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In this issue

E ditor’s N ote
A radio presenter friend who works for a major 
organisation recently asked me about the route 
Amazon and Netflix have taken to so quickly 
dominate the cultural conversation.

Explaining their business strategies any more 
intricately than, well, extremely broadly is not 
simple, mainly because they don’t really tell 
anyone exactly what they’re doing (though a 
recent leak did shine some light on Amazon’s commissioning process – 
more of that on TBIVision.com).

However, my pal’s sentiment about cultural worth got me thinking about 
how high-end drama and comedy has become the cultural currency of the 
modern era. Could anyone have guessed that would be the case back in 
the 80s or 90s, when soaps and cheap procedural dramas were the order 
of the day?

The fact that someone who deals directly with a young, mainstream adult 
radio and internet video audience – and who is a professional expert in film, 
by the way – can see and feel the impact of television-style programming, 
says something about the position the medium is taking in the world of 
globalised content.

Our drama survey, which you can read in the main TBI April/May 2018 
issue, shows that those working in the industry see similar trends, and you 
can only surmise that those who finance content are discovering the same 
things. Similarly, Walter Iuzzolini talks of a new television culture that has 
allowed his foreign-language service to exist (see page 10).

There will be more money flooding into TV as this boom continues to 
take hold, but how long can it last? Who knows, but feature film was the 
medium that people looked at the world through for many years. There’s 
no obvious reason television cannot remain in its current pomp – providing 
the stories continue to get better and ambitions greater.

Netflix and Amazon have indeed been at the forefront of this cultural 
revolution, and their brassy confidence in their business models (whatever 
they actually are) gives everyone – even their greatest rivals, I would suggest 
– faith to keep on with their own original programming agendas.

Just before we went to press, Netflix created its own branded font. As my 
radio pal notes, TV has become the cultural currency of today.
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Scripted interview: Steve Coogan

Coogan comes home
Actor- comedian Steve Coogan is bringing his alter ego, Alan 
Partridge, back to the BBC. He tells J esse Whittock how the 
iconic character has evolved over 25  years
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Steve Coogan’s working life has been a 
tumultuous one, smattered with massive 
successes on TV and the big screen, and 
battles with the press in the UK and the US.

The one constant throughout that time has been 
the character he is best known for – the iconic Alan 
Partridge. Despite, the character’s numerous flaws – 
tactlessness, close-minded opinions and an ego not 
matched by talent – he has found a unique place in 
British television viewers’ hearts.

“People used to ask if I was going to kill Alan off, 
but they don’t any more because he’s become part of 
the furniture,” says Coogan. “He’s gone beyond a 
Harry Enfield character and become more of a Barry 
Humphries character.” (Enfield is known for his popular 
sketch show characters, while Australia’s Humphries 
has focused on building Dame Edna Everage and Sir Les 
Patterson into national treasures.)

The relationship with the public is now set to go one 
level deeper. Partridge is this year returning to the BBC 
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for the first time in a quarter of a century through an 
upcoming mockumentary series, This Time with Alan 
Partridge, which is a satire of the free TV magazine 
format. The BBC debuted the concept to international 
buyers the BBC Worldwide Showcase in February.

The Partridge character began life on radio in 1991. 
Coogan and The Thick of It and Veep writer Armando 
Iannucci created him – initially as a sports presenter for 
BBC Radio 4 comedy show On the Hour, which became 
seminal Channel 4 satire The Day Today. He presented 
a spin-off chat, Knowing Me, Knowing You with Alan 
Partridge. This became the character’s first BBC television 
format, and was followed by sitcom I’m Alan Partridge.

After a gap of eight years, Partridge returned to 
television in 2010 through a series of YouTube comedy 
shorts, Mid Morning Matters with Alan Partridge, 
which were initially financed by beer brand Foster’s 
during a prolonged marketing campaign to support 
British comedy content.

These shows, following the character back in radio 
broadcasting after his TV presenting career has failed, 

were later picked up by pay TV 
service Sky, with two seasons 
ultimately going out. 

A feature film co-financed by 
BBC Films and StudioCanal, 
Alpha Papa, was next in 2013, 
followed by TV specials Alan 
Partridge’s Scissored Isle and 
doc retrospective Alan Partridge: 
Why, Where, How and Whom? 
in December last year.

The new show will see the character, whom Coogan 
describes a “classic Little Englander”, parachuted onto 
a BBC evening magazine show akin to long running 
series The One Show to present alongside a co-host 
(played by Susanna Fielding).

“It’s a satire of the modern format of the couple 
presenting,” says Coogan. “The format will look 
familiar, but it is the content of the show and what’s 
going on behind the scenes that you decipher. You don’t 
see what’s going on, but you will hear conversations 
off air and become aware of them through comments. 
The observant will be able to piece together what’s 
happening off camera.”

With the UK in the midst of leaving the European 
Union, and the positions of those for and against Brexit 
still poles apart, the series will incorporate Coogan’s 
trademark satire of British politics through the prism 
of the happy-go-lucky couch format. Partridge will in 
effect be a ‘voice of Brexit’, though his self-preservation 
and broadcasting instincts will likely see him temper 
his more extreme opinions.

“Alan has always been someone who tries to move 
with the times, and half succeeds and half fails,” says 
Coogan. “He realises, almost cynically, that to move 
with the times you have to reflect modern opinions. 
At heart, he’s a traditionalist and a reactionary, but is 
smart enough to know to cannot appear to be a stick 
in the mud.

“There’s the debate around sexual politics at the 
moment, for example. That will form part of the 
landscape of topics Alan will be tackling. He certainly 
won’t be shying away from it – and will probably deal 
with inappropriately.”

Neil and Rob Gibbons, who are now in control of 
editorial at Partridge plc, will lead the writing on the show 
along with Coogan. The trio executive produces, along 
with Christine Langan, the former BBC Films chief who 
now runs Coogan’s prodco, Baby Cow Productions.

“It’s been incredibly exciting,” she says. “There’s a 
real welcoming and a lot of love for Alan, so this was 
not the standard conversation with commissioners. 
They were very keen to talk and accommodate what 
Steve wants to do, which is a very nice experience and 
one that is not very common at all.”

Following these conversations, BBC Worldwide, 
which owns a stake in Baby Cow and is due to merge 
with BBC Studios by the time you read this, debuted 
the series to fanfare at its Liverpool-held Showcase 
event in February.

While the character is largely a British phenomenon, 
international buyer interest is thought to be extensive. 
As Langan says: “At this time when there are so many 
changes happening in society to discuss, debate and 
communicate, and it feels like there’s never been a 
better time to be close to Alan Partridge.” 

Steve Coogan’s TV  comedy CV

S p i t t i n g  I m a g e  ITV  ( 19 88-9 2)
Th e  D a y Tod a y B B C  Two ( 19 9 4 )
K n ow i n g  M e ,  K n ow i n g  Y ou  with Alan Partridge, 
B B C  Two ( 19 9 4 -9 5 )
C oog a n ’ s  R u n  B B C  Two ( 19 9 5 )
I ’ m  A l a n  P a rt ri d g e  B B C  Two ( 19 9 7 -2002)
S a x on d a l e  B B C  Two ( 2006 -07 )
M i d  M orn i n g  M a t t e rs  w i t h  A l a n  P a rt ri d g e
YouTube/ S ky A tlantic ( 2010-17 )
Th e  Tri p  B B C  Two/ S ky A tlantic ( 2010-)
H a p p yi s h  S howtime ( 2015 )
A l a n  P a rt ri d g e ’ s  S c i s s ore d  I s l e  S ky A tlantic 
( 2016 )

E x ecutive producer ( through B aby C ow) :  
Th e  M i g h t y B oos h , N i g h t y N i g h t , I d e a l , U s  &  Th e m

were later picked up by pay TV 
service Sky, with two seasons 
ultimately going out. 

BBC Films and StudioCanal, 
Alpha Papa
followed by TV specials 
Partridge’s Scissored Isle
doc retrospective 

in December last year.
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Spotlight on... Walter Iuz z olino

In the spotlight: 
Walter Iuz z olino
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Spotlight on... Walter Iuz z olino

Three years after Walter Iuzzolino had begun his 
journey, a former employer, Channel 4, signed on to 
back an advertiser-funded VOD service that bore his 
name (a branding expert at the broadcaster saw how 
his marketing pitches could work as a bridge between 

show and viewer, and convinced him to use his name on the service).
Walter Presents launched in January 2016, and its flagship show, 

Deutschland 83, quickly became the most-watched non-English-
language drama of all time in the UK on Channel 4.

The service fast wracked up streaming hours, and was soon 
launched as an SVOD service in the US and a pay TV joint venture 
with Foxtel in Australia. More international launches will follow, as 
the service carves out a special position in the international drama 
buying market. Here, Iuzzolino tells TBI about the moments, 
organisations and people that have influenced his career.

The shows I watched growing up
All through my childhood and to my early time in the UK, there 
wasn’t a lot of TV drama that inspired me. There was a lot of dubbed 
television drama in Italy from around the world, so I would relish 
terrible telenovelas and cop shows from Germany, but actually I loved 
cinema. I grew up obsessed by Pedro Almodovar, Stephen Frears, 
Jean-Luc Godard, Francois Truffaut and more contemporary French 
directors like Francois Ozon. That cinema was brilliant – commercial, 
fun, but overly intellectual but intelligent, and I adored all of that and 
watched a lot of it. Then something interesting happened with The 
Sopranos: it was the tipping point where that space that Almodovar 
and Ozon had occupied just migrated on to the small screen. That 
was a real inspiration. TV drama now occupies a space that was once 
occupied by independent cinema.

 elatio s ip wit  a a l  a   
over the years
Drama was my entry point into the industry, and then became what 
I did, though there was a significant gap between the points where I 
was doing factual. My background academically is in storytelling and 
literature: my PhD is on Henry James and writing. When I moved to 
the UK 23 years ago my first jobs were as a script reader for British 
Screen and Pathé, and I loved it. It was six months where I was just 
reading tons of scripts, and it was probably the best training I ever got. 
People ask how I got into drama, and I don’t really know, as I was 
more of a passionate viewer, more than a producer of commissioner. 
However, in those months where I was reading, £10 (US$14) per 
script, I would try to read three a day and then write in-depth reports. 
What was brilliant was that these scripts were of a significant calibre, 
very polished, and I was able to refine my understanding of plot, cast, 
cost and financing. Bit by bit, I was able to internalise structure. It’s 
like moving to a new country: it won’t make sense for a while, but all 
of a sudden it clicks.

The moment I knew Walter Presents 
could work
The most significant moment didn’t actually come from drama – 
it has nothing to do with The Killing or Spiral, but it was Janice 
Hadlow [former BBC channels controller] buying a beautiful six-

Walter Iuz z olino, the face of and name 
behind Walter Presents, has walked 
an unusual path to reach his current 
role in scripted television. Growing 
up in Italy watching telenovelas and 
E uropean dramas, he moved to the U K  
as a young man to follow dreams of 
writing and directing. 

After landing a job on Channel 4 ’s 
popular counter- cultural magaz ine 
show E u rot ra s h , he led a successful 
a ee  as a a t al  o issio e  
and producer. However, his desire 
to return to his passion, high- end 
drama, meant that when an earn- out 
at U K  unscripted indie Betty ended 
in 2013 , he approached J o M cGrath and 
J ason Thorp to join him to create 
Global Series N etwork in order to 
design a platform dedicated to non-
E nglish scripted shows of all genres 
from around the world...
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part access documentary from a French director, The House of 
Chanel. It’s one of the best pieces of television I’ve ever seen – so 
moving. I remember thinking it was genius to have bought it, then 
subtitled it and played it in the context of a fashion season on an 
interesting channel. That made me think there was a channel for 
the best of what we do not see.

How television tastes have changed
When I came to the UK I couldn’t believe that you couldn’t find foreign 
language drama on television. It’s extraordinary that it has changed so 
much now; TV culture has become truly global, and it will become 
more so, and it’s wonderful that there are Facebook groups who know 
more about my shows than me. This has happened largely through 
Netflix and Google, which allows you to search knowledge in a way 
you couldn’t before. Today, hungry viewers with notions about where 
the best stories come from will find them.

Why the drama industry remains adverse 
to risk
Broadcasters and the gatekeepers of transmission are often more 
conservative than their audiences. It’s understandable because 
they’re under pressure to rate, but it’s sometimes ridiculous. When 
I was in factual remember someone saying to me that fish would 

never rate. What does that even mean? When I was launching 
Walter Presents someone said to me Deutschland 83 would never 
rate because German is an ‘ugly’ language. Is it? So German will 
never rate, but Danish or French will? The generalisations inside a 
broadcaster are staggering sometimes, and it takes real visionaries to 
try new things. Luckily, there are many working in the industry. I’d 
say 25% of a schedule should take risks.

The advice I turn to again and again
The best advice I’ve been found comes from the late author Henry 
James, which is, ‘it’s time to start living the life you’ve imagined’. I 
thought about that, and decided I had to take some time and do this.

What I want to change
Along with launching Walter Presents, the other thing I want to do 
is break that stranglehold that there are only about ten employable 
writers in the UK. I try to make it a point of honour to work with 
new people – it’s much more interesting to go broader and wider. It’s 
all driven by the anxiety that if things don’t work you’re spending 
a lot of money and using screen time, and it is your career on the 
line. It’s a safety net to always go to the person who will rate and 
get awards, and creates a cultural cul-de-sac that assassinates the 
industry. It’s time to be bolder and back new talent. 

Walter Presents’ Italian drama Maltese: The Mafia Detective
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Acquisition

The drama landscape has changed 
dramatically in recent years. The 
rise of international SVOD giants 
like Netflix and Amazon has 

opened up a world of global taste and helped 
drive an across-the-board push for original 
programming commissions, but where 

do distribution, channel and on-demand 
service executives think the humble drama 
acquisition stands today? 

Endeavor Content co-president Chris 
Rice says that the company, which is famed 
for financing, packaging and selling TV 
series like The Night Manager, has been 

a believer for many years in the idea of 
global programming.

Endeavor is focused on author-driven 
shows with high production value and 
star talent, and its latest projects attest to 
that. Killing Eve, The First and The Little 
Drummer Girl are all major dramas that 

With original programming more important to networks and services than ever, 
what role does the acquisition play in drama today?  Andy M cDonald reports

Acquired taste
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it will be selling territory-by-territory at 
upcoming markets.

Rice says that, crucially, these shows 
are global in their nature. “Trying to 
create a show backwards based around a 
coproduction is always a path to mediocre 
television in my view,” he adds.

Rice also believes that shows should 
be allowed to stand on their own feet and 
not be used as a vehicle to sell catalogue 
content: “We’ve long been a proponent that 
each show should be sold individually, both 
because that works well to find the right 
home for a show in each territory, but it also 
benefits the people making that show.”

In terms of whom Endeavor is doing 
business with, Rice says there’s “no 
question” that things have changed due to 
the level of growth coming from the global 
digital giants, which as well as Netflix and 
Amazon now also include Apple, Facebook 
and YouTube Red. However, the company 
still does “fantastic business” with pay TV 
and free TV buyers throughout the world, 
he says.

Katie Keenan is head of acquisitions at 
Viacom International Media Networks UK 
(VIMN UK) and terrestrial broadcaster 
Channel 5 – a role that sees her fill thousands 
of hours worth of programming blocks 
across a broad portfolio of channels. 

Channel 5brands alone include the flagship 
network, 5Star, 5Spike and 5USA, the latter 
of which is entirely dependent on acquired 
content. Launched in February, new channel 
5Select has also allowed Keenan to acquire 

shows like of Striking Out – an Irish legal 
drama that she says wouldn’t have had a 
natural home on Channel 5 previously. 

In addition, Keenan has experimented 
with acquiring a few shows exclusively for 
Channel 5’s on-demand service My5 – for 
example Wonderland from Australia and 
Hulu’s East Los High. This is something she 
says she is “looking at increasingly”.

“We will always look to innovate 
and be creative about our choices – be 
opportunistic, be fleet of foot, think about 
how we can window differently, and how 
can we ensure that we’re offering our 
viewers as much choice in how they view 
their content,” says Keenan. 

Armoza Formats’ head of acquisitions, 
Michal Itzhaki, says that the main buyers 
of its drama content remain a mix of 
broadcasters, SVOD services, and thematic 
free and pay TV channels. However, she adds 
Armoza sees a rise in demand from the online 
platforms, which need to constantly refresh 
their offering and cater for increasingly large 
audience segments.

As for what this means for the distribution 
side of the business, Itzhaki says it’s a “mixed 
bag”, adding: “It’s definitely an amazing time 
to be a TV fan, but, as distributors, a lot of 

Acquired taste
Narcos

Killing Eve
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the time it’s a bit of challenge to have what 
you’re selling really stand out when there is 
so much out there,” she says.

On the other hand, Itzhaki adds that 
the ever rising number of channels 
and online platforms also means more 
competition, which is “always good for 
the distribution business”.

In terms of content that is cutting through, 
high concept dramas and thrillers are leading 
in most territories for Armoza, though 
Itzhaki says the company is also seeing non-
English dramas doing well lately – including 
shows out of Germany, France, Italy, Brazil 
and Armoza’s native Israel.

At MIPTV the company will be shopping 
dramas including the Hebrew-language 
Hostages, French-language Refuge, and 
Allenby, an Israeli show that was remade 
for the Brazilian market. Itzhaki claims 
these are all examples of local shows that 
resonate universally. 

Gaumont’s hit Netflix series, Narcos, was 
a game-changer for many in demonstrating 
the appeal that an international, bilingual 

coproduction can have when done right. 
Gaumont’s president of worldwide TV 
distribution and coproduction, Vanessa 
Shapiro, claims that “it really opened the 
whole world to these kind of formats”.

She adds the success of the series in markets 
as far away as India and Singapore shows 
“the world is changing”. Gaumont is now 
keen to expand this model and is looking to 
coproduce more series in Latin America.

While SVOD services are becoming more 
important – both as buyers and producers 
of content – Shapiro says that Gaumont still 
works with everyone from TF1 and M6 to 
Netflix and Amazon. “The digital market 
and digital players in general are not going to 
decrease,” she says. What this does mean is 
that there are lots of different ways to “slice 
and dice” rights, window content and agree 
both exclusive and non-exclusive deals. 

The TV rights for all four seasons of 
Narcos, including the one currently in 
production, will be available for the first 
time to buyers in 2019, marking the end of 
Netflix’s holdout window.

This will be a major sales focus for 
Gaumont at MIPTV and other markets in the 
coming year. Other dramas on Gaumont’s 
MIPTV slate include French drama Nox, 
which it is co-distributing with StudioCanal, 
and The Art of Crime, another French drama 
that has now gone into its second season.

Keshet Media Group used its recent INTV 
Conference in Jerusalem to announce a major 
new drama fund from its global arm Keshet 
International. Speaking to TBI, the latter’s 
director of acquisitions and coproductions, 
Anke Stoll, explains that the US$55 million 
fund will be used to acquire high-budget 
drama – both English-language content from 
the UK and US markets, as well as foreign-
language series.

While Keshet’s background lies in 
formats, the success it found with 
Homeland and its Israeli progenitor 
Hatufim allowed it to grow into a much 
larger company that is now also heavily 
focused on selling finished programmes. 
Israeli series Sleeping Bears, which recently 
played at Berlinale, and When Heroes 

Nox
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Fly, which will feature at Canneseries, are 
two of its current focuses. “As a company 
that was originated in Israel our bread and 
butter is still very much in Israel and Israeli 
content,” says Keshet International’s head 
of global original drama, Atar Dekel.

She claims that SVOD libraries 
“opened up a whole new world” for 
the company and says that changing 
audience habits mean there is also scope 
to sell internationally-flavoured shows to 
more territories today.

“Audiences are actually embracing the 
variety of shows now, like McMafia on 
BBC One, in which 30% was subtitled. 

That wouldn’t have happened even two 
years ago.”

Alex Fraser, senior VP of Red Arrow 
Studios International, says that the company 
has had success for quite a few years in selling 
German and Scandinavian content to other 
territories in Europe. “That’s not particularly 
new for us, but in markets where that hasn’t 
been the case there’s certainly an increase 
in interest,” he says, citing Italian-language 
series as potentially “the next hot thing”.

According to Fraser, Red Arrow is 
selling “pretty much across the board” to 
commercial and public service networks in 
Europe, as well as the big digital platforms 

– Amazon in particular. He adds that there is 
always going to be a role for acquired series 
to play in schedules because while original 
content is great for content providers, it is 
also very costly. 

Appraising the climate of today’s 
market, Fraser says in some ways it’s more 
complicated. “There are more outlets than 
ever before and there’s more programming 
than ever before,” he adds. “That can create 
a lot of complicated deal structures, but it 
also creates a lot of opportunities. It’s true 
that you may have to move faster, look 
harder and be involved earlier, and that’s 
been the case for a number of years.”

Walter Iuzzolino is the man behind 
Channel 4’s world-drama-dedicated on-
demand service, Walter Presents, and leads 
all foreign language drama acquisitions for 
the UK broadcaster.

Asked how the acquisitions market has 
shifted in recent times he says: “What has 
changed and what is changing is the fact 
that there is so much brilliant product on 
the market makes it even more important 
to curate.”

Iuzzolino claims that just four years 
ago maybe one in 20 dramas were worth 
acquiring. Now he says that figure is more 
like one in seven or eight with “the market 
flooded with extraordinary product”.

This is largely thanks to SVOD services like 
Viaplay and Movistar+, pay TV operators 
and terrestrial broadcasters all looking to 
produce or coproduce as much as possible 
in an effort to rival the big-budget output of 
giants like Netflix. 

For Iuzzolino it has never been a better 
time for producers or consumers of drama. 
There is more money in the sector than ever 
before, and great writers and actors are 
increasingly drawn to the space – as seen by 
the Hollywood pedigree of shows like HBO’s 
Big Little Lies.

However, for buyers it is important that 
their curatorial filter is “incredibly clear” so 
that that they gather a collection of content 
that makes sense to viewers, adds Iuzzolino. 

While the rise of original programming 
continues to make headlines, SVOD service 
growth and linear channel requirements 
mean that the drama acquisition remains in 
rude health – even if deals today are more 
complex and cut across more territories than 
in simper TV times. 

Refuge

Sleeping Bears
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Sitting in the Ravintola Huippu restaurant at the top of 
Kaunispää fell, the international flavour of what is set to be 
new drama Arctic Circle is immediately evident. Sat among 
the tables of production hustle and bustle are teams of 

Finnish, German and French nationalities all discussing their work in 
various languages. 

This mix of local and global is core to the show’s premise: primarily 
English language and set in a small town, Ivalo, with lead characters coming 
from Finland, Germany and, sometimes, other mysterious locations. 

The part-crime drama, part-medical thriller follows the life of small-
town cop Nina Kautsalo (Iina Kuustonen) after she discovers an abused 
prostitute in the wintry backcountry of Finnish Lapland. 

However, if you think that sounds like your typical Nordic noir 
drama, German virologist Thomas Lorenz (Maximillian Bruckner) 
joins Kautsalo and discovers that the young victim carries an extremely 
rare and lethal virus.

The duo ultimately team together to fight what looks like it will be 
a global threat, and it is these elements that the coproducers, Finland’s 

The vast 
A rc t i c  C i rc l e
It is in the icy wilderness of Finland’s Ivalo, with its endless stretches 
of white snow and intensely bright sun, that a group of the country’s biggest 
production companies have joined forces to deliver a major new drama series. 
K altrina Bylykbashi reports from the set in L apland

On location
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Yellow Film & TV and Germany’s Bavaria Fiction, believe sets the 
series apart from its progenitors.

Within the coproduction, a range of European media outfits have 
gathered together to create the biggest Finnish budget yet on a TV 
series,  with the show set to debut towards the end of 2018. 

Joining Yellow and Bavaria are Finland’s national broadcaster YLE 
and its local OTT service Elisa Viidhe, who have additionally funded 
the show along with government tax breaks reserved specifically for 
the picturesque area.

French distributer Lagardère – an outfit that has been seeking out 
quality productions from all over Europe – has also joined the fold. 

“We in Finland like to compare ourselves with other Scandinavian 
countries,” says Jarrko Hentula, a producer for Yellow. 
“Unfortunately, we’ve been lagging behind their reputation and 
quality of their series and that has been a big pain for all the public 

On location

Yellow Film & TV and Germany’s Bavaria Fiction, believe sets the 

M ax imillian Bruckner on his Arctic ex perience
“The funny thing is, in the beginning I thought Iina [Kuustonen] was the main actress and I was the main actor. Now I realise the landscape is the third main character in this series, and it’s unbelievable. 

“We were shooting yesterday and the wind was blowing like hell. You wanted to speak but your mouth was full of wind. It’s a real challenge.

“There was one point where I was standing with Iina in front of me, and the wind was so hard that we both welled up in the scene, but it was natural. It’s far from a perfect studio-made storm.”
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On location

broadcasters, but also for us as production companies. We feel we 
haven’t been able to produce as high quality shows as them, and that 
has been painful for us, but also for the broadcasting companies – 
and mainly YLE – because they are most interested in finding the 
new Bridge.

“For them, it has been a question of almost national dignity that we 
have to have our own international TV series. That is one of the reasons 
that YLE has come on board and why they want to be involved in those 
types of series.”

Ivalo’s climate, with its ice-cold temperatures that can reach -35C, 
and its extreme periods of light and darkness are core to Arctic Circle’s 
tale. As the first drama set in the location, the production partners 
believe that it will be a unique point of distinction. 

In the same way, the genre blend, which combines crime and 
medicine, alongside an emotional, character-driven plot, separates it 
from a typical Nordic noir or Scandi drama. 

“That mix of crime series and medical series, tracking the criminals 
on the one side and the virus on the other side, that is something new 
and quite unique,” says Lagardère’s director of acquisitions, Frédérik 
Rangé, about discovering the series. “The combination is something I 
felt very interested in. 

“Then the project became very international with Bavaria attached; 
and with the different languages – even though it’s majority English. 
You have Finnish, Russian and various other languages, which make it 
varied and organic, and it makes a lot of sense in the stories.”

The series producers have also brought in Finnish-born Hannu 
Salonen, who is a well-known director in Germany, alongside its main 
stars: well-loved Finnish soap actress Kuustonen and distinguished 
German actor Bruckner. Casino Royale’s Clemens Schick and Joi 
Johannsson (Shetland) have been cast as international bad guys.

Arctic Circle will next travel south and be presented to buyers in 
warmer climes of Cannes at MIPTV. 

Ice cold dramas
Nordic noir has seen a rise in popularity 
the past decade, but it seems that 
alongside the appetite for dark drama, a 
desire for isolated and chilly climates 
seems to be growing as well. Here are a few 
bone-chilling dramas set to appear 2018 

B e n e a t h
The Amaz ing Film Company/ E nderby 
E ntertainment
Based: Canada/ Antarctica 
The show is described as The X Files meets Lost, but set in Antarctica. 
Developed by Enderby’s Rick Dugdale and written by Orphan Black’s 
Will Pascoe, the series will peek into conspiracy theories around 
global warming in the region.

R e b e c k a  M a rt i n s s on :  A rc t i c  M u rd e rs
Y ellow Bird/ TV 4  ( Sweden) / Filmpool N ord
Based: Arctic Sweden, K iruna
Hot-shot lawyer Rebecka Martinsson has a new job at a top Stockholm 
firm, but she receives a phone call from the small town, way up in the 
Arctic Circle, where she was born where a close, old friend has died 
in an accident.

F ort i t u d e  ( season three)
Sky
ase  ti  No wa  l e  ela

As the veteran among the list, Fortitude reaches its final chapter as it 
follows the aftermath of the murder of corrupt mayor Erling Munk at 
the hands of a mob led by Sheriff Dan Anderson in the small isolated, 
fictional town of Svalbard.  

broadcasters, but also for us as production companies. We feel we “That mix of crime series and medical series, tracking the criminals 
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Act 1 February 6 marked what 
would have been the 100th 

birthday of Lothar-Günther Buchheim, the eye patch-
wearing novelist and art collector who wrote Das Boot, 
Germany’s most iconic war novel, in 1973, based on 
his experience as a naval propaganda writer on a U96 
submarine during the Second War World II. His story 
was turned into a Wolfgang Petersen movie in 1981, 

though he disapproved of the finished product as he 
was stopped from writing the script.

Critics and viewers alike thought otherwise and it 
is now considered a classic war movie, and one of the 
greatest German films of all time. An unreleased cut ran 
to nearly 300 minutes and was adapted as a miniseries 
on German television channels and on the BBC in the 
UK, where it now has a cult following.

Das Boot
The story of how Sky, Bavaria Fiction and Sonar E ntertainment updated 
Germany’s iconic World War II epic for today’s television audience
W ord s :  J e s s e  W h i t t oc k

Script to screen

Scriptedp22-24 Das Boot Apr18jwKBjw.indd   22 23/03/2018   15:52



TBI Scripted | April 2018 23

This year, following the late Buchheim’s anniversary, 
a new television series with a budget of around €32.8 
million (US$40 million) based on the universe he 
created  based on his story is ready for the international 
TV market.

The new Das Boot is just that, new. The story comes 
from German writer Johannes W. Betz (The Tunnel) 
and British screenwriter Tony Saint, and has Bavaria 

Fiction head of international coproductions Moritz 
Polter behind the steering wheel. The project got 
underway soon after Christian Franckenstein became 
CEO of Bavaria Film, which co-owns Bavaria Fiction 
along with ZDF Enterprises. “He asked what kinds 
of stories we had stored away in the locker and Das 
Boot is obviously the most famous one,” recalls 
Polter, who found that fellow executive producers 
Oliver Fugel and Jan S. Kaiser immediately agreed it 
was time to return to the great story.

“In today’s television world, one can tell serialised 
stories and create wonderful characters,” says Polter. 
“Therefore, we felt that an update to the series 
originally made would be right, but not as a sequel 
or remake, but like a Fargo, which exists in the same 
world as the movie.”

The concept made its way to Marcus Ammon and 
his commissioning team at Sky Deutschland, which 
had ambitions to solely commission high-end original 
programming for the first time.

Ammon, Sky Deutschland’s senior VP of film and 
entertainment, immediately saw the cultural resonance. 
“The show carries the anti-war message of the book 
and that’s important,” he says. “It reminds newer and 
older viewers that most people are born into that world 
of war rather than creating it. They suffer more than 
those who start conflict.”

There was also cold, hard business sense to the new 
Das Boot, which is the first full commission Sky has 
made. “We started out in original drama with Babylon 
Berlin, but that was a coproduction with a free TV 
partner,” says Ammon. “Now we need to go further in 
that direction, as this is how to get new subscribers and 
this is where the future lies, along with sports.”

In order to create that future, Das Boot needed a 
story, and that narrative had to be original. As Polter 
says, “It was very clear we could only fail trying to 
remake a masterpiece”.

Act 2 Writers Betz and Saint first 
met in Munich and bonded 

over beer and schnitzels before getting to work. The 
concept of the two working together was to have 
one who has been impacted by the iconography and 
cultural impact of Das Boot their entire lives, with the 
other bringing a new perspective from abroad.

They immersed themselves in the scriptwriting 
process, often meeting Polter on the original U-boat 
from the movie that Bavaria keeps on its backlot. 
“We had to come up with a version was in touch 
with the original, but also expanded out with stories 
related to a U-boat that were not necessarily all 
about them,” says Saint.

Sky and the producers, whom now also included 
LA-based Sonar Entertainment, wanted the story to 

Script to screen 
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reflect modern trends, with more female characters, 
which posed a conundrum as movie is very male-heavy. 
The answer lay in Buchheim’s Das Boot follow up, Die 
Festung (The Fortress).

“In the second book we found a very interesting 
female character called Simone – an enigmatic love 
interest,” says Betz. This inspired them to create a 
female character that would appear in scenes shot 
in La Rochelle, the French coastal city that housed a 
German submarine naval base during World War II.

The city itself plays a pivotal role in the new, multi-
language story, which splits in two (the second follows 
the German crew on board). Scenes of on-shore 
resistance to the occupying Nazis filmed in La Rochelle, 
which also played host to the 240-tonne U612. This 
was brought in mid-October from Malta during a 105-
day shoot, with internal boat shots filmed in Prague.

The vibrant colour palate of the French surroundings 
and wide, outdoor settings – shot with cinematic lenses 
– will contrast with the claustrophobia of the sub, 
which was shot with almost documentary-style feel. 
“La Rochelle was like our Hitchcock and the boat 
was more like Paul Greengrass,” says series director 
Andreas Prochaska. “That approach was for used for 
both the cinematic and psychological styles.”

Act 3  For Sonar’s executive VP 
of television series, Jenna 

Santoianni, Das Boot represents a true coming together 
of international television companies. “Coproduction can 
mean financing or a broadcaster putting their logo on a 
programme, but this was a true copro,” she says.

Sonar had become involved after a meeting with 
Kaiser and Polter had ended with the Bavaria execs 
producing “the crown jewel of their catalogue”, after 
which “things happened very quickly”, says Santoianni.

Similarly, for Sky Deutschland, the series is one that 
its cousin pay TV operations in Italy and the UK will 
look forwards to playing to their audiences. “It’s a true 
Sky Europe story,” says Ammon.

Sonar’s distribution arm will be debuting the series 
in Cannes. “The level of interest has been really great, 
as we have teased it out – OTT and traditional TV are 
interested,” says Santoianni. “We plan to announce our 
US and other major platforms before MIPTV.”

The signs are that buyers will experience an entirely 
new area of the Das Boot universe, filled with new 
characters and themes relevant to a 2018 audience.
However, Moritz Polter says a familiar player with a 
rather large frame has the stand-out role. “The boat is 
the true star of this series”, he says. 
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N athan Fillion will soon be the oldest cop in the LAPD. 
“There are two precincts that will take you over the 
age of 37 in Los Angeles,” he says. “They usually want 

you younger, so they can shape you – the older you are the more 
preconceived ideas of life you have.”

The actor, 46, best known for easy-going broadcast network 
procedural Castle, is currently working up The Rookie, a straight-to-
series drama that comes straight from reality.

“We borrowed a story from real life – a fella who went through 
some life changes and decided to become a police officer at the age of 
42,” says Fillion. “For our purposes, our character has been divorced, 
which happens, and his son has gone to university.”

With his responsibilities as a full-time father and husband over, the 
titular character – John Nolan – is “looking a life with relevance”, 
adds Fillion, who showed his belief in the show by signing on for the 
role before scripts had been written.

Though the series comes from Castle writer Alexi Hawley, is also 
for ABC and will have a “standalone episode feel”, Fillion says the 
tone is markedly different from the show that put him on the map. 

“You shouldn’t tune into this show looking for a Castle,” says 
the actor, who also had a recent role on Modern Family. “That was 
a heightened reality about a guy with no repercussions who really 
enjoyed life. The drama and comedy here is centred in reality.” 
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N athan Fillion takes a true- life story to TV  for ABC

Rookie season

ABC’s Th e  R ook i e

In focus
The series is one of the first from 
Entertainment One since Mark Gordon became 
president and chief content officer of film, 
television and digital

ABC Studios is also producing, with eOne 
selling the series. Buyers at the eOne 
Drama Screening in London in February will 
be well aware of the show by now

Liz Friedlander shot the pilot episode, 
while showrunner Hawley, Fillion, Gordon 
are all executive producers along with 
Michelle Chapman, Nicholas Pepper and 
Jonathan E. Steinberg

Fillion in Castle
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Writer’s Room: David Farr

Playwright and screen scribe David Farr is known for 
his work at the Royal Shakespeare Society, films such 
as Hanna, and BBC and AMC spy drama The Night 
Manager. Here he explains how he adapted one of the 

oldest examples of Western literature, Homer’s Ancient Greek epic 
poem The Iliad, for a modern television audience. Troy: Fall of a 
City comes from Endemol Shine UK’s Wild Mercury in association 
with Kudos, and is for the BBC and Netflix.

I’d done The Odyssey on stage, and made that very 
contemporary by setting it in a detention centre
It was essentially around Odysseus meeting the Trojans escaping the 
Sack of Troy. It made me think about whether you could tell this story 
much more from a Trojan point of view.

Homer was Greek and the story has always been told 
from that perspective
History is written by the winners. I thought we should tell it from the 
losers’ point of view. Politically, that was interesting to me.

The Iliad only takes place over three months. This 
could play over ten years
However, we never quite specify the time period in the drama. Added 
to that, there is no Hittite (Trojan) literature on the war, and there are 
different Greek sources, which is important in telling a different story.

I became interested in Paris and Helen. They 
usually start the story, but then get pushed to 
the side
They are seen as pretty stupid and airheaded, but we went in a very 
different direction. They meet, fall insanely in love as two outsiders 
and then crazily elope, and so they cause a war. Then they’re stuck 
inside a city that isn’t her home and is not really his home, and have 
to survive a terrible sense of guilt and accountability for every death 
outside the walls. It’s all about identity – can they survive?

We have thought through a potential second season, 
which is simply about the consequences for those 
who survive 
It will be about the coming home – both in a literal sense, but also a 
sense of truth and accountability coming home. It has a very strong 
emotional base.

We know from some of our wars that the Greeks are 
not just coming to get a woman back, but to make 
a statement
If Troy is where we think it was, it was of huge significance as a 
trading centre. It was a massive place – bigger and more thriving 

than any of the Greek city-states, so it was a very political matter for 
the Greeks. While having a queen stolen was so insulting and couldn’t 
be let to pass, it is actually about a complex mixture of emotions.

I don’t think people have changed – diplomacy is 
all about honour and dishonour
Think about President Trump and how he diplomatically dishonours 
his opponents casually without understanding the consequences. It is 
all about dealing in sleights – will he be invited to Britain by the state, 
for example? Emotions still live inside politics and diplomacy.

Troy took two years to produce, but I only ever 
spoke to two people at Netflix
It was an incredibly simple, human process. You might expect 19 
emails going out to line managers, but it was the same two women 
each time. They absolutely spoke their minds if they felt something, 
but always through the filter of a viewer interrogating what they were 
watching, not trying to worry about the Netflix brand too obsessively.

The BBC was great and got the whole thing started 
in the beginning 
As much as people mock the BBC, there is still an enormous intellectual 
confidence about this august organisation that is hard to put a finger 
on. You know you can do something proper and no one will have a go 
at you for being intellectually serious, as long as it’s still gripping and 
entertaining. We sometimes dismiss that too much, as it is something 
Brits are good at doing. Netflix appreciated that. 

Writer’s Room:
David Farr on adapting an Ancient Greek classic
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