.


Rachel Brosnahan (Midge Maisel)

We had so many background actors dressed to the nines for a day at Coney Island in 1960, and it felt like we were inside one of those black-and-white pictures that you see hanging in museums. You look around the beach, and everyone’s got these fabulous hats on and brightly colored bathing suits, and we’re walking down the same boardwalk that folks walked down back then. This is the only time ever that you’ll be at Coney Island where no one else is there. It was pretty amazing. That was one of the earlier outings we took off of the stage, so it was one of the first moments when the whole family was there. It was one of those first moments where we were like, we’re back, we’re back, and this is what this show is, this scope, this level of artistry top to bottom, and it was fun.

Caroline Aaron (Shirley Maisel)

Amy can take a monstrous situation on the page and streamline it into a one-take where you choreograph the camera for almost the whole day. Just like in life, there’s no such thing as a close-up, and there’s very rarely one of those in one of Amy’s shows because everything is in the context of everything else. So you want to see what’s happening to these people.

Kevin Pollak (Moishe Maisel)

The oner at Coney Island was maybe the most nerve-wracking and intimidating because there were so many moving parts and things going on. Being California born and raised—which no one can believe, everyone thinks I’m from New York—I’d never spent any time in Coney Island, so just the wonderment of being there for the first time. All of it was crazy, intense, intimidating, and scary.

Matilda Szydagis (Zelda)

That was extra special because we had just come out of isolation because of the pandemic, and all of a sudden, after so many months of being isolated, to be in this carnival atmosphere with all these extras. We’re outside, there’s the ocean, and the rides are going, and it was spectacular. That was a little nerve-racking, too, because the opening sequence was a oner, and I was the last one to put a button on that scene, so I was like, “Oh, my God. Please don’t mess up. Please don’t mess up.” Because if I messed up, we would have to start all over again. I couldn’t hear what they were saying because it’s this festival atmosphere. So, I had one of the PAs kneeling down; she had the microphone and would poke my leg when it was time for me to start running toward them. Everything had to be perfectly timed, so I’m just like running, my heart’s beating, and I’m like, “Don’t mess up. Don’t mess up. Don’t mess up.” So, I didn’t. Yay!

Mathew Price, CAS (Production Sound Mixer)

The real challenge was when they were walking around the rides, that big circle that they do before that because all the rides were running. I had to find a spot to hide in because we’re seeing 360 degrees everywhere, and I had to find a place for my sound cart. They had the rides running—although they didn’t have the music on—and they were walking around. When I heard the tracks, I was blown away by how clean it was.

Tim Streeto, ACE (Editor)

I told Amy that a couple of weeks after we finished that episode was my daughter’s birthday, and we went to Coney Island, and we were on the Wonder Wheel, and she and her friends were yelling at each other from the carriages. And so I said, “Well, you can do it. They could hear each other.”
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Pretty in pink in Harlem, hopping out of a cab and straight into the Apollo. This is another case of shooting at a legendary New York venue.



CHAPTER 13

Streets of New York City

NEW YORK, NEW YORK



Shooting a Blizzard in June

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Snow can’t get in the way of Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) and Lenny’s (Luke Kirby) flirtatious banter. This part of Manhattan was re-created at Steiner Studios.


“One of the most incredible parts about working on this show, which is such a rare gift, is how much we got to take over Manhattan. We weren’t shooting from the elbows up most of the time; we were shooting down entire New York City blocks so you couldn’t see modern Manhattan.” —Rachel Brosnahan

When making a TV show, turning the clock back to mid-century Manhattan doesn’t require a time machine. And a snowstorm that occurs at the height of summer isn’t a sign that a disastrous climate event has occurred. Throughout five seasons, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel gave viewers a whirlwind tour of New York City in the late ’50s and early ’60s, featuring familiar landmarks such as Washington Square Park and 30 Rockefeller Plaza. Director of Photography M. David Mullen, ASC, recalls his original discussions with Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino about capturing the period. The pair immediately ruled out anything “sepia-toned, honeycomb-colored, desaturated, or faded; they wanted to be vibrant and energetic.” Camera movement is a crucial part of the Maisel look. Maintaining “energy and vitality” was established early on, continuing throughout the five seasons, no matter the setting—or weather conditions.

Filming the city at nighttime in the middle of a blizzard while maintaining the signature Maisel vibrancy is a challenge Mullen contends with twice in the Season 4 finale. When Midge and Lenny Bruce dash outside during a snowstorm, they are unprepared for the inclement weather, but Mullen is more than ready to maintain the fast-paced action established by a tracking shot that begins when the police raid the Wolford Theatre. This ambitious long take cuts to another continuous shot of the duo—along with dancers, patrons, and other Wolford employees—running in the snow. Beginning with a wide shot keeps up the momentum of the previous scene, but when they start verbal sparring by the newsstand, a two-shot taps into the screwball romance of the pair.

Combining real and fabricated elements is filmmaking magic in action, and Mullen also had the challenge of photographing supposedly freezing temperatures during a mid-summer heatwave. “It’s fun to fake the seasons, but it’s hard on the actors because they’re either wearing thin clothes in cold weather or thick clothes in warm weather,” he says. In the melee of the police raid, Midge can’t find her purse or coat, further explaining her ill-suited attire, and the wide shot as they run to Lenny’s hotel reveals how fast the flakes are falling.

Thankfully, Rachel Brosnahan and Luke Kirby’s lack of warm layers suited the June 2021 production date of this sequence. Midge immediately complains about how cold it is, as her stage attire is not built with rough winter conditions in mind. “I’m so sorry, girls. Wasn’t supposed to be like this,” she apologizes to her soggy high heels when she gets to Lenny’s hotel room. In reality, it turns out that the mixture of real and fake snow also plays havoc with footwear: “We had mountains of real snow on the ground, but it was melting as fast as you could shovel it in the shot. So the whole ground became a big puddle. We’re blowing starch flakes—like potato flakes—for the blowing snow, and then it would hit this puddle of water and then melt and turn into glue because the starch and melting snow would just form a liquid glue.” Mullen managed to rescue his own shoes by boiling them in a pan of hot water to remelt the glue so he could peel it off.

[image: Images]
Midge and Lenny dash into his hotel during a blizzard with only newspapers for protection. In reality, it is summertime, and the snow on the 37th Street location in Manhattan is fake.


The warm electronic glow cast by storefronts, diners, and the newsstand lining this block acts as a vital light source, one that ensures Mullen could maintain the vivid colors that punctuate the long take in which the duo evades arrest. This part of the sequence was filmed at Steiner Studios in Brooklyn, but when it cuts to Lenny and Midge outside his hotel, they are on the real streets of Manhattan. Shooting on a soundstage for the first part of the police-raid dash and Midge’s subsequent epiphany-filled walk home allows for some elements of control that are unavailable when shooting on location. However, part of the look of Maisel comes from using actual Manhattan streets where possible.

Maisel doesn’t lose its tell-tale aesthetic or explicit New York City quality even in a snowstorm. The Union League Club on 37th Street in Manhattan doubles as Lenny’s swanky hotel entrance, in which Midge eventually takes refuge (and more). Mullen also photographed scenes in and outside Carnegie Hall for the episode’s final act, and the team had unprecedented levels of access to this space. The iconic venue was still shut due to the pandemic, which meant it was possible to go all out on turning the clock back to November 1960. “Because they have shows year-round every night, you’re only allowed to come in for the mornings to shoot for half a day,” Mullen says. “But we had a three-day sequence there that we were allowed to shoot because there was nothing [else] going on. They still hadn’t been up and running since being shut down. So that was to our advantage.”

For the exterior, it was a mix of real ice on the ground and then blowing starch. “We had some foam pads that we covered the cars with first before we threw ice all over,” he says. A third component was added into the mix digitally as Visual Effects Supervisor Lesley Robson-Foster’s team doubled the ferocity of the blizzard. “We could only blow so much fake snow, and also, at some point, we needed to control how much we saw,” says Mullen. “It was easier to do half as much blowing snow and then double it in post, so we could control what was visible and what was obscured.”

As the snow continues to fall, Midge makes her way down 7th Avenue, which has now switched from the actual Carnegie Hall Midtown block to the Steiner Studios backlot. Midge is wearing a chic white wool and glistening green ensemble paired with an eye-catching red umbrella as she makes her way home after Lenny’s performance—and the massive career jolt he gives her. The wind whisks her umbrella and beret away, but lights guide her. No, it is not the North Star, but rather the various marquees and electronic signs lining the entertainment hot spot, adding a subtle, wintery blue glow. Midge might be about to stumble out of her career darkness, yet Mullen has always made sure she is ready for her time in the limelight—whether on the stage or the New York sidewalk.

[image: Images]
Rachel Brosnahan battles potato starch snowflakes with additional visual effects on top of that as Midge tries to find her way home after Lenny’s sold-out Carnegie Hall show.




Transforming the Streets of New York

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
It is not always easy to hail a cab in the middle of Central Park West, as Abe (Tony Shalhoub) and Rose (Marin Hinkle) discover in the series finale.


In the series finale, Abe and Rose Weissman have to travel from their Upper West Side abode down to 30 Rockefeller Plaza in Midtown before 8:30 p.m. so they can be seated for Midge’s debut performance on The Gordon Ford Show. It isn’t a simple case of hailing a cab, as shift changes mean that no one is taking new fare. Traffic is at a standstill, and the Weissmans must find alternative transport to the historic building on 6th Avenue. Episode Director Amy Sherman-Palladino shot the scene on the streets of New York, which is common practice for The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel.

Rachel Brosnahan (Midge Maisel)

This show is a love letter to New York City. It’s clear that Amy and Dan love New York so deeply, and it’s a love that I share as someone who’s lived here for 15 years. New York has my heart, and working on this show has felt from start to finish like an incredible celebration of so many of the different colors—literally, the colors of this city. To time travel in this city has been spectacular.

Some of the iconic locations we’ve shot in, from Carnegie Hall to Coney Island, to the boat we shot on this season—where we parked this boat right in front of the Statue of Liberty and there was an unexpected fireworks show from somewhere else down the river—was mindboggling. We shot in Grand Central Terminal and in the park—in Central Park, in Riverside Park. We’ve shot on 19th Street a number of times. It’s been incredible to travel a city you live in through the lens of this show and celebrate it. It’s been particularly special to hear from New Yorkers how much the show means to them for that reason.



“This show is a love letter to New York City. It’s clear that Amy and Dan love New York so deeply.” — Rachel Brosnahan

[image: Images]
No better place to have a heart-to-heart than Grand Central Terminal.
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Modern Manhattan meets mid-century Manhattan.
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Sitting on Shy Baldwin’s (LeRoy McClain) Harlem brownstone stoop.
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Lady Liberty looks on as one of many New York City landmarks that appeared in the series.


Marin Hinkle (Rose Weissman)

It was on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where I’ve lived in the past for years, and where I struggled with my baby when I took him in carriages in Central Park. We were shooting along Central Park—it was Tony [and me]—and we were traipsing through cars. They were taxi cabs, and we were supposed to be headed to Miriam’s performance, which is the final performance of the whole five years. It’s a huge combination, and we rehearsed it as a dance—I was a dancer growing up.

We’re weaving through these taxis, Tony and I, and we had the most exquisite group of 196 extras. Everybody was at the top of their game, [such as] Camera Operator Jim McConkey (who does this exquisite work with Steadicam). We had Amy directing us, and as we cut the last take, they said, “Okay, you’re done for the night.” It was about midnight, and I thought, there’s nothing better than this. I don’t want to go home, I don’t want to stop this, and this is the best place to be.

Bill Groom (Production Designer)

We have to make everything 1961 in every direction we look. So we’re changing signs and removing street signs that were not right for the period. The buildings often have posters or announcements. We have to remove all the signs that have “.com”—anything that’s not right for the period. Any kind of graphic or poster or painting we don’t own, we have to change or get ownership of it. Sometimes, we can get permission to use something that exists. But often, we have to create things we owned from the beginning. That’s true of anything from a small print in a bathroom, any interior, bedroom, or living room, to graffiti on the walls in the city. All of that is taken into consideration when we’re shooting.

Something like the traffic jam in 509 [was] quite a big undertaking. To shut down four lanes of traffic in New York City and populate that street with 50 period cars and cabs—to get them all choreographed to make a traffic jam is a big undertaking. It doesn’t look like a big undertaking in the show, because it fits very naturally into the show, but for us to create that and to create it in the period is a big challenge. And that went very well.

Michael Zegen (Joel Maisel)

You show up to set, and you’re surrounded by a hundred background actors who are all dressed in the 1960s. The sets they build here are incredible, and it feels like you’re transported back in time. That’s why I do this; to play, because it’s fun and an escape from reality, which can be not so fun from time to time. I love this world and wish I could still keep living in it, but maybe the next show I’ll be on will be in the ’70s.

Alex Borstein (Susie Myerson)

One night, close to the end of our shooting schedule, Rachel and I were not in a scene. It’s a scene with Tony and Marin racing through traffic in the middle of Central Park West. They closed off the street, nine o’clock at night—something like that. The magic of seeing all these vintage picture cars, these old taxi cabs. Everywhere you look, you see background actors dressed to the nines in ’60s garb that is stunning. That’s when you realize, I live in Disneyland. How did this happen? I’m the luckiest girl in baseball, is what it feels like. It was beautiful. Also sad knowing this is not gonna happen again, you know? This is something to behold. It looked like a Hopper painting or something.




[image: Images]
Midge stands on the stage of the Wolford Theatre that Bill Groom and his team built at Steiner Studios.
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THEATER DISTRICT, MANHATTAN
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The colorful clutter in the Wolford dressing room was a purposeful choice to emphasize the busy and eclectic nature of this space.




Designing the Wolford

by Sophie Monks Kaufman

Nothing helps a fictional show to usher audiences into its world like a set built from scratch with a painstaking eye for period details. Various Marvelous Mrs. Maisel locations, including Midge’s future workplace, The Gordon Ford Show, were created from the ground up by Bill Groom and his devoted production design team. But the show-stopping one—the all-singing, all-dancing, all-stripping-in-a-bathtub one—is none other than the Wolford, a former vaudeville theater–turned–burlesque club where a rattled Midge regains her confidence by becoming the in-house comedy emcee.

The venue is first introduced in Season 4, when Midge and Susie drop a stripper off at her place of work after she and Midge bond during a shared spell in the city precinct jail. The Wolford instantly captivates with its lived-in, old-world charm, and, what’s more, it has a liquor license, meaning that Midge will actually make money from performing. It’s managed by Boise (Santino Fontana, never without a rakishly angled hat). All that real estate is used by Amy Sherman-Palladino for visual humor as gliding tracking shots race along with Boise, who tries, in vain, to shake off Midge. She is invariably in hot pursuit, campaigning for him to upgrade this spit-and-sawdust operation so that, say, strippers aren’t bonked on the head by wayward pieces of machinery.

“I was alive during the 1950s as a young kid, so I have certain memories of the period,” says Groom, “But almost every project starts with research.” Working closely with Set Decorator Ellen Christiansen, he made a model of the Wolford before building it on a lot at Steiner Studios, Brooklyn. Inspiration came from a conglomeration of other locations used during the show, as well as a precisely articulated vision of how the building’s use had evolved. In short: the Wolford was given a backstory. According to Groom, “It was designed to feel like an old Broadway theater, something that probably started as a vaudeville house, just shabby enough to be interesting, and had been converted to a burlesque house, or a strip joint as we called it—probably in the 1930s or ’40s.”

This dual identity meant that every minuscule aspect of the theater’s interior decoration was conceived with careful thought over whether the ’20s layer or the ’40s layer would be visible. “What we did is carpet most of the theater in one style, which is similar to what’s in the dressing room,” Christiansen explains, “Then we said, ‘Okay, when they made it a strip club, they changed it a little bit. So the carpet in this area is a different pattern, which looks like it could have been put in in the ’40s and is a little more fun.’”

Over the course of Season 4, business picks up for both Midge and the Wolford, whose destinies are intertwined. The theater’s look needed to evolve further, with the addition of a third layer in keeping with what money coming in during the 1960s could buy. Christiansen says, “The club gets a little bit more successful, and it spruces up a little bit. So, in the beginning, you see tables. Then eventually, they get tablecloths, printed napkins, and printed matchbooks. All the ashtrays match. Everything just gets a little bit more cohesive than in the beginning.” Midge is the engine driving the improved functionality, appearance, and clientele of the Wolford, so the theater works as an avatar for her career, giving deep character stakes to a venue that also serves performances that are delicacies in their own right.

[image: Images]
Manager Boise (Santino Fontana) presides over the backstage goings-on.


The show holds in fond regard its good, giving, and game Greek chorus of physically and morally flexible talent. The burlesque dancers have some gloriously choreographed, daredevil acts facilitated by state-of-the-art equipment from the Roaring ’20s. “We had a full fly system over the stage that functioned in the same way that it does in real life,” says Groom. “Or did. We used what in the theater is called a hemp system, which is hemp rope, as opposed to steel cable. We built what was typical 100 years ago in theaters. And it had everything. It had seating. It had dressing rooms in the back.”

[image: Images]
Controlled chaos backstage.


The dressing room area has its own distinct aesthetic considerations, which is to say: controlled chaos. It is a deep cavern of tapestry like detail, indicative of a low-rent showbiz hustle. Scenes here are a treat for the eye, like when Midge scores a freelance gig performing for a Jackie Kennedy women’s lunch thanks to one of the performer’s connections. The warmth of the dressing room stems from the women that give the place its personality. “They don’t necessarily have permanent stations here,” says Christiansen, “We’re saying some people are here more frequently than others. So possibly they brought their own mirror from home. We thought: Maybe every girl has her own chair that she likes best where she’s more comfortable.” Christiansen credits the research of Costume Designer Donna Zakowska with the intel that this space would reflect a patchwork of individual industriousness: “A lot of these dancers made their own costumes, so we created that area for them here. We have an old Singer sewing machine, an ironing board, and an iron where they could freshen up their outfits and get everything back together.”

Back in the main theater, hanging high up over the cafe tables, is a veteran starlet once again ready for her close-up. “This is our chandelier that we got from L.A.,” says Groom, “and I think they call it Big Bertha.” Christiansen gives Bertha her proper introduction: “She’s one of those things you see when you do the Warner Bros. props tour. She was used in My Fair Lady and countless other very glamorous Hollywood films. So that was fun to have something that felt like Hollywood here in New York.” Like the Wolford Theatre itself, Bertha required attention. “She needed a big facelift, so we found a local chandelier company, and they put in new crystals,” says Christiansen. “We did all new wiring, we did new bobeches. We spruced her up, but it just looked beautiful, and it’s a historic chandelier.”

[image: Images]
Workstations are lined with makeup, wigs, and accessories.


The presence of old Hollywood royalty adds to the humor when the Wolford is raided; there is an absurdity to watching patrons hanging from golden rooftops and being tackled by police officers while Bertha twinkles on. She is the pièce de résistance of a location whose layered depths and seen-it-all-before sangfroid make it the perfect place for Midge’s star to be reborn.
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Image provided by Bill Groom
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Putting On a Rear Window Show

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Alfred Hitchcock’s seminal thriller influenced this dance sequence oner.


The quality of entertainment at the Wolford Theatre skyrockets in the months after Midge Maisel takes the job of emcee in the fourth season. Not that everything ever goes according to plan, as a successful night is curtailed prematurely by a police raid. Despite the interruption, it cannot take away from the visually ambitious burlesque show that occurred earlier in the evening. The elaborate routine takes its visual cues from a famous tracking shot used in the opening of Alfred Hitchcock’s 1954 film Rear Window, about an injured photographer peering into the windows of an adjacent apartment block. Fourteen dancers occupy the eight windows of the apartment stage set, and a red, blue, and green light show offers additional production value that underscores Midge’s impact.

Amy Sherman-Palladino wrote and directed the Season 4 finale, and this sequence emphasizes the relationship between the dance choreography and camera movements. “We started talking about it, and Amy had this idea about these windows and voyeuristically seeing the dance through the windows and how the camera was going to move,” recalls Choreographer Marguerite Derricks. Rather than matching the Rear Window camera work, Director of Photography M. David Mullen, ASC, made it more fluid and interactive: “Amy described a single shot where we went into the set and looked at it from behind, out of the house watching, and then came out of it again and looked back at the set again.”

[image: Images]
The camera enters each room via Steadicam Operator Jim McConkey and some carefully plotted moves.


Before any of this could be mapped out, Music Supervisor Robin Urdang was tasked with finding the perfect song. Sherman-Palladino sent Urdang a contemporary tune with a request: “Can you find something like this for the Rear Window dance sequence?” Urdang knew they wanted “something that was a hidden gem” for this showstopping stripping number, and what better than a hit stage musical that has since faded into obscurity? The 1958 musical comedy Oh, Captain! fit these parameters, and the comic lament “Femininity” by Eileen Rodgers works “lyrically, emotionally, and musically.” The song combines playful sensuality without losing the humor. Urdang sent this and four other tracks to Sherman-Palladino, who immediately selected the winning track.

Collaboration is vital on a TV set, and discussing Sherman-Palladino’s vision is the first step for Derricks: “I always want to know how she sees the camera moving before I even start to choreograph.” The choreographer had two days with the crew to conceive the camera blocking to determine the overall flow and additional stylistic flourishes: “I knew the music, and then I found all of these great accents, and I was like, ‘Oh, that’s when the belt’s going to get ripped off.’ As I was choreographing the camera, I started having all of these ideas of what the movement could be to dictate where the camera is going to go next.”

Timing is another consideration when planning a sequence like this. “It wasn’t clear at first whether that would be the entire song length. We had to figure out how we were going to do the move and then figure out the timing of the move with the actual music,” says Mullen. “Once the camera got into that first room of the Rear Window set, we weren’t seeing the other rooms until we passed them. We wanted to make sure that the moment we saw each dancer, there was something happening at the right timing of the music.”

Derricks refers to the relationship between the camera and actors as a “pas de deux.” Translated from French, this means “step of two” and is essentially a dance duet between performers. In this case, Steadicam Operator Jim McConkey and the Wolford burlesque troupe. “Jim knows how to move, and his speed . . . he flies like a dancer,” says Derricks. In this case, McConkey would need assistance getting up to the second floor and back down without breaking the continuous take. Mullen found a way to safely lift McConkey and lower him back down, requiring part of the backstage area to be removed to make room for the equipment.

“Once we rehearsed it once on an empty stage, we realized the length of the move was pretty much the length of the song, so there was no need to extend it with angles,” says Mullen. “It would just play as a oner.” When the Palladinos watched the fully choreographed domestic-setting routine, Derricks recalls the duo only had one or two notes and were thrilled with the execution. “Everybody at Maisel is at the top of their game; we had a blast,” says Derricks. “We wanted to make Amy and Dan smile—when they smile, they’re happy. It’s like giving us gold.”

[image: Images]
Hottest ticket in town: The Wolford offers Midge the opportunity to hone her stand-up.





Capturing Every Sound During Midge’s Raw Wolford Theatre Set

by Emma Fraser

In the early days of Midge assuming the role of emcee at the Wolford Theatre, when she steps on the stage, drunk patrons expecting a striptease repeatedly yell, “Take it off!” As the season progresses, Midge draws in a wider demographic, including women who want to drink cocktails and hear her material. Higher bar takings pay for new table lamps and fresh decor. The dancers and band rehearse more, backstage facilities are improved, and no one is demanding Midge disrobe by the end of the season. The venue allows Midge to hone her act, and the comic delivers her most emotional and raw performance since her debut at the Gaslight. But in the Season 4 finale, she hasn’t downed a bottle of wine and doesn’t flash her chest.

One other big difference between the Gaslight and Wolford comes courtesy of the microphone technology. The Wolford mic stand is vintage, with contemporary interior components that deliver a crisp sound. “We didn’t have that luxury in the first season,” says Production Sound Mixer Mathew Price, “which was a problem with the stage mic at the Gaslight at the beginning because it was really old. We tried to use it, but it was too funky.” Prop Master Jose Pavon solved this issue, working with New York’s Gotham Sound to put new Shure lav elements in various vintage mics to capture the nuances of Rachel Brosnahan’s delivery. “So, from that point on, I was able to use either her hidden lavalier or the stage mic, and, boy, that made all the difference,” says Price.

Another lesson Price took from the first season is, as he puts it: “As soon as you put a mic overhead, it’ll throw shadows everywhere,” and that’s down to the type of hard lighting used in these scenes. “I learned to keep the radio mic really clean because they’ll take my track and add room noise like reverb; they’ll spatialize it. So if you’re in front of her, it sounds one way, but if you’re in the back of the room for a wide shot, they add a little spatialization—reverb,” says Price.

In the Season 4 finale, Midge doesn’t arrive until midway through the Wolford lineup because her ex-father-in-law, Moishe Maisel, is lying unconscious in the hospital following a heart attack. When Midge tells the amped-up audience about this, she riffs on some ill-timed applause from one patron: “We have a fan of uncertain death in the back there. That’s nice. Good for you, sir. Enjoy your chess game with the reaper.” There is some awkward laughter, though this set is far from silent in terms of audience noise.

Whereas it is Price’s job to capture Brosnahan’s dialogue during production (“Rachel is almost always miked”), Supervising Sound Editor and Re-Recording Mixer Ron Bochar, CAS, is tasked with filling in any silences there might be during this emotional delivery that sees Midge discuss the vulnerabilities of the men in her life. “The thing that Maisel has always been great about is its dynamics. I’m locked in in a lot of ways to the fact that they are talking a mile a minute, and how do I allow a break? How do I allow a moment? If it is a break, it can’t ever go completely silent,” says Bochar. Midge’s meditation on Moishe’s health is probably the closest we’ve come to hearing a pin drop mid-set, but the number of patrons, dimension, and layout of the Wolford means there are options for sound emanating from the sideline—whether a glass on the table, a shuffle, or a cough. “If it’s too quiet, it sounds phony. Maisel needs to have something always moving around in it; otherwise, you don’t buy it,” he describes. “Then you have to earn those quiets. Rachel certainly performed it in such a way that you need those moments. You need those pauses of reflection, and you need that emotion.”

Midge ends with uncertainty and an unshakable conviction: “Are women more important than God? What if we discover one day that we were always the ones in charge? Just, no one told us. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying. I just don’t want this man to die.” To lighten the mood after the powerful pause, she flips back to the regular Wolford schedule. “Now, let’s see some tits and ass!” she announces. “Then the band kicks in and starts playing, and a striptease is going on, and you’re backstage. Backstage is full of commotion,” says Bochar of the contrast. In a few minutes, the police raid the club, and Bochar describes this as “complete insane cacophony.” On The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, sound is golden.

[image: Images]
Midge’s microphone is vintage on the outside and contemporary on the inside.
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Lenny Bruce (Luke Kirby) and Midge Maisel (Rachel Brosnahan) have a discussion on the back stage set of the Wolford.




SCRIPT EXTRACT: “EVERYTHING IS BELLMORE”

INT. THE WOLFORD - BACKSTAGE - NIGHT

FAMILIAR VOICE (O.C.)

I thought I recognized that unique combination of lilt and intensity.

Midge turns and is very surprised to find LENNY BRUCE coming up the hallway.

MIDGE

What the hell are you doing here?

LENNY BRUCE

(wondering the same)

Oh, well, I hate to steal your line, but what the hell are you doing here?

MIDGE

(pressing)

You have to leave. I’m about to go on.

LENNY BRUCE

Oh, shit. Are you stripping now? I knew the Shy Baldwin thing was tough, but there’s nicer places.

MIDGE

I’m the comic.

LENNY BRUCE

Here?

MIDGE

Yes. And I’m about to go on. And I’m still honing and experimenting, so go away.

LENNY BRUCE

You want me to go away?

MIDGE

Yes.

LENNY BRUCE

(smiles)

Because I would make you nervous.

MIDGE

You would make me nervous.

He smiles again.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

Don’t smile. Bad smile.

LENNY BRUCE

I got a story for you. Back in high school—Mepham High in Bellmore, out on Long Island—I took this speech class. One day, the teacher stands me up in front of everybody and gives me a topic. Zoos. Are they good or bad? Some shit like that. I was supposed to be against them. Told me to take five full minutes to make my case. Now, I’m feeling fairly confident about the subject, so I start my little spiel, going on about how animals shouldn’t be in cages and how we’re the real animals for putting them there in the first place, when all of a sudden, I get beaned in the head by an eraser. I check to see who threw it, and it was the fucking teacher. Now, I’m surprised, to say the least, but I continue my little speech with a masterful segue into the science of evolution and how we’re no less animal than any other of God’s creatures—that is, if God exists; I threw that in—when another fucking eraser hits me in the fucking head. And it’s like that every ten seconds for the rest of my speech. Something coming at my head. Erasers, chalk, crumpled paper, a half-eaten apple. But I soldier on and get through the five minutes. Afterwards, I ask my teacher, “What was that all about?” And she says, “Mr. Schneider.” For I was Schneider at the time. “Mr. Schneider, I was simply training you to block out distractions. It’s your job to stay focused despite whatever’s coming at you, and you did good.” This seemed like bullshit at the time, but it turned out to be a very valuable lesson. It trained me for what I do now. So, tonight, Mrs. Maisel, your version of erasers and chalk and half-eaten apples will be me staying for your gig.

MIDGE

No. This isn’t Bellmore.

LENNY BRUCE

(dead serious)

Everything is Bellmore.
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Filmed on the actual Carnegie Hall stage, Luke Kirby as Lenny Bruce performs the famous set.
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Comedy and Censorship: A History of Arrests in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel

by Lauren Milberger

“The Constitution only recognizes that all people, when they are illegal, are immoral. And then they get busted, and they’re indecent.” —Lenny Bruce, Season 5, Episode 9: “Four Minutes” (in real life, speaking at UCLA in February 1966)

Midge Maisel’s first introduction to the comedy of legendary stand-up Lenny Bruce is through her husband, Joel, at a strip club where Lenny is performing. However, they don’t officially meet until years later, in the backseat of a police car after their mutual arrest for indecency. While New York’s Greenwich Village of the late 1950s was a hotbed of counterculture, the country’s laws, still based on America’s Puritan roots, hadn’t caught up with a stand-up comedy boom about to explode. On one side, “clean” comedians like Joey Bishop (of Rat Pack fame) or Don Adams (who would later star in the ’60s TV series Get Smart), and on the other, Lenny Bruce branded “sick” due to an act filled with suggestive topics (i.e., religion, sex, race, politics) and “dirty” words. Though Mort Sahl (mentioned by Susie in the pilot) was labeled with the same “sick” and “social satirist” monikers (the FBI watched both), Sahl never crossed the legal line.

Still, during this time one didn’t need to be scrutinized by the law to be stamped a “sick” or “sicknik” comedian vs. being anointed a “well” one in the press. For example, Bob Newhart (whom Joel Maisel infamously steals his act from in the pilot) straddled the line between those designations with select bits in his act mocking revered historical figures and riffing on suicide. It was Bruce, however, who was in a league all his own, and unlike his contemporaries, on a fast track to becoming the poster child for this new “sick” comedy and First Amendment rights.

When Midge and Lenny meet after her arrest at the Gaslight Cafe in 1958, it’s only one year after the Supreme Court First Amendment case Roth v. United States was handed down. The court defined anything “obscene” as not constitutionally protected speech and only determinable by “contemporary community standards.” When we first encounter Lenny, we learn he’s already familiar with the legal system: from his wife’s retort that he has a favorite police station to his reaction to Midge’s court summons, “That looks scary and familiar.” But, for Midge, it opens a new world filled with injustices regarding censorship and free speech.

The late 1950s and early 1960s ushered in the birth of modern stand-up. The older male generation of late-19th-century-born monologists bred in vaudeville and burlesque were eclipsed by the young, 20th-century start-ups in coffee houses and smoke-filled basements. Like Bruce, Midge’s comedy style is less traditional set-ups/punch lines of old and more conversational. Each uses their experiences, including that as Jewish New Yorkers, or exclusively with Midge, her life as a woman in mid-20th century America, to hone an observational, stream-of-conscious act. Another Jewish comedian, Belle Barth, also known for her subversive, sexual-toned comedy imbued with Jewish and feminist themes, was already being arrested for “lewd” acts as early as 1953. This was a time when women didn’t talk about such frank subjects in public, let alone on stage.

After her second arrest in Season 1, Midge receives a court summons for performing without a New York State cabaret license, demonstrating a sex act, and general acts of “indecency.” Without a cabaret license, one couldn’t perform in a New York club between 1926 and 1967, a law born from Prohibition that became a government excuse for censorship and racism.

[image: Images]
The first of many occasions when the fictional Lenny Bruce (Luke Kirby) is arrested for his “sick” comedy routine.
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Shooting at the renovated TWA Flight Center at JFK Airport, the terminal-turned-hotel, was like stepping back in time for Lenny’s trip out west.


By 1959, Midge is already an experienced stand-up when she is pulled off stage in Season 2 for uttering the word “pregnant”—deemed “foul” by the club’s owner due to its “female” nature. Later that night, Midge runs into Lenny, sulking in a bar over a warrant for his arrest in Chicago (1962 in real life). Subjects his act included: the Pope’s sex life and interracial dating. Lenny compares himself to the Greek myth Sisyphus, condemned to push an impossible boulder up a hill. Broke from legal fees, he’s sold everything. Later, at the start of Season 3, Midge’s father, Abe, witnesses Lenny’s arrest in a nightclub after the comic riffs on the hypocrisy of a society where the Supreme Court finds violence acceptable over sex. The final straw: unsheathing a Playboy centerfold. Abe is then arrested for defending Lenny’s right to free speech—his act may be “obscene” to Abe, but Bruce has the right to perform it nonetheless.

According to Bruce’s biographer, Albert Goldman (Ladies and Gentlemen - Lenny Bruce!!), the headline concert at Carnegie Hall in 1961 (1960 in the series) was “the greatest performance of his career.” Bruce’s midnight show was sold out. And despite the debilitating snowstorm, Gothamites braved the elements to see his act, solidifying Bruce’s star status. So when Lenny and Midge co-mingle in his hotel room the night before in the fourth season finale, they meet at the crossroads of their careers and then diverge in opposite directions. For Lenny, it was the highlight of his time in the spotlight and the beginning of his downward spiral.

A few weeks after Carnegie Hall at the start of Season 5, Midge runs into Lenny at the TWA terminal—leaking legal documents from his briefcase. His destination flight is “heading west” to California, which will be Bruce’s final resting place for many reasons. In real life, by October 1961, Bruce had already been arrested at the Jazz Workshop in San Francisco. Although eventually acquitted, Bruce’s arrests continued: 1962 at the Troubadour in West Hollywood and the Gate of Horn Club in Chicago, where he was convicted. Upon appeal, the Illinois Supreme Court ruled that Bruce’s comedy routine was social commentary, not “obscene.” The more Bruce racked up arrests, the more club owners blacklisted him out of fear of prosecution, fines, and losing their liquor licenses. In 1963, Lenny was thrown out of England. Although not banned from Australia, his tour did not go well there. After another arrest in Los Angeles in 1964, Bruce was arrested at the Cafe Au Go Go in Greenwich Village and sentenced to four months in a workhouse. Released pending an appeal, he would be dead before he could return to court.

Of course, this all has yet to happen when Lenny chastises Midge at Carnegie Hall for running scared and putting him and his arrests on a “pedestal.” The real and fictional Lenny Bruce had no interest in being anyone’s “stand-up messiah”; arrests weren’t a “badge of honor” because they stopped him from working. He just wanted to do comedy and make people think. By 1964, that was no longer possible. Bruce was bankrupt, blacklisted, and his passport and New York cabaret license had been revoked.
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Lenny has another run-in with the law after a controversial routine.


“The last we see of Lenny, he gives Susie the same shrug he gave Midge in the pilot after she inquired if he loved stand-up. Only this time, the gesture isn’t gleeful and spritely—it burns with a painful weight.”

In the series finale, we find Lenny in San Francisco in 1965, a year before his death, at his penultimate performance at Basin Street West, fixated on paperwork from his New York conviction. He’s a mess, and the club audience knows it. Backstage, gaunt with vacant eyes, the charming and energetic Lenny we have come to love through four seasons is gone. And unlike at the end of his Carnegie Hall set, he no longer holds court with the masses; Bruce sits alone, ignored by the room. Susie, sent by Midge, offers to get Lenny back on his feet before he struggles to lift himself from a chair. “Are you trying to stand up?” Susie asks. “I don’t know what the fuck I’m trying to do,” he responds. “Yes, I’m trying to stand up.” He recounts the state of his career and how he cannot set foot in any club “east of the Grand Canyon.”

In this final scene, we are all Susie, all begging Lenny to hold on. If only he knew. Two more years and he wouldn’t have needed a cabaret license to perform in New York. Three more years, and he could have had his conviction overturned, as would his co-defendant Howard Solomon. And in six more years, in 1971, the Supreme Court would overturn its 1957 ruling against obscenity in Cohen v. California. Without Lenny Bruce, there are no Midge Maisels.

The last we see of Lenny, he gives Susie the same shrug he gave Midge in the pilot after she inquired if he loved stand-up. Only this time, the gesture isn’t gleeful and spritely—it burns with a painful weight. The more Bruce couldn’t work, the more he turned to drugs, until he died of an overdose at his California home—he was 40. Some say it was a slow suicide; others, like New York Assistant District Attorney Vincent Cuccia, pinpoint a different source: “We drove him into poverty and bankruptcy and then murdered him. I watched him gradually fall apart. It’s the only thing I did in Hogan’s office that I’m ashamed of. We used the law to kill him.” In the end, what they did to Bruce was indecent, not the other way around.
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Susie visits Lenny in SF in an attempt to save the comic.
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The downfall of Lenny Bruce is showcased in one of his final performances.
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Despite the snowstorm, Carnegie Hall was sold out both in real life when Bruce headlined in February 1961 and in the Season 4 finale set in November 1960.




In Conversation with . . .

Luke Kirby

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
What did Luke Kirby take from set? “Not sure. Maybe a matchbook? Maybe a Pyrex dish? Maybe something frilly with sequins? I’ll never tell.”


Across five seasons of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, Luke Kirby took to various size stages and comedy club spaces in his guise as comedy legend Lenny Bruce. While most other actors playing real-life figures appear briefly in the series, the depth of this role, and Lenny’s impact on Midge’s professional and personal arc, is unique. Here, Kirby talks about preparing for Maisel, the Emmy-winning “All Alone” sequence, the magic of Bruce’s work, and being immersed in this wonderful world.

I’d love to turn the clock back to your first performance as Lenny Bruce in the pilot. What research did you do to prepare for the stand-up set at the traveling burlesque? I read that you were familiar with Lenny’s work (including his autobiography, How to Talk Dirty and Influence People), but were there any surprising discoveries in those early days of playing him?

That was Lenny’s airplane glue bit, where he does an impression of a child discovering the intoxicating merits of model airplane glue, as played by George Macready. I had to look up George Macready. There are so many names thrown about on the show, and if you explore them, it can really open up your perception of that era. I was given a recording of the bit but quickly found an alternate when watching Lenny Bruce on Steve Allen. That was the first time I saw him perform “All Alone”—that’s a huge discovery, so tender and pleading like Jacques Brel singing “Ne me quitte pas.” It’s vicious, and it became a kind of mantra that I’d whistle to myself throughout the first season on the way to work and between setups. The best part of that day, though, was meeting Gilbert Gottfried. He has one of my favorite jokes ever told on the show. He turned me onto his podcast that day, and I listened to it throughout the seasons of Maisel as a reminder of the bigger picture of comedy and showbiz writ large. It was a good day.

[image: Images]
Lenny performs “All Alone,” and yet, with Midge (Rachel Brosnahan) in the wings, he is anything but.


You’ve stood on stages of various sizes in this role. What venue did you relish performing in the most?

Shooting at the Village Vanguard was a really big deal to me. It was in the early days of the show, and to be shooting out in NYC with all the streets closed off and dressed up like many lifetimes ago was inspiring. I remember very early in the morning, on my way to work, seeing some musicians outside of the jazz club Smalls just around the corner. When I arrived on set, I recognized the bassist of the house band (a great jazz ensemble called Brooklyn Circle) from the group of guys outside Smalls. He confessed that he’d been up all night playing and was now on set to work. It felt so true to the story we were telling. It was such a fun day and was the first time I stood on a stage where Lenny Bruce had worked. That blew my mind.

[image: Images]
Lenny holding court in a Miami bar.


Rather than flat mimicry, there is a liveliness to how you perform the words spoken by the real Lenny Bruce. What are the challenges of being given a set or performance (such as the “All Alone” rendition) that is pretty much verbatim?

Each routine was special in its own way. “All Alone” was the only one where I had a visual to work from, and it was so informative in terms of physicality. The verbatim aspect was very useful and served as a great foundation for each routine. In some ways, I’d listen to him and try to sense where he was breathing and how. That helped, too; it made him feel real and revealed something about his rhythm.

The specific rhythm of Lenny’s words (whether on stage or in conversation) feels different from most of the dialogue pacing. Did you talk to Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino about this aspect of the character and how Lenny resets or reframes the cadence and sometimes the tone of a scene/episode?

We didn’t talk about that; it sort of happened in the slow cooker of the show. It definitely shifted the tone of those scenes. I always felt like it was just because I’m sort of slow in my nature and find it hard and annoying to talk fast that they were just giving me a pass.

I am curious what it was like to shoot The Steve Allen Show sequence with another actor to play off during a Lenny performance.

The luckiest part of that scene was that Ted Sperling, who played Steve Allen, was actually playing the piano. It freed me up in terms of timing and made for a really memorable dance together.

Do you have a favorite Lenny set?

I love the irreverence and depth of “Christ and Moses.” I love the beauty and cruelty of “All Alone.” I’m mystified that Carnegie Hall was real. They’re all so very special, so playing favorites isn’t an option. They all belong to Lenny Bruce and should be heard first and foremost by him.

Production Sound Mixer Mathew Price mentioned that the sound team piped in the original announcement from Lenny Bruce’s set when shooting at Carnegie Hall. Did this additional element help?

It sure did help. Everything the crew does for the show serves to make the make-believe of our world more accessible and alluring. Hearing Don Friedman’s voice over the loudspeaker backstage at Carnegie Hall was hugely helpful; it was followed up by hundreds of actors cheering for Lenny as I crossed the stage. I recommend it.

Can you tell me about performing Lenny’s Carnegie Hall material on the actual spot the real Lenny had his triumphant moment? What was it like being in that grand space?

I felt it in my lungs and my cells and in my atoms. I felt blown to bits and wanted more. It’s a holy and dangerous space—total magic.

The final Lenny performance is erratic and unfocused, which speaks to his state of mind (and drug use). How did you prepare for this shift in stage presence?

It helped to have an audience that was confused and disappointed. It was the only time in five seasons that I experienced disappointment from all those great actors. I was so accustomed to their reverence and uplift that I was immediately in another world. A changed world with an irretrievable past.

Shifting gears back to the Season 4 finale, can you describe what it is like filming on the streets of Manhattan in a snowstorm in the middle of summer? More broadly speaking, was there a set that felt the most like you had walked into the late 1950s/early 1960s time warp?

It was thrilling. Joining hands with Rachel and plodding through the snow amidst a hot and magical New York City summer night was a poem. All the sets of Maisel are mind-blowing and immersive. But the execution of the Wolford is on a level and scope that just boggles me. A whole of a complete adventure of a space.

Finally, what will you take from playing Lenny Bruce for the last five seasons?

I made friends with him. I made some other great friends too.



Lenny Bruce as Midge Maisel’s Champion

by Emma Fraser
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“It’s all how you read it,” says Lenny when predicting Midge’s meteoric rise to stardom.


THroughout the fifth and final season, flash-forwards reveal what happened after Midge Maisel’s meteoric rise to fame. An interview with the “press-shy” Midge on 60 Minutes offers a snapshot of professional and personal highs and lows. Photographs highlight her entanglements with famous men like singer Paul Simon, music producer Quincy Jones, and movie mogul Robert Evans. In a later episode, Midge calls off her wedding to author Philip Roth. Lenny Bruce is absent from this romance reel, speaking to how private Midge remained about her friend, mentor, and one-time lover. It is a rich dynamic that doesn’t fit squarely in a single box, combining artistic admiration and a deep yearning.

Every time Lenny shows up, it is impossible to predict where the night might take Midge. Partly this is due to the playfulness of the rat-a-tat-tat rhythm of their interactions, and Amy Sherman-Palladino’s writing taps into the nuances of their on-screen electricity. Professional courtesy will quickly make way for friendship that crosses over into sexual intimacy, never losing sight of the burning desire to make people—and each other—laugh. Lenny offers advice, encouragement, and some painful truths during it all. Weaving this thrilling relationship into the story’s fabric by charting its ups and downs is incredibly rewarding—even if the conclusion is bittersweet.

Dropping a character inspired by a real-life comedy icon (and using Bruce’s comedy routines) into this world populated by mostly larger-than-life figures is a delicate dance. On one hand, there is the painful reality of Bruce’s untimely death at 40; on the other is his vital influence that serves as a roadmap—with a few detours and deviations. Ultimately, Midge will walk the same Carnegie Hall stage a decade after Lenny’s sold-out show. Yet, unlike Lenny, Midge is arrested before her set is over. On this same spot, Lenny delivers an impassioned plea that reverberates throughout the final season: “Just don’t . . . If you blow this, Midge, I swear . . . you will break my fucking heart.” His voice cracks as he speaks. Success isn’t immediate, but this wake-up call allows Midge to get out of her own way.

Long before Lenny’s Carnegie Hall career high, a then-blonde Midge Weissman watched the burgeoning comic for the first time as part of a traveling burlesque show. A flashback to Midge’s wedding toast in the pilot reveals this memory while simultaneously showing her effortlessly feeding a crowd from out of her hand. Cut to the present-day 1958 setting, where sharing the backseat of a police car doesn’t suggest longevity for this duo, and we have to wonder whether this inauspicious start will determine the future of this twosome. In truth, no one could predict how electric Rachel Brosnahan and Luke Kirby’s interactions would become.

[image: Images]
One “perfect night in a bubble” that ends with dinner at Wo Hop, and the popular spot (including their booth) is still open.


“Will they won’t they” is a part of the of dramatic television fabric that sometimes sprouts from on-screen chemistry between performers. Unlike Midge’s other love interests, reality casts a shadow over this romance. The heightened elements of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offer an opportunity for a playful respite but without a fantasy alt-history resolution. Instead, the Season 4 finale, and the subsequent flash-forward and flashback in the final episode, “Four Minutes,” underscore how Sherman-Palladino tips her hat to the real man and the version Kirby carefully crafted.

“As always, he’s teaching her anything and everything that he knows,” says Brosnahan about their final scene in the Chinese restaurant. This “perfect night together in a bubble” harks back to the third season episode “It’s Comedy or Cabbage” when Midge was on tour, and she and Lenny had a dreamy after-hours experience peppered with overt verbal foreplay. That night, their relationship crosses the line from flirtatious to considering the possibility while slow dancing to Peggy Lee’s sultry “Till There Was You.” In this setting, yearning trumps comedy. “I just can’t think of anything funny to say,” Midge says, and Lenny agrees. Earlier that evening, Midge is persistently curious about what the funny man thinks of her act, but he only shares his rave review when the cold light of day creeps closer. The signature long take ensures every beat of Sherman-Palladino’s lyrical dialogue is crackling with intensity. “I thought it was sensational,” is a response not predicated on or influenced by whether she will sleep with him. While witty repartee is a foundation, there is never a suggestion that his encouragement comes with strings, adding to the breathtaking payoff in the Season 4 finale.

Until then, Lenny occupies a fairy godmother-type space, offering timely advice, inspiration, and even an outlet to blow off steam. Sometimes all three coincide with a side order of soul-piercing gazes. A favor at the end of Season 1 utilizes Bruce’s star power to boost a blacklisted Midge, and she is quick to capitalize on this momentum. “She’s been courageous enough to find and use her voice because of him,” Brosnahan says. Thankfully, it isn’t a one-way street turning Lenny into a deity—or a magical figure waving a comedy wand. “I think Midge feeds his heart,” Kirby says of the Miami encounter. “To see her is such a great thing, and then go out on the town—find a stillness together—is rare and nice.”

Even seasoned professionals need encouragement, and an appearance on The Steve Allen Show in the second season finale allows Midge to play career champion to Lenny. In an episode for which Kirby won an Emmy, “All Alone” is the musical number he performs. But with Midge standing in the wings, he is anything but.
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Comfort levels fall short two seasons later after Midge scrapes him off the pavement when he is too intoxicated to make it home, nodding to a reality that hovers on the edge of this story. Kirby describes this as shifting from a “fable-like” presence to “anchoring him a little more into a reality connected to his history.” The Upper West Side is not Lenny’s “scene,” nor is sharing pleasantries with Midge’s parents over breakfast or even discussing the fact that he has a daughter. In this disorientated state, Lenny’s hangover morphs into disgust at the very notion that comics would talk about their domestic situation. “If I want to talk about my daughter, I’ll call my mother,” he snipes.
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Lenny admiring Midge from afar in Miami.


“Professional courtesy will quickly make way for friendship that crosses over into sexual intimacy, never losing sight of the burning desire to make people—and each other—laugh.”

Lenny’s defensiveness stems from Midge seeing him in a vulnerable state, even if he is the one who later accuses her of putting him on a pedestal. This outburst offers insight that acknowledges this heightened version of Lenny Bruce is unlikely to have his fairytale ending. Both actors play in different registers during this disagreement, adding layers to the nuanced dynamic. “Giving it some conflict, which is good for friendships, in my opinion,” is how Kirby describes the scene. “How else do you know who a friend is without a couple of fights?”

Narratively, all this incentivizes Lenny to act beyond his usual impish agenda. He comes bearing more than an apology when he swings by the Wolford Theatre in the Season 4 finale, even if his “I talked you up” spiel is interrupted by a police raid that results in everyone being sent outside into a blizzard. Midge and Lenny seek refuge in the fancy hotel room paid for (and repainted) by Carnegie Hall, and the timing couldn’t be more perfect. “I need you to look me in the eye first and promise that you will never ever forget that I am very, very funny,” Midge implores before choosing to cross another line. After all, sex can complicate or change relationships (particularly on TV).

In true Maisel fashion, the story zigs when you expect it to zag, and the thread temporarily frays after Midge turns down a huge opportunity and explains her current work ethos. Unrelated to their sex life, Lenny secures her an opening spot at the Copacabana for the already incredibly famous Tony Bennett‘s gig, which Midge turns down. Confusion and anger sour the post–Carnegie Hall show mood when Midge confirms she rejected the Bennett job because of her strict “no opening acts” rule. Lenny zeroes in on her misguided pride, pulling back the curtain on the pitfalls of this business with an easy-to-follow guide: “Don’t plan! Work. Just work and keep working. There’s a moment in this business, window’s open. If you miss it, it closes.” Midge ditches her plan, stops saying no to jobs, and seizes the microphone in “Four Minutes.”

Chronologically, the pair’s last interaction occurs at the TWA terminal. It is a little awkward, not because they slept together, but because it is the first time they have seen each other since the great Carnegie Hall humbling. “I’m not gonna blow it,” Midge insists. “I’m gonna hold you to that,” is Lenny’s sincere response. Who’s to say he didn’t see Midge leap into stardom on the same Gordon Ford Show couch he once sat on? Even if he didn’t, Lenny’s previous words of encouragement sit close to her heart: “A spotlight waits for you center stage. All you have to do is step up and claim it. Once you do, everyone will know who you are. They will know your wit, your smile, and your great expressive eyes; they will be helpless to your charms. They will fall at your feet and worship at the altar of you and your show corset.”

Okay, the fortune cookie from Wo Hop’s isn’t that prophetic (“Your lucky numbers are 46, 24, 11, 6, and 5” is what it actually says), but Lenny’s embellishment taps into a future that will unfold. “He tells her he believes in her and that she’s going to do it, and I think she holds that closely,” says Brosnahan. Slipping this tiny piece of paper into her show corset is a physical reminder of that impossible-to-forget night six months earlier and how taking this big swing was always part of her destiny.

[image: Images]
Midge and Lenny bump into one another at the airport before he departs for California.




Paying Tribute to the Legendary Moms Mabley

by Emma Fraser

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Maisel. Welcome to the Apollo.” —Moms Mabley, Season 3, Episode 8, “A Jewish Girl Walks Into the Apollo . . .”

Going on tour with the smooth and soulful Shy Baldwin in the third season takes Midge to Las Vegas and Miami, but a venue closer to home brings her face-to-face with a legend who altered the comedy landscape. Shy’s homecoming date at the Apollo Theater in Harlem is a celebratory affair in front of a packed audience and a marquee that boasts “Shy Baldwin with ‘Moms’ Mabley, The Hines Brothers, The Silver Belles, Mrs. Maisel.” Midge is the last act listed, though she ultimately plays higher up the bill than an icon.

Since opening its doors in 1914, the Apollo Theater has been the cultural epicenter of emerging and legendary Black performers in the United States. Duke Ellington, Nat King Cole, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, Aretha Franklin, and Moms Mabley are a handful of the iconic entertainers who performed at this still-thriving location. Jackie “Moms” Mabley is the stage name of Loretta Mary Aikin, who was born in 1894 in North Carolina and whose ascent to stardom was far from easy. Moms Mabley’s career stretched over 60 years, eventually leading to TV appearances, movies, and a Carnegie Hall performance the year after Lenny Bruce. Moms was the first woman to headline that stage as a stand-up comic, and more than two decades earlier, in 1939, she became the first female comedian to perform at the Apollo.

As with Luke Kirby’s turn as Lenny Bruce, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel pays homage to a comedy great by showcasing the material that made them singular while also offering a glimpse at the person behind the jokes. Casting this role didn’t take the usual audition route, as the Palladinos had an actress and stand-up comic in mind, one who had already performed at the Apollo and was a lifelong Moms fan. “Moms is everything to me,” says Wanda Sykes. “If I hadn’t been that little girl in front of the TV, seeing her on Ed Sullivan or so many shows she was on, I know I wouldn’t be a comic today. I wouldn’t be doing this. It was totally her.” Sykes had been practicing long before this part came along: “My mother had said, ‘You know you’ve been playing Moms Mabley since you were a little girl. You used to walk around with a dust cap on your head and do a little old lady walk like Moms.’”

Sykes received an Emmy nomination for her guest role on the show, which showcases the craftsmanship that went into creating her routine, underscoring Moms’s trailblazer status and influence on performers such as Richard Pryor, Whoopi Goldberg, and Sykes herself. Similar to how Lenny Bruce has reached a new audience thanks to the series, so has the next generation “discovered” Moms. “Some younger people weren’t aware of Moms, and they’re like, ‘I’m gonna check her out.’ You should. I mean, you are a comic; you should know who Moms Mabley is,” says Sykes.

In the episode, Midge watches from the wings in awe, and the audience hangs on every word and joke. Shooting at the actual Apollo Theater further added to the magic, and for Sykes, it meant the world to trace the steps taken by a legend: “This was absolutely a dream come true and a way for me to say thank you to Moms.”
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Wanda Sykes has been practicing playing Jackie “Moms” Mabley since she first saw the trailblazing comic on TV when she was a child.
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Midge adds a splash of color to Rockefeller Center.



CHAPTER 16

The Gordon Ford Show

30 ROCKEFELLER PLAZA, 1252 6TH AVENUE, MANHATTAN



Re-creating Rockefeller

by Emma Fraser

It is a Dizzying experience for Midge on her first day working at Midtown’s historic 30 Rockefeller Plaza. Her entrance in a scarlet plaid ensemble is not met with fanfare but confusion by the staff manning the front desk of The Gordon Ford Show.

The 6th Avenue location has been home to NBC since the 1930s (first radio, then TV), playing host to Tonight Starring Jack Paar (1957–1962) prior to Johnny Carson taking over as the king of late night with The Tonight Show in 1962. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel Production Designer Bill Groom, who started his career working on Saturday Night Live in the then-RCA Building in 1978, infused personal memories into his work on this defining final season setting.

“I had conversations with the [Late Show with David Letterman] crew who had been there in the days of Johnny Carson,” says Groom. “I remember asking them about Carson and how that show worked. I brought in some of my own knowledge and experience about that.” Photographs of the Carson production office were also invaluable to Groom’s overall vision of the set. Details such as Mike Carr’s precious talent board—a constant source of stress due to the availability of celebrity guests—came from those interactions and additional photo research. “In a show like this, it always needs to be realistic, and sometimes we push the boundaries a little bit because there is this theatrical element to what we do,” acknowledges Groom.

Space for additional sets at Steiner Studios is limited, and Groom spent a few days “trying to figure out how to make that work.” The available spot had a “lot of height,” leading him to stack The Gordon Ford Show office over two levels with an open bullpen perfect for meltdowns and announcements from above. “The limitations created the opportunity for a more interesting space,” Groom notes.

Midge’s eye-catching fashions don’t have to be in conflict with the decor since Groom retained an era-appropriate “neutral palette.” The production designer took advantage of the layout, incorporating a playful—and accurate—aesthetic. Adding “one of the two remaining photocopiers” from the period, sourced from a private collector, effectively fills a space due to its large size. It is a hub of activity, ensuring Midge “could be there often and not see the same things over and over.”

The iconic ice rink on the concourse doubles as a party area when The Gordon Ford Show hits number one in the ratings, and Groom’s team took advantage of the Christmas setting, using decorations, lights, and festive garlands to take “the focus away from what was behind the glass” in the recently renovated Rockefeller Center restaurants.

Back inside, Groom connected the studio to the office to avoid different floor logistics and unnecessary elevator trips. In real life, this isn’t always the case (“I remember when I was at SNL, our studio was on the 8th floor, and the offices were on the 17th floor”), but “it worked for the various scenes we had where they could walk directly from their office to the studio.” There is talk of a revamp when Gordon discusses sponsors, but the desk, sofa, and backing design remain the same as when guests like Sophie Lennon and Lenny Bruce appeared on the talk show in the fourth season—and when Midge gets her big break in the last.
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Record Ratings: Gordon Ford and his writers take to the ice to celebrate his ratings success.
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Mike announces his promotion at The Gordon Ford Show to 30 Rock staffers.
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Gordon Ford scolds staff for their poor efforts in writing gags for his show.
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Gordon Ford performing the opening monologue of his show to a live audience.




Breaking the TV Comedy Glass Ceiling: Midge as a Late-Night Writer

by Jennifer Keishin Armstrong

On Midge Maisel’s first day at her new job on the writing staff of The Gordon Ford Show, the producer, George Toledano, greets her with a standard objectifying remark: “I don’t believe I’ve met this sight for sore eyes.” After she introduces herself and they exchange some banter, George says, “You must know Madelyn Pugh.” He’s referring to the woman who, along with her writing partner, Bob Carroll Jr., wrote most of I Love Lucy throughout the 1950s. When Midge says no, he tries the other one: “How about Nancy Clark? Writes for The Ann Sothern Show?”

He has assumed that all “lady writers” know each other. And he’s named the only two he can think of circa 1961.

This is what breaking glass ceilings looks like. Midge’s career busts through a number of barriers throughout the series’ run, but her time, however brief, writing for a late-night comedy talk show would have been perhaps the most significant, given the show’s ability to reach millions every night while her stand-up comedy could only reach hundreds, maximum, at any given gig. Female writers were only just beginning to carve out a tiny place in TV comedy, and every small gain was hard-won, as women endured rooms full of disdainful male writers and rampant sexism. Their efforts would begin to clear the way for future generations of women to tell their own stories on television and eventually rise through the ranks of producers and showrunners, rippling throughout the industry.

But in 1961, things would have looked pretty unfriendly for a lady writer at 30 Rockefeller Center. It’s hard to overstate how ground-breaking Midge’s spot on the team would have been. The closest real-life equivalent is Joan Rivers’s stint on Johnny Carson’s Tonight Show, which happened in 1965—the start of Rivers’ long, fraught history with Carson and the show. (Her breakthrough as a stand-up came from her appearances there, and she went on to famously guest-host several times; but when she got her own rival show in 1986, Carson was furious that she’d taken the job.)

The portrayal of Midge’s time at The Gordon Ford Show is among The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s more grounded story arcs; while so much of the series is technicolor fantasy, here we see Midge endure repeated casual sexism on a one-to-one level in the workplace. The men on staff assume that she knows dishwashing soap and diapers better than the male writers. Ford pursues her sexually, and though he turns out to be somewhat charming, it’s still predatory and problematic. She remarks at one point that she has no idea where the restroom is—it seems unlikely that she’d want to use the single bathroom in the head writer’s office that all the guys use. This is evocative of a real-life story about Ethel Winant, a CBS casting executive in the ’60s (who became the network’s vice president in 1973). Winant found there were no women’s restrooms on the executive floor, so she’d leave her shoes outside the door to indicate when she was inside to avoid startling the men with her presence.

[image: Images]
Midge is the first “lady writer” on The Gordon Ford Show.


At this time, men simply were not ready to accept women on their turf at all—much less such glamorous and coveted turf as writing for the nation’s number-one late-night comedy show at a time when the nation was riveted by television and huge swaths of the audience tuned in to any given show because there were only three major networks to choose from. Indeed, Pugh and Clark were among the few women who’d breached comedy writers’ rooms at all. Pugh and her partner, Carroll, started together in radio and found their life course set when they began writing for Lucille Ball’s radio show, My Favorite Husband. From there, they helped Ball develop a vaudeville act with her husband, Desi Arnaz, and then the couple’s iconic sitcom, which ran from 1951 to 1957 and set the formula for all TV comedy to come. Clark wrote for The Ann Sothern Show, in which the actress plays a hotel manager, around the time of the final season of Maisel. But Clark never wrote for television again after that, which is an indicator of how difficult it must have been.

“By the 1960s, television had become a major moneymaker and the center of American culture, so female creatives had been all but run out of the business.”

[image: Images]
Midge in the writers’ room. No official statistics exist for how many female TV writers there were in the 1960s.


Interestingly, many women held major creative, behind-the-scenes roles in the earlier, scrappier days of television in the late 1940s and early ’50s. Gertrude Berg created, wrote, produced, and starred in TV’s first successful family sitcom, The Goldbergs, about a middle-class Jewish family living in a Bronx tenement. After premiering in 1949, it was so popular that it became the first TV show adapted into a movie and was set to be paired with I Love Lucy for that show’s launch until The Goldbergs was sidelined by blacklist-related troubles. (Several TV stars were fired in the ’50s after being accused of being communists.) Betty White, later famous for roles on The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Golden Girls, created, co-wrote, and starred in her own sitcom, Life with Elizabeth, in 1953.

Lucille Kallen served as the lone female writer on the legendary variety show Your Show of Shows, which starred Sid Caesar and ran from 1950 to 1954. Kallen’s colleagues Mel Brooks, Neil Simon, and Carl Reiner continued on to have distinguished showbusiness careers, but she quit the business to write novels. “I used to sit there [at Your Show of Shows] when everybody used to tear into whatever it was I had done,” she told Newsday in 1993, “and I’d say, ‘Someday I’m going to write something that Sid can’t get his hands on.’” She wanted, she said, “to get away from the domination of all those guys.”

By the 1960s, television had become a major moneymaker and the center of American culture, so female creatives had been all but run out of the business. No official statistics on female TV writers in the 1960s exist, perhaps because one could literally count the number on one hand. The industry didn’t start keeping counts until the women’s movement of the 1970s, when female writers began to organize and demand more parity. Even female-lead shows of the ’60s, such as Bewitched, I Dream of Jeannie, and That Girl, were written overwhelmingly by men. Treva Silverman, who began her career as a TV comedy writer in 1964 on the variety show The Entertainers and went on to write for The Mary Tyler Moore Show, describes the experience this way: “I was the only woman on the set. It just wasn’t done. Women were the secretaries who typed up the funny guys who wrote the funny stuff.” When she’d go out to pitch for other shows, she says, “It was me and trillions of guys with beards.”

Thankfully, things have improved for women writers in TV comedy overall, and Maisel Creator Amy Sherman-Palladino is among the many original female voices working today. In the realm of late-night comedy, progress has been slower. Two women, Madeleine Smithberg and Lizz Winstead, created the juggernaut The Daily Show in the 1990s. Tina Fey became Saturday Night Live’s first female head writer in 1999, and the show has improved its male-to-female ratio in the years since. But late-night talk shows like The Gordon Ford Show have proven particularly impenetrable for women even decades later. Only a few women besides Rivers have hosted shows of a similar lineage, such as Wanda Sykes, Samantha Bee, Lilly Singh, Chelsea Handler, Amber Ruffin, Busy Philipps, and Robin Thede. And only Bee and Handler lasted for a significant period of time—Bee for six years, Handler for seven. The lack of female hosts has likely contributed to the fact that it’s taken until very recently for a meaningful number of women to get seats in the late-night talk show writers’ rooms. And while that’s wonderful, it comes at a time when those shows are losing prestige as younger audiences migrate to streaming, lessening the cultural cachet of daily network programming.

There’s a Season 2 episode of Maisel when Midge finds her slot at a comedy club repeatedly bumped for mediocre male comics to take the stage. When she finally gets to the microphone, she delivers more of a pointed rant than a set: “Comedy is fueled by oppression, by the lack of power, by sadness and disappointment, by abandonment and humiliation,” she says. “Now, who the hell does that describe more than women? Judging by those standards, only women should be funny.” Maybe that’s why TV comedies, and late-night shows in particular, haven’t historically been nearly as funny as they could have been. They’ve rarely given female writers a chance.

[image: Images]
Midge takes her shot at fame in front of the camera on The Gordon Ford Show.




SCRIPT EXTRACT: “FOUR MINUTES”

INT. THE GORDON FORD SHOW - STUDIO

Beat. Midge heads over to the microphone, still standing there, and takes her rightful place behind it.

MIDGE

Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. What’s happening here is a Jewish hijacking. There’s no planes involved, no one wants to go to Cuba. My only demand is four minutes of airtime, and a ride to the doctor when I’m old.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

That’s the nice thing about the Jews. We only hijack a conversation.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

(shooting a look at Gordon) So, I am not actually supposed to be up here right now, talking to you all. I broke a pretty big rule when I left that stool. But lately, I’ve been doing a lot of things I’m not supposed to. Like becoming a comic. That was a surprise. To everyone. Me, especially. I was just a wife and a mother on the Upper West Side–

Someone from the audience gives a “whoo-hoo!”

MIDGE (CONT’D)

Upper West Side? Really? My parents are in the audience tonight. Compare notes on the parking situation. My father’s got a whole conspiracy theory going on …

ABE

(to the person sitting next to him) It’s not a theory. There’s a lot of Jews on the Upper West Side and not nearly enough parking spaces. Connect the dots.

MIDGE

So I was just a wife and a mother and then one day, my husband left me.

The audience murmurs – “Oh no …”

MIDGE (CONT’D)

On Yom Kippur.

A few in the audience groan.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

The holy day when Jews fast to atone for their sins–that’s the day he chose to leave me. For his secretary.

The audience reacts with great disapproval.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

I can’t really blame him, though. She had some mints in her purse.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

I’ll admit, it was really terrible for a while. But then the sun set and I could eat again.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

Suddenly, I was single. I wasn’t raised to be single. I didn’t know what to do. So, I drank my weight in Manischewitz, stumbled onto a stage, grabbed a microphone, and in that moment everything changed. I discovered what it felt like to have people listen to me. Well, not men, but other people. Well, not my mother, but everybody else. Okay, not my children, my dates, employers, coworkers, the new butcher, but strangers. Strangers love me!

The audience laughs.

MIDGE

Actually, I should be grateful that my husband cheated with the person that he did. Because she was, as they say in the American Journal of Medicine, an idiot.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

And I’m not just saying that because she slept with my husband. I’m saying that because I saw her ask a plastic plant in the office if it wanted some water.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

And then waited for an answer.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

For ten full minutes.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

And then went to the coffeepot and asked why the plant was mad at her.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

So when your husband leaves you for that, it softens the blow. It feels good that after their first cocktail party appearance, people call you saying, “What was he thinking? She apologized to the ashtray every time she put out a cigarette.”

The audience laughs. ANGLE ON Joel, Archie, and Imogene.

JOEL

Did you do that?

ARCHIE

We did.

IMOGENE

From the party.

ANGLE ON Gordon Ford. His scowl is softening. He’s actually listening. And he’s interested in what’s happening in his studio.

MIDGE

I’ve been single for a while now. Quite a while. If I ever do remarry, my mother’s going to have to give me “the talk” again to refresh my memory.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

I’m actually not sure if a permanent relationship is even in the cards for me anymore. I mean, I work at night. I come home reeking of cigarettes and booze with lipstick on my collar—mine.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

And the men in my life are no longer boyfriends or lovers. They’re bits. Fodder for my act. If they kiss loud or have nicknames for their body parts … (off the scandalized snickers from the audience) … like their feet. Come on, we sell soap here!

The audience laughs. Gordon is laughing too.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

If we have an argument on a Friday, Saturday night I’m re-creating it for the Shriners, who are always on my side and think I can do better.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

Plus, I come with kids. Two. A boy and a girl. Their names are on the tip of my tongue. We’re a Jewish household, so my son was circumcised a week after he was born. My daughter’s trauma will have to wait until she’s old enough to go clothes shopping with my mother.

The audience laughs. ANGLE ON Abe and Rose.

ROSE

Well, that’s fair.

ANGLE ON Gordon Ford. He’s officially laughing now, along with the audience.

MIDGE

I do know that because of my situation, my daughter is going to grow up different than I did. She’s going to be tougher. More independent. That’s a terrifying word. Independent. Especially for women. It was not a word we were supposed to be familiar with. I wasn’t. My mother wasn’t. But I’m on my own now. So if I want that flat tire changed … well, clearly someone else is going to do it. I’m independent, not an idiot. I haven’t talked to a plastic plant in months.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

My kids, God, I promise their names will come to me … I think it’s inevitable that they will hate me when they grow up. Like every other parent, I spend sleepless nights imagining what my kids are going to say about me to their psychiatrists. Right? You’ve done this. “She wasn’t home.” “She missed my baseball game.” “She made me listen to her tight ten for a week before she opened in Toledo and then had us heckle her for three hours so she had some practiced comebacks. And our drinks were watered-down.”

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

That’s why I need to get really famous. If you’re really famous, everybody loves you. At least until the will is read. I heard a story about Mary Martin, Broadway star. Her driver got sick, so she had to take a cab to the theater she was performing at. She gets in, cabbie asks her where she’s going. She has no idea. No idea where the theater is or what it’s called. She is too famous to know. She is so famous that, eventually, someone will notice she’s missing and just come find her. All she has to do is stand still.

The audience laughs.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

That’s the kind of fame I want. Where I never have to know who I am or where I’m going. Where one day Bob Hope walks up to me at a restaurant and says, “Hi, I’m Bob Hope. You probably don’t remember meeting me,” and I say, “Of course I do. I’ll have the chicken.”

The audience laughs. Gordon laughs. Mike Carr laughs. The whole damn place is with her.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

I want a big life. I want to experience everything. I want to break every single rule there is. They say ambition is an unattractive trait in a woman. Maybe. But you know what’s really unattractive? Waiting around for something to happen. Staring out a window, thinking the life you should be living is out there somewhere but not being willing to open the door and go get it. Even if someone tells you, you can’t. Being a coward is only cute in The Wizard of Oz.

(remembering)

Ethan and Esther! I knew it would come to me eventually!

The audience laughs and applauds. Gordon is laughing along with them.

MIDGE (CONT’D)

You have been an amazing audience! I want to thank you, I want to thank Gordon Ford, and, most importantly, I want to thank Bergdorf Goodman from the bottom of my heart. Thank you and good night!



Becoming Gordon Ford & Mike Carr

by Emma Fraser

[image: Images]
Reid Scott spoke to talk show hosts past and present to prepare for his role as Gordon Ford.


The original version of The Tonight Show debuted on US televisions in 1954 (the same year Midge married Joel) with Steve Allen as its host; more than 60 years later, the late-night format and its hosts still thrive. “It has not changed. There’s the opening monologue, the couch, even every late-night studio is set up exactly the same,” observes actor Reid Scott. Stepping into the shoes of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s soon-to-be number-one late-night host Gordon Ford allowed Scott to dig deep into the history of this American television fixture that influenced the fictional Gordon Ford Show.

“They described him as a young Johnny Carson type, and I instantly lit up because I’m a huge fan,” Scott recalls of his first conversation with Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino about Gordon Ford. Scott researched icons like Steve Allen and Jack Paar but mainly focused on Carson as the rising star. “He wasn’t born the king of late-night, and that’s what they wanted to do with Gordon,” Scott says. “He was maybe third in the pecking order, being younger, a little bit hipper, a little bit edgier for the time.”

Talent booker-turned-producer Mike Carr is another integral figure, and actor Jason Ralph talks about playing the man behind the man. Ralph also dove into the archives to understand the perpetually on-edge Mike Carr. “I had watched some interviews with Peter Lassally, one of Johnny Carson’s producers, early on, and that was informative,” he says. While that provided a solid foundation, Mike’s ambition, and fear of not making it to the top, shape his personality. “They broke the mold when they made our boy Mike. He’s his own special kind of psychopath.” After all, Mike is the one person who doesn’t head out for a few celebratory circuits of the ice rink at 30 Rockefeller Plaza when the show lands the number-one spot as he has booking concerns occupying his time. “He’s kind of rabid about doing this job the absolute best he can because that’s all he knows,” says Ralph. “He’s the kind of person who has fought and clawed all his life. He only has one speed, and it’s fucking ‘warp.’”

For Scott, watching old clips on YouTube and reading biographies only took him so far, as the actor wanted a firsthand account of being the person behind the desk. While all the originals are no longer around, Scott’s connection with the current host of The Late Show, Stephen Colbert, proved valuable. As it was still in the middle of lockdown, Scott set up a Zoom with Colbert to uncover what goes on behind the scenes. “What I want to know is the complexity of going from husband and father to boss of this machine running a late-night television show, essentially running a writers’ room. He’s the last vote in the writers’ room because everything has to go through him and then the face you give America. I want to know about the moment before you go on stage.” Colbert referred to this as “the turn,” and the two talked for hours about his process. “The thing I came away with is just how difficult it is to wear all those masks,” says Scott.
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Mike Carr (Jason Ralph) is fueled by ambition and hatred toward producer George Toledano (Peter Friedman).


He also got to talk to another talk-show figurehead as Colbert facilitated a virtual conversation with Dick Cavett. “I got to do it all over again with another legend,” Scott adds. “It’s a really odd job, and it’s incredibly stressful. Not only because you’re trying to do something very entertaining daily—you’re doing live theater every single day for millions of viewers. On top of that, the better hosts have always tried to usher in a new national conversation.” The only thing left was to land on a voice, and Scott decided to create a cocktail from the greats: “It was fun to smash all those guys together into this late-night Frankenstein.”

Behind the scenes, Gordon exhibits equally prickly and playful sides while not hiding his attraction to Midge—who eventually makes it clear that nothing will happen. “He had to be that way; if he were sleazy, he would just be another misogynistic pig that stood as a barrier between Midge and what she was trying to get. The thing I love about Dan and Amy’s writing is it’s so nuanced and multifaceted. They’re not interested in these caricatures,” Scott says. “Just when you think you know someone, they sneak in another layer. I don’t think it would be very interesting if he were just this outright pig. He had to be a pig with principles.”

Everyone has something to prove in this high-octane TV production environment: Midge wants to score a spot in front of the camera; Susie is trying to build her business; Mike knows he could be a better producer than George Toledano (Peter Friedman); and Gordon “does fancy himself the thinking man’s host a little bit.” Everyone is on the precipice of glory, but job security is not guaranteed. “Mike finally has a little power, and a smidgen of respect, but he’s still yearning for that next step,” says Ralph. “He’s sort of terrified of Gordon at first. One wrong move and he could get knocked back down the ladder.”

One person who experiences a career downfall is veteran producer George, who contributes little to the running of The Gordon Ford Show beyond celebrity namedrops, outdated ideas, and sleazy remarks. Mike openly loathes George and is thrilled by his sudden departure. “After the promotion, there are some growing pains, but Gordon seems ready to accept Mike as an equal, and Mike rises to that occasion,” says Ralph. When Mike tries to stamp his authority in front of the whole staff, his boss takes a moment to have fun at his expense. “I was so scared and excited to do the big speech on the balcony where Mike declares that he’s the new boss, and the poor boy is interrupted, undercut, and humiliated by Gordon,” explains Ralph. It was a life-imitates-art experience for the actor: “Everyone on that set is so funny and so good, and I don’t really consider myself a comedian, so I was nervous to do this big speech in front of them and potentially make a fool of myself.”

Later, when Midge finally takes her moment to appear as a guest in the series finale, Scott explains that Gordon’s fury stems from “getting pressured on my own show to do something that I don’t want to do.” Gordon’s initial resentment and inclination to “knock her down or let her know where she stands in the pecking order” is a play on Carson’s famous falling out with Joan Rivers when she became the first host of The Late Show on Fox in 1986. “Johnny and Joan, they never patched it up. I love that we don’t leave Gordon on that note; instead, it’s the opposite,” says Scott. Rather than use this moment to keep Midge as a staff writer, Gordon fires her so she can pursue her dream. “I think by the end, he sees her as an equal, and instead of an obstacle—or someone to charm and prove herself to—she sees him as an equal, and they’re friends.”
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Midge Maisel’s definitive stand-up on The Gordon Ford Show propels her to stardom in the series finale.





Thank You & Good Night

In Conversation with . . .
Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino

by Stacey Wilson Hunt

The only thing more difficult than executing a series as audacious as The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel was figuring out how to end it. Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino reveal what most concerned them about crafting their series’ conclusion; the joys and challenges of time jumps (hello, prosthetics); what they see as the series’ central love story; and what about Mrs. Maisel’s legacy has left them feeling the most proud.

Let’s talk about the time jumps. When did this narrative device first emerge as something you wanted to pursue for the final episode? DANIEL: We’d actually been flirting with time jumps for a while. We even tried to do one in Season 2, but it didn’t work, so we cut it.

What was the time jump?

DANIEL: It had to do with a piece of art made by an unknown artist that Midge buys. And then we show Midge 25 or 30 years later selling it at an auction.

AMY: And it’s clear by then that she’s rich and successful—like a little peek into the future. But it absolutely 100 percent on no level worked. DANIEL: It didn’t. And we knew if we were gonna do a time jump, it should be in the final season. So we started doing on-and-off screen tests to age the actors. We got [Oscar®-nominated Prosthetic Designer] Mike Marino to help. He’s one of the best in the business.

AMY: Prosthetics is a whole other world. We are generally so nimble—fast and furious. But prosthetics can take months to create. You really have to settle early on, “Okay, in this scene, we want them.” Then you have to do tests because it can also be too much.

How long did Alex and Rachel spend in the chairs to get theirs applied?

DANIEL: We got it down to two and a half, three hours? But then it’s an hour to take off; you have to carefully remove it.
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Success Story: Midge, now rich and famous, cozies up in her penthouse apartment.


AMY: And you can’t just leave it on for 15 hours. Your skin is being suffocated. Rachel has that luminous skin that looks like she swallowed a light bulb. It’s so sensitive. So she could not be in the makeup for longer than six hours. So it was a battle to the end. I’m happy with the way it turned out. But boy, that was tough.

DANIEL: In terms of the storytelling in the final season, we never considered this show to be about answering the question: Is Midge going to make it or not? In fact, some of the pilot promotion said she “went from being a housewife to sitting on Johnny Carson’s couch.” AMY: That was our show pitch, essentially.

DANIEL: Yeah. We always knew where we were going and then thought: Wouldn’t it be interesting to see different times in Midge’s life and career along the way?

AMY: And show Abe, Rose, Moishe, Shirley, and Joel.

DANIEL: And her kids, who we knew from the beginning were going to have a tortured relationship with their mother. She was never going to be super close with her kids.

AMY: Women at that time never thought about, “Should I be a mother? What kind of mother do I want to be?” Then Midge goes onstage at the Village Vanguard and did the whole thing about “Maybe I wasn’t supposed to be a mother?” Like, is this the right road for me?

DANIEL: Great comics are always thinking about themselves, their acts, how they can appeal to the audience through talking about themselves. It’s not a lifestyle conducive to parenting.

The final season also offers heartbreaking insights into Susie’s personal life. How important was it to you that the audience experience these revelations about her?

DANIEL: Susie wasn’t necessarily written as a gay character. But during the pilot, Alex Borstein said, “By the way, I’m playing Susie like she’s basically falling in love with Midge.” That had never occurred to us, but we were like, “Okay, sure, that’s legitimate.” Midge woke Susie up from a coma basically. She had been hiding out in the comedy club and then fell in love. We always played Susie as someone who was very private about everything, including her sexuality. But at a certain point, we had to ask ourselves: “Okay, what is the story of her love life?”

AMY: For gay women of that era, it wasn’t an easy choice to come out. So Susie was a woman who just decided to live. As she says in the pilot, “I don’t mind being alone. I don’t want to be insignificant.” That, to me, was the key to Susie. This is a woman who felt, “I’m always going to be alone. I don’t understand people. I don’t really like people. I don’t fit into any mold. But there’s something inside me that feels like I just might still want to be something. I want to be something.” And she meets Midge. And the two of them couldn’t have achieved anything without each other.

They are arguably each other’s most important relationship.

AMY: 100 percent.

DANIEL: Oh, yes.

AMY: That’s the love story. So for the final season, it was about figuring out: Do we actually have Susie get into a relationship?

And in the final scene, when Susie is speaking to Midge from her home in paradise, there’s almost an inclination to wonder, “Maybe Susie has a wife, and she’s asleep in the bedroom?” And yet it remained just Susie and Midge, as it always was.

AMY: She’s got a lot of cute girls working for her. But yes, she’s on the phone with Midge. That’s it. That’s her life. And to her, it’s a great life. And there is a bittersweet aspect to both. They each ended up alone, except for having each other. But they had their careers and achieved amazing things that they otherwise wouldn’t have if they’d been equally focused on their personal lives. There’s a powerful theme that emerged for me throughout the series, which is: what it means to truly feel and be seen. Nearly every character in the show struggles with being acknowledged for who they really are. In Midge’s roast video message to Susie, she even says: “You saw a nervous breakdown and turned it into a life.”

AMY: Yes, and we have that beautiful scene—that Tony [Shalhoub] is wonderful in—where Abe says, “I looked at my son, but I never looked at my daughter.” I don’t think Rose ever really “saw” Midge, either.

Do you think Rose was jealous of Midge’s independence and drive?

AMY: No. I think Midge and Rose were so in tune with each other that there was a lot of hurt when Midge chose to deviate from her mother’s life. To Rose, Midge was basically saying, “I’m rejecting you. I’m rejecting your life. Your choices are not valid. I’m going to make different choices.” Rose ultimately found her own weird niche in the world, and I think she was happy and excited to see Midge perform on Gordon Ford. But I think if someone asked her, “Do you find Midge funny?” She’d probably say, “I don’t know.” But what she loved was being included. And just because Midge might think, “I’m not taking my cues from you,” didn’t mean “I don’t need your validation.” I think Rose wanted to know that her daughter still looked at her as somebody who could give her that.

What are you most proud of about the way you ended the series?

AMY: I’m gonna give our actors these kudos because it was a very emotional final year for us. We were very clingy to each other. It would have been very easy for people to try and distance themselves a bit to make it not mean so much, so that it’d be easier to move on. We’ve all worked on jobs where actors are doing movies and other things that are taking up time; they’re on a call, and you can’t get them to set.

They’re prepping to do a Marvel movie.

AMY: [Pantomimes being on the phone] “I don’t think the spandex is right!” Selfishly, we wanted to end the series being all together. So we wrote it for everyone to be in the audience at Gordon Ford, so we all had to be together. It was emotional hostage-taking. The work that the actors put into that last episode was 300 percent. Whether they were sitting in a seat, reacting to Midge’s stand-up, or, like Abe and Rose, running through Central Park West in a traffic jam . . .

DANIEL: New York City might be well rid of us at this point. “Enough of your traffic!”

AMY: “And your oners!” They all showed up with their A-plus game and worked their asses off. And Rachel—there wasn’t a moment in that episode when she wasn’t perfect, even when the cast was under prosthetics and horrified to see what they were going to look like at 80, which was traumatizing, so we should probably pay for their therapy. There was no, “I’m tired; it’s enough.” They were a very generous group to each other, and I’m very proud of that. I’m proud that we could end the series together as a bonded group, still desperately loving each other and wanting to work together. That might be the hardest thing to do in a show: actually still appreciating each other at the end.

Marin Hinkle has said of your partnership: “Amy and Dan have such a good relationship. They seem to delight in a youthful way as if they just met and had their first date the night before. This is not the case with all marriages. They are so much fun to watch and are role models for us.” How does it feel to hear this?

AMY: We’ve been together and worked together for so long. We work very intensively; one of us might be directing while the other is writing. Very often at night, we will ask each other, “So, what did you do today?” There’s also always an element of, “Hey, I have this idea!” For example, Dan was going back and forth about doing the roast episode. I was like, “Fucking do the roast, do it!”

DANIEL: There’s a lot of trust. If anything, we want the other person to have more objections to these ideas. I trust her opinion. If she says, “I like this, but I don’t like that,” I don’t question it. She’s the only person in the world I feel that way about. Also, we had a very joyful set on Maisel. Veteran actors who have done lots and lots of other work have said, “This is the happiest and most fun set I’ve ever worked on.” I think we have confidence in what we do. We protect the stage and don’t bring fear into the process. We were also on set all the time, whether we were directing or not. I think that gives actors a sense of relief. They knew they were in good hands. There are always a million things to discuss and problems to solve, but we’ve been doing this long enough that if there are only 900,000 things to solve, we’re like, “Where’s the other 100,000? Bring it on! We’re ready.” Keep it light and fun. And our relationship is light and fun.

AMY: It was a very actor-friendly set on purpose. And the crew was very cognizant of this as well. You’ve got a room full of people staring at you, and you forget your line? There’s too much pressure to not do it amongst friends and not know that everybody there has your back. We were always aware if there was something going on in someone’s personal life, or maybe Alex needed to talk to her kids. It’s like, “Go talk to your kids. We are a unit that takes care of itself.”

The word “family” is coming to mind here.

AMY: It was a family. I only didn’t say family because I think it’s overused. I’m trying to be more specific than that because some people hate their fucking family!

DANIEL: Yeah, don’t denigrate the relationship we have with our cast by calling it a family.

AMY: That sort of camaraderie and trust is only for the good of the project. Success, failure, awards, or longevity—that’s all in the stars. You can’t plan for it. You just have to hope that the work and the moment feel right. And then at the end, it was something everyone walked away from thinking, “I’m proud that my name is on that.” That’s the most important thing. And I think we all walked away from this show with that feeling.

[image: Images]
Rose and Abe watch their daughter catch her big break on The Gordon Ford Show.


[image: Images]
Midge takes her rightful place in the spotlight.


[image: Images]
That’s a wrap! Cast and crew gather for a photo at Steiner Studios after shooting the finale.
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Annette Kudrak, Music Editor

Sara Stern, Dialogue Editor

Ruth Hernandez, ADR Editor

Allan Zaleski, Effects Editor

Steven Visscher, Foley Editor

Sarah Streit, Assistant Sound Editor

Marko Costanzo, Foley Artist

VISUAL EFFECTS

Lesley Robson-Foster, VFX Supervisor

Renuka Ballal, VFX Producer

Tim Kafalas, VFX Editor

Douglas Purver, VFX Designer

Patrick David, VFX Supervisor (Rodeo FX)

Nancy Heller, VFX Producer (Rodeo FX)

Sébastien Moreau,

Executive VFX Supervisor (Rodeo FX)

Chad Nixon, VFX Executive Producer (Rodeo FX)

Johan Wiberg, VFX Supervisor (Phosphene)

Shannen Miceli, VFX Producer (Phosphene)

Vivian Connolly,

VFX Supervising Producer (Phosphene)

Cristin Pescosolido,

VFX Supervisor (Powerhouse VFX)

Ed Mendez,

Senior VFX Supervisor (Powerhouse VFX)

Eliav Mintz, VFX Producer (Powerhouse VFX)

Ryan Cunningham,

VFX Executive Producer (Powerhouse VFX)

Caitlyn Tomasik,

VFX Head of Production (Powerhouse VFX)

JD Cowles, Compositing Supervisor/VFX

Compositing Supervisor (Powerhouse VFX)

Nick Dauphinais,

VFX Compositing Supervisor (Powerhouse VFX)

Jep Hill, VFX Supervisor (Alkemy X)

Adam Schwartz, VFX Supervisor (Alkemy X)

Anthony Chiarantano, VFX Producer (Alkemy X)

Thomas Montminy Brodeur,

VFX Supervisor (Framestore)

Emily Williamson, VFX Producer (Framestore)

STUNTS

Turner Smith, Stunt Coordinator

SEASON 5

PRODUCERS

Amy Sherman-Palladino, Executive Producer

Daniel Palladino, Executive Producer

Dhana Rivera Gilbert, Co-Executive Producer

Neena Beber, Co-Executive Producer

Dipika Guha, Supervising Producer

Nick Thomason, Produced by

Matthew Shapiro, Producer

Sal Carino, Producer

Jen Kirkman, Producer

Isaac Oliver, Producer

Sas Goldberg, Co-Producer

F. Daniel Penrod IV, Co-Producer

Liviya Kraemer, Co-Producer

DIRECTED BY

Amy Sherman-Palladino

Daniel Palladino

Daisy von Scherler Mayer

Scott Ellis

WRITTEN BY

Amy Sherman-Palladino

Daniel Palladino

Isaac Oliver

STARRING

Rachel Brosnahan as Miriam “Midge” Maisel

Alex Borstein as Susie Myerson

Michael Zegen as Joel Maisel

Marin Hinkle as Rose Weissman

Tony Shalhoub as Abe Weissman

Kevin Pollak as Moishe Maisel

Caroline Aaron as Shirley Maisel

Reid Scott as Gordon Ford

Alfie Fuller as Dinah Rutledge

Luke Kirby as Lenny Bruce

Nina Arianda as Hedy

Joel Johnstone as Archie Cleary

Bailey De Young as Imogene Cleary

Stephanie Hsu as Mei

Will Brill as Noah

Justine Lupe as Astrid

Gideon Glick as Alfie

Jason Ralph as Mike Carr

Peter Friedman as George

Cynthia Darlow as Mrs. Moskowitz

Matilda Szydagis as Zelda

Alexandra Socha as

23-Year-Old Esther/27-Year-Old Esther

Gibson Frazier as Dr. Elie Klein

Alexander Gemignani as Janusz

Milo Ventimiglia as Sylvio

Chris Eigeman as Gabe

Veanne Cox as Corinne

Currie Graham as Mike Wallace

Annie Golden as Marge

Lucy Taylor as Penelope

Austin Basis as Alvin

Josh Grisetti as Ralph

Lucas Kavner as Cecil

Eddie Kaye Thomas as Adam

Michael Cyril Creighton as Mel

Kelly Bishop as Benedetta

Emily Bergl as Tessie

John Scurti as Nicky

Erik Palladino as Frank

Ben Rosenfield as

29-Year-Old Ethan/30-Year-Old Ethan

Jane Lynch as Sophie Lennon

Kerry Butler as Tuppance

Valisia Lekae as Lucy

Robert Manning Jr. as Toby

Bruce Altman as David Weston

Debra Monk as Helen Dyer

David Paymer as Harry Drake

Sean Gunn as Stewart Jones

Danny Strong as Aaron Lebowitz

Will Sasso as Carmine Streeto

Danny Garcia as Ray Ortiz

Darren Criss as Taylor

Hank Azaria as Danny Stevens

Sutton Foster as Carole

Arden Myrin as Mrs. Moyers

Sarah Steele as Petra

Kate Abbruzzese as Princess Margaret

Kenneth Tigar as Arthur

Patrick Breen as Henry

Dana Melanie as Daniella

Rose Jackson-Smith as Tammy

Caitlin Houlahan as Kiki

Julie Klausner as Maggie

Leslie Rodriguez Kritzer as Carol Burnett

Pascale Armand as Delia

Jim Lau as Mei’s Father

Rob McClure as Pete

Kevin Cahoon as Eddie

CINEMATOGRAPHY

M. David Mullen, ASC

Alex Nepomniaschy, ASC

CAMERA

Jim McConkey,

SOC, A Camera Operator/Steadicam Operator

A. Anthony Cappello, A Camera 1st Assistant

Jay Kidd, A Camera 2nd Assistant

Niknaz Tavakolian, B Camera Operator

Elizabeth Singer, B Camera 1st Assistant

Brian Giallorenzo, B Camera 2nd Assistant

Grgo Sevo, Drone Catcher

Jon Graham, Drone Pilot

Dexter Kennedy, Drone Camera Operator

Nick McIntosh, Drone Tech

Alec Thayer, Drone Radio Operator

Travis Plummer, 24 Frame Operator

Roman Sypko, 24 Frame Operator

EDITING

Ant Boys, ACE

Tim Streeto, ACE

Zana Bochar

PRODUCTION DESIGN

Bill Groom, Production Designer

Neil Prince, Supervising Art Director

Michael Ahern, Art Director

Emily Kollars, Art Director

Emily Beck, Assistant Art Director

Hilary Noxon, Assistant Art Director

Marc Wheeler, Assistant Art Director

Ellen Christiansen, Set Decorator

Mary Fellows, Assistant Set Decorator

Susan Kaufman, Assistant Set Decorator

Jose Pavon, Prop Master

COSTUME DESIGN

Donna Zakowska, Costume Designer

Katie Hartsoe, 1st Assistant Costume Designer

Matthew Caprotti, Assistant Costume Designer

Caitlin Doukas, Assistant Costume Designer

Erika Lilienthal Gage, Assistant Costume Designer

Kristina Makowski, Assistant Costume Designer

Ben Philipp, Assistant Costume Designer

Holly Rihn, Assistant Costume Designer

Richard Schurkamp, Assistant Costume Designer

Samantha L. Seda, Assistant Costume Designer

Amanda Seymour, Assistant Costume Designer

Catherine Crabtree, Assistant Costume Designer

Colleen Ehrlich, Assistant Costume Designer

Amy Clark, Assistant Costume Designer

Jessica Barrios, Assistant Costume Designer

Lindsey Brush, Assistant Costume Designer

Cristina Spiradakis, Assistant Costume Designer

Claire Aquila, Costume Supervisor

Sonja Cizmazia, Costume Supervisor

Dan Hicks, Costume Supervisor

Ginnie Patton, Costume Supervisor

Marie Seifts, Costume Supervisor

Mikita Thompson, Costume Supervisor

MAKEUP

Patricia Regan, Makeup Department Head

Claus Lulla, Key Makeup Artist

Joseph A. Campayno, Key Makeup Artist

Michael Laudati, Makeup Artist

Tomasina Smith, Makeup Artist

Roberto Baez, Makeup Artist

Alberto Machuca, Makeup Artist

PROSTHETIC MAKEUP

Mike Marino, Prosthetic Designer

Richard Redlefsen,

Special Makeup Effects Department Head

Kevin Kirkpatrick,

Special Makeup Effects Asst. Department Head

Crystal Jurado, Special Makeup Effects Artist

Valeria Kole, Special Makeup Effects Artist

Michael Fontaine, Special Makeup Effects Artist

HAIR

Kimberley Spiteri, Hair Department Head

Valerie Gladstone, Key Hairstylist

Keleen Snowgren, Key Hairstylist/Hairstylist

Diana Sikes, Key Hairstylist

Jennifer Bullock, Hairstylist

Yolanda Ramsay, Hairstylist

Theresa Halijean, Hairstylist

Matthew Armentrout, Hairstylist

Emily Rosko, Hairstylist

Jun Kim, Hairstylist

Bryan Gonzalez, Hairstylist

MUSIC SUPERVISION

Robin Urdang

MUSIC COMPOSITION

David Chase, Music Arranged by

Thomas Mizer and Curtis Moore,

Additional Music by

ORIGINAL MUSIC

Curtis Moore and Thomas Mizer

CASTING

Cindy Tolan, Casting by

Anne Davison, Casting Associate

Jeanie Bacharach, Original Casting by

Meredith Tucker, Original Casting by

CHOREOGRAPHY

Marguerite Derricks, Choreographer

Jillian Schmitz, Assistant Choreographer

Kelly Allen, Assistant Choreographer

Bobby Amamizu, Assistant Choreographer

LOCATIONS

Olaf Gilliam, Supervising Location Manager

Spencer Martin, Location Manager

GRAPHIC/MAIN TITLE DESIGN

Mark Pollard,

Graphic Designer/Main Title Designer

George DuPont, Graphic Designer

Leah Spencer, Graphic Designer

Miguel Hernandez, Main Title Designer

SOUND MIXING

Ron Bochar CAS, Re-Recording Mixer

Mathew Price CAS, Production Sound Mixer

George A. Lara, Foley Mixer

Mark Desimone, ADR Mixer

Mike Fowler, ADR Mixer

Bobby Johanson, ADR Mixer

SOUND EDITING

Ron Bochar CAS, Supervising Sound Editor

Annette Kudrak, Music Editor

Sara Stern, Dialogue Editor

Ruth Hernandez, ADR Editor

Allan Zaleski, Effects Editor

Steven Visscher, Foley Editor

Sarah Streit, Assistant Sound Editor

Marko Costanzo, Foley Artist

VISUAL EFFECTS

Lesley Robson-Foster, VFX Supervisor

Renuka Ballal, VFX Producer

Tim Kafalas, VFX Editor

Djuna Wahlrab, VFX Supervisor (Phosphene)

Johan Wiberg, VFX Supervisor (Phosphene)

Christian Lowe, VFX Supervisor (Phosphene)

Matt Griffin, VFX Producer (Phosphene)

Shannen Miceli, VFX Producer (Phosphene)

Thomas Montminy Brodeur,

VFX Supervisor (Framestore NY)

Julie Long,

Executive VFX Producer (Framestore NY)

Sophia Lee, VFX Producer (Framestore NY)

Maura Hurley, VFX Producer (Framestore NY)

Jonathan Alenskas, VFX Supervisor (Fox & Wizard)

Bob Pipe, VFX Producer (Fox & Wizard)

Michael Huber,

VFX Supervisor (East Side Effects Inc)

Alex Lemke, VFX Supervisor (East Side Effects Inc)

Edwardo Mendez,

Senior VFX Supervisor (Powerhouse VFX)

Caitlyn Tomasik,

VFX Head of Production (Powerhouse VFX)

Robert Konuch, VFX Supervisor (Alkemy X)

Anthony Chiarantano, VFX Producer (Alkemy X)

Shannen Miceli, VFX Producer (Chicken Bone FX)

Joseph Brigati, VFX Supervisor (Chicken Bone FX)

Matthías Bjarnason, VFX Supervisor (RVX)

Vicky Marcó I Soler, VFX Producer (RVX)

STUNTS

Turner Smith, Stunt Coordinator

FOR TCO LONDON

Editor Emma Fraser

Editorial Manager Ryan Cahill

Design Director Tertia Nash

Art Director and Designer Emily Sear

Designer Kay Ogundimu

Head of Books Clive Wilson

Publisher Vince Medeiros

General Manager Wendy Klerck

FOR ABRAMS

Editor Shawna Mullen

Design Manager Heesang Lee

Managing Editor Lisa Silverman

Production Manager Sarah Masterson Hally

FOR AMAZON

Debra Birnbaum

Tori Chin

Eleina Elachkar

Brooke Ford

Lauren Hemming

Colleen Hilton

Jamie Kampel

Anna Mathai

Shanti Marlar

Mike Rothenberg

Tiffany Shinn

WRITERS

Jennifer Keishin Armstrong has written eight books, including the New York Times bestseller Seinfeldia, When Women Invented Television, Sex and the City and Us, and So Fetch.

Sophie Brookover has been a culture writer since she could hold a pencil. Her work appears in Vulture, The Daily Beast, Town & Country, Hey Alma, and her weekly recommendations and criticism newsletter, Two Bossy Dames.

Ryan Cahill Ryan Cahill is a Yorkshire-born writer based in East London. Specializing in film, television, and pop culture, he has written for Vogue, the Guardian, the Observer, Arena Homme+, and more.

Lillian Crawford is a freelance film and culture writer for publications including Little White Lies, Sight & Sound, the Guardian, the Times Literary Supplement, and BBC Culture.

Emma Fraser is a culture writer with a focus on TV, movies, and costume design. She has contributed to the Daily Beast, Elle, Backstage, Little White Lies, and more.

Rogan Graham is a writer and programmer from South London. Working broadly in film exhibition, her areas of interest are works by women and Black filmmakers.

Stacey Wilson Hunt, Contributing Editor at the Hollywood Reporter, earned a journalism M.S. from Columbia University and has written for People, Vanity Fair, the New York Times, Playboy, Fortune, and New York.

llana Kaplan is a freelance music and culture writer/editor with over 15 years of experience. Her writing has been featured in the New York Times, Rolling Stone, NPR, Vanity Fair, and more.

Sophie Monks Kaufman is a writer with a specialism in how cinema connects to wider political and personal problems. She writes for Hazlitt, the Independent, and more.

Serene Leeds is a New York-based professional writer who covered The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel for Vulture throughout the series’s run. Like Midge, she also spent many vacations in the Catskills.

Lauren Milberger is a writer, actor, podcaster, and published essayist with a focus on funny people. Her play, The Raconteurs: A Story of Burns and Allen (now a podcast), was a semifinalist for the O’Neill Center.

Christina Newland is an award-winning journalist and broadcaster on film and culture, with bylines at Criterion, BBC, Rolling Stone, MUBI, and others. She is the lead film critic at the i Newspaper and a contributing editor to Empire Magazine.

Emmy Potter is a writer, playwright, and actor based in New York City. She has written for various online publications, such as Consequence of Sound, Bright Wall/Dark Room, and the Film Stage.
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