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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The German-speaking television market is considered the third largest in
the world, after the US and China. It has 72 million viewers, 37 million
television households and 22 trillion euros in annual revenue (Eichner and
Esser 2020, 190). As in other areas of society, a radical transformation has
been unfolding across this television market for some years. However, in
recent media, television and screenwriting studies, the current changes in
the German television industry have been explored in only rudimentary
form (see e.g. Eichner 2021; Kraufl 2020a). A systematic investigation
is needed. Such an analysis—one exploring the transformation processes
and the media professionals affected by them—is also relevant and infor-
mative for more fundamental perspectives on today’s societies. How so?
Firstly, the working practices of television and screenwriting professionals
are representative of many contemporary working practices in general:
these industry workers are organised in project networks (see Sydow and
Windeler 2001) and they must constantly confront creativity imperatives
in the “creativity dispositif” (Reckwitz 2017, 9) as well as the digital-
isation of media forms. Secondly, these practitioners contribute to the
production and expansion of cultural formats with a special narrative,
aesthetic, creative, ludic and moral-ethical quality, as Andreas Reck-
witz (2018, 227; 2020, 146) attests is common among today’s cultural
objects. Amid a digital media environment, the television industry and
its personnel strive for aesthetic “singular goods [...] that contain the
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promise of something authentic and non-interchangeable” (Reckwitz
2020, 158)—and, importantly, that attract viewers’ attention. The notion
of “quality” is a central motif in this desire and an ever-present topic in
the associated industry debates.

1.1 PreviousrLy ONXN ...

“Quality. That was my keyword in the spring of 2004. We would sift
through and evaluate all new ideas from this point of view”. In the
anecdotal retrospective Die TV-Falle (The TV Trap) on his time as
managing director of the German private broadcaster Sat.1, Roger Schaw-
inski (2006, 96, my translation) clearly and repeatedly highlights quality.
He talks especially about the impact that US TV dramas have had on the
German television landscape. During 2003-2006, the period he worked
at Sat.1, US-made series garnered attention in terms of narration arguably
because of their quality. These US imports were “better, more cleverly
written and more elaborately produced than anything we had to offer
from our own kitchen”. Schawinski thus asks: “What else could we do
but try for a much higher quality than before in our new series?” (2008,
97-98, my translation). Schawinski’s view of commercial television in the
noughties is certainly subjective, concerned with presenting himself as a
champion of “quality” and thus with putting himself—and notions of
quality television—in a positive light. However, beyond the familiar self-
promotion common to public statements by film and television producers,
the example proves that so-called quality TV, mostly associated with US
drama serials, was already resonating as an important factor in German
television production in the early 2000s.

Schawinski also explains the difficulty of achieving “quality” and the
barriers to the realisation of a quality TV serial in Germany. One of Sat.1’s
own attempts, which he particularly emphasises, was the thriller Blackout —
Die Erinneruny ist todlich / Blackout — Remembering Is Lethal (Sat.1,
2006) about a corrupt, drug-addicted policeman who can no longer
remember the past. It achieved disastrous ratings for an original fictional
series at the time, with a market share of around 6% (Schawinski 2008,
114). This led Sat.1’s commissioning editors—and probably the German
television industry in general, with its long-standing focus on the purely
quantitative aspect of audience figures as a central criterion for success
(Eichner 2021, 197)—to come to various conclusions. In particular, there
arose convictions that productions could work for a broad audience only
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if the protagonists had a clear moral assignment (which was not the case
with Blackout’s disoriented police-officer-turned-criminal) and that both
complex, convoluted narrative structures and overly “dark” content and
tonalities should be avoided (Schawinski 2008, 115-116).

Similarly, in the early 2000s, an “optimisation paper” ( Optimierungspa-
pier) by the public-service broadcasting network ARD—Arbeitsgemein-
schaft der offentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunkanstalten (Consortium of the
Public-Law Broadcasting Institutions), had called for as simple a narrative
as possible (Bergmann 2012) and an emotive, cheerful-comic direction
(Heinz 2012, 299) for prime-time television films. In the following
“sweetener debate” (S#fSstoffdebarte) around 2001 (Volker 2009, 11),
television critics vehemently condemned the corresponding narrowed
programming at ARD and at the country’s other major public broad-
caster, ZDF—Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen (Second German Television).
In this context, critics problematised the increased orientation towards
audience ratings measured solely in quantitative terms and identified it as
a central cause for quality deficits in German and especially public-service
television fiction (see Kammann et al. 2007, 16).

Since the Sifstoffdebatte on ARD’s and ZDF’s allegedly shallow and
kitschy fiction and the short-lived quality TV ambitions at the commercial
station Sat.l, which along with Blackout included the dramedy Bis in
die Spitzen/To the Tips (2005, based on the British series Cutting It,
BBC One, 2002-2005), the television landscape in Germany—as in other
countries—has undergone considerable structural change and expansion
in recent years. This change has been accompanied by a change in the
field of so-called quality drama, its writing and its narrative styles.

1.2 THE QuALITY DRAMA AS A CURRENT
INDUSTRY DISCOURSE: AN INTRODUCTION

The current “post-network era” (Lotz 2009), with many different
programme providers instead of a few broadcasters, has seen an obvious
increase in what Amanda D. Lotz (2017) calls “internet-distributed tele-
vision” in her book Portals. 1t’s the same phenomenon that cultural
researcher Ramon Lobato (2018, 4) summarises as heterogeneous, “pro-
fessionally produced content circulated and consumed through websites,
online services, platforms, and apps, rather than through broadcast, cable,
or satellite system”. The transformations in content, aesthetic, reception,
distribution and financing associated with online offerings are particularly
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visible in those television serials categorised as “quality TV” (Thompson
1996), “high-profile drama” (Redvall 2013, 131), “premium” (Barra and
Scaglioni 2021a, 1) or “high-end” (Dunleavy 2009). Such serials are the
focus of this study. The term “quality TV (drama)”, which is the term
I use throughout this book, needs to be critically reflected upon. To a
great extent, it is a concept from the US television industry. Particularly,
the well-known pay TV provider HBO used “quality TV” as a marketing
tool from the 1990s onwards (McCabe and Akass 2007b). From the
2010s at the latest, the Anglicism “quality TV” found its way into
German-language media studies (see e.g. Blanchet 2011). Many academic
discussions of quality TV have uncritically adopted marketing narratives
and have hardly reflected on the elitist and inevitably judgemental tenden-
cies connected to the quality TV concept as well as its economic origins
(see e.g. Dasgupta 2012). Amid the great enthusiasm for sophisticated
and complex narrative structures in serials whose dramaturgy develops
over a sequence of episodes instead of within each individual episode
(see e.g. Rothemund 2011), few have noticed that the label “quality
TV?” originated in the US television economy. In that context, it referred
to a particular, difficult-to-reach, wealthy and therefore commercially
extremely valuable audience segment (Feuer 2007, 147). The expression
“quality TV” was, therefore, initially based on an economic consideration
and categorisation of people, which we certainly have to view critically. In
this study, I take the term “quality TV (drama)” back to its commer-
cial roots in the television industry. From the perspective of critical
media industry studies, I consider it less in terms of particularly “good”
programmes that have high aesthetic or content-based value. Rather, I
explore quality TV drama as an industry discourse around serials and
their narrative styles as well as their production and screenwriting cultures.
And instead of contemporary US television since the 1980s—which the
majority of especially German-speaking analyses of quality TV have so
far examined in a one-sided way (e.g. Schliitz 2016)—1I take a look at
the television (drama) landscape in Germany. In this specific context, the
motif of the quality series has played a major role for several years, starting
with the previously mentioned Sat.1 production Blackout — Die Erin-
neruny ist todlich from 2006 and up to the current thriller drama Blackout
(2021), which, despite its shared name, is rather about the momentous
effects of a Europe-wide power blackout. In 2023, this serial found its
way into Sat.1’s linear programme, but the primary distributor and client
is now Joyn Plus+, a subscription video-on-demand (SVoD) service by
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ProSiebenSat.1 Media (in temporary cooperation with the US media
company Discovery). Joyn Plus+ is one of the many current “internet-
distributed television services” (Lotz et al. 2018, 42) in the diversified
and digitalised German television market.

How have television professionals in Germany negotiated the so-called
quality TV drama from 2015 to the present? The central hypothesis
is that practitioners have adapted quality TV, most strongly associated
with serial drama from the US, into a national context and, at the same
time, through this concept have dealt with recent broader transforma-
tions of television and the local television industry. Alongside changes in
the content and form of TV series, transformations in production prac-
tices, structures and organisations play an important role for producers
of TV. Both aspects—the text and the production—are closely connected
in their discourse. Again and again, they argue that modes and cultures
of production, including screenwriting, contribute to the pre-structuring
and shaping of televisual texts.

Following this basic assumption, for a long-time television profes-
sionals in Germany focused on processes that they considered to be the
cause of the perceived quality deficit in German television fiction, and
especially serial drama (see e.g. DJ Frederiksson [Anonymous] 2014).
For years, then, their discourse on fictional quality TV was primarily
problem-oriented—with accusations and complaints. Practitioners criti-
cised a lack of willingness in German television fiction to innovate and
take risks. Often, they decried a lack of originality, surprise and novelty,
characteristics repeatedly called for in the “creativity dispositif” (Reckwitz
2017, 9) of current (Western) society, which they linked to a potential
“international appeal” (Eichner 2021, 191) of German TV fiction. Other
countries—first and foremost the US and Denmark, which made a name
for itself beyond Scandinavia in the 2010s with “Nordic noir” drama
(e.g. Waade, Redvall and Jensen 2020)—were considered by television
producers to be more courageous and progressive in terms of production
methods and content (e.g. Zarges 2015a). Similar views and diagnoses
of a lack of German quality drama also burgeoned in television criticism
and the feature pages of German newspapers, where serial quality TV
was intensively negotiated into the 2010s (Koepsel 2015). In 2013, for
example, the TV critics Georg Diez and Thomas Hiietlin (2013, 131, my
translation) asked in the weekly news magazine Der Spiegel: “Why are
the Germans, of all people in the world, sleeping through TV’s future?”
Meanwhile in the US and Scandinavia, according to Diez and Hietlin,
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dramas such as Homeland (Showtime, 2011-2020) and Bozgen (DRI,
2010-2013; Netflix/DR, 2022) had “revolutionised” television. Such
voices had an impact on the television and film industry in Germany.

The problem-oriented, negative voices that long dominated the
discourse on German quality drama have been joined by increasingly posi-
tive ones, which have predicted—or at least hoped for—a “new German
series wave” (Liickerath 2014, my translation) or “German TV renais-
sance” (Hughes 2016). The year 2015, which marks the beginning of
this production study, can be considered a “pivot point for quality drama”
(Eichner 2021, 205) in German television, after which both percep-
tions of local series and the production landscape and its output changed
considerably. Increasingly, pay TV broadcasters also began to commis-
sion German-language fiction, and Deutschiand 83 (RTL, 2015) became
the first German TV series to run on a US channel, albeit only on the
niche pay channel SundanceTV. At least for “high-end” miniseries such
as Deutschland 83 and its sequels, Deuntschland 86 and Deutschiand 89
(Amazon Prime Video, 2018,/2020), transnational distribution has been
increasingly pursued since then. Opportunities for transnational distri-
bution have also multiplied due to online distribution and the content
demands of the numerous streaming platforms worldwide. In view of
foreign sales, increased investment in “high-end” dramas from Germany
and the diversification of commissioners and distributors, some observers
have detected a “gold rush mood” in the German television and film
industry (e.g. Liickerath 2019). This very positive market sentiment has
been relativised by the Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting production
restrictions and economic gloom (Kraufy 2023a), as well as by subse-
quent rising energy costs and high inflation (see Gangloff 2022). The
announcement by Sky Deutschland in the summer of 2023 that it would
no longer commission fictional productions marked a turning point (see
Krei 2023D), as the increasing reluctance of pay TV and SVoD companies
to fund expensive serials, as well as their lack of reliability for practitioners
and production companies, became apparent. However, the way things
stand at the moment (in 2024), the volume of drama productions and
variety of commissioners is still very high in Germany.

Despite many platforms’ and pay TV operators’ reluctance to invest
in drama productions as quickly and as comprehensively as they did a
few years ago, serial drama is often still considered to be both artistically
promising and prestigious, as well as financially more lucrative, than the
single feature film. This is because for many years it has been relatively
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easy for producers to find commissioners and financiers, and likely also
audiences. The shift in values in favour of the serial thus has been evident
not only in the feature-page debates but also in economic terms. Christo-
pher Meir (2019) has both economic and artistic perspectives in mind
when he describes the current European television sector as the “leading
industry in terms of prestige and earnings power” (213): “If there was
once a fear that television’s involvement in film financing would dampen
the artistry of cineastes, now television is becoming the medium that
is most associated with artistic freedom and ample financial resources”
(7). This perspective on artistic content and economic potential is clearly
reflected in the industry discourse on the German quality drama under
investigation. In my study, I therefore examine questions of economics
as well as those of aesthetic and creativity, following the correspondingly
broad perspective of media industry studies (e.g. Herbert et al. 2020).
The particular focus is on screenwriting, which has likewise been accen-
tuated in media, academic and industry discussions on quality TV drama
(e.g. Jost 2021, 130) and is a field that poses artistic-creative as well as
economic and organisational challenges in existing production structures.

1.3  SCREENWRITING IN Focus

The focus on the processes and actors of screenwriting is justified, in the
first, for reasons of research economics, as it is important to limit the field
under investigation. Above all, though, I am trying to do justice to the
special significance that academics (e.g. Davies 2007) as well as members
of the industry in Germany have attributed to this phase as a foundational
stone. “Now is the hour of the writers, the storytellers”, emphasised, for
example, the well-known screenwriter Annette Hess (2019) with regard
to the changing German television industry. The practitioners whose
discourses I examine in this study have repeatedly argued that the serials
included under quality TV, with their cross-episode, nested storylines,
require particularly intensive and elaborate development work—much
more than is afforded by the well-rehearsed development methods for
procedurals, with one case per episode, which dominated large swaths
of German TV fiction for years. However, screenwriting is not only a
frequent subject but also a central context of the industry discourse
on quality drama in Germany: the conversations around script devel-
opment include discussion of how quality drama can be generated. In
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general, questions of quality and value always permeate the early phase of
screenwriting and lead to foundational decisions.

Last but not least, I have made script development the focus of my
study because it is precisely in this phase that current transformations
of television and its modes of production manifest themselves. “[I]t
is an interesting time for studying television writing since the status,
production and distribution of television are changing so fast, with screen-
writers and the process of screenwriting being important elements of this
change”, Eva Novrup Redvall and John R. Cook (2015, 131-132) point
out, noting that television is increasingly perceived as the “medium of the
writer, the writer-producer or the showrunner”. There are also clear signs
of the heightened importance and agency of screenwriters in Germany—
such as the widely followed workers’ initiative Kontrakt ‘18 (Zahn 2018),
through which screenwriters demanded more say in filmmaking processes
and which was mentioned in several responses to my surveys. However,
this book refrains from a naive “auteur” approach, which characterises
some studies on television series (e.g. Dreher 2010), by reflecting that the
emphasis on individual writers and their supposed creative freedom has
served as branding and marketing for providers such as Netflix and HBO
(see Wayne 2018, 729) and by explicitly addressing economic aspects and
the collaborative nature of screenwriting.

This study examines script development and the industry discourse
on the state and quality of German TV drama in relation to the
roles, but also the perspectives, of the different, interconnected actors
involved, or potentially involved, in the screenwriting process: screen-
writers, producers, commissioning editors and directors. The analysis’s
central bases are participant observation at industry workshops on
producing TV series and about 40 interviews with practitioners involved
in TV fiction production. These “exclusive informants” (Bruun 2016,
139) were primarily selected via 13 case studies, ranging from expen-
sive prestige projects such as Babylon Berlin (ARD/Sky Deutschland,
2017-) to low-budget and up-and-coming productions such as the
political satire Eichwald, MdB (ZDF, 2014-2019) and the transmedia
teen drama DRUCK /SKAM Germany (Funk/ZDF, 2018-).! The case
studies cover very different approaches to the quality drama and its
various production contexts, screenwriting practices, content and genres.
A central goal in the selection of experts was to capture as many facets
as possible of the discourse on quality drama, its screenwriting and the
transformed television (series) landscape in Germany. Various positions
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and perspectives were deliberately taken into account. Attempts to give
quality drama greater visibility and prestige in Germany and more space
in production reflect, in some respects, the wishes and hopes of numerous
television professionals. At the same time, however, quite a few practi-
tioners might perceive such plans and desires in the industry as pressure or
even a threat. After all, most in the industry earn their living on produc-
tions outside prestige projects such as Babylon Berlin, whose high budget
in turn requires cuts elsewhere. Working on a quality drama can also func-
tion as cultural and symbolic capital (see Bourdieu 2010, first 1979),
especially for creatives such as screenwriters and directors. In the tele-
vision and film industry, such symbolic capital is often used to demand a
high level of commitment or gloss over problematic working conditions,
as shown in multiple production and media industry studies (e.g. Caldwell
2008, 331).

The present book is situated in this field of media industry studies (e.g.
Havens, Lotz and Tinic 2009) and in the area of screenwriting research
(e.g. Macdonald 2013) and builds on these two (often related) perspec-
tives to analyse the changing production cultures and narrative styles in
TV drama in Germany. Internationally, media industry studies and screen-
writing research have been extremely productive for some years. However,
in German-language media studies and in relation to the German televi-
sion industry, media industry and screenwriting studies are only gradually
becoming more widely practised and discussed (e.g. Kraufl and Loist
2018b; Udelhofen et al. 2023; Henschen et al. 2022; Knohr 2018). A
more detailed disciplinary classification in the following section further
contours the specific research interest of this volume.

1.4 MEDIA INDUSTRY STUDIES
AND SCREENWRITING RESEARCH

Media industry studies can hardly be understood as a new discipline in its
own right; rather, it is an interdisciplinary research area with diverse char-
acteristics and multiple traditions (see e.g. Powdermaker 1951; Rosten
1941). Paul McDonald (cited in Freeman 2016, 9) has described “media
industry studies” as a blanket term for research and teaching that crit-
ically examines processes, procedures, structures, policies, mechanisms,
professional ideologies and historical developments in the work of media
industries. The debate about what exactly constitutes this field is ongoing
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(e.g. Holt and Perren 2019, 31). In this study, I follow a broad under-
standing of an interdisciplinary field dealing with very different facets
of media industries, across different media sectors and beyond indi-
vidual media (Krauff and Loist 2018a, 8). With such a broad view, I
avoid premature exclusions and consider works of varying natures rele-
vant to the explored industry discourse on German quality TV and its
screenwriting.

With its focus on screenwriting practitioners and processes, the present
book could at first glance fall under production studies, which is decid-
edly oriented towards the production phase. Yet, this study tends to go
beyond such a prioritisation. On the one hand, it takes up the crucial
assumption of production studies to consider production as a cultural field
in its own right (see Caldwell 2008, 14) and as a process in which social,
technical and material factors interact (Vonderau 2013, 13), but, on the
other, my investigation also follows the broader scope of media industry
studies by including the other end of the industrial chain: distribution
(see, among others, Lobato and Meese 2018). Distribution is highly rele-
vant in the industry discourse on quality drama explored here, since it
is closely interwoven with production in contemporary, digitised televi-
sion. Today’s convergent and digital media environment makes it harder
and harder to determine where exactly the production process begins and
ends. “When a book may become a movie that becomes a television series
that becomes a theme park ride that becomes a video game that becomes a
line of toys, production researchers find themselves involved with new sets
of issues”, noted Horace Newcomb and Amanda Lotz (2002, 77) as early
as 2002, several years before the current expansions and transformations
of the television drama.

With its focus on script development, my study is specifically located
in screenwriting research (e.g. Conor 2014; Batty and Baker 2018)
and benefits from its multi-layered approaches to the screenplay and its
genesis. For the following analysis of TV drama writing and production
in Germany, the model of the “screen idea work group” (e.g. Macdonald
2010, 2013) forms a particularly important basis: this cluster is flexibly
located around the development and production of a film or television
idea. In television drama, such screen idea work groups usually consist
of mostly freelance creatives alongside institutionally integrated actors.
In analyses of these practitioners’ interplay and division of labour, the
boundaries between media industry and screenwriting studies become
blurred.
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Research on collaborative screenwriting, on the other hand, focuses
on the specific nature of the work done in this stage. David Hesmond-
halgh (2010, 6) cites this focus as one of the three main areas of media
industry studies, with the other two being, according to him, the owner-
ship and size of media companies as well as the organisation of production
and distribution. All three aspects play a role in this study, albeit to
varying degrees. Especially structural-functional variants of the sociology
of production, with an interest in the role of the subject within an institu-
tion (Hesmondhalgh 2010, 5), led to relevant perspectives and methods
for my research. Works on the “project network” as the predominant
organisational form in the production of television drama in Germany
(e.g. Sydow and Windeler 2001) provided important findings, and thus
points of departure, for the analyses of the current television fiction
landscape in Germany. In contrast to these organisational-sociological
studies, however, my work goes further, firstly by addressing content-
related and artistic aspects, with recourse to the screen idea work group,
and, secondly, by taking up the critical impetus of production and media
industry studies as well as the underlying influence of cultural studies,
according to which hierarchies and precarisation are to be taken into
account. For this study is not least about such tensions, which arise when
practitioners negotiate the production cultures under which quality TV
dramas are (not) created.

1.5 CULTURAL STUDIES
AND TELEVISION INDUSTRY RESEARCH

Among the various strands of media industry studies, this book is, of
course, located in the television-specific approaches (e.g. Gray and Lotz
2019, 116). Works in this field have successively expanded the concept
of television by understanding the television industry as closely related
to the film industry and as part of a “multiplatform digital landscape”
(Bennett 2016, 124). Amanda Lotz, Ramon Lobato and Julian Thomas
(2018, 36) make a corresponding argument in a special issue of Media
Industries on “internet-distributed television services”: “Clearly, there is
no singular internet-distributed television ‘industry’ distinct from estab-
lished film and television industries”. The fact that established television
broadcasters, as they diagnose, make use of various distribution chan-
nels, including internet-based ones, and that different productions of
television, film and online industries, and even sometimes user-generated
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content, are distributed on online platforms, is equally evident in the
context of Germany. The complex interweaving and fluid boundaries
between these areas, which Lotz, Lobato and Thomas emphasise, become
even clearer in Chapter 4 through a detailed look at Germany’s hybrid,
network-like television fiction landscape.

Especially in the case of television-specific media industry studies, it
is instructive to consider the relationship with cultural studies, which is
highly interdisciplinary, since numerous important television theories and
analyses come from this academic field of British origin (e.g. Hall 2006,
first 1973) or have been—in the German context—strongly influenced by
it (e.g. Hickethier 1995). Several scholars have emphasised the connec-
tion between cultural studies and media industry and production studies.
Chris Paterson, David Lee, Anamik Saha and Anna Zoellner (2016b,
8), for example, speak of the “cultural studies of media production” in
the preface to their anthology Advancing Media Production Research.
Another anthology, Production Studies (Mayer et al. 2009b), offers
the subtitle Cultural Studies of Media Industries, and John Thornton
Caldwell (2008, 7) states at the beginning of his influential monograph
Production Culture: “My research in this book can be described as a
cultural studies of both industrial film / video theorising (a cognitive and
social activity) and production (a cultural practice)”.

In central communication models from cultural studies, the level of
production was established many years ago: first and foremost, in Stuart
Hall’s “encoding/decoding” approach (2006, first 1973) and in the later
“circuit of culture” model (e.g. Du Gay 1997), which other scholars
have repeatedly further developed, and which various researchers from
media industry studies (e.g. Banks 2009) have also taken up. Attempts
in German-speaking media studies to tie in with such theories and to
research media from multiple perspectives also include production as a
level of analysis (e.g. Mikos and Prommer 2005). In Knut Hickethier’s
concept “Dispositiv Fernsehen” (“dispositif television”), which has been
influential for German-speaking television studies, media institutions—
or the “media-industrial complex” (1995, 69, my translation)—form a
central element alongside the programme, the image, the viewer’s posi-
tion and the spatial context of television reception. In many studies
that refer to such theories, however, the reception and the television
programme receive significantly more attention than the production. In
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this respect, an analysis focused on the television industry and its actors—
such as the present book—can complement and amend many works of
cultural studies and television studies.

1.6 PropuctioN CULTURES

Media studies is increasingly foregrounding economic factors through
research streams that focus on media industries. At the same time, scholars
have repeatedly emphasised the particular concern that cultural aspects
should not become lost from view. “[M]oving once and for all beyond
the long-standing ‘political economy vs. cultural studies’ (or political
economy and cultural studies) debates” is how Jennifer Holt and Alisa
Perren (2019, 31, emphasis in original) describe the central intention of
media industry studies, which is also formative for the present book, with
its interest in economic and cultural-aesthetic aspects.

Media industry studies differs from the pure media economics research
conducted in economics and communication studies through not only its
consideration of cultural issues but also its interest in individual cases and
its (at least ideally) critical approach (see e.g. Havens et al. 2009, 236).
Instead of merely economic aspects and superordinate structures, media
industry studies is also about individuals’ precariousness, employment
relationships and practitioners “below the line” (e.g. Mayer 2011), that is,
those working outside the better-known trades associated with creativity.
In this context, “invisible” (Banks 2009, 91) and “unpaid” labour (e.g.
Siebert and Wilson 2013) as well as inequalities of gender, class, disability,
age and race or ethnicity are also explored (e.g. Conor et al. 2015).
At first glance, the present book, with its focus on screenwriting and
its participants—who are mostly classified as “above the line”—and its
emphasis on the discourse on quality dramas, which is strongly influ-
enced by aesthetic questions, hardly deals with such hierarchies. However,
precarious employment relationships and “invisible labour” (Mayer 2011,
3) can indeed be observed in the different steps of screenwriting. Some
of the practitioners interviewed and observed for this study, such as
dramaturges and commissioning editors, are hardly visible in official
media representations or “publicly disclosed deep texts” (Caldwell 2008,
357). Moreover, in their negotiations regarding quality, television profes-
sionals address not only questions of content and aesthetic but also the
conditions and cultures of production.
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In this book, “production culture” refers to a key concept of media
industry and production studies that reflects a broad understanding of
culture, taken from cultural studies, that includes, for instance, everyday
routines (e.g. Du Gay 1997). Vicki Mayer, Miranda Banks and John
Thornton Caldwell describe their interest in viewing production as culture
in this way:

[W]e are interested in how media producers make culture, and, in the
process, make themselves into particular kinds of workers in modern, medi-
ated societies. We want to look up and down the food chains of production
hierarchies, to understand how people work through professional organi-
zations and informal networks to form communities of shared practices,
languages, and cultural understandings of the world. (2009a, 2)

What this summary suggests—in addition to the interest in informal and
marginal areas of production—is a qualitative look at individual media
practitioners: those “particular kinds of workers in modern, mediated
societies” and, as these scholars describe elsewhere, their “experiences,
observations, conversations, and interactions” (Banks et al. 2016a, x).
Still, in the opening panel of the Media Industries Conference at King’s
College London in 2018, participants made calls to analyse micro and
macro levels, from individual practitioners and productions to broader
industry structures, in tandem (Lotz et al. 2018). The present book
remains committed to a qualitative orientation but draws on broader
media economic study results to contextualise the findings and describe
the television series landscape in Germany. Thus, this book also addresses
institutional, bureaucratic and regulatory contexts under which television
professionals operate in screenwriting and as they have been addressed
by various media industry researchers (e.g. Born 2005). By considering
these contexts, my book brings to light fundamental production cultures
in German TV fiction production without neglecting the heterogeneity
of this local industry. After all, what Caldwell (2008, 36) has stated also
applies here: “Production cultures are far too messy, vast, and contested to
provide a unified code—to either job aspirants or scholars—for breaching
its walls”.

Caldwell has been instrumental in shaping contemporary production
and media industry studies as well as the term “production culture”.
Many of his fundamental ideas and concepts are relevant to my work, in
particular his framing of media practitioners as critical and interpretative
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actors in the making of cultural media products. Caldwell (2008, 5-7)
attributes “critical industrial practices” to film and television workers, by
which he means interpretative measures that contain a critical dimen-
sion despite their embedding in institutional contexts and relationships.
In this context, he also questions the common (especially in Germany)
strict separation of film theory and practice. The industry and its prac-
titioners, Caldwell argues, continually engage, often informally and in
various forms, with issues that are usually considered part of film (and
television) studies. He writes:

This form of embedded theoretical “discussion” in the work world takes
place in and through the tools, machines, artifacts, iconographies, working
methods, professional rituals, and narratives that film practitioners circulate
and enact in film/video trade cultures and subcultures. (26)

In his 2008 monograph Production Culture, Caldwell develops the
concept of “self-theorising”, which usually takes place in informal, and
by no means always written, ways and often outside the public sphere
(15-26). According to him, the practices of theorising are sometimes
so strongly integrated into production departments and contexts that
they are perceived much more as “common sense” than as theory—for
example, in the conventions and rules for screenwriting and dramaturgy.
Dramaturgical rules and issues also shape the industry discourse on
German quality drama. In general, this localised discourse displays several
of the characteristics that Caldwell attributes to self-theorisation in the
film and television industry, such as a one-sided focus on the present
and the future as well as personalisation in the talk of media profes-
sionals and in production reports, through which the many below-the-line
practitioners tend to be forgotten. Following Caldwell, the quality TV
drama negotiated in the German industry can be understood as a kind of
theory with which its producers abstract and generalise current transfor-
mations of the television industry. However, it is not always the case that
a theory is actually formed via the negotiations described throughout this
book. Oftentimes, it seems more appropriate to speak of an “industrial
reflexivity”, as Caldwell also calls it in the subtitle of his influential book
Production Culture.

If we follow Caldwell, what the television industry and its representa-
tives reveal to researchers can be considered a performative production
of the industry. This idea is central to the interpretation of the different
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materials available to researchers—the “deep texts and rituals” (Cald-
well 2008, 347)—and is taken up in Chapter 3 in the section on
the study’s methodology. Researchers’ varying degrees of closeness to
industry also need to be reflected in the evaluation of surveys. Caldwell
and other media industry scholars have critically addressed such ques-
tions of “industry proximity”, finding that, on the one hand, locating
researchers in the media industry can promote a well-founded analysis
and sometimes represents the only possibility to look behind the offi-
cial organisational charts (Hammett-Jamart et al. 2018, 7). On the other
hand, some media industry studies run the risk of focusing too much on
an (alleged) “insider position” and naively celebrating this access. The
view from the outside can also be instructive.

The present study strives for a balance between an informed, ques-
tioning perspective, which is only made possible by a certain knowledge
of the industry, and a critical, outside perspective. An analysis of the
industry and an exchange with it are in principle productive and perspec-
tive expanding, since in addition to the media texts and products, this
study also takes into account their genesis and distribution. The corre-
sponding attention to production contexts can stimulate and expand
research on quality TV in particular, as textual analyses on such valorised
series currently predominate in German-speaking academia. An investi-
gation of the television industry and an exchange with it can also help
keep pace with the rapid, ongoing developments in the hybrid televi-
sion market. This work analyses the specific temporal and local context
of German television fiction and thus captures a hitherto insufficiently
studied but crucial phase of the current upheaval.

1.7 TEMPORAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Digitisation will lead to pluralisation not only in the technological media
used but also in how production is organised for TV series in Germany,
Jorg Sydow and Arnold Windeler (2004, 3) predicted as early as the
first half of the 2000s. Indeed, we have seen the rise of new production
companies and programme providers (especially streaming services), and
established institutions are also changing their production methods. In
this context, transnationally oriented drama serials with German partici-
pation are also becoming more prevalent, as Arnold Windeler, Anja Lutz
and Carsten Wirth (2001, 120) theorised may happen back in 2001.



1 INTRODUCTION 17

This book’s goal to explore current TV fiction production in Germany
and its transformation is of interest not only because of the resur-
gence of European co-productions (see Hammett-Jamart 2018) but also
because of the size of the market beyond national borders. In the Euro-
pean context, the German television and film industry leads in terms
of the number of fictional productions (Fontaine 2017, 11; Fontaine
and Pumares 2018, 19). However, many studies on German television
in media studies and media economics are now outdated and refer to
a television landscape that is completely different from today’s (e.g.
Zabel 2009; Hickethier 1998). The need for a study like the present
one is particularly striking when one considers how other European
markets have been studied more closely or systematically, especially the
British (e.g. Born 2005, 2003) and the Scandinavian (e.g. Philipsen and
Hochscherf 2016). An analysis of the reasons for the comparatively weak
state of research on recent television drama from Germany would also
certainly be worthwhile. It is conceivable that many researchers, as repre-
sentatives of an academic milieu with a certain taste, simply had no
interest in previous German television drama, which for years was geared
towards mass appeal (Eschke and Bohne 2010, 15) and was considered
very conservative. In addition, a “national bias”—referring to a more crit-
ical and also more emotional look at German series as compared to US
ones—may be decisive, as Tanja Weber (2019, 243) suspects might be the
case when it comes to the discourse on so-called quality TV in Germany.
An exception to the widespread ignorance of German-speaking research
on current German television drama is the crime genre (Simon 2023),
and especially the film-series hybrid Tatort/Crime Scene (ARD/ORE/
SRF, 1970-), which is popular among a wide variety of milieus and which
has been the subject of several analyses, primarily in terms of content (e.g.
Eichner and Waade 2015) and to some extent regarding its production
(e.g. Bendix and Himmerling 2014). Tatort, clearly, plays a key role in
German TV drama—or is “our quality TV”, as producer Ulrike Leibfried
(2016) stated. Like her, other practitioners also frequently brought up
this show in the interviews.

By focusing on Germany, this book transfers approaches of recent tele-
vision, media industry and screenwriting studies into a specific national
context. This focus is due, on the one hand, to the need for media
industry and production studies that relate to contexts other than the
Anglo-American one and, on the other hand, to the continuing relevance
of the national and the local, which, in addition to television practitioners
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(e.g. Tereszkiewicz 2020), various scholars point out: “National insti-
tutions do not disappear”, emphasises, for example, Giselinde Kuipers
(2011, 555). In her study Transnational Television and National Media
Landscapes, on the four European countries France, Italy, the Nether-
lands and Poland, Kuipers shows how national fields developed their
own dynamics and remained relatively autonomous even when they were
integrated into the “transnational arena” from the 1990s onwards. Nina
Vindum Rasmussen (2018, 106) highlights the importance of national
borders especially in the European context: “national contexts continue
to define cultural policy and industry practice in Europe”.

However, this relevance of the national does not at all mean it’s
possible to maintain the idea of a clearly delimitable German national
culture and a purely German television industry. Germany’s television
market has been transnationally shaped for years due to the global trade in
formats (Chalaby 2012), transnational media groups and the importance
of transnational production companies such as Fremantle, a subsidiary of
the RTL Group based in London. The present book takes into account
transnational and transcultural dimensions of television in Germany and at
the same time national and local particularities, such as the federalism of
the public broadcaster ARD, which is inscribed in its programmes (such as
Tatort) and continues in other production companies and funding agen-
cies. Especially in the industry discourse on the German quality drama
researched in this book, all sides—the local and the national, the transna-
tional and the global—are relevant and interwoven. We will see how the
interviewed and observed television practitioners, especially in the face of
an international market, repeatedly make national attributions, thus repro-
ducing an alleged “Germanness” in television. At the same time, they
compare German drama with productions and production methods from
other countries. Several times, the analysed television professionals raised
questions about “German content” or a “local colour” (e.g. Eichner and
Waade 2015), on the basis of which series produced and financed in
Germany can possibly circulate beyond national borders. “There’s this
famous saying” (Hackfort): “the more local, the more global” (Konrad)—
so said the “HaRiBo” writer trio (Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018),
behind the gangster drama 4 Blocks (2017-2019) and the Netflix action
thriller Kleo (2022), with an ironic undertone while pleading for specific,
local settings in German TV dramas for a transnational market.

The simultaneity and interconnectedness of globalisation and locali-
sation processes have been framed as “glocalisation” (Robertson 2014)
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and have already been observed in quite a few academic studies of tele-
vision. In a longitudinal study of national fictional television productions
in Germany, Italy, Spain, France and the UK, Gerd Hallenberger (e.g.
1998, 2002, 2010) has shown how a genre canon of its own devel-
oped in each country. Those genre canons emerged simultaneously in
the confrontation with US television and against the background of the
respective country’s media and television history, shaped to a large extent
by national influences. From early on in West Germany television history,
the presentation of US series parallel to domestic ones played an impor-
tant role (Hickethier 1998, 356-363). A look at West German television
history underscores how local series repeatedly took up and reshaped US-
American patterns (Schneider and Zimmermann 1992, 7). In the GDR,
as in other Eastern European countries of “real socialism”, such links to
US television hardly existed, at least officially. Television series in these
places took more influence from theatre and radio dramas and radio adap-
tations of literary material than from Western “soap opera genres” (Bilek
2013, 1). Still, “glocal” dimensions can be identified in GDR television
history, namely in relation to the “ambiguous media communication”
(“doppelbidige Medienkommunikation”) that Peter Hoff (in Hickethier
1998, 182) attributes to the country’s television: GDR citizens accessed,
on the one hand, the state-run media programmes aimed at legitimising
state actions and, on the other, the Western, border-crossing programmes
that offered satisfaction of individual needs.

Transnational or glocal features have also shaped German television
drama at large, in that it usually addresses a larger German-speaking
region and frequently develops from cooperation between Germany,
Austria, Switzerland and, to some extent, Luxembourg and Liechten-
stein. The German-speaking TV market is an example of a region that
ranks above the nation, according to Victor Roudometof’s scalar model
of glocalisation (2016) as well as the later conceptualisation by Kim T.
Hansen (2020, 87). The fact that German television series and film are
often created and broadcast only in this German-speaking region proves
that, while there is cross-national action here, it is rarely truly global.

The present book’s extensive focus on Germany is primarily moti-
vated by the pragmatic need to narrow the field of research. Certainly,
discourses and tendencies towards the so-called quality drama can also
be found in Austria and Switzerland—see, for example, the ambitious
Swiss crime drama Wilder (SRF 1, 2017-) or the various miniseries that
the Austrian director and writer David Schalko has been involved with,
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including Braunschlag (ORF, 2012), a comedy, and M — Eine Stadt sucht
einen Morder / M — A City Hunts a Murderer (ORE/TV Now, 2019),
a serial TV adaptation of Fritz Lang’s classic film M (1931). However,
to take up other German-speaking nations’ series in detail would go
beyond the scope of my study. Still, this book takes into account the
fluid boundaries of the German-speaking world as well as more general
transnational and transcultural dimensions when it expounds upon how
practitioners negotiate transformations of television and screenwriting in
Germany through the issue of quality drama.

1.8 STRUCTURE OF THE PRESENT STUDY

The two chapters that follow this introduction present some definitions
and conceptual basics and explain the industry discourse on quality drama
at a more abstract level. Chapter 2, titled “Quality TV Drama: Fields
of Research and Practitioners’ Perspectives”, drills down into the term
“quality TV (drama)” and the related field of research, dealing with the
connection between television and quality. In addition to discussing the
well-known quality TV criteria of Robert J. Thompson (1996), which
a number of analyses use (e.g. Blanchet 2011), this chapter identifies
gaps in quality TV research as well as other contexts, which have mostly
arisen through single-minded attention on US series. German and public-
service television fiction represent different contexts through which these
gaps can be addressed. I then explain that the aesthetic evaluations that
inevitably arise from the discussion of quality TV take place in specific
contexts. This then opens up into an explanation of the book’s approach
of considering quality TV drama as both a category and an evalua-
tion discourse of the television industry. Quality judgements, as becomes
clear, shape different phases of television production and consistently
take place in project networks and screen idea work groups. The last
part of Chapter 2 incorporates initial findings from the interviews and
participant observations and explains which textual aspects the inter-
viewed producers attributed to quality drama and which transnational
examples they referred to. Similar to the quality TV discourses found in
television criticism and television studies (e.g. Nesselhauf and Schleich
2016, 11), here we see prototypes crystallise, so to speak, in the form of
repeated reference to and thematising of specific shows, such as Breaking
Bad (AMC, 2008-2013). With reference to corresponding examples,
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especially from the US and also from Denmark, the practitioners empha-
sised in particular serial storylines across several episodes and associated
character development as (desirable) characteristics of quality drama.

Chapter 3, titled “Drama Production in Networks: Starting Points,
Methods and First Results”, explains the two concepts of “project
network” and “screen idea work group”, which form a central basis
for the following investigation. The methodologies I use build on these
two models, in particular because the study includes interviews with
members of such screenwriting and production networks. In addition to
the method of interviews with experts or “exclusive informants” (Bruun
2016, 139), that of participant observation is presented. Furthermore,
Chapter 3 discusses the analysis and interpretation of the data obtained.
Here, the project network and the screen idea work group (in addition
to more fundamental considerations from media industry and produc-
tion studies) once again represent an important basis of analysis. The
aforementioned hierarchies in these networks are illustrated through an
analysis of commissioning editors and their influence on screenwriting.
The presumed high status of editors has met considerable criticism in
recent discourse on quality TV drama from Germany, and practitioners
have made repeated pleas for production cultures that allow writers to
act more autonomously (Kraufl 2020a, 178). Against this background,
the final section discusses how editors are involved in project networks
and screen idea work groups and how this aspect of their role and their
hybrid profession in general is changing.

Chapter 4, “Germany’s Television Landscape: Actors and Produc-
tion Areas”, begins the actual investigation of German television drama
with an introduction to its structures. In doing so, the chapter also
provides important information for readers less familiar with German tele-
vision. I first describe production areas and central actors by focusing
on programme commissioners. This role has diversified considerably
since the 2010s, particularly since pay TV and SvoD operators began
producing drama in the German language. Established broadcasters have
also changed considerably—as can be seen with the example of Das kleine
Fernsehspiel (The Little Television Play), ZDF’s traditional and influen-
tial department for “auteur” and debut films, which has now opened
up to series. With regard to the different broadcasters and platforms,
I describe various business models or “dispositive structures” of televi-
sion in terms of production (Hickethier 1995). The second part of the
chapter focuses on production companies. These companies represent a
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very decisive factor in Germany, since they—and not the broadcasters
themselves—are who generally develop and produce series. Regarding the
quality or “high-end” drama segment, this look at production compa-
nies shows that the boundaries between television and film are becoming
increasingly blurred. In addition to current quality productions—which,
in Germany, mostly materialise as high-budget miniseries and overlap
with multi-part television films (so-called Mehrteiler)—Chapter 4 presents
other series types and production areas that shape the German televi-
sion series landscape. Hybrid forms of television film and series as well
as broadcast slots are taken into account. Schedule placements—that is,
whether a drama’s episodes are shown in a daytime programme or on
Sunday night—continue to structure German series production up to the
present day; despite the non-linear distribution channels enabled by the
internet, they still represent an important reference point in practitioners’
negotiations.

The fifth chapter, “Financing and Distributing Television Drama:
Economic Networks”; follows on from the overview of current broad-
casters and platforms to explain the networks they form to finance and
distribute series. The special consideration of economics is undertaken in
view of the fact that practitioners repeatedly deal with economic issues
in their discourses on quality drama. When US-based SvoD companies
are among the funders, the economic networks bear transnational traits.
The second part of Chapter 5 details such approaches to transnational
co-production and co-financing, which have gained new momentum in
Europe since 2015 (the start of this study), but which practitioners also
regard as a challenge. This chapter also deals with opportunities and
challenges by taking a closer look at the economic interplay between
the commissioning broadcaster or platform and the production company.
Due to the increasing number of distributors, changes have occurred in
the relationships between the two sides and, linked to this, how television
drama is financed and initiated. The model of “100 per cent financing
by broadcaster” that has dominated for years and the associated “total
buyout” model, where the broadcaster receives all rights (e.g. Froh-
lich 2010, 123), is increasingly being called into question. Some cases,
however, show tendencies towards the studio model, where commis-
sioners take over large parts of the production in addition to distribution,
and as such bind creators to them. The new, central player Netflix in
particular relies on such practices and on “exclusive” content, which in
the course of the pursued “glocal strategy” (Hansen 2020, 97) serves
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not only the local German-speaking market but most Netflix territories
worldwide.

Beyond the specific case of Netflix, the following Chapter 6,
titled “Quality Drama as Transnational Expansion: Exports and Local
Specifics”, analyses how the television industry in Germany is expanding
transnationally. This chapter takes local aspects and particularities into
account that accompany processes of transnationalisation in the sense of
glocalisation. First, I describe transnational and local dimensions of the
German television industry in more detail. On the one hand, trends in
the transformation of television “from a national, largely broadcasting,
market to a transnational multiplatform market” (Turner 2018, 137)
are also evident in Germany; on the other hand, national specifici-
ties such as federalism continue to shape large parts of public-service
broadcasting and media funding (which is increasingly also involved
in TV drama). The chapter’s second part specifically deals with nego-
tiations on series exports, which, in Germany, has historically been a
sporadic endeavour (Krauf§ 2020f, 2-3). However, today a larger number
of licensees in different countries and territories are available, through
various “internet-distributed television services” (Lotz et al. 2018, 42),
and English-speaking markets in particular are showing greater openness
to non-English (i.e. also German-language) series (Redvall 2018, 138).
At the same time, non-English series remain niche programmes in the
Anglo-American distribution context, and mainstream SvoD players more
recently seem to be refocusing once again on more predictable and main-
stream content in English (see Krauf3 2023e). The third and final section
of Chapter 6 demonstrates how individual project networks or screen idea
work groups and their practitioners are transnationalising in the context
of export ambitions and the expanded television industry. The transna-
tionality of individual players, working groups and production companies
can become a decisive criterion for evaluating, selecting and finally green-
lighting television dramas, alongside the transnational potential of the
content, narrative style and aesthetic at the textual level.

Chapter 7, “Contents and Forms of German TV Drama: Aesthetic
and Narrative Styles and Criticisms”, also addresses transnational and
local aspects in describing how the interviewed and observed television
professionals discussed the content and forms of German television series.
The first part describes how the interviewed producers, on the basis
of their attributions for transnational quality TV, debated the state of
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current television fiction from Germany. The comparison with produc-
tions from other countries played a decisive role. The chapter’s second
part looks more closely at the practitioners’ criticism of specific quality
drama projects from Germany. Finally, the last part of Chapter 7 shows
how the producers dealt with German television history in this engage-
ment with German TV fiction (see also Kraul 2021a). Their statements
not only revealed the impression of a “golden age” in the present or
recent past—with very different and increased distributing and licensing
opportunities—but also reflected on numerous reasons why quality serials
initially faced difficulty gaining ground in German television. In addi-
tion to a certain tepid perspective on serial television drama (compared
to the television film, which has long been held in higher esteem), this
chapter indicates how German production cultures historically evolved
within institutions.

The eighth and final chapter is titled “Quality TV and Its Production
Cultures: Negotiations on Writing and Producing”. It is fundamentally
concerned with production cultures as a central object of the industry
discourse on quality drama, and its particular focus is screenwriting. The
interviewed and observed practitioners considered this early phase of
script development to be a cornerstone of quality and discussed deficits
and barriers in this regard. The chapter begins by describing the economic
framework of screenwriting in detail, including certain payment patterns
and creatives’ special commitment to quality projects, which is accompa-
nied by the danger of self-exploitation. The second part elaborates on how
producers negotiated the writers’ room—a US working group export—
and, linked to it, the more generally collaborative nature of writing for
television as compared to film (see Newcomb and Lotz 2002, 76). I
then delineate writers” room practices in the German industry, including
looking at obstacles posed by its production cultures (first and foremost,
an adherence to the work of individual authors, which dominated for
years). The third part of Chapter 8 focuses on practical and discursive
approaches to the “showrunner”; the leader in the series production
process who is responsible for both business and creative aspects (e.g.
Newman and Levine 2012, 40). The showrunner figure is closely inter-
woven with the writers’ room, because this person commonly leads and
recruits that writing collective. The showrunner, another US export, is a
particular example of changes in German series production and heavily
factors into discussions about hierarchies in script development. The
chapter’s fourth section dives into the industry discourse regarding the
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agency of screenwriters. In addition to illuminating screenwriters’ histor-
ical marginalisation, here I investigate the often complicated relationship
between director and writer in project-based script work.

“To Be Continued: Conclusion and Outlook” concludes the book.
This chapter highlights the broader transformation processes of television
against which practitioners have negotiated quality TV drama in Germany
as well as its narrative styles and production cultures. Linked to the multi-
plication and expansion of the television landscape (both in and outside
Germany), I address changes in distribution, programmes, production
methods and especially screenwriting as well as reception. Although this
study focuses on the production side, the researched industry discourse
frequently referred to the audience and its changes. That is, the inter-
viewed practitioners repeatedly dealt with the socialisation of viewers in
Germany, which is manifesting in increasingly specialised and diversified
target groups with tastes in foreign markets, set against a transforming
digital media environment. The discussions also repeatedly touched upon
other criteria for and ways of evaluating viewers’ feedback besides the
quantitative audience rating that has dominated for years. The German
quality TV drama, as negotiated and approached by the researched prac-
titioners, stands at the beginning of a digitalised television landscape
based on data and algorithms (Holt and Perren 2019, 36), which in
turn requires new conceptions of audiences. In describing the multidi-
mensional industry discourse on quality drama, the book also maps such
fundamental, ongoing changes in television at large, in Germany and
beyond.

NoTE

1. The full list of German series case studies to acquire the interviewees
is: Babylon Berlin (ARD/Sky Deutschland, 2017-), Ciub der roten
Binder/Red Band Society (Vox, 2015-2017), Dark (Netflix, 2017-
2020), Deutschiand 83/86/89 (RTL/Amazon Prime Video, 2015-
2020), Drinnen — Im Internet sind alle gleich / Inside — On the
Internet All Ave Equal (ZDF, 2020), DRUCK /SKAM Germany
(Funk/ZDF, 2018-), ECHT /Real (ZDF, 2021-), Eichwald, MdB
(ZDF, 2014-2019), Mitten in Deutschland: NSU / NSU German
History X (ARD et al., 2016), Die Stadt und die Macht/The City
and the Power (ARD /NDR /Degeto, 2016), Das Verschwinden / The
Disappearance (ARD et al., 2017), Wir Kinder vom Bahbnhof Zoo/
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We Children from Zoo Station (Amazon Prime Video et al., 2021)
and 4 Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-2019). See also Krauf8 (2023c, 23~
30).
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CHAPTER 2

Quality TV Drama: Fields of Research
and Practitioners’ Perspectives

2.1 LoOCATION IN THE RESEARCH
FreLp or “QuaLity TV”

The notion of “quality TV” is highly controversial—in parts of the
German television industry, as several interviews showed, and in media
studies. Critical reflections on, for example, the elitist and inevitably
judgemental tendencies or the small, often seemingly arbitrary corpus of
so-called quality TV (e.g. Dasgupta 2012) can be highly productive: these
voices may prevent us from unquestioningly adopting this US-origin term
when analysing German or European TV drama. Why, then, does this
book refer to the controversial term “quality TV”, which is also now
somewhat outdated (in referring primarily to a past era of US television).
First of all, because of its “realpolitik” relevance: the discourse on quality
TV drama had, and still has, quite a strong presence in the German tele-
vision industry. This is evidenced by, for example, the titles of the talks
I observed at various industry workshops: “Quality TV as a European
co-production” (Blumenberg 2018), “Everywhere quality TV?” (Eschke
2018) and “German quality TV drama in pay TV” (Jastfelder 2018Db).
Furthermore, quality TV—that is, “high-end television [or] premium
TV series production” (Szczepanik 2021, 14)—is an important field for
today’s television industry in Germany and Europe. The negotiations on
quality TV also have had an impact on screenwriting, as practitioners
seek ways to increase aesthetic value specifically in the script development
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phase. In the context of this book, “quality TV” is also fruitful because
this term is equally discussed in media studies. It thus reveals interfaces
between the television industry and academia that are especially rare in the
German context. My study aims at investigating these interfaces, making
them productive and promoting further exchange between the two sides.

This book also looks to build on the concept of quality TV—as
it can hardly be totally banished from television studies, even if some
scholars (e.g. Borsos 2017, 20) have called for that. The motif of
quality has historically and continues to play a major role in discussions
of television—for example, when television was first differentiated from
other individual media (Einzelmedien) such as film, which usually had
higher cultural prestige (see Weber 2019, 231). More generally, the issue
of quality characterises today’s society, which (at least in the Western
context) clamours for uniqueness and “singular goods” (Reckwitz 2020,
148).

Television and Quality

From its beginnings, television found itself in a constant process of
legitimisation (e.g. Newman and Levine 2012, 4). Debates about a “bet-
ter” television, as echoed in the industry discourse on German quality
drama analysed here, have thus taken place at different times, in various
contexts and with diverse emphases (for example, in relation to individual
programmes or broader programme structures and developments; see e.g.
Gould 2002). In the context of current society’s “creativity dispositif”
(Reckwitz 2017, 9), issues of quality have gained further importance. In
some cases, the television industry itself has initiated these discussions,
such as when secking to improve the image of television or when certain
TV channels wanted to distinguish themselves from competitors (e.g.
Lentz 2000). Often programmes other than fictional series have been
foregrounded; now, with the more recent debate on quality TV drama,
these other types of programmes have been lost from view.

For a long time, the television series was considered low value—espe-
cially in Germany. Amid the influential television theories of the Frankfurt
School in the 1950s, several scholars started emphasising its repetitive and
uniform character in a negative light. According to Theodor W. Adorno
(2009, first 1953, 68), it is precisely the formulaicness of productions of
the “culture industry” that reinforces viewers’ conformism and thereby
consolidates the status quo under capitalism. Against this backdrop, many
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academics saw television, and particularly TV series, as predominantly a
commercial and mass cultural phenomenon, and therefore as a necessarily
trivial form (see Engell 2012, 14).

Cultural studies, originated by British Marxist academics in the 1960s
and gradually widely received in German-speaking media and communi-
cation studies, led to other perspectives on television, entertainment and
seriality. For example, one central assumption of the Frankfurt School’s
critical theories—that politics can be found in fiction and entertain-
ment (see Knilli 1968, 7-8)—is represented in the later television and
media theories of cultural studies. However, these cultural studies theories
refrain from simple manipulation theories that attribute great power and
a uniform character to mass media. Following Stuart Hall’s (2006, first
1973) influential “encoding/decoding” model and the reception studies
that followed it, television viewers themselves came into greater focus.
These theories and studies positioned them, at least to a certain extent, as
active participants who ultimately “create” the meaning of the television
text (see e.g. Johnson 1996, 97). In view of different readings and appro-
priation processes, scholars considered rash ideological and also qualitative
classifications of television programmes to be increasingly questionable.

In discussions of quality TV, however, this problematisation of quality
judgement is often not reflected. Furthermore, the term and its adapta-
tion in German-language media studies more recently have been accom-
panied by yet another paradigm shift in the analysis of television. My work
takes up this change in a critical way.

Quality TV

The quality TV drama has had increasing presence in German-language
media studies from the late 2000s onwards, and many have hailed it as
an aesthetic reinvention of television fiction and its narrative styles (see
Schlicker 2016, 15). Television studies have also transformed, and, as a
result of all this, the subject of television has become ennobled. But, as
Herbert Schwaab (2010, 137) has critically commented, the research on
quality TV tends “to deny television as television” (my translation) by
placing such drama in the realm of the older and more “respectable”
medium of film (e.g. Kinder 2008, 51) or the bourgeois novel (e.g.
McGrath 2000) while separating it from “ordinary” television. “Quality
TV is best defined by what it is not. It is not ‘regular’ TV”, states Robert
J. Thompson (1996, 13) in the foreword to his anthology Television’s
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Second Golden Age, a text that anchored “quality TV” in the academic
debate in the mid-1990s (see Schliitz 2016, 55). Thompson’s criteria for
quality TV (drama) also include:

— “a quality pedigree”; such shows are made by “artists”, who receive
much greater creative freedom than is typical in television produc-
tion;

— a focus on viewers defined as academic, “well-educated, [and ] urban-
dwelling”;

— low ratings and the related struggle against broadcasters and main-
stream, “nonappreciative audiences”;

— a large ensemble of characters and, linked to this, multiple perspec-
tives and plots;

— memorable diegetic worlds;

— linked divergent genre elements;

— high self-reflexivity;

— controversial, taboo subject matter;

— an aspiration towards “realism”;

— critical acclaim and awards; and

— a “literary” narrative style; here, “the writing is usually more complex
than in other types of programming” (1996, 13-16).

The last point makes clear that Thompson’s criteria also touch upon
writing and storytelling. Several academic works on quality TV have
built on Thompson’s classification (e.g. Blanchet 2011). In the German
television industry, too, practitioners sometimes refer to this concept to
negotiate quality drama (e.g. Eschke 2018). However, Stefan Borsos
(2017, 8) criticises the German-language literature for its often uncritical,
ahistorical adoption of categories that neglect the region’s specific cultural
context. Behind an enthusiasm for experimentation and complexity (e.g.
Rothemund 2013), the economic background and origins of quality TV
are often forgotten. Thompson’s criteria at least indicate economic condi-
tions, through the mention of “an audience with blue chip demographics”
(1996, 14). In the US television industry, the term “quality TV” initially
referred—as early as the 1980s—to programmes for a small target group
considered to be of “higher quality” primarily for economic reasons.
The advertising industry was prepared to pay higher prices to address
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this affluent audience, which was generally more difficult to reach on
television (Feuer 2007, 147).

Writing 12 years before Thompson, Jane Feuer, Paul Kerr and Tise
Vahimagi contributed significantly to the migration of the quality TV
concept from industry and journalistic discussions to academia with their
anthology MTM: Quality Television. They use the term primarily as
an evaluative judgement or aesthetic description but also to grasp the
changed framework conditions in US television: “conditions which make
‘quality’ profitable” (1984, ix). Quality TV is thus related to an increased
diversity of programmes, and thus target groups, that became apparent in
US television beginning in the 1980s. In this respect, “quality” was above
all a category of viewers, and as such related to the industry’s economically
determined hierarchical structure—which we both should view critically
and cannot ignore.

As discussed, my book extends the research on quality TV through
the perspective of media industry studies, and I view quality TV less in
terms of particularly “good” programmes (i.e. programmes deemed valu-
able in terms of aesthetic or content) and more as an industry discourse.
The study’s particular focus is television fiction in Germany, which is in
a current state of transition, and not contemporary US drama since the
1980s.

German and Public-Service Contexts

By concentrating on Germany, I do not intend to revive the anti-
American stance that permeated former West German debates on US
television shows (see Hallenberger 1990, 39—40). It is inarguable that
many influential TV dramas, rich in both aesthetic and theme, of the
present and recent past originate in the US. However, an evident US-
centricity, including in recent German-language research on television
series (e.g. Schliitz 2016), tends to naturalise and universalise quality and
evaluation criteria specifically applicable to US productions. This puts
alternative television cultures and traditions at risk of being forgotten.
In the particular context analysed by this book, issues of television and
quality have long been intensively negotiated—well before the German
“quality TV” hype began in the 2010s (see e.g. Bolik and Schanze 1997).
As such, the present study takes into account such traditions and specific
frameworks in Germany.
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A decisive difference between German and US quality TV—which
most quality TV research touches upon—is, obviously, that public broad-
casters play a central role in Germany but not in the US. To this day, they
contribute to “auteur” and arthouse productions often regarded as quality
(especially ZDF with its department Das kleine Fernsehspiel [The Little
Television Play]) and remain by far the most important commissioners
for fictional productions in Germany (see Castendyk and Goldhammer
2018, 35-36). For the analysed industry discourse on German quality
TV drama, this tendency is relevant in two main respects. Firstly, public-
service broadcasters are crucial actors in television as well as a primary
object of debate regarding how to enforce quality in German TV drama.
Secondly, certain conceptualisations of quality traditionally have been
linked to public-service broadcasting: repeatedly, quality served to justify
public broadcasters’ existence and was seen as something to be commu-
nicated to the audience (see Williams 1968, 131). Over time, however,
such a conception of viewers and quality has come to be seen as elitist
and paternalistic and thus outdated and problematic (Bennett 2016,
133-134).

As early as the 1980s, the public-service concept of “audience-as-
public” (Ang 1991, 29)—describing a national society that must be
united, informed and educated—came under pressure in Germany due to
popular US series imports, which filled the apparent gap in a market that
was less audience- and entertainment-oriented (Hoskins and Mirus 1988,
508), and also in the face of the introduction of advertising-financed
private television. The alternative configuration “audience-as-market”
(Ang 1991, 29) now became formative and, with it, a long-running focus
on quantity. Not long ago, all commissioners of TV series in Germany
aimed at reaching a target audience that was as large as possible (Sydow
and Windeler 2004b, 6). Similar to the US market, which once focused
on maximising the audience and mainstream compatibility (Hoskins and
Mirus 1988, 505-07), the German industry’s changing approach to the
quality drama reflects a shift towards target-group-specific narrowcasting
(Parsons 2003) and, later on, greater personalisation through online
platforms (Holt and Perren 2019, 33), albeit under decisively different
conditions: Germany’s television landscape is obviously much smaller than
the US’s and more strongly characterised by public-service broadcasters.
Ideally, public-service content should reach all citizens and not just a
specific, economically attractive target group.
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Another differing parameter, which the practitioners frequently
brought up in their negotiations on German quality TV drama, is the
continuing importance of the television film in Germany, especially in
public-service fiction. Hybrid forms of the TV film also exist, such
as loosely serialised 90-minute procedural programmes (Reihen), which
receive more detailed attention in Chapter 4, surveying the television
landscape in Germany and its production areas. The very successful
Tatort/ Crime Scene (ARD /ORE/SF, 1970-) is the best-known example
of such individual films united by recurring characters (teams of inves-
tigators) and shared opening credits, but which are usually helmed
by different directors and scriptwriters (see Hiflnauer et al. 2014Db).
By involving ever-changing creatives, Tatort is also open to experi-
ments in the popular sphere and can therefore be considered a long-
standing German expression of quality TV (as producer Leibfried [2016]
suggested).

Linked to audience and programme orientations, another prominent
aspect of the discourse on quality TV drama is distribution. Supposedly
valuable productions stand out as “events”, in contrast to daily, weekly
and other more regular television. At the same time, especially in the case
of fictional series, the current expansion of channels and platforms and
the increase in online distribution in particular are coming to light. So-
called binge watching—a practice strongly co-constructed and promoted
by the industry—is in turn related to “quality”, as a certain valence and
claimed difference to “conventional television” legitimises such concen-
trated reception of a series: “[I]f viewers stand to earn valued cultural
capital, it is socially acceptable to binge, rather than watch several hours
of scheduled television”, notes Mareike Jenner (2017, 305).

The quality drama thus also functions in Germany as an “agent of
media change” (Beil et al. 2012, 197, my translation), in terms of
programmes, distribution and audience orientation. My examination of
local television’s transformations follows on from work that has consid-
ered quality TV as a particular historical development in television fiction
(e.g. Logan 2016, 145). However, I try to avoid the tendency in much
research on quality TV to assume too much about the central paradigm
shift and a chronological progression while neglecting the heterogeneity
of television. Particularly in public-service fiction from Germany, contra-
dictory, parallel processes are visible alongside the rise in quality TV
projects. We should not forget them. My study further counters potential
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problems of the “quality TV” approach by not ignoring the valua-
tion stemming from this term. Instead, it explores a discourse of value
contained to a specific context.

2.2 QuALrty TV DrRAMA AS A DISCOURSE
ON VALUES AND THE INDUSTRY

“Quality TV (drama)” is a genre label unlike any other: it is automat-
ically accompanied by valence and normativity (see Cardwell 2007). In
this context, it needs a negative counterpart. The devaluation and appre-
ciation of popular television—that is to say, its perception as trash or
art—are simultaneously present and condition each other, states Brigitte
Frizzoni (2014, 340). Seen from this angle, the idea of “quality TV
drama” is closely linked to “distinction”. If we follow Pierre Bourdieu’s
examination of questions of taste and class differences (2010, first 1979)
as well as the heterogeneous cultural studies with their broad concept
of culture (e.g. During 1993, 10), then we can say that aesthetic eval-
uations and demarcations are historically variable and integrated into
broader social hierarchies. The TV practitioners’ judgements explored
in this book are also related to sociocultural affiliations. The relevance
of structural and institutional factors, in addition to subjective ones, has
already been pointed out by Charlotte Brunsdon (1990), in her influ-
ential paper “Problems with Quality”. She accentuates the contexts of
taste formation: “Quality for whom?, Judgement by whom?, On whose
behalf?” (73).

Which Quality and Whose?

Not only can people with diverse interests, sociocultural position and
backgrounds be differentiated, so too can the objects of evaluation. While
the academic discourse on “quality TV” has mainly revolved around
serial television fiction from the US, other focal points and yardsticks
are conceivable. Take, for instance, discussions on the “public value”
of public-service broadcasting, in which news in particular has been
attributed great social significance (Mayer 2013, 81-82; 99-102). Given
public-service broadcasting’s important role in the context of Germany,
such questions of value to the public also shape the debate on quality
drama, which is more aesthetic than political.
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Overall, the assignment of value is a relational and dynamic process.
Quality results neither solely nor conclusively from an object but only
from the interplay between offer and recipient, as Christoph Neuberger
(2011, 28) summarises. The practitioners researched in the following
are part of such an interplay. They evaluate programmes at their genesis
(including during screenwriting) and, in addition, are consumers. My
study takes up Brunsdon’s important interjection “Quality for whom?”
(1990, 73) by focusing on the specific context of the television and film
industry in Germany and the professionals who work in it.

Quality Judgements in the Television Industry

Brunsdon emphasises “[p]rofessional codes and practices” (1990, 77) as
an elementary discursive framework in which television quality is nego-
tiated. First, as already discussed, the industry produces “quality” in
order to distinguish itself from competing products and earlier “ordinary”
television. Moreover, quality judgements take place in the production
processes themselves, as Sibylle Bolik (1997, 16) emphasised in her
analysis of television-specific media valuation research many years ago:
quality is negotiated and constructed in permanent, discursive production
practices.

For researchers of TV series, listening to practitioners can be enriching,
as it puts focus on further facets and criteria of quality and on embedded
evaluations in production contexts. “If we are seriously interested in how
television works and how cultural and the other values are arrived at,
these are voices that need to be heard”, contends Mdire Messenger Davies
(2007, 172). These voices include “producers (whether writers, directors,
editors, sound, music, costume, [or] makeup artists)”. When it comes
to these different trades and production phases, the diversity and poten-
tial discord of quality judgements becomes visible, for in these varying
contexts, different standards for “quality” may apply.

While academic discussions on quality TV share an overall focus on
narration and scriptwriting, other areas, such as post-production, also
can determine quality. That notions of quality are related to produc-
tion techniques and their transformations is clear from John Thornton
Caldwell’s reflections on “televisuality” as an “industrial product” (1995,
7). As technology and production methods changed in the US televi-
sion of the 1980s—Caldwell’s object of study—so too did its aesthetic.
Similarly, Janet McCabe and Kim Akass (2007a, 8) hold that, when
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it comes to serial quality TV, innovations in production techniques
made visual effects possible that previously were achievable only in
Hollywood films. Likewise, technical changes in viewers’ environments—
with upgraded widescreen plasma and HD televisions and top-of-the-
line sound systems—in turn resulted in demand for programmes with
corresponding technical improvements. However, for practitioners, such
quality demands from the audience or from the production process can
mean immense pressure. When commissioners, viewers or production
members want something that seems almost impossible to finance, quality
becomes an economic challenge.

Television series from Germany are, obviously, created under economic
restrictions. Accordingly, financial resources were a common subject in the
examined industry discourse. On the one hand, the budget often func-
tions as a decisive criterion for “top production quality drama series”
(Hoskins and Mirus 1988, 502). On the other hand, what McCabe
and Akass (2007a, 6) state is also true: “quality is ultimately censored
by economic pragmatism, industrial trends and financial constraints”.
Artistic-cultural aspects often exist in tension with economic ones—as
is evident, for example, in the film and media funding of Germany’s
various federal states and its consideration of “local effects” (i.e. economic
benefits for certain regions and their media industries) alongside or
instead of artistic success (see Hammett-Jamart 2018, 249). At the
same time, German film and media funding’s increasing stake in TV
drama production points to the economic relevance of supposed “qual-
ity” status, as such status can be a condition for securing subsidies.
In 2020, for example, the federal government’s 50 million euro deficit
fund—meant to compensate for production losses caused by the Covid-
19 pandemic—only went to films with a cinema release and “high-quality
series” (“hochwertig(e] Serien”, Niemeier 2020c¢), without the latter being
precisely defined.

Quality and economy are further intertwined because the reputation
resulting from prizes, nominations and reviews can determine the remu-
neration of those involved in the production. In terms of payment as
well as media funding, attempts to measure and reward artistic quality are
multiple. Such remuneration practices also aim to address the tendency
for production companies and their staff to hold little economic interest
in the quality or success of a series, given that full broadcaster financing
remains the dominant scenario in Germany (see Frohlich 2007, 43). The
“achievement model” (“Leistungsmodell”) of ARD, for example, aims
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to evaluate and accumulate “special qualitative achievements on behalf
of public television, which are reflected in outstanding and prestigious
awards and nominations of a production as well as in the number of
broadcasts” (ARD 2019, 17, my translation). Producers earn points not
only through linear broadcasting on channels that belong to or are co-
organised by an ARD network (Arte, 3sat) but also through festival prizes
and other nominations deemed relevant.

The importance of symbolic capital (Bourdieu 2010, first 1979)—
which includes prestigious awards, at least within the industry (Szczepanik
2018, 159)—is particularly high in quality TV drama. After all, it is
precisely in this programme segment that linear broadcasting and asso-
ciated remuneration practices are losing importance, while other criteria
are (once again) becoming more important. Additionally, some signs are
emerging, in both the European and to some extent German quality
TV drama segment, that financing methods are converging with those of
independent cinema,! for which festival funding has traditionally played
an important role.

Long before any awards are handed out or festival, television or
subscription video-on-demand (SVoD) distribution takes place, quality
judgements begin with the early selection processes for TV programmes.
In purchasing, programme planning, concept and script selection and the
screenwriting process, different practitioners and departments appraise
content, each with different agency. Eva Novrup Redvall attributes the
power of selection especially to producing and commissioning broad-
casters, who decide “which ideas should be given the opportunity to move
from pitch to production” (2013, 28).

Both in this selection process and the screenwriting that follows,
existing television and film texts can be central forces that shape TV
professionals’ ideas of quality. Incorporating initial findings from the inter-
views and participant observations, the following subchapter describes the
analysed practitioners’ perspectives on transnational quality TV and its
features. It explores what the industry representatives understood “quality
TV” to mean and what content-related and aesthetic properties they
attributed to it.
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2.3 CONCEPTS AND ATTRIBUTIONS: QUALITY TV
DRAMA FROM THE PRACTITIONERS’ PERSPECTIVE

The scriptwriter Martin Rauhaus (2016) praised HBO productions, which
at the time were repeatedly cited as quality TV, as “sensationally well
written, made and acted” and compared them to “Swiss watches”. “One
asks oneself, why should I buy German or Bulgarian watches?” Like
Rauhaus, who came up with the concept for the German quality drama
attempt Die Stadt und die Macht / The City and the Power (ARD/NDR/
Degeto, 2016), many of the other interviewed and observed TV profes-
sionals discussed the content and form of foreign transnational quality TV
dramas, including their aesthetic and narrative styles. Practitioners’ exam-
ination of these quality series and their textual characteristics veered into
the glocal, since they were concerned with both national and transnational
aspects.

The Quality Drama as o Transnational Disconrse

Transnationality knows territorial boundaries. The TV creators referred
exclusively to US series and (significantly less frequently) to Western
European productions alongside German ones. In this context, the high
regard for US dramas (as exemplified in Rauhaus’s earlier statement and
also visible in many German-language analyses on quality TV drama)
was striking. This enthusiasm for US series differs significantly from the
anti-American resentments of the past. “US series were regarded exclu-
sively as prime examples of the trivial and the ideological”, said Dietrich
Leder (2015, my translation) in summarising the prevailing views found
in German academia and feature pages during the heyday of Dalias
(US 1978-91, CBS) and Dynasty (1981-89, ABC), both well-known
prime-time soaps that had great success in West Germany in the 1980s.
However, already back then some West German television producers were
using “Americanisation” as a synonym for professionalisation in TV fiction
(Hallenberger 1990, 40).

In the analysed discourse, TV professionals frequently relativised the
idealistic notions of US series, arguing that only the cream of the crop
makes it to Germany. When it comes to transnational streaming services,
however, this diagnosis hardly seems to apply: the quantity or “inflation
of series” (interview with von Borries 2019) available on these platforms
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counters the “top selection” argument. Additionally, the historical situa-
tion whereby a US series had to first run successfully on US television
before potentially being broadcast abroad is often no longer the case
thanks to synchronous distribution in different territories. The presence
of US-dominated streaming companies in the German market means
that German productions compete even more intensely and directly
with foreign productions than they did in the past. In addition, practi-
tioners can acquaint themselves with the products of other markets more
comprehensively, more quickly and with fewer barriers.

In this context, television professionals are obviously also viewers, as
they frequently emphasised and reflected on themselves. On several occa-
sions, they considered engaging with other TV series and films to be an
important part of their work. At industry talks, for example, producers
cited “must-see” series and pointed out that younger writers are more
influenced by high-end dramas from the US. The commissioning editor
Liane Jessen (2019) argued in an interview that “you need to know what
else is out there in the world to flavour your own product”.

The TV professionals also discussed foreign series’ perceived produc-
tion conditions and compared these with the situation in the German TV
industry.? In respect to both production conditions and narrative styles,
many considered the US television industry to be more progressive. Jorg
Winger (2017), producer and writer of Deutschiand 83/86/89 (RTL/
Amazon Prime Video, 2015-20) and Sam—Ein Sachse / Sam—A Saxon
(Disney+, 2023), for example, spoke of a “more mature television market
that is a few steps ahead of us”. However, it is above all Danish series from
the 2010s that Winger regarded as significant for the German industry,
as they come from a small, non-English-speaking country with limited
budgets: “Then suddenly you no longer had the excuse that these series
come from another planet”.

Alongside US series, Scandinavian and especially Danish produc-
tions formed a central reference point in the practitioners’ transnational
discourse on quality drama. With the focus on Danish drama, as well
as in other respects, their negotiations overlapped with those found in
newspaper feature pages and other television criticism. Journalists have
repeatedly contrasted “smart Scandinavian television” (as exemplified in
the weekly news magazine Der Spiegel by Diez and Hiietlin 2013, 133,
my translation) with Germany’s supposedly stodgy and dated TV drama.
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The Quality Drama as a Public Disconrse

Generally, public media discourse on quality TV shaped the practition-
ers’ debates. Especially in the 2010s, the feature and media pages of
Germany’s leading newspapers examined quality TV drama through a
focus on storytelling and aesthetic. In the interviews, I myself introduced
this public discourse by asking whether journalists’ complaints about the
lack of German quality TV series were justified. While several intervie-
wees agreed in principle with this diagnosis in the transnational context,
UFA managing director Joachim Kosack (2019) had a harsh verdict on
German TV critics: the journalists, he complained, often compare “apples
to oranges” and are rarely aware of the different facets of German televi-
sion fiction. However, Anja Kiumle (2015), at the time head of corporate
communications and marketing at UFA, pointed to how the PR strategy
for Deutschiand 83 took up the TV critics’ lamentations about the lack
of German quality TV. Problem-centred debates in the feature pages can
thus be constructively integrated into marketing campaigns.

In any case, the practitioners did not seem to be completely indif-
ferent to the television critics. The media’s quality judgements can even
serve as an important evaluation criterion (alongside others such as audi-
ence ratings and viewing figures) and thus as a “currency” of sorts. Anke
Greifeneder (2017), vice president of original productions at Warner-
Media, pointed to aspirations of “critical acclaim” from both the industry
as well as the media for the German productions of WarnerTV Serie and
WarnerTV Comedy (formerly TNT Serie and TNT Comedy). Harald
Steinwender (in the interview with Simionescu and Steinwender 2018),
editor at BR—Bayerischer Rundfunk (Bavarian Broadcasting), rated the
humorous and locally tinged provincial political drama Hindafing (ARD /
BR/Arte, 2017-19) a success because of positive reviews, including its
categorisation as quality TV, despite disappointing viewer numbers in the
linear broadcast. He additionally addressed the fact that public broad-
casters collect and distribute television criticism to their teams and spoke
of “internal distinction”. Within the complex federal structure of the
ARD network, there seems to be competition between different local
broadcasters (e.g. BR) and their editorial departments. According to
Steinwender (in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018), the public-service
backdrop also plays an important role: as a result of using public licence
fees, “one wants to offer quality”. Furthermore, according to him, “an
element of feedback” runs from the newspaper reviews to TV and film
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festival juries, on which critics often sit: “So you know what is being
positively discussed there, and that is definitely reflected in the prizes”.
Steinwender’s finding corresponds to the argument that film and tele-
vision journalists are ultimately to be understood as part of the media
industries (Waade, Redvall and Jensen 2020, 12) and underscores that
discourses on quality TV drama within the industry and in the public
media overlap. Similar to arguments in newspaper feature pages and
in media studies, certain works repeatedly came to the fore when the
practitioners explored the content and form of quality TV.

Quality TV Prototypes

In the TV professionals’ negotiations, certain US series took on the role
of prototypes, in the sense of works repeatedly identified as “classics”
of the genre and thereby conventionalised (Schweinitz 1994, 111). The
television practitioners frequently referred to The Sopranos (HBO, 1999—
2007), The Wire (HBO, 2002-08), Breaking Bad (AMC, 2008-13) and
Mad Men (AMC, 2007-15) when exploring the supposed beginnings of
quality TV drama and their personal enthusiasm for it. A European “best
practice” example they often named and whose narrative they explored
was the Danish political drama Bozgen (DR1, 2010-13; Netflix/DR,
2022). More recent productions also represented central reference works,
especially when their release coincided with the interviews and observa-
tions conducted for this study, such as the British police thriller Bodyguard
(BBC One, 2018) at the turn of 2018-19. The practitioners’ quality TV
canon thus continually expanded, through, among other things, Danish
and British productions and based on trends perceived in the industry as
well as the TV professionals’ individual reception.

Sevial Storylines

An ingredient repeatedly attributed to quality dramas in the industry
discourse, similar to in academia and the feature pages, were serial
storylines across episodes or even seasons. In the eyes of the analysed
practitioners, such ongoing dramatic continuity enables a broad, multi-
faceted narration, or a “lavish economy”. This feature, according to the
screenwriter Bernd Lange (2018), does not exist in the same way in indi-
vidual films. Mixed forms of ongoing and episodic narration, of series
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and serial, which Robin Nelson calls “flexi-narrative” (2007, 48), some-
times were forgotten in this enthusiasm for serial storylines. However,
some practitioners (e.g. Kraus 2018) precisely pointed out these sorts
of hybrids, which also reveal themselves through closer dramaturgical
analysis of many well-known quality TV prototypes, such as Breaking
Bad.

Episodic plotlines in series can be justified by distribution methods, as
is well-known. Television broadcasters in Germany, often still oriented to
linear distribution, have for years preferred the “monster of the week”
structure in TV series, above the daily or weekly soap opera. Why? Proce-
durals with a strong focus on the respective case story enables flexible
programming and reception—even broadcasting out of order. In the face
of commissioners’ preference for procedurals, creatives until recently had
to search for ways to integrate serial storylines into the script or “to weave
them into the story”, as Winger (2017) put it regarding his earlier work
on SOKO Leipzig / Leipziy Homicide (ZDF, 2001-).

In view of new commissioners and digital distribution forms that
enable flexible reception, the industry has become considerably more
open to serials with ongoing dramatic continuity across several episodes
in the course of the period studied (2015-23). Writers often described
serial storylines and the shift towards them as appealing. Against the
background of his own series’ reception, screenwriter Richard Kropf,
together with his co-writers Hanno Hackfort and Bob Konrad (2018),
noted a wide narrative range: with cross-episode story arcs, it’s possible
to establish images that the viewers cannot classify at first and that only
make sense later. It’s also possible to convey aspects of the characters’
past and to “open up something new and trust that it will fit into the
narrative flow”. Kropf’s statement parallels academic findings that quality
TV dramas have a “memory” (Thompson 1996) and experiment with
narrative time (e.g. Kelleter 2014, 20). Kropf’s words make one think
in particular of the “complex narration” that Jason Mittell attributes to
“complex TV” (2015) with its “ongoing stories across a range of genres”
(20006, 32).

According to scriptwriter Annette Hess (2019), talk of complex narra-
tion has also circulated in the German television industry for the past
several years. From her point of view, however, this notion is problematic
because much of what is categorised as “complex” is ultimately badly told:
“You can’t really get to any character, no subject has really been taken
seriously and then they say it’s ‘complex’, or the viewer is too stupid.
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That kind of thing, I can’t stand that at all”. At this point, Hess brought
the audience into play. Viewers presumably become more active when it
comes to ongoing, “complex” narratives. They must weave different parts
together and cannot complete the story after only one episode (Mittell
2006, 32). However, the audience also poses a challenge in this context.
How many and which viewers will engage with a complex narrative across
episodes, and when and for how long? In the discussion of serial story-
lines as a key aspect of quality drama, the practitioners repeatedly touched
on the difficulty of reaching a larger audience. Here, they also repeat-
edly negotiated distribution. The TV professionals often considered linear
broadcasting as the wrong, or at least a difficult, framework for dramas
with strong serial story arcs. Creatives also complained about established
German broadcasters’ long-standing scepticism towards serial storylines
and their frequent assumption that such dramas do not work in Germany.
Meanwhile, Hauke Bartel (2017), then head of fiction at the commer-
cial broadcaster Vox (part of the RTL Group), argued in an industry
lecture that dramaturgy must understand what linear television requires:
serial plotlines across episodes that are as “low threshold” as possible and
primarily confined to the level of characters.

Character Development

Again and again, the practitioners connected cross-episodic serial story-
lines with character development. Lange (2018), for example, distin-
guished serial dramaturgy from single film dramaturgy in this way: while
the latter stays close to the main character and their life world and
conflicts, serials generally narrate more broadly—through a larger arsenal
of characters and by opening up the “temporal framework”.

Practitioners repeatedly emphasised the ambivalent nature of protago-
nists when it comes to cross-episode character development. For example,
Bartel (2018) stated that many US cable productions “a la Breaking
Bad” are strongly “concerned with illuminating the darkest elements of
being human”, through “the long way down of a character”. Bernhard
Gleim (2016), former commissioning editor at NDR — Norddeutscher
Rundfunk (Northern German Broadcasting, a member of the ARD
consortium), also attributed to Breaking Bad a “brokenness, ambivalence,
contradictoriness of characters” that does not exist at such an intensity
in German television fiction. Hess (2019) contrasted “profound” and
“multi-layered” characters with the, in her view, problematic attribute of
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“complexity”, citing as an example of the former the character Dunja
Hausmann, the dissident singer and civil rights activist in the drama Weis-
sensee/ The Weissensee Saga (ARD/MDR/Degeto, 2010-18), for which
Hess was largely responsible: “This was totally important to me, that
she is an asshole as a mother”. With such a focus on ambivalence, the
studied professionals’ quality TV attributions once again resemble those
found in the feature pages and media studies, where complex and nuanced
characters have been noted and associated with novels (e.g. Ritzer 2011,
20-21). However, Claudia Simionescu (in Simionescu and Steinwender
2018), the head of TV films at BR, made it clear in a dialogue with her
fellow editor Harald Steinwender that creatives have “always” striven for
multi-layered characters.

Hess (2019) doubted to some extent the fundamental connection
between character sketching and series dramaturgy that is often claimed:
serial storylines obviously offer more time “to build up characters and
then turn them around”. But even in a classic “monster of the week”
crime procedural, it is, according to Hess, possible “to have multi-layered
characters or not”. With regard to multiple perspectives through different
characters and their storylines, she accentuated the dramaturgical chal-
lenge of making sure “it doesn’t fall apart”. According to this line of
argument, a quality drama is not only characterised by multiple perspec-
tives and plots, a notion that Thompson (1996, 13-16) already included
in his well-known quality TV criteria; rather, these strands must also
be meaningfully combined. In this respect, the practitioners’ negotia-
tions also touched upon questions of craft and skill in dramaturgy and
screenwriting.

In addition to multi-perspective and serial narration as well as multi-
layered character development, the other well-known ingredients of
quality TV that practitioners often highlighted were authenticity, realism
and greater edginess.

Authenticity and Edginess

“Pay TV is characterised by being more explicit, [...] in the depiction of
sex or violence, in language”, said Frank Jastfelder (2018a), director of
original drama productions at Sky Deutschland, in regard to the area of
pay TV that he represents, which is considered decisive in recent histo-
riographies of quality TV from the US. The pay cable channel HBO,
in particular, is said to have deliberately used sex and swearing to set
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itself apart from other programme providers (McCabe and Akass 2007b,
63). However, most higher-budgeted fictional productions from German
broadcasters, especially the public-service ones, aim for an age rating of 12
and above so as to qualify for prime-time linear broadcast slots, between
8 and 10 p.m. (in accordance with German media regulations). But in
this respect, too, Germany’s TV series landscape is in flux. More drastic
depictions of violence and sexuality can be seen in “high-end” prime-time
productions such as the gangster drama 4 Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-19)
and the thriller Parfum / Perfume (ZDFneo/Netflix, 2018-), which have
higher age ratings. The aim, now, is often not to reach the largest possible
cross-generational audience, including young people and even children,
but to hit specific target groups.

This shift in audience orientation also concerns authenticity and
realism, which several practitioners identified as further important char-
acteristics of quality drama in terms of content and form and often
associated with edginess. Smaller, narrower audiences (another impor-
tant aspect in their attributions of quality series) make more specific
narratives possible—for example, in terms of authenticity. Several intervie-
wees mentioned dialogue in particular, pointing to difficult-to-understand
expert jargon that refrains from explaining everything as well as locally
inflected language. Steinwender (in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018),
for example, highlighted the “Baltimore vernacular” in The Wire and “the
nastiest Southern drawl” in True Detective (HBO, 2014-19), adding that
such linguistic specifics were “a bit of a niche thing after all”.

Like Steinwender’s reference to the niche, the practitioners did not
stop at content and form but also discussed reception and production
when exploring the quality TV drama. “In the meantime, viewers are
spread out over series that appeal very, very specifically to their personal
interests”, Winger (2017) summarised the landscape in 2017. Editors at
public broadcasters, however, described their differentiated framework
conditions and the pressure “to not only address individual groups”
(Steinwender in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018). With the dramas of
the Danish public broadcaster DR, the interviewed and observed prac-
titioners also brought up quality dramas that, at least in their nation of
origin, are intended to reach the widest possible audience in an established
prime-time slot, on Sunday night.

Unsurprisingly and influenced by their own interests, the TV profes-
sionals associated quality series with a comparatively high budget, which
is reflected in meticulous research and the resulting authenticity as well
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as in a striking visuality—the “special look”, in the words of commis-
sioning editor Johanna Kraus (2018). “Quality, of course, means money”,
pointed out the writer Hess (2019) and, in keeping with her profession,
emphasised script development in particular. More financial resources
allow for “a longer development of concepts and stories”, but money
often flows more into “visuals, settings, casting [...], that is visual appeal
(Schaunwert)”. Hess’s statement implies that a costly “glossy” look is not
enough and that often the script behind it lacks substance. With perhaps a
similar impetus, director and screenwriter Achim von Borries (2019), one
of the key creatives behind Babylon Berlin (ARD/Degeto/Sky Deutsch-
land, 2017-), distinguished between television with a high production
value and “real” quality television. According to him, the latter does not
have to be “expensive at all” but is characterised by a “courageous and
special” approach.

When it came to aesthetic, authenticity and the means of production,
practitioners repeatedly identified deficits in German television fiction.
Certain German series functioned in their negotiations as negative, almost
“trashy” foils, which the classification “quality” generally requires, estab-
lishing its meaning through contrast (see Frizzoni 2014). Hess (2019),
for example, called the medical procedural In aller Freundschaft/In All
Friendship (1998—, ARD/MDR), for which she herself once wrote, a
“commercial series” and spoke elsewhere of the “conventional [...] digni-
fied, old German television”. Kraus (2018), head of the fiction depart-
ment at MDR—Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk (Central German Broad-
casting, another member of the ARD network), discussed long-standing
formats of the Tuesday night prime-time slot on ARD’s national channel
Das Erste (The First), such as the procedural Um Himmels Willen/
For Heaven’s Sake (ARD/MDR, 2002-21), as “standard series, more
conventional, solid, well told” but lacking the “exceptional” aspect that
distinguishes quality from ordinary TV. Thompson’s well-known quality
TV postulate—“It is not ‘regular’ TV” (1996, 13)—returns here, adapted
to German TV drama.

In addition to existing TV series and films, individual TV profes-
sionals are an important aspect in the practitioners’ notions of quality
and can function as another selection criterion (see Redvall 2013, 30).
Alongside scripts and drafts for broadcasters and already available works,
practitioners evaluate actors and institutions and their combination in
individual “project networks” (Sydow and Windeler 2001) and “screen
idea work groups” (Macdonald 2010). The following chapter outlines
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these two network models as the central starting points for the production
study and, following on from this, explains the study’s methodological
approaches.

NOTES

1. Chapter 5 takes a closer look at producers’ negotiations on financing
quality TV drama.

2. Chapter 8 deals with the practitioners’ discourse on screenwriting
and production cultures in greater detail.
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CHAPTER 3

Drama Production in Networks: Starting
Points, Methods and First Results

3.1 THE PrROJECT NETWORK AND SCREEN IDEA
WoRK GROUP IN TELEVISION SERIES PRODUCTION

“We had a whole pile of commissioning editors, co-financers and part-
ners”. So says director and writer Achim von Borries about developing
Babylon Berlin (ARD/Sky Deutschland, 2017-). As ecarly as the script
review stage, almost 20 people, mostly men, are said to have taken
part, with representatives from X Filme Creative Pool (the production
company), Beta Film (the transnational co-financier) and the show’s two
broadcasters: the pay TV operator Sky Deutschland and the public-service
broadcasting network ARD. The latter participated through ARD’s
biggest regional broadcaster, WDR—Westdeutscher Rundfunk (West
German Broadcasting Cologne), and the commercial ARD subsidiary
Degeto. But it is not just in such an exceptional cooperative scenario—
which constituted a significant departure from Germany’s traditional
structures for funding and developing fiction productions—that very
different institutions, departments and people co-contribute to the
writing and producing of TV dramas. To frame these negotiations
around development and production, as well as to systemise the study’s
methodology, I use two, rather concrete network concepts centred on
human actors and the media industry: the “project network” (Sydow
and Windeler 2001) and the “screen idea work group” (Macdonald
2010). Both models reveal the collaborative character of development
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and production processes, which have been emphasised by various authors
from media industry and production studies (e.g. Havens and Lotz 2012)
as well as from screenwriting research (e.g. Macdonald 2004, 90). “Cul-
ture is produced through sustained collective activity”, argue Richard
A. Peterson and N. Anand (2004, 317), while John Thornton Cald-
well (2013, 40) attests that media industries consist of series of networks
assembled loosely enough to adapt to changing labour markets, new
(digital) technologies and the whims of consumers. Here, Caldwell simul-
taneously addresses the flexible arrangement that characterises both the
project network and the related screen idea work group.

The Project Network

The “project network” is decidedly about temporary business relation-
ships and interactions related to individual projects (Sydow and Windeler
2001). Arnold Windeler, Anja Lutz and Carsten Wirth identified the
project network as a fundamental tendency in television series production
in Germany as early as the beginning of the 2000s, despite the indus-
try’s heterogeneous organisational forms. They explain the term “project
network” as follows:

The actors involved in producing television series coordinate their inter-
enterprise cooperation in the form of a network. Because of the project-
and at the same time network-shaped character of the cooperation, it is
a special type of enterprise network: the project network. (2001, 94, my
translation)

According to them, this project network consists of broadcasters,
producers, writers and directors as well as service providers for both
artistic (e.g. camera operators) and technical aspects (e.g. studio tech-
nicians; see Fig. 3.1).

According to Jorg Sydow and Arnold Windeler (2004a, 47), the
project network also includes the “periphery” of rather marginal actors,
reminiscent of the English-language categorisation “below the line”,
describing trades that are less associated with creative, artistic responsi-
bilities than those that are “above the line”. Outsourcing productions
to external companies—especially in the field of TV drama—and the
resulting development towards project-based networks characterise tele-
vision and media industries in multiple countries (see e.g. Lee 2018).
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Fig. 3.1 A project network (my illustration based on Windeler, Lutz and Wirth
2001, 95; Sydow and Windeler 2001, 1050)

In West Germany—at least since the 1980s, when advertising-financed
private television was introduced—and still today in the Federal Republic
of Germany it is common practice to commission production companies
and freelancers for single projects (see e.g. Meier-Beer 1995, 58). Along-
side the nature of the particular TV show being worked on, practices
and relationships from previous projects also play an important role today
(Frohlich 2007, 41). Freelancers in particular pursue “portfolio careers”
(McRobbie 2006, 111) and depend on successful projects in order to
obtain new contracts. In the case of TV series, expectations linked to
the further development of the project can arise through seriality, if the
production of further episodes, seasons or even spin-offs is planned or
hoped for. Against this background, we can discuss seriality not only at
the narrative level (as in many textual analyses) but also in terms of project
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networks in the production process. Windeler, Lutz and Wirth (2001, 94)
describe a fundamental interplay of project-related and cross-project coor-
dination. The two sides sometimes form a field of tension in the discourse
on German quality TV drama and its production modes.!

The project network is organised flexibly, although it tends to connect
to earlier practices and networks in practitioner selection (Eigler and Azar-
pour 2020, 2-3). According to Mark Deuze and Mirjam Prenger (2019,
20), flexibility generally represents a “key governing principle in media
work”. Flexibility also characterises work under the “creativity dispositif™
which Andreas Reckwitz (2017, 9) ascribes to contemporary (Western)
society and which is also shaping the current transformation of Germany’s
television industry. This pliable character is often seen as conducive to
innovation, among other things, on the basis of the flexible specialisation
model, which describes a fluid form of economy that is characteristic of
the present (e.g. Starkey and Barnatt 1997). Windeler, Lutz and Wirth
(2001, 95) correspondingly argue that the form of the project network
allows for much needed innovation in the field of fictional series through
regularly changing cooperation partners. Paul Dwyer (2019, 355-56),
on the other hand, objects that the data proves that formerly secure
employment has been converted into more precarious freelance employ-
ment while hardly evidencing the innovation that this scenario supposedly
produces. “[P]recarity of employment in the sector is driven not by
the need for flexibility and innovation but by shareholder interests in
reducing labour costs and increasing profitability” (357), he notes in
relation to the profitable UK production companies often embedded in
global entertainment conglomerates.

Various studies have found that temporary, project-based work leads
to precarisation (e.g. Gill 2011, 252-59). Discontinuous and hybrid
employment relationships—as Andrea Bithrmann et al. (2013, 33) have
identified for, for example, film and television performers in Germany—
affect freelance workers in particular. According to Jorg Langer’s (2015,
43) study on the situation of film and television professionals in Germany,
freelancers are worse-off in terms of income, working hours and working
conditions compared to permanent employees. In this respect, the project
network can take on a hierarchical nature. In general, we can differen-
tiate between free and fixed, or external and institutional, actors, and
note that the latter generally have greater power over which projects are
realised. Viewed via the principal agent theory (e.g. Pratt and Zeckhauser
1985), which originates in economics, Germany’s film industry contains
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an asymmetry of information and uncertainty between the commissioner
(principal) and contractor (agent); that is, between the broadcaster or
streaming service on the one hand and the production company on the
other (Frohlich 2007, 40). These different parties can, for example, have
considerably different knowledge about a show’s success and its viewers
and their activities.

The fact that agency is distributed differently is also supported by
the more comprehensive non-human actor-network theory (e.g. Latour
1996), which scholars have adapted to television studies (e.g. Teurlings
2013), media industry and production studies (e.g. Caldwell 2013, 43)
and screenwriting research (e.g. Grampp and Stiftinger 2022).2 The
screen idea work group, which along with the project network is an
important basis for the present work, also does not form a hierarchy-free
space. According to this approach, every idea contributed during screen-
play development is pressed into the official production hierarchy and
production conventions (Macdonald 2010, 55).

The Scveen Idea Work Group

JTan Macdonald (2010, 47) defines the “screen idea work group” as a
flexibly arranged group organised around the development and produc-
tion of a screen idea, which shows clear parallels to the project network.
However, the focus here and in the related “screen idea system” (Redvall
2016) is more on individuals than on the project network, following the
argument that the writing and production of television series begins with
individuals and their screen idea (Redvall 2013, 29). This idea does not
come from nowhere, just as creativity does not exist in a vacuum, Eva
Novrup Redvall (2013, 29-30) argues. Philip Parker (1998) was first to
lay out the concept of the “screen idea”, and other screenplay researchers
have continued it, Macdonald in particular. According to Macdonald
(2004, 90), the screen idea represents the core idea from which a “screen
work” is to emerge, and thus it encompasses “any notion of potential
screenwork held by one or more people. Whether it is possible to describe
it on paper or by other means”. The screen idea work group, therefore,
does not work with the screenplay alone but also contends with ideas
about it in various ways, and the group can include very different actors,
including, in principle, non-professionals (Macdonald 2010, 49-50). In
Macdonald’s view, the conventional understanding of script development
is that the “triangle” of writer, director and producer holds responsibility
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and these roles are clearly divided. But even in this traditional case, the
screen idea work group changes in the course of the development process.
In the case studies researched, this becomes clearly visible—for example,
where the commissioner and the creatives involved changed from season
to season. Macdonald distinguishes the screen idea work group according
to two phases: first, there is the group as it exists before a production
concretises; then there is the group as it deals with the practical appli-
cation of the script, basing its decisions on feasibility. In this context,
institutions and conventions play an important role and restrictions arise.

Redvall (2013, 31), in her related approach of the screen idea system,
similarly differentiates between creative individuals and institutional gate-
keepers with specific mandates and management approaches. She also
highlights already existing television and film productions as another rele-
vant force; these “trends, tastes and traditions” (31) help determine the
genesis and further development of new projects.

Quality Attributions in the Project Network and the Scveen Idea Work
Group

The project network and the screen idea work group are both the subject
and the context of the industry discourse on the German quality drama
examined here. Besides the screen idea itself—the core of the plot, the
“controlling idea” (McKee 2011, 130; see also McKee 1997) and the
“unique selling point” (Eschke and Bohne 2010, 25) that screenwriting
manuals call for—members of the temporary project network discuss what
constitutes a good product, the costs framework, what makes a good
producer and how to deal with dependencies like, for example, producers’
need for broadcasters. In connection with quality determinations in the
project network, Windeler, Lutz and Wirth (2001, 103) address selec-
tion processes concerning not only the idea for a TV show but also
the various actors and their composition: decisive for broadcasters is the
extent to which production companies can assemble and manage a project
network capable of production and that meets the broadcaster’s quality
requirements. Production companies in turn place high importance on
commissioners’ image or profile as well as their content orientation,
according to Windeler et al. (2001, 108). Does the broadcaster match the
company’s orientation? Furthermore, the quality and history of produc-
ers’ relationships with commissioners play an important role in selecting a
partner. However, Windeler et al. (2001, 118) make clear for the German
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television industry (of the early 2000s) that few production companies
can afford “the luxury of choice” (my translation). However, in view of
the new commissioners, especially among streaming and pay TV services,
selection possibilities have increased—as the look at Germany’s current
television series landscape in Chapter 4 makes clear. The hierarchies of
project networks and screen idea work groups are changing as a result,
including being renegotiated as part of the discourse on quality drama.

The “project network” and the “screen idea work group” offer the
central starting points to consider hierarchies and selection processes
in this production study. Once again, the importance of quality attri-
butions in television production and the connection with questions of
selection and power are indicated. “[W]ho has the power to commis-
sion it, who has the money to make it?” is how Janet McCabe and Kim
Akass (2007a, 6) describe the “politics of producing quality drama”. The
analysed industry discourse on serial quality drama touches on not only
aesthetic and narrative aspects but also questions of story development
and production methods and selection. Both models also represent impor-
tant touchpoints for the methodology and the interview sample, which
the following subchapter outlines.

3.2 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES
TO THE INDUSTRY DISCOURSE

How can one undertake the analysis of Germany’s television drama
production landscape, including screenwriting? Very divergent sources
are available for such an endeavour. They often bear risks, however—
one thinks, for example, of publications by associations and institutions
that show a bias in favour of the industry or a specific professional or
interest group. As Caldwell (2008, 35) diagnoses: “The industry now
constantly speaks to itself about itself, sometimes in public. It also makes
these dialogues and debates available in various multimedia formats”. In
his monograph Production Culture, Caldwell proposes an “integrated
cultural-industrial method of analysis” (2008, 4) that combines various
methods, including interviews, ethnographic field observations of produc-
tion spaces and professional meetings, and textual analyses of industry
artefacts.

Caldwell differentiates the materials, or “deep texts” (2008, 347), that
production research deals with primarily according to their degree of
publicity. First, according to him, there are “fully embedded deep texts
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and rituals” (347) that are “largely cut oft from the public” (346), such as
internal pitch sessions. Second are “semiembedded deep texts and rituals”
(347), which

also function as forms of symbolic communication between media profes-
sionals. Yet, these texts and rituals are simultaneously designed to spur and
stimulate ancillary discussion and eventual awareness in the public sphere
of the consumer as well. (346)

The third broad set of practices in Caldwell’s model is “publicly
disclosed deep texts and rituals” that are “self-consciously directed at the
viewing public”, including making-of documentaries (347). The bound-
aries between the three areas are fluid (346-49), especially because the
public sources address not only potential audiences but also industry
professionals. Thus, public and official practices and texts, such as news
in trade magazines, also serve management purposes for the television
industry itself.

In the analysed industry discourse on German quality drama, it
becomes particularly clear that “publicly disclosed deep texts” also circu-
late transnationally. On several occasions, the observed and interviewed
television professionals referred to making-of films or podcasts and the
like when exploring quality TV and its modes of production in other
projects and contexts. My study pays attention to the corresponding rele-
vance of public representations in the industry and its analysed discourse
by including trade magazines as one research object. I especially read
and categorised articles on DWDL.de, the online media magazine central
to the German television industry, to produce a first impression of
the ongoing industry debates on writing and producing (German) TV
series within the period under investigation (2015-23). I also considered
further articles in other trade magazines and newspapers if they contained
a clear reference to the researched industry discourse on German quality
TV drama. At the same time, this study aims to look behind the official
narratives of TV professionals on platforms such as DWDL.de. To these
ends, I used two core methods of media industry and production studies:
the expert interview with industry members and participant observation.
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Expert Interviews

In addition to fundamental discussions on the expert interview in quali-
tative social sciences and media and communication studies research (e.g.
Meuser and Nagel 1991), Hanne Bruun’s (2016, 131-43) reflections in
“The Qualitative Interview in Media Production Studies” were particu-
larly central to the study pursued. Media industry and production studies
often use interviews; however, according to Bruun’s diagnosis, a lack of
methodological reflection is usually evident. She names “exclusive infor-
mants” as a particularly relevant category and specific form of expert or
elite interview. In interviews, experts from the media industries often
do not speak on their comprehensive lifeworld and personal character-
istics but rather primarily offer insights into the “inner workings of the
media” (135). In addition to the goal of getting more information on the
industry, Bruun focuses on the power relationship between interviewer
and interviewee, which runs through various phases, from questions of
access to publication processes. According to Bruun, researchers have
access to the “public sphere” (139); therefore, their relationships with
industry representatives are symmetrical and interviews between the two
qualify as “meeting[s] between professionals” (142).

Bruun’s assessment approaches the concept of “studying sideways”, as
described in anthropology as a counter-design to the “studying down”
of less privileged people (e.g. Hannerz 1998). When studying sideways,
researchers and their subjects come from the same milieu and have a
comparable level of education and a similar habitus (Ortner 2010, 224).
In my study’s specific case and its context of Germany, the interviewees
and I belong to the academic and cosmopolitan “new middle class”,
which Reckwitz (2020) regards as decisive for the late-modern, singu-
larist lifestyle. This class in general underlies the “creativity dispositif”
(Reckwitz 2017, 9) of our contemporary “Society of Singularities” (Reck-
witz 2020), and we can safely say that my interviewees—practitioners of
script development and TV professionals “above the line”—are decidedly
involved with creativity. “People who work on the creative (as opposed to
the technical) side of the film industry are in many ways not that different
from ‘us’, that is, from highly educated academics, journalists, critics,
and the like”, notes Sherry B. Ortner (2010, 227). Creative, dramatur-
gical and academic practitioners can, in principle, coincide to a certain
extent, among other things through writing and conceptual work. For
me personally, even more concrete interfaces to the interviewed television
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professionals arise because, like several of them, I am a film school grad-
uate. Furthermore, as a part-time script editor, I regularly write expert
opinions on screenplays, treatments and exposés and thus participate in
screen idea work groups on the sidelines.

In view of my personal and societal position, it is fruitful to take up
Bruun’s argument that a clear dichotomy between influential “human
agents” and “powerless victims of structural forces within and outside
the organisation” (2016, 136) should be avoided. She suggests focusing
on the interaction between “powerful human agents and powerful struc-
tures”. Both aspects also play an important role in the industry discourse
on German quality drama, since it revolves around individuals and their
influence on project networks or screen idea work groups as well as
institutional and structural restrictions.

In various ways, power relationships characterised the interview surveys
themselves, as discussed by Bruun (2016). For example, in the final publi-
cation process, I submitted direct quotes to the interview partners for
approval. In rare cases, they disagreed with quotations or had critical
comments on them, which is why a small handful of statements could
not be included in this book. Power relationships also became visible
when some interviewees gave me access during very narrow time slots.
Influenced by the interviewees themselves, the almost 40 interviews—the
central basis of this book—are very heterogeneous. They differ signif-
icantly in terms of length (from about 45 minutes to almost two and
a half hours) and location: I conduced the interviews in broadcasting
stations, production offices, conference rooms and cafés as well as by tele-
phone and video conference, and thus in different spatial and temporal
contexts specified by the interviewees. In exceptional cases, more than
one interview partner was present.

Comparability between the interviews is established by the central
theme of quality TV drama in the context of Germany, as well as by
the semi-structured interview guide I used for about 25 of the inter-
views, which I repeatedly refer to in the following chapters.® Due to the
relatively loose form of the interview, the “exclusive informants” (Bruun
2016, 131) were able to set topics themselves. For me, the interviewer,
it in turn remained possible to ask questions and to engage with the
language style of the interviewee (Meuser and Nagel 1991, 451).

A certain flexibility also proved useful in the face of the continuous
changes in the television industry, which present a challenge for not only
practitioners but also researchers (Gynnild 2016, 117). To keep up with
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developments, the semi-structured interview guide was slightly adapted
again and again.

The concepts of the project network and the screen idea work group
were decisive for choosing the sample of interviewees. Writers, producers,
commissioning editors and directors—as classic official actors in screen-
writing—were selected according to 13 case studies, each of which was
a contemporary quality drama project from Germany.* Further inter-
views took place with Liane Jessen, the former fiction head of ARD’s
local broadcaster HR — Hessischer Rundfunk (Hessian Broadcasting),’
and managers of the visited and observed industry events and education
programmes.

By primarily acquiring interviewees through specific drama produc-
tions, this study considers various participants of the same project and
their interactions. Linked to the project-based and collaborative character
of TV drama production, the importance of individual actors and personal
relationships in the television industry is therefore taken into account.

Participant Observations

This study also uses participant observation, a central method from
media ethnography (e.g. Boellstorff et al. 2012, 65-66). Industry work-
shops provided the central context, the observations of which are closely
connected to the interviews: at these events, several of the series case
studies were presented and negotiated as “best practice” examples, and
many interviewees appeared as experts. The negotiation of individual
projects accords with the project network, the organisational form that
characterises the German TV industry. Participants and speakers at the
workshops were also, at least implicitly, pursuing the goal of establishing
contacts for future project networks. In this regard, Windeler, Lutz and
Wirth (2001, 98) have already dealt with industry meetings and hold
that they have a high significance for relationships and business among
television producers. My participant observations at the industry work-
shops and the dovetailing interviews pick up on the networked character
of the television industry as “oral and person-to-person-powered forms of
approaches” (Bruun 2016, 141).

The industry events also promoted networking for me, the researcher,
because they facilitated access to the “exclusive informants” (for example,
by providing names, email addresses or agency information)—particularly
important in an industry considered quite closed and therefore difficult to
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analyse, especially in Germany (Przybylski et al. 2016, 239). In general,
the film and television industry tries to shield itself, even though it likes to
propagate an idea of “greater industrial access” (Caldwell 2008, 339) to
the outside world. Participation in these internal events made it possible
to penetrate more deeply into the industry and its “deep texts and rituals”
(Caldwell 2008, 347), whereas direct observation of production processes
proved difficult. Still, the professional events I was able to attend pointed
towards crucial and currently negotiated questions in the industry, and
they furthermore informed me about practitioners’ discourse on quality
TV drama, which continued in my research and manifested in this study.

During the research period of 2015-23, participant observations took
place primarily at workshops on TV drama production at the Erich
Pommer Institut (EPI) in Potsdam and Berlin. The EPI is an affil-
iate of the Film University Babelsberg Konrad Wolf, Potsdam, and the
University of Potsdam. It regularly organises further training for the
industry. For my research, the annual Winterclass Sevial Writing and
Producing session was particularly instructive because of its focus on
drama productions from Germany. To account for transnational—specit-
ically transatlantic and trans-European—dimensions of the industry and
their discourse on quality series, I also attended parts of the European TV
Drama Sevies Lab. At this “high level training and think tank for leading
professionals in the European television industry” (Erich Pommer Institut
2018), producers and commissioning editors from various European,
especially Scandinavian, countries came together. Transnational and Euro-
pean dimensions were similarly evident at the Berlinale Series Market, a
conference attended by a larger professional audience as part of the Berlin
International Film Festival (Krauff 2020e; 2023¢), which I attended in
2019, 2020 and 2023.

The rather extensive period chosen for the interviews and participant
observations, from 2015 until 2023, is motivated by the goal of exploring
transformations in the local television series landscape. The broad span
also accommodates the significant time it takes for series projects to
go from the development of screen ideas to production and distribu-
tion. Joachim Kosack, one of the managing directors of UFA production
house, spoke of it in terms of “long-distance runs” at the Winterclass
workshop (in Thielen and Kosack 2015).

The participant observations and interviews complemented each other
not only through the intersections of people and case studies but
also methodologically. At the industry events, the practitioners debated



3 DRAMA PRODUCTION IN NETWORKS: STARTING POINTS ... 61

without any intervention or pre-structuring from me. This ensured that
it was not I, the researcher, who constructed the industry discourse on
German quality drama. While the professional events provided condensed
insight into current industry debates, the interviews enabled follow up
with and expanded detail from the individual interviewees.

Analysis and Intevpretation

The analysis and interpretation of the interview transcriptions and field
notes utilised the MAXQDA programme and followed the interpretative
analysis strategy of Michael Meuser and Ulrike Nagel (1991, 452).° The
analysis led to a total of four main themes or categories, which I then
incorporated into the structure of this study:

1. Industry and economy. This theme incorporates passages on the
basic characteristics and structures of the TV (fiction) industry in
Germany as well as questions of financing.

2. Quality drama and textual aspects. This aspect comprises collected
notes and transcripts that foreground textual questions about and
attributions to the content and form of TV dramas.

3. Production cultures and networks. This grouping describes how
practitioners dealt with modes of script development and production
and with the interplay of different production members, foremost
writers, directors, producers and commissioning editors.

4. Distribution and reception. Under this theme, I group all notes
and transcripts that focus on the programming and distribution of
TV series as well as viewers’ preferences and reactions.

Some passages were also grouped under “Method and Subject”,
where methodological limitations or problems became particularly visible;
for example, when interview partners only gave information off the
record. In this context especially but also for the entire evaluation at
large, an understanding of the performativity and self-interest of media
practitioners played an important role. What the industry reveals to
academics should always be considered as coming from a performative
point of view—as industry enactment—argues Caldwell (2013, 42). Espe-
cially at the workshops, “corporate ‘scripts’” and “trade stories” (Caldwell
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2008, 3, 37-39) circulated. As Caldwell emphasises, such industry narra-
tives are repeatedly recited, thus cementing themselves, and they often
remain anecdotal while betraying clear vested interests. A comparison with
industry publications and public interviews helped bring to light these
official and learned accounts, which are not “wrong” per se but should
be read critically. Such accounts generally link to the self-interests of the
television professionals, as Caldwell makes clear with regard to expert
interviews:

Interviews with and statements by producers and craftspeople in film can
be conceptually rich, theoretically suggestive, and culturally revealing, yet
we should never lose sight of the fact that such statements are almost
always offered from some perspective of self-interest, promotion, and spin.
(14)

Television professionals have their own agendas and often focus on
“professional legitimacy and accumulation of career capital”, especially
when making public and semi-public statements, as James Bennett (2016,
126) writes. In this respect, the project network and the screen idea work
group again offer appropriate framings, as they point to the networked
character of the industry: producers make statements about other people
and institutions in the television industry against the backdrop of their
existing or aspired relationships. The aforementioned hierarchies in
project networks play an important role in this context, which the next
subsection examines through the figure of the commissioning editor.

3.3 COMMISSIONING EDITORS IN NETWORKS
Editors as Mediators

In the project network and the screen idea work group, commissioning
editors play a special role in that they represent the wider interests of
the broadcaster or the platform, and so they must keep in mind the
project’s suitability for the entire programming environment. It is rele-
vant here that editors, unlike freelance creatives, do not get hired for a
single-specific project but usually are permanent employees who work for
the broadcaster for several years or even decades (Schirmer 2013, 101). In
the project network, they have to hold “the big view from the outside”,
as Martina Zollner (2018), from the ARD broadcaster RBB—Rund-
funk Berlin-Brandenburg (Berlin-Brandenburg Broadcasting), put it. To
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a certain extent, editors function as translators who mediate between the
interests of the commissioning programme provider and the creatives as
well as between artistic and economic goals (Conor 2014, 74). Hauke
Bartel (2018), a lead fiction editor at the commercial broadcaster Vox
at the time of the interview, emphasised the need to integrate “the
perspective of a broadcaster, with the experience gained from programme
planning, from linear broadcasting, from work processes”, into the
screenwriting process. When it comes to larger projects, bigger broad-
casters or extensive broadcasting networks, as well as diverse audience
groups and different distribution models, editors’ external perspective can
be highly diverse.

Commissioning editors are integrated into a complex, hierarchical
network, which in the case of public broadcasters traditionally includes
roles ranging from editorial heads and heads of divisions and depart-
ments, to programme and television directors, to intendants (so-called
Intendanten) of the broadcaster (Noelle-Neumann, Schulz and Wilke
2000, 79). Within this network, editors must first represent and imple-
ment their projects (Kinghorst 2020, 49), and then they must cooperate
with internal colleagues and departments for the following work phases.
Against this background, the interviewed editors considered a cohesive
voice towards writers, directors and producers on the part of the broad-
caster to be a central objective and basis for developing a “common
vision” (as highlighted by Johanna Kraus [2018], employed by the ARD
broadcaster MDR). The idea of a singular or “one vision”, familiar from
negotiations on the showrunner (see Redvall 2013, 102-30), also shone
through in these self-reflections but, above all, became positioned as the
responsibility of the network of editors.

In problem-oriented discussions on quality deficiencies and complex
production conditions, practitioners questioned the extent to which a
“singular vision” was possible given the multiple editors and parties
who work within broadcasters and broadcasting groups. Such criticism
must be seen in the light of public (and industry-specific) discussions on
Redaktenrsfernsehen, or “editors’ television”.

Criticism of Editors

In debates on German quality TV dramas and their supposed short
supply as well as their deficits, “Redaktenrsfernsehen” almost developed
into an insult in the 2010s (see e.g. Zarges 2015d). The term became
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associated with a lack of artistic courage, bureaucratic public-service struc-
tures and processes that dilute and reduce the quality of script ideas
(Gangloft 2016). Several interviewed and observed practitioners likewise
reflected critically on commissioning editors and their involvement in
the screenwriting process, by, for example, problematising their influence
and abundance in complex project networks or pleading for produc-
tion cultures that enable writers to act more autonomously. In particular,
many television professionals saw the federalism of ARD as an obstacle.
In the interplay of this consortium of Germany’s regional public-service
broadcasters, a certain way of working seems to prevail, as described by
Liane Jessen (2019), the former head of the fiction department at HR, a
member of the ARD consortium, regarding centralised discussions under
Gebhard Henke, the former coordinator of Tatort/Crime Sceme (ARD
et al. 1970-). Tatort is an ideal example here, since this popular crime
procedural consists of different parts and episodes made by the various
ARD members, which are shot and produced in their local contexts.
According to Jessen, after the centralised Titort meetings under Henke,
all involved editors went to their respective regional broadcaster and did
whatever they wanted. The scriptwriter Martin Behnke (2018) spoke
of individual “kingdoms” less concerned with the quality of a project’s
content and aesthetic than with “making their own editorial team and
their own station look good”. However, smaller regional broadcasters
in the ARD network can hardly manage to produce ambitious quality
series on their own, and so different editorial departments and editors
have to cooperate. Television professionals were critical of this situation
because, in their view, processes become lengthy and difficult as a result
of the many voices involved. If too many parties are participating, ideas
quickly become watered down or lazy compromises are made, several
practitioners claimed. In addition to divergent notes—that is, competing
feedback—on the respective script versions, the practitioners negotiated
programme selection criteria and the range of duties of the editor in this
context.

Editorial responsibility and the creative development of content must
not be delegated to third parties, Henke (2003, 133), a long-standing
lead figure for fiction productions at WDR, the biggest ARD member,
wrote at the beginning of the 2000s. However, many of the actors inter-
viewed and observed clearly distinguished editorial work from artistic-
creative work. Joachim Kosack (2019), managing director of the holding
company of the UFA group (a leading production company in Germany
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belonging to the media conglomerate Bertelsmann) and former editorial
director in the fiction department at the commercial broadcaster Sat.1,
argued that editors should not see themselves as creative heads but rather
should adopt a “somewhat more unemotional [...], strategic and analyt-
ical view”. Several writers (e.g. in Hackfort et al. 2018) emphasised that
“the story”, as the core area of the creative, falls primarily within their
field of activity and that they possess the greatest competence here. The
production-related discourse on German quality drama thus revolved,
once again, around agency—but this time for both screenwriters and
editors.

Editors’ Agency

Editors—and this was a recurring argument—have extensive power to
act in the German television industry, and as a result they have a
decisive influence on script development. Gunther Eschke (2015), a free-
lance dramaturge and formerly an editor at Sat.1, contrasted the current
weight carried by the editor role with the showrunner model: “In public
and private television, the editorial system would first have to change
for a showrunner to make sense as part of the process. Because of
course they have more creative power than an editor”, he contended.
Such assessments have by no means arisen only since the more recent
discussions on the showrunner and quality drama serial. In the past,
many producers found their self-image contradicted when staft from the
commissioning broadcaster made central decisions, instead of allowing
the producer to decisively steer project networks and screen idea work
groups. In her media economic analysis of the television landscape from
the mid-2000s, Kerstin Frohlich (2007, 45) already stated that producers
described the existing institutional structure as outdated. In her view, this
structure was shaped during the time of the public-service monopoly
and hardly changed after the emergence of commercial broadcasters.
At the same time, the producer Giinter Rohrbach, former head of the
Munich-based Bavaria Film, problematised among the public broadcasters
a disempowerment of editors who promote and also enable more ambi-
tious programmes. In the documentary Es werde Stadt!/It Will Be a
City! (WDR et al. 2013-14), Rohrbach (in Graf and Farkas 2014, my
translation) explains:
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This loss of autonomy and also of competence simply leads to a loss of self-
confidence. The commissioning editors, whose self-confidence is broken,
have on the other hand the producers, [...] to whom they give the commis-
sion, to whom they are in a certain way superior. [...] [And the editors]
have in turn also weakened the producer’s self-confidence. That is, one
weakened position further weakens another.

Jessen (2019) expressed a similar opinion. While not including herself,
she attested that public-service broadcasters’ staff were not so much
“the Mick Jaggers etcetera” but instead “rather boring, stuffy people”
who were looking for ratings and to meet the tastes of the editorial
management. As for the producers from outsourced production compa-
nies, according to Jessen, they keep in mind the tastes of senior editors
and their departments and, in order to play it safe economically, offer only
“well-rounded products” and “no wild rock and roll stuft”.

However, the relationship between editors, outsourced producers and
freelance writers remains in flux in the changed television series land-
scape, influenced by a situation of diversified providers, greater demand
for drama productions and new working areas for commissioning editors.

Editors’ Changing Work in Project Networks

The editor’s profession has undergone repeated and considerable trans-
formation. For example, in the 1980s, the role was reshaped by the
introduction of advertising-financed broadcasters and the linked commer-
cialisation of public-service broadcasting, through which specific distribu-
tion strategies and formulas emerged. In the course of formatting—the
orientation towards certain TV formats with clearly defined components
and rules, which practitioners have repeatedly problematised in German
television fiction—a central component of the editor’s work has consisted
of managing broadcast slots: tonalities and target groups of the respec-
tive programme windows are to be taken into account, and programming
must be negotiated within the broadcasting network and with the offer-
ings of the competition in mind. Bernhard Gleim (2016), who spent time
as an editor at NDR, another member of the ARD consortium, suggested
that consideration of the individual programme (such as a single TV
film) gradually lost relevance compared to the overall programme. In this
context, Gleim mentioned the flow of television, in the sense of Raymond
Williams (1984, first 1975)—that is, the melting into cach other of
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programmes in both the schedule and in reception among the audience—
thus also seeming to belie a certain expertise in television studies. In view
of the current decoupling from broadcast slots in the context of non-
linear, internet-based distribution, however, the individual programme is
gaining in importance again—especially in the area of the quality or high-
end drama, which, as we know, should supposedly stand out from the
“ordinary” programme.

Additionally, new and, in terms of staff numbers and organisational
structure, smaller commissioners can bring about changes to the editorial
work within project networks. One possible scenario is that production
companies and writers could gain more freedom as well as responsibility.
“There’s a big difference between working for a broadcaster that doesn’t
actually have a fiction department” compared to “a channel where there is
a head of department, two editorial directors, and 27 editors”, noted Jan
Kromschroder (2018), a producer who has experience in the editor’s role
from his time at the commercial broadcasters RTL and Sat.1, speaking
in regard to Club der voten Binder/Red Band Society (Vox, 2015-17).
This adaptation of the Catalan youth medical drama Polseres vermelles
(TV3, 2011-13) was the first drama “original” for the relatively small
ad-funded broadcaster Vox, which beforehand relied solely on purchased
US series. At Vox, Club der roten Binder was initially supervised only by
Bernd Reichart, then managing director. Many television drama practi-
tioners tend to prefer such lean structures, as they believe these speed up
and simplify processes. Pleas to de-bureaucratise the script process also
proliferated in discussions on the Danish public broadcaster DR. During
a restructuring process at DR, in-house dramaturges were cut because
writers had complained about their control and influence (see Redvall
2013, 71). In the meantime, public-service commissioners in Germany
are also making efforts, at least for some individual projects, to achieve
faster and more efficient decision-making and production processes. Most
notable of these is ZDFneo, a slightly younger subchannel of the public
broadcaster ZDF, which has developed a so-called instant series, through
which it tested extremely rapid editor feedback, slimmed-down filming
during the Covid-19 pandemic and references to current sociopolitical
events. For example, the “instant” comedy Drinnen—Im Internet sind
alle gleich / Inside—On the Internet Everybody Is Equal (ZDEF, 2020, see
Fig. 3.2), about a mother and wife contending with home-office isola-
tion, aired when Covid-19 was determining the daily news. Like the
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series’ protagonist and many of its viewers, all those involved in produc-
tion worked from home because of the contact ban in Germany at the
beginning of the pandemic (see Kraufl 2023a).

Shows such as Drinnen point to a new flexibility in the commis-
sioning editor’s work. However, the idea that editorial supervision could
disappear completely, especially with the new transnational streaming plat-
forms, public programme providers and smaller commercial stations with
leaner structures, and that creative freedom automatically leads to more
quality—a notion that has been circulating in the industry for a while—
is increasingly turning out to be a pipe dream. On the one hand, my
surveys found dismissive voices in the industry regarding critical failures
such as the Amazon production You Are Wanted, which reportedly was
made without editor input but nevertheless—or perhaps precisely because
of this—developed an extremely complicated project network. On the
other hand, Netflix and Amazon Prime Video are increasingly bringing
experts in German-language fiction development in-house, including staft
from public-service broadcasting, as evidenced by an editor for Das kleine
Fernsehspiel (The Little Television Play) moving from ZDF to Netflix in
2018. Although long-time ZDF editor Lucas Schmidt left Netflix after
just under a year (presumably due to a different corporate culture and

Fig. 3.2 An “instant” drama during the Covid-19 pandemic: Drinnen—Im
Internet sind alle gleich. © ZDF /btf GmbH
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less creative freedom; see Zarges 2019), it can be said that transnational
platforms and German Redaktenrsfernseben, or editors’ television, have
nevertheless come a little closer together.

Thanks to increases in staffing, US-based streaming companies no
longer necessarily outsource editorial and dramaturgical support abroad,
as they did with their first German “originals”. The big streaming compa-
nies originating in the US still, however, support transnational networks,
and thus clashes between different production cultures also still arise. In
my interviews, the practitioners contrasted different ways of working in
a transcultural manner. For example, Jantje Friese (2019) praised Netflix
representatives, and specifically the company’s vice president for interna-
tional originals, Kelly Luegenbiehl, who oversaw Dark (2017-20), for
being “very, very creatively oriented”: “It’s more about being the wind
beneath the wings than the ballast on top”. In Friese’s opinion, a positive
orientation towards productivity and a clear, shared goal characterises the
US “mindset”, while in Germany long-harboured doubts make practi-
tioners question whether “the finish line [...] somewhere way over there”
can even be reached.

In this context, Friese was probably alluding to Netflix’s early green-
lighting within the German industry: the company gave the green light
to several projects at a very early stage, on the basis of synopses—an
approach that creatives and producers praised (e.g. Buffoni et al. 2020).
The uncertainty typical to the long development of a screenplay—that is,
whether it will ever be realised—is thus avoided. The other side of the
coin, however, seems to be more comprehensive control from the very
beginning. Fatima Varhos (in Buffoni et al. 2020), the producer of the
Swedish family series Bonusfamiljen/Bonus Family (SVT /Netflix, 2017-
), adapted by ARD in 2019, reported at the 2020 Berlinale Series Market
that Netflix producers were involved every step of the way and gave
continuous feedback on even minor decisions, beyond commenting on
individual script versions. Varhos’s diplomatic praise for the great trans-
parency of the streaming company, which is generally considered a “black
box” in the industry and in its analysis, can of course also be interpreted
as meaning that writers and other actors in the project network are subject
to strict control. Against this background, the idea of a quality drama free
from editors’ involvement at new platforms proved to be unrealistic.

An ambivalent picture of these new commissioners and their editorial
work also emerged in view of indications that, in some cases, they pay
below standardised industry rates or outside established structures (Pham
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2022), along with the possibility that they are more concerned with quick
development and producing a large number of marketable titles than
with the quality of the series. More established or traditional competi-
tors, on the other hand, have described themselves as being more selective
and quality-oriented, presumably partly as a bid to present themselves as
attractive partners in the industry-wide battle for talent and content.

In the next chapter, I provide an overview of these different commis-
sioners in Germany—both the long-standing broadcasters and the rela-
tively new streaming services. The chapter also describes further insti-
tutional actors in Germany’s television landscape who work alongside
the commissioning editors and within the project networks at discussion
so far. It additionally delineates crucial production areas in the national
industry.

NOTES

1. Chapter 8 clarifies this field of tension by discussing how practi-
tioners negotiate production cultures in script development.

2. The issue of agency becomes more concrete in the discussions of
financing and distribution (Chapter 5) and production cultures in
screenplay development (Chapter 8).

3. The guidelines covered four areas in particular. The interviewees
were first to briefly describe their activity in television series produc-
tion and their path there; second, to assess the quality of TV drama
from Germany; and third, to evaluate production and especially
development processes. Fourth, the guidelines touched on the series
project, as represented by the respective interviewees, and its genesis.
An additional, smaller consideration was the changing distribution
environment, which has also diversified modes of reception and
target groups.

4. The full list of German series case studies to acquire the interviewees
is: Babylon Berlin (ARD/Sky Deutschland, 2017-), Club der roten
Binder /Red Band Society (Vox, 2015-17), Dark (Netflix, 2017-
20), Deutschland 83/86/89 (RTL/Amazon Prime Video, 2015-
20), Drinnen—Im Internet sind alle gleich / Inside—On the Internet
All Are Equal (ZDF, 2020), DRUCK /SKAM Germany (Funk/
ZDEF, 2018-), ECHT /Real (ZDF, 2021-), Eichwald, MdB (ZDF,
2014-19), Mitten in Deutschland: NSU /NSU German History X
(ARD et al. 2016), Die Stadt und die Macht/The City and the
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Power (ARD/NDR/Degeto, 2016), Das Verschwinden/ The Disap-
pearance (ARD et al. 2017), Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo/ We
Childven from Zoo Station (Amazon Prime Video et al. 2021) and 4
Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-19). See also Kraufd 2023c, 23-30.

5. At the time of the interview, HR’s fiction department held a special
role in the German TV industry. This broadcaster mostly still devel-
oped and produced television films in-house, instead of outsourcing
them as commissioned productions, which is the more common
scenario.

6. For a more detailed description of the analysis and interpretation of
my data, see Krau 2023c, 32-35.
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CHAPTER 4

Germany’s Television Landscape: Actors
and Production Areas

4.1 PROGRAMME PROVIDERS AND COMMISSIONERS

Television series development and production in Germany is heteroge-
neous, such that it is not possible to identify ome approach to quality
drama. The chapter thus seeks to elaborate on this diversity when intro-
ducing the German television industry—an important manifestation of
the “creative industry”, with its increased importance for society (Reck-
witz 2017). Focusing on central institutions, actors and types of drama,
the following sections describe the central contexts and reference points
of the analysed industry discourse on German quality drama. The local
television industry, this overview makes clear, is changing fundamentally.
By discussing and adapting quality drama, practitioners are dealing with
the broader transformations of Germany’s television landscape.

First of all, broadcasters and streaming platforms are central actors in
this national television scene. Alongside individual freelancers and produc-
tion companies, to which fictional productions are usually outsourced,
these commissioners constitute the “project networks” (Sydow and
Windeler 2001) and “screen idea work groups” (Macdonald 2010) and
have significant influence on development and production processes.
Compared to the 2000s and early 2010s, however, today many more
programme providers order and distribute German TV dramas. In the
past, just two main public-service stations—Das Erste (The First), run
by ARD, and ZDF—and the commercial, ad-funded channels RTL and
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Sat.1, run by two opposing media conglomerates, regularly commis-
sioned series and single TV films (Hickethier 1998, 422-424). During
the investigation period of 2015-2023, other providers have increas-
ingly joined them (see Table 4.1). Especially pay TV and streaming
services have further diversified the “multilayered world of television” in
Germany (Straubhaar 2007, 1). In addition, the established institutions
have transformed and expanded. These structural changes produced lively
discussions at the industry workshops and in the interviews.

Public-Service Providevs in Transition

One aspect that becomes strikingly apparent when looking at the public
broadcasters is their media and institutional expansion: the ARD network,
including its nine local broadcasters, and ZDF have been operating
internet-distributed television services for some years now. But among the
observed and interviewed practitioners, the degree of online engagement
remained controversial. Several television professionals argued that ARD
and ZDF still heavily orientate towards linear distribution and its audience
figures. We can indeed still find evidence of this linear orientation—such
as the many continuously produced crime procedurals anchored in fixed
broadcast slots—but increasingly also counter-examples. Both ARD and
ZDF now commission series viewable only online, or at least primarily
designed for this non-linear form of distribution (e.g. Krei 2021b), such
as A/l You Need (ARD, 2021-), allegedly Germany’s first queer TV series.

Linked to the stronger turn towards online distribution, a gradual
transformation of the public broadcasters is evidenced in their inten-
sified production of fictional and documentary serials, enabling audi-
ences to binge-watch several episodes online. Some local broadcasters
of the federal ARD network are also increasingly focusing on drama
productions—including those that show clear ambitions towards quality
and innovation. Hindafing (ARD/BR/Arte, 2017-2019), an acclaimed
dramedy about a corrupt mayor in a less than idyllic small Bavarian town,
is an example of such a recent “local” quality drama.

In the case of larger series projects for the joint programme Das
Erste, Degeto Film usually collaborates with ARD. Founded in 1959, this
subsidiary of all ARD broadcasters acquires and produces programmes,
historically and still today, especially series and television films for Friday
and Thursday prime-time slots (see Mikos 2021, 179). Unlike the indi-
vidual ARD stations, Degeto operates in a market economy, which
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is why it can be classified as a neoliberal extension of public broad-
casting. Through commercial subsidiaries and affiliations, the public-
service system in general has developed into a corporation, if we follow
the assessment of Dominik Graf and Martin Farkas (2014) in their docu-
mentary essay Es werde Stadt! /It Will Be a City! (WDR et al. 2013-2014)
on the status quo of German television. Instead of remaining reliable part-
ners in the free labour market of the hectically ramped-up media industry
of the 1990s, ARD and ZDF set up profit-oriented film production
companies, Graf and Farkas diagnose.

In addition to ARD, its local broadcasters and its subsidiaries, other
public broadcasters are increasingly focusing on series, including the
French-German culture channel Arte. It shows “arty”, foreign-language
and European series and is particularly interested in bilingual (especially
French-German) dramas.

ARD’s and ZDF’s departments for films by young talent have also
opened up to series, especially ZDF’s Das kleine Fernsehspiel (The Little
Television Play). It traditionally focuses on “auteur” and debut films
(Schreitmiiller and Stein 1986) but now also encompasses the subdepart-
ment Quantum. Quantum, according to the ZDF website, is a “format
lab” in which single films, web series and multimedia projects that
“explore new avenues in content, technique, or form” are developed
(ZDF 2023, my translation). Eichwald, MdB (2014-2019, see Fig. 4.1)
and the Covid-19 dramedy Drinnen — Im Internet sind alle gleich/
Inside—On the Internet All Ave Equal (2020), both considered in my
production study, are Quantum developments.

KiKA, the children’s channel of ARD and ZDF, based in Erfurt,
Germany, and aimed at children aged three to 13, also commissions drama
originals.! Examples from the focused period of investigation are, in addi-
tion to the long-running weekly preteen soap Schloss Einstein (1998-),
the serial drama 5vor12/The Eleventh Hour (2017), about delinquent
male youths in an Alpine boot camp, and the event Christmas series
Beutolomius und der wahre Weibnachtsmann / Beutolomius and the Real
Santa Claus (2017), which production participants described as “high-
end” storytelling at an industry workshop (Schulte and Gofller 2017).
The last example speaks to the fact that quality drama ambitions extend
even into the realm of children’s television, which is often lower budget,
although not in itself less expensive to produce (Hackl 2005, 54).

The children’s—or rather preteen—drama considered in my interviews,
ECHT /Real (ZDF, 2021-, see Fig. 4.2), is the German adaptation of
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Fig. 4.1 Eichwald, MdB, a TV scries from ZDF’s Das kleine Fernschspiel (©
ZDF/Maor Waisburd)

the Norwegian tween series Lzk mey /Like Me (NRK Super, 2018-) and
follows the real-time approach of SKAM (NRK, 2015-2017) (see Sundet
2020) and its German adaptation DRUCK /SKAM Germany (Funk/
ZDF, 2018-) (see Kraufl and Stock 2021). The scenes and sequences
that make up the full episodes first appear online as clips. However, as
it is a children’s programme, ECHT cannot integrate social media into
its distribution in the same way SKAM and DRUCK can, and thus still
relies on linear distribution on KiKA (see Krauf 2023d).

An entirely new, solely internet-based public commissioner is Funk,
ARD and ZDF’s online media service for adolescents and young adults
aged 14-29, launched in 2016 (Stollfufl 2019, 513-514). As a decen-
tralised content network primarily integrating YouTube and various social
media, Funk represents a media extension of public-service broadcasting.
This “platformisation of public-service broadcasting” (Stollfuff 2021,
126) is controversial: It is often hard to recognise Funk, ARD and its
respective local broadcasters, or ZDF as being behind the Funk content
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Fig. 4.2 ECHT, a preteen “real-time” drama (© ZDF/Studio Zentral)

circulating on these external platforms. Instead of public-service princi-
ples, the few “GAFAM?” corporations (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon
and Microsoft) and TikTok shape its distribution.

In terms of personnel and institutions, Funk’s public-service media is
expanded through the involvement of amateurs. Funk regularly recruits
producers of digital, semi-professional formats through online video plat-
forms such as YouTube and thus steps outside the established path of
supporting new talent via state-run film schools (as analysed by Jenke
2013). However, Funk’s few drama originals—the SKAM adaptation
DRUCK and the mystery coming-of-age drama Feelings (2023)—involve
alumni of the traditional Film University Babelsberg Konrad Wolf,
Potsdam, as well as well-known production companies.

As for ZDF specifically, institutional and programmatic expansions
are visible particularly in its channel ZDFneo, founded in 2009. While
conceived as an innovation platform for ZDF targeting a (relatively)
young group of 14-49 (Helten 2012), the programme in reality reaches
an average 60-year-old viewership. Its greatest ratings successes in the
period under review have come from repeats of well-known ZDF crime
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procedurals, such as Ein stavkes Team/A Strong Team (1994-) (Krei
2018). ZDFneo does, however, also produce new content: exclusive
“Neoriginals”. Under this label, drama series are shown in the linear
ZDFneo programme and, in particular, on ZDF’s online service (the so-
called ZDF Mediathek, which unites ZDFneo and ZDF). Neoriginals
include European co-productions such as the Danish-German Gidselt-
agningen, Countdown Copenbagen (ZDFneo/Kanal 5, 2017-2019) as
well as the six-part crime drama Parfum /Perfume (2018-), loosely based
on Patrick Stiskind’s best-selling historical novel Perfume but set in the
present, which Netflix distributed abroad. “ZDFneo’s own series are
our answers to Netflix and Amazon”, announced Frank Zervos, head of
one of ZDF’s two editorial department for fiction, in the online trade
magazine DWDL.de in August 2018 (Niemeier 2020b, my translation).
His statement obviously serves promotional purposes within and beyond
the industry but also reveals how established institutions are changing
through new ones.

ARD seems to be taking cues from ZDFneo with its new channel One,
which subsumed the ARD special-interest channel Einsfestival (formerly
EinsFestival) in 2016, in that it also focuses on a relatively young audi-
ence and broadcasts foreign series. However, One does not come close to
ZDFneo’s market share (2.9% in 2020 and in October 2021; AGF Vide-
oforschung 2021) and neither does it commission its own series to the
same extent. In September 2020, the first One original finally debuted:
the co-production Parlement / Parliament (One et al. 2020-). The polit-
ical satire examines the European Parliament from the perspective of a
young parliamentary assistant and was awarded the Grimme Award for
fiction in 2021. Meanwhile, several indications suggest that One will be
discontinued—due to increased political and public pressure on public
broadcasters to downsize.

Advertising-Financed Channels

In advertising-financed commercial television—which in Germany means
the duopoly of ProSiebenSat.1 Media and the RTL Group, as part of the
Bertelsmann Group—smaller broadcasters have also started to commis-
sion drama series. In 2015, the beginning of the review period, the
broadcaster Vox in particular came to the fore with Club der roten
Binder/ Club of Red Bracelets (2015-2017), an adaptation of the Catalan
original Polseres vermelles/Red Bracelets (TV3,2011-2013). At the 2015
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Winterclass Serial Writing and Producing workshop, the industry audi-
ence applauded proclamations about the ratings success of this teenage
medical drama, which I used as one of the case studies to acquire inter-
view partners. However, practitioners also criticised the programme for
being produced too cheaply (Thielen and Kosack 2015). At around
400,000 euros per episode in the first season (see Bartel 2017), its
production budget indicates the economic limitations of smaller broad-
casters like Vox. Vox’s subsequent series productions—including Milk &
Honey (2018), another fiction format adaptation, and Das Wichtigste im
Leben/ The Most Important Thing in Life (2019), an everyday family
series—did not achieve the same ratings success in linear broadcasting
as Club der roten Binder.

The rest of the period of review revealed further attempts at imple-
menting German TV series into linear programming interrupted by
advertising, especially at RTL, the German-language free-to-air televi-
sion channel owned by the RTL Group. Whereas RTL’s competitor Sat.1
(the first privately owned television network in Germany and part of
the ProSiebenSat.1 Media group) now rarely invests in its own series
(usually to little success), RTL tried to anchor another slot, Tuesday
night, for German series fiction from 2018 onwards (Heine 2017). It ran,
for example, the comedy of mistaken identity Sankt Maik (2018-2021)
about a trickster disguised as a priest. In 2018, Hauke Bartel, then head of
fiction at Vox and now co-head of all fiction for the German RTL Group,
described RTL’s programming orientation: “RTL still relies very strongly
on a classic ‘case of the week’ structure for procedurals, plus event dramas
that are then made as two-parters or as individual films”. In 2023, RTL
refreshed its Tuesday prime-time slot with crime procedural films such as
Diinentod — Ein Nordsee-Krimi/ Death in the Dunes—A North Sea Crime
(2023), reminiscent of public-service crime shows; this move once more
proved the popularity of 90-minute films in German TV fiction.

RTL Zwei (or RTL II), the second channel of the German RTL
Group, is also trying its hand at commissioning original drama content.
“Young fiction” (Krei 2019) such as Wir sind jetzt/We Are Now
(2019-), a miniseries about a girl falling in love with her boyfriend’s
best friend, specifically orients towards a young audience. However,
rather than appearing in the linear programme, its first season—a mere
four episodes—was first released as online content on the platform
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TV Now (now RTL+). At ProSieben, a German free-to-air televi-
sion network owned by ProSiebenSat.1 Media, overlaps with video-
on-demand subscription services are even more obvious. Jerks. (Joyn/
Maxdome/ProSieben, 2017-2023), a mock-reality comedy about the
friendship between the two leading actors Christian Ulmen and Fahri
Yardim, ran in the ProSieben programme. However, it was initially
conceived as the first German original for Maxdome, ProSiebenSat.1
Media’s streaming service. In the meantime, jerks. is available on the
Maxdome successor, Joyn.

The streaming portals of Germany’s two established commercial
broadcasting groups constitute additional distribution environments
and commissioners in the country’s television landscape (including
streaming). On the one hand, there is RTL+ (formerly TV Now and
even earlier RTLnow) on the part of the RTL Group, and on the other
hand we have Joyn, the ProSiebenSat.1 Media platform launched in 2019,
which, until 2022, operated in cooperation with the US media company
Discovery. Some series run exclusively on these streaming services, and
others appear there in advance of their linear “free TV” broadcast. Among
the RTL Group’s German channels, Vox in particular has now positioned
itself as a secondary distributor of RTL+ dramas, such as Herzogpark
(2022), a satire of Munich’s glitterati, and Faking Hitler (2021), a minis-
eries on the media scandal around the falsified diaries of Adolf Hitler
in the early 1980s. Both RTL+ and Joyn have two tiers: an advertising-
financed tier with basic offerings, and a paid “premium” tier. Exclusive,
original dramas are especially relevant for the latter, as they help to attract
and retain subscribers as well as generate image and visibility. For years,
however, German viewers’ interest in pay TV services has been rather low
(see Hickethier 1998, 424).

Pay TV

Historically, pay TV played only a small role in Germany as compared to
other European as well as international markets (see Eichner and Esser
2020, 190). In fact, until the 2010s, pay TV providers commissioned no
TV dramas in Germany at all. Rather, Premiere and its successor, Sky
Deutschland, invested more in licence fees for sports, and especially foot-
ball, broadcasts. The comedy Add a Friend (2012-2014, TNT Serie),
the first German series commissioned on pay TV, marked a turning point
in this respect. The responsible broadcaster, TNT Serie (now WarnerTV
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Serie), which belongs to the US Warner Bros. Discovery group, provides
a case study in this production study with its 4 Blocks (2017-2019),
a gangster drama set in Berlin’s multicultural district Neukolln North.
Like its sister channel TNT Comedy (WarnerTV Comedy since 2021),
which now also commissions series (¢.g. Arthur’s Law, 2018; The Mopes,
2021), TNT Serie/WarnerTV Serie so far has been available in pay TV
“programme bouquets”, for example from Sky and telecommunications
companies such as Telekom. TNT Serie collaborated with HBO Europe
on the German-Romanian cyberthriller Hackerville (2018). HBO—the
programme provider most often associated with quality TV (see Feuer
2007) and which also belongs to the Warner Bros. Discovery group—has
thus joined the German television industry. So far, HBO series have been
available in Germany mainly via the pay TV provider Sky and through
RTL+. In the longer term, however,> the HBO Max streaming service
might directly market HBO productions in Germany (Lorenzen 2021).
As things stand, however, it seems unlikely HBO will increasingly pursue
its own German content, because in 2022 it announced it would no
longer commission Scandinavian, Dutch, Central European or Turkish
originals for HBO Max (Szalai 2022). The departure from a “highly
selective and locally-oriented approach” (Szczepanik 2021, 208), which
had been tried and tested in Central and Eastern Europe, is probably
due to budgetary pressures, caused by revenue loss amid the Covid-19
pandemic (FitzGerald et al. 2020) as well as the merger of WarnerMedia
and Discovery in 2022 and the resulting restructuring.

Since the late 2010s, the pay TV service Sky Deutschland also included
its own German original dramas in its programme, among them Babylon
Berlin (2017—, Fig. 4.3), a high-budget period crime drama made in
cooperation with ARD; the endtimes dystopian thriller 8 Tiage/8 Days
(2019); the German-Austrian crime drama Der Pass/The Pass (2018-
2023), inspired by season one of the Danish-Swedish series Broen/ Bron/
The Bridge (SVT 1/DR1/ZDF, 2011-2018); and Das Boot/The Boat
(2018-), a series sequel to the 1981 film of the same name, which
was released in a multi-part television version in 1985. However, in the
summer of 2023, Sky Deutschland announced, quite suddenly, that it
would no longer be commissioning German fiction (Krei 2023b). The
proclamation, which came as a surprise to industry insiders and media
commentators, cited the rising cost of producing scripted content and
the proliferation of streaming providers as reasons for the decision.
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Fig. 4.3 Babylon Berlin, a cooperation between pay TV and public television
(© ARD /Frédéric Batier/X Filme Creative Pool/ARD Degeto/Sky/Beta Film)

Outside the Sky and WarnerTV channels, less prominent and signif-
icantly more cheaply produced pay TV dramas from Germany include
Spides (2020), so far the singular series production of Syfy, which
specialises in science fiction, as well as Post Mortem (2019), a chamber-
play-like miniseries on 13th Street, which focuses on thrillers and crime.
Both Syfy and 13th Street are niche channels belonging to the US
company NBCUniversal and—similar to the TNT/WarnerTV channels—
have been distributed via pay TV programme bouquets, especially on Sky.
However, further productions from these marginal pay TV providers are
currently not to be expected.

Transnational Streaming Providers

Netflix and Amazon Prime Video, the transnationally operating, US-
based representatives of “streaming, ‘prestige’ television through algo-
rithmic predictions” (Shapiro 2020, 660), presently commission drama
in the German series market. They contribute to driving its transnational
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expansion (taken up in Chapter 6). In March 2017, Amazon Prime Video
released its first German series, You Are Wanted (2017-2018), a cross-
episode thriller about a hotel manager and family man who becomes the
victim of hackers. The involvement of lead actor and director Matthias
Schweighofer, best known for commercially successful German cinema
comedies (such as Friendship, 2010; What a Man, 2011; and 100 Dinge/
100 Things, 2018), points to a clear mainstream orientation and, to that
extent, conservative selection criteria, as other German Amazon projects
indicate as well. For example, Amazon Prime Video has relied on estab-
lished brands for several German projects: Pastewka (Sat.1, 2005-2014;
Amazon Prime Video, 2018-2020) is a remake of the earlier comedy with
the main actor of the same name, and Bibi & Tina — Die Serie (2020)
follows on from the well-known children’s audio drama (1991-) and the
four successtul Bibi & Tina films (2014-2017). The Amazon produc-
tion Wir Kinder vom Babnhof Zoo/ We Children from Zoo Station (2021),
which this study considers through an interview with head writer Annette
Hess, builds on the transnationally successful non-fiction book by Chris-
tiane Felscherinow, Kai Hermann and Horst Rieck and its well-known
film adaptation Christiane F. — Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo/ Christiane
F (1981). Thereby, the TV version of Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof Zoo joins
various series that tie in with well-known films and retell them serially as
remakes or reboots, as does, for example, the Sky drama Das Boot.

In December 2017, Netflix released its first German original, Dark
(2017-2020, Fig. 4.4), as a counterpart to Amazon’s You Are Wanted.
A convoluted mystery drama set in different time periods and around
several families” existential entanglements, Dark clearly aims to set itself
apart from previously dominant genres and tonalities in German televi-
sion fiction and also from a simple case-per-episode structure. According
to unofficial information shared at the Winterclass industry workshop
(Kosack 2017), Netflix initially tried to reach young “tech-savvy men on
computers”, a particularly elusive target group (Kosack 2017). Following
German Netflix productions such as Wir sind die Welle/ We Awve the
Wave (2019), a coming-of-age drama web series loosely based on Todd
Strasser’s 1981 novel The Wave, and How to Sell Drugs Online (Fast)
(2019-), a comedy about a high school student starting an online drug
business, orientate even more clearly towards teenage viewers, an audi-
ence that the German television industry has long neglected in TV fiction
(see Kraufd 2020d, 164-165) and that also represents a focus for Netflix
in other territories (Krauf8 and Stock 2020, 17-19). For Amazon Prime
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Video’s German commissions, such an overarching tendency is so far less
evident. In principle, both streaming services” German drama productions
are continuing to diversify in both genre and tonality. Their German
fiction programmes now include children’s series: the aforementioned
Bibi & Tina — Die Serie; fantasy: Der Greif /The Gryphon (Amazon
Prime Video, 2023), based on Wolfgang Hohlbein’s best-selling novel;
and drama and “dramedy”, for a typically older and female audience:
especially Das letzte Wort/The Last Word (Netflix, 2020), starring the
well-known comedian Anke Engelke, and Zeit der Geheimmnisse/ Holiday
Secrets (Netflix, 2019). These and other originals are joined by licence
purchases, making Amazon and Netflix not only commissioners but also
buyers in the German fiction market.

Internet-based television, especially in the area of subscription video-
on-demand (SVoD), continues to unfurl. In November 2019, Apple
TV+ became available in Germany, then in March 2020, Disney+, and
in December 2022, Paramount+. They all have commissioned “local”
German dramas: Apple TV+ announced the dark comedy Where’s Wanda?
(2024) with the well-known actor Heike Makatsch. The first German

Fig. 4.4 Dark, the first German Netflix drama. (© Julia Terjung/Netflix)
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originals for Disney+ address an adult audience and seem to aim at
achieving diversity in content. Sam — Ein Sachse/Sam — A Saxon (2023),
internationally marketed as a “Hulu original”, is about the first Afro-
German policeman in East Germany. Deutsches Haus/German House
(2023), based on a novel by screenwriter Annette Hess, follows the first
Auschwitz trial in Frankfurt in 1963. However, Disney+ cancelled the
previously announced drama Sultan City, about a family of Turkish origin
where the father of three children mysteriously disappears (Liickerath
2021), because of “creative differences” (Staft 2023).

Even more than Disney+ and its cancelled Sultan City project, the
cases of the SVoD services Paramount+ and Starzplay point to the fast
pace and uncertainty of the German streaming market. Shortly after
it began operations in Germany, Paramount+ released Der Scheich/ The
Sheikh (2022). This comedy, about a German con man claiming to be
a Qatari sheikh, was the first TV series project of Swiss filmmaker Dani
Levy, a founder of the German company X Filme Creative Pool (respon-
sible for Babylon Berlin) and director of several motion pictures, mainly
comedies (e.g. Stille Nacht/Silent Night, 1995). However, in 2024,
Paramount+ decided to concentrate solely on US series. German drama
productions released in 2023 were taken offline, and dramas waiting in
the wings, such as Zest Verbrechen / Love by Proxy (2024), suddenly needed
to find new distributors (Mantel 2024). The Starzplay service, available
for purchase through Amazon’s Prime Video Channels, announced in
July 2022 the launch of its first German original, Nachts im Paradies/
At Night in Paradise, a graphic novel adaptation starring the well-known
German actor Jirgen Vogel (see Weis 2022). But just a few months
later—shortly after Starzplay’s renaming to Lionsgate+—it was clear:
this SVoD service was withdrawing from Germany and other European
countries (Krei 2022).

Fluid boundaries between the local TV series landscape and online
platforms are evident in the few German series (such as the comedy Buli-
shit, 2018) that YouTube produced for its paid SVoD service YouTube
Premium (formerly YouTube Red) around 2018. Furthermore, new
players in the German TV series landscape include telecommunication
companies that have joined the ranks of series producers, similar to in
other European markets. Telecommunication firms’ programme offerings
point to further media transformations and expansions in Germany’s tele-
vision industry. Arnim Butzen, vice president for TV and entertainment
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at Telekom, announced at the 2020 Berlinale Series Market that Magen-
taTV, which belongs to Telekom, would continue to focus on its original
dramas—even after the critical failure of the German-French culture-
clash comedy Deutsch-Les-Landes (MagentaTV /Amazon Studios, 2018;
see e.g. Bufl 2018). In 2021, MagentaTV accordingly released Wild
Republic (2021), an adventure drama series about juvenile delinquents
on the run in the Alps—another contribution to the growing number
of teen TV dramas from Germany (Kraufl and Stock 2021, 413); this
was followed in 2022 by Ok Hell (2022), a dramedy about the post-
adolescent antiheroine Helene, who is struggling with herself and her
life. But in that same year, Telekom announced its withdrawal from the
German drama business. In DWDL.de, Butzen justified this decision by
saying that there are now fewer possible partnerships than in the past,
as media companies prefer to keep distribution stages in-house (Liick-
erath 2022). Telekom’s MagentaTV had primarily relied on co-producers
for its drama originals—such as Arte, ARD’s One channel and ARD’s
local broadcasters WDR and SWR—Siidwestrundfunk (Southwest Broad-
casting), in the case of Wild Republic. Such collaborations evidence new,
more flexible and more intensified networking between commissioners
when it comes to co-financing (see Eichner 2021). In the sample period
of 2015-2023, diversified business models emerged in this context.

Diversifying Business Models

The various platforms and broadcasters commissioning German drama
series have diverse business models, and therefore address and conceptu-
alise viewers differently. In the case of pay TV and SVoD services, at first
glance the focus is on attracting and retaining subscribers. Some series are
conceived as “behaviour-altering titles” (Conrad in Zarges 2020b) that
motivate previously unreached or lost viewers to purchase a subscription.
In some cases, however, the boundaries to advertising-financed program-
ming are fluid—especially with RTL+ and Joyn and their supposedly free
basic online services. Since November 2022, Netflix has also offered a
basic subscription, with advertising, at a lower price point in Germany.
This example underlines that platforms—as theorised more fundamentally
by José van Dijck et al. (2018, 9) in The Platform Society—can modify
their individual elements, including their business models.

In the cases of Apple (whose streaming service Apple TV+ likely will
commission German dramas in the longer run, too; see Liickerath 2023)
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and Amazon, the streaming portals function merely as a kind of accessory
so that their customers use their devices or corresponding online shops.
The established advertising business in linear broadcasting, on the other
hand, is declining into crisis and very likely will continue to shrink due
to the digital transformation of the German TV market, accelerated by
the Covid-19 crisis. In 2007, audience attractiveness (which derived its
attractiveness according to the advertising industry) was still the central
quality for commercial TV stations (Frohlich 2007, 39), even though this
quality is difficult to translate into production strategies (Kiefer 2001,
173). However, today, other and more complex economic approaches
and evaluations are now conceivable. “Viewing numbers might no longer
determine whether a series is renewed, as that decision may now be
based on more discrete correlations”, Stephen Shapiro (2020, 661) points
out with regard to a current “algorithmic television” (658). Internet
distribution promises the possibility to collect more precise data on audi-
ences, which the industry had already sought to control (Ang 1991).
Now, selection criteria for scripts and renewal decisions have become
more multifaceted and, with this data, an economically usable commodity
is sought. The streaming portals’ various business models also include
collecting data and selling it to other institutions (see van Dijck et al.
2018, 11).

Among the interviewed and observed practitioners, I found less a criti-
cism of datafication, platformisation and their associated business practices
and instead more of a feeling that, in view of the various commissioning
and distribution options, the German TV drama industry is experiencing
a “gold rush era” (e.g. von Borries 2019). This extremely positive finding
of a “golden era” (the revelation of which Gunhild Agger [2020] deals
with in more contexts and more generally) certainly is related to the
period in which I conducted most of the interviews and observations:
predominantly before the Covid-19 pandemic and before the quickly
rising inflation and economic and energy crises that followed Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. This more recent scenario Tilmann P. Gangloft
(2022, 71, my translation) sees as “grey clouds gathering over the
German production industry”.

Even before the current economic gloom, concentration and shrinkage
processes were repeatedly observed alongside the multiplication of distrib-
utors and commissioners. For example, Watchever, the streaming provider
of the French media group Vivendi SA, announced its own German series
in 2013 (Gropp 2013) but has long since ceased operations. Netflix and
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Amazon Prime Video, on the other hand, have continued to gain users
in the wake of the coronavirus crisis (Lobigs 2020, 46; AGF Video-
forschung 2020). Is the German series landscape threatened, in the longer
term, by the duopoly of Netflix and Amazon, as Sean Fennessey (2017)
feared for US independent cinema some years ago? At least for the time
being, the central importance of public broadcasters still speaks against
such a scenario in Germany as well as in other European television fiction
markets.

Relevance of Public Broadcasters

Predominantly fee financed, public-service broadcasters have continuous
and quite stable revenue (Goldmedia and Schneider 2020, 17). According
to statistics from the European Audiovisual Observatory, the public-
service ARD network finishes up second among producers of European
fiction, in terms of the number of titles produced. ZDF makes it into the
top 10 (Fontaine 2023, 35; see also Fontaine and Pumares 2018, 31).
According to the 2018 Produzentenstudie (Producers Study), ARD and
ZDF are roughly on par in terms of investment in fiction programmes
from Germany, at circa 400 million euros, which puts them well ahead of
ProSiebenSat.1 and the RTL Group (Castendyk and Goldhammer 2018,
56-57). Public broadcasters clearly dominate among the five broadcasters
with the highest revenues in Germany (Hennecke and Rau 2015, 31).
This trend has not fundamentally shifted as of 2024 (at the time of
publication), despite increased investment from Amazon Prime Video and
Netflix, as our look at series types and broadcast slots later on will under-
line. In times of economic crisis, the importance of public broadcasters
may even increase further, as they are less dependent on the commercial
situation than private-sector and transnational players.

Moreover, as Joachim Kosack (2017), one of the managing directors
of UFA production house, pointed out at an industry workshop, ARD
and ZDF are well-known and, thanks to fixed budgets, reliable part-
ners for producers. Tried and tested relationships form a central selection
criterion for actors in project networks (e.g. Eigler and Azarpour 2020,
2). New programme providers, on the other hand, still often come with
uncertainty about how cooperations will be structured and how compre-
hensively and for how long they will invest in fiction productions from
Germany. Klaus Zimmermann, producer of European “high-end” series
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such as Borgia (ZDF et al. 2011-2014), was therefore quite critical about
commissioners such as Netflix in an interview published in 2018:

[T]hey make more noise than spend money. [...] Am I successful if I
have my show on Netflix> Or am I successful when I have my show on a
broadcaster that has 5 million viewers? A lot of producers spend a lot of
energy to get in business with new players, and not enough serving the
traditional ones and making better television. (in Harris 2018, 326)

That is to say, one cannot describe the television series landscape in
Germany solely in terms of its medial and institutional expansions; rather,
one must keep an eye on long-standing, historically nurtured, often
public-service structures. Traditions and public-service influences also
become evident when looking at production companies. As further central
institutions, they constitute a prominent aspect of the television industry
in Germany.

4.2 PropuctioN COMPANIES

As carly as the 1960s, ARD and ZDF, the only German broadcasters
at that time, began to obtain programme content via the free market
and to externalise risks to production companies (Meier-Beer 1995, 58).
Consequently, these companies form an essential part of series produc-
tion project networks and have significant input in arranging them.
Programme providers, in turn, select production companies according
to whether they can competently put together and coordinate project
networks (Windeler et al., 116). Producers often engage in so-called
packaging in advance to score points with the commissioners. This tactic
involves not just presenting the most dazzling collection of well-known
names as possible, with which production companies approach broad-
casters and platforms, especially in the case of “high-end” quality projects,
according to several practitioners (e.g. Lippold and Kraus 2019). Rather,
packaging in advance is more comprehensively about several processes
that span project stages, as Christian Zabel summarises in his economic
study of the German TV sector, including “the profitability calculation,
the commitment of central creative participants, the securing of financing
and, if necessary, the optioning of film rights” (2009, 67, my transla-
tion). Valuations can play a role in this packaging, for example with regard
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to well-known and esteemed creatives. Thus, the relevance of quality
attributions inherent to the industry becomes visible once again.

Production Companies and Broadcasters: Intevconnections
and Overlaps

There is a basic differentiation to be made between broadcaster-
independent and broadcaster-dependent production companies, with the
highest-revenue companies in Germany belonging primarily to the second
type (Mikos 2021, 177). UFA and its section UFA Fiction, for example,
belong to the Bertelsmann Group via their parent company Fremantle
Media, and are thus intertwined with the RTL Group. Studio Hamburg,
whose subsidiary Real Film was responsible for the political drama Die
Stadt und die Macht/The City and the Power (ARD/NDR/Degeto,
2016)—another case study used in recruiting interviewees—is a wholly
owned subsidiary of ARD’s NDR. In some cases, several programme
providers stand behind broadcaster-dependent producers (Hennecke and
Rau 2015, 32), exemplified by Bavaria Film, a leading film and televi-
sion production company based in northeast Munich whose shareholders
include ARD’s local broadcasters WDR, SWR, MDR and BR. The picture
becomes even more confusing in view of the subsidiaries through which
the public broadcasters operate in a market economy and hold stakes in
production companies. For example, the commercially operating ZDF
subsidiary ZDF Studios (formerly ZDF Enterprises) holds stakes in 18
companies (in 2023; ZDF Studios 2023). Several of these companies have
produced quality drama projects: Bavaria Film, for instance, made the
series sequel Das Boot and the biopic Freud (Netflix/ORF, 2020), and
Network Movie created Morgen hiov ich auf /Tomorrow I Quit (ZDEF,
2016), a drama significantly influenced by Breaking Bad (AMC, 2008-
2013), and the European co-production The Team (ZDF et al. 2015-
2018). The media economists Chris Hennecke and Harald Rau (2015,
30-33) criticise the opaqueness of the market when it comes to such
interconnected structures, and they contend that essential players in TV
production are ultimately still organised and financed under public broad-
casting. From their point of view, it must be asked to what extent some
television and film production companies profit from the connections.
Commentators also voiced similar questions in DWDL.de, specifically in
relation to increased production at the ZDF subsidiary Network Movie
and its new offshoot Studio Zentral3: independent producers complained
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about internal agreements between ZDF and Network Movie that left
them out (Zarges 2021b).

Against the background of interconnections between broadcasters and
production companies, it is doubtful whether—as Laura Glockseisen
(2018, 30) claims—the digitalised German TV market has prevailed
as an “independent structure” in the German production landscape.
Particularly in the case of TV drama series, the tendency she identi-
fies among many smaller productions to address only a limited target
group is at best conditionally true. German TV series are, at least tradi-
tionally, more geared towards mass compatibility (Sydow and Windeler
2004b, 6) and involve a great deal of effort. Small production compa-
nies are more capable of producing individual films than serial projects
that may take years to produce. They lack the financial resources to make
advance financial contributions and invest in the more complex material
development.

However, in the past decade, younger and comparatively small compa-
nies have joined the ranks of series production. NeueSuper, for example,
a production company founded as recently as 2010 by three gradu-
ates of the film school Hochschule fiir Fernsehen und Film Miinchen,
has maintained a series focus since the ZDFneo comedy Blockbustaz
(2014-2018) and is now mixing it up in the more expensive quality
segment with the Sky drama 8 Tage as well as Luden (2023), a drama for
Amazon Prime Video about Hamburg’s red-light district St. Pauli in the
1980s. The company btf—bildundtonfabrik, initially associated primarily
with programmes by the popular satirist Jan Bohmermann, produces the
Netflix teen drama How to Sell Drugs Online (Fast) and the Covid-19
dramedy Drinnen — Im Internet sind alle gleich, a series considered in
my interviews (see KrauBl 2023a). The political satire Eichwald, MdB,
another low-budget series with some clear influence on the interviewed
practitioners, comes from Kundschafter Filmproduktion, an independent
company created during the development work for the arthouse agent
comedy Kundschafter des Friedens/Scouts of Peace (2017). With The
Billion Dollar Code (2021), a miniseries about a real-life legal dispute
between Google and a small Berlin agency regarding digital art and the
online service Google Earth, this production company can now count
itself among the ranks of German Netflix producers.
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Television Production and Film: Flowing Boundavies

Linked to independent producers’ high commitment to series, the
boundaries between television and film—which in Germany are already
“amphibiously” connected (Rohrbach 2009, first 1977)—became even
more fluid during the period under study. This trend corresponds
to similar convergence processes in other European and international
markets (Meir 2019, 106) and affects both producers and their products.
So-called quality or high-end dramas, which the following subchapter on
series types describes in more detail, often comprise only a few episodes.
Production companies that until a few years ago clearly specialised in
arthouse cinema productions now develop such television series, partly
because cinema distribution (even before the outbreak of the Covid-19
pandemic) proved to be increasingly difficult to execute and financially
less lucrative (Arndt in Arndt et al. 2017). Examples of such companies
considered in this study are X Filme Creative Pool, which in addition
to Babylon Berlin produced, among others, the family drama thriller Die
verlovene Tochter / The Lost Daughter (ZDF, 2020) and the social-critical
comedy Tina mobil/Tina Mobile (ARD/RBB, 2021), as well as 23/
5 Filmproduktion, founded by director Hans-Christian Schmid, which
produced Das Verschwinden/ The Disappearance (ARD et al., 2017). Das
Verschwinden’s ambitious genre mix of crime, family and youth drama
tells the story of a mother’s search for her missing teenage daughter in
the Czech-Bavarian border region; it is incorporated into this produc-
tion study through interviews with the head writer and two responsible
editors from BR. Komplizen Film, founded and co-directed by acclaimed
filmmaker Maren Ade, has also entered the series business with the co-
production Skylines (2019), a Netflix drama on the Frankfurt hip-hop
scene that was cancelled after the first season. Perhaps such compa-
nies, which are primarily associated with film and cinema and have some
experience in transnationally circulating material (see, for example, the
Komplizen production Toni Erdmann, 2016), represent the industry
segment that will be able to fulfil the need for artistically ambitious and
transnational quality series in Germany?

The connection with the cinema market, which tends to be more
transnational, especially in the German arthouse segment, is also indi-
cated in the case of Wiedemann & Berg, if we follow Kosack’s outsider
assessment at the 2017 Winterclass. The international success of the
Oscar-winning GDR-era drama Das Leben der Andeven/The Lives of
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Others (2006) helped UFA’s competitor company generate commis-
sions for Netflix series, he argued (2017). Wiedemann & Berg’s TV
offshoot, W&B Television, has positioned itself as a central producer in
the young pay TV and SVoD series market, from the very first German
pay TV drama, Add a Friend, through to Der Pass, and on to Tribes of
Europa (2021). A science-fiction dystopia, Tribes of Europa follows three
young siblings mixed up in a conflict between different future civilisations
and was the second German series production for Netflix, after Dark.
Besides Dark, two other case studies used for the study sample come
from this production house: the gangster drama 4 Blocks and Mitten in
Deutschiand: NSU / NSU German History X (ARD et al., 2016), a three-
part miniseries presenting the crimes of the radical right-wing terrorist
organisation National Socialist Underground in the 2000s from three
different perspectives. Previously part of the transnationally operating
Endemol Shine Group, W&B Television now belongs to the Munich-
based film trading and production group Leonine Holding. Its founders,
Quirin Berg and Max Wiedemann, confidently announced in the German
industry magazine Blickpunkt:Film that this restructuring would fulfil the
dream of a German studio that combines film, distribution, television,
licensing and entertainment under one roof (in Miiller 2019).

Like the case of Wiedemann & Berg, other semi-studio structures
are emerging in Germany’s television industry. Overall, however, this
local TV landscape is dominated by medium-sized production compa-
nies with limited financial strength. UFA and the independent Constantin
Film, which is behind the high-budget drama Wir Kinder vom Bahnhof
Zoo, provide further examples of houses that combine cinema and televi-
sion and partly include distribution. The boundaries between production
and distribution are also becoming blurred at Beta Film, the distribu-
tion company for film and television licences, which now invests in series
such as Babylon Berlin and has stakes in several production companies,
including Bantry Bay, the production house behind DRUCK and Club
der voten Binder. These occasional tendencies towards a studio system
on the part of production companies, however, are countered by devel-
opments among commissioners to become producers themselves. The
respective sides’ different interests and the various forms of coopera-
tion among them receive detailed attention in Chapter 5, on negotiating
financing and distribution issues. But, first, we must attend to another
important issue: a brief overview of other actors and institutions in the
local television series landscape, which will help us draw as comprehensive
a picture of it as possible.



96 FE. KRAUR

Other Actors: Beyond Production Companies
and Programme Providers

In television series production, actors beyond broadcasters, platforms
and production companies are sometimes involved, such as film and
media funds. In Germany, these state-run institutions have increasingly
expanded their activities in the direction of series, specifically co-financing
expensive high-end projects with multiple financial backers as well as
smaller ones from the up-and-coming low-budget sector (see Mikos
2021, 181-182). This transformation of film funding is happening not
least due to similar activities by transnational and European competi-
tors and because the funders fear that larger TV drama productions will
migrate to other countries, especially Eastern Europe (Niemeier 2017).
Through subsidies, German media policy has a direct impact on the
television market, which—as in other countries and in television history—
comes with issues of state intervention, regulation and deregulation, as
well as national and European political debates. In federally structured
Germany, media funding also often intersects with regional issues. Many
funding agencies are, after all, assigned to federal states and, when allo-
cating funds, aim strongly at bolstering “local effects” (i.e. economic
benefit for the respective region). The federal structure of the television
industry—upheld in Germany by, among other things, the union of local
public-service broadcasters in the ARD network and by the production
companies interwoven with them—is thus perpetuated and intensified.
The “diversity in funding policies of the regional film funds” (Appel-
gren 2018, 278) complicates interconnections in mixed and co-financing
(which Chapter 5 looks at in more depth).

In addition to institutions such as funding agencies and broadcasters,
individual freelancers have considerable sway on the forms television series
production takes. In particular, personnel in the project networks and
screen idea work groups who are considered “creatives” tend to be free-
lancers. Through hiring freelancers, programme providers and production
companies outsource risks. This production study takes these freelance
actors, especially scriptwriters, into account when analysing the German
industry discourse on quality drama.* In Germany, writers, like other
freelance television workers, tend to be less formalised and only partially
unionised, with little assertiveness, as producer and writer Jorg Winger
(2017) reflected in an interview. Seen in this light, many writers belong
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to the “third labour sector”, which John Thornton Caldwell (2008, 50-
51) refers to as the “unregulated film and television related work worlds
[...] off the lot and out of the studio”.

Individual newcomers often find entry into the industry difficult, as
some interview partners critically discussed (e.g. Stuckmann 2016; see
also Zabel 2009, 64). Barriers arise from television professionals’ funda-
mental tendency to make recourse to their personal networks. Assembling
project-specific teams usually means using existing contacts. A decisive
criterion is whether the team’s “chemistry” is right (so goes the repeated
argument at industry workshops). A probable basis for this “chemistry”
is previous collaborations, as compared to entirely new relationships. On
the other hand, the industry depends on innovation. In the case of efforts
to create quality and innovative series, the need for new perspectives is
particularly evident (see Kraufl 2020b).

Thanks to new entrants and the existence of marginal areas, the
German television industry does not represent a completely closed entity
that can be conclusively defined. Openings and fluid boundaries are
discernible not only in terms of personnel but also in media, institutional,
textual and national terms. These fluid boundaries apply all the more to
the broad, contemporary concept of television that this work follows and
which includes “internet-distributed television services” (Lotz et al. 2018,
42) of various forms. From this point of view, the types of series outlined
below are not constant presences but merely central tendencies that assist
in describing current series production in Germany.

4.3  SERIES TYPES AND PRODUCTION AREAS

In terms of its different types of TV drama production, Germany’s tele-
vision industry is yet again very multifaceted. Writers and other actors
involved in screenwriting work across varying production contexts. In
some places transnational features emerge, but to a large extent national
specifics shape the production areas. Therefore, we cannot speak of one
“specific, national production culture” (Redvall 2013, 183), as tends
to be the case in smaller and more homogeneous markets such as
Denmark. Both in the interview and at industry workshops (Kosack
2017, 2019; Thielen and Kosack 2015), Joachim Kosack distinguished
between primarily four types of series and their associated production:
the “industrial” daily soap opera; the “weekly” drama; the “local” proce-
dural; and the “high-end” drama. These four categories are strongly



98 E. KRAUR

influenced by the structures and focuses of UFA. That company’s fiction
efforts subdivide into UFA Serial Drama, where “industrially produced”
daily soaps dominate, and UFA Fiction, responsible for other series as
well as television and cinema films (Kraufy 2019, 70-71). In this respect,
Kosack’s categorisation depicts Germany’s overall series production to
only a limited extent, but it at least represents a first starting point to
summarise central tendencies.

Industrial, Weekly, Local and High-End Sevies

According to Kosack (2019), series with around 250 episodes per year fall
under the “industrial” type. We are therefore talking about daily soaps,
such as the long-running Gute Zeiten, schlechte Zeiten/Good Times, Bad
Times (RTL, 1992-), and telenovelas—or more precisely their German
variant, created in the early 2000s with a strong focus on long runs
(Weber 2013, 280-281). Sturm der Liebe/Storm of Love (ARD, 2005-)
is a famous and economically very successful example, as this romantic
telenovela about relationships in the fictional Bavarian hotel Fiirstenhof
was sold to more than 20 foreign broadcasters. As mentioned in other
interview partners’ statements (e.g. Leibfried 2016) and in German how-
to books on writing TV drama (e.g. Feil 2006, 245), the industrial series
has clear divisions of labour and precisely defined production methods
(Knohr 2018, 34-35), including a collaborative pool of authors (thus
approaching the writers’ room model).

Kosack (2019) also described how the “weekly” series operates its
production process, with 25-50 episodes produced and broadcast annu-
ally. For the better part of the year (even if each season has only 25
episodes) most of the team—including the writers and supervising or
executive producers, heads of production and so on—works only on this
series. Kosack cited the example of the various local spin-offs of the SOKO
police procedural (ZDF/ORF, 1978—; e.g. SOKO Leipziy / Leipzig Homi-
cide, ZDF, 2001—, see Fig. 4.5). Other weekly series, such as Nozruf
Hafenkante/SOS Hafenkante (ZDF 2007-), also belong to the crime
procedural genre, which is generally very present in German and espe-
cially public-service fiction (Maurer et al. 2020, 261). The medical drama
is another common weekly; see, in particular, the long-standing In aller
Freundschaft/In All Friendship (ARD/MDR, 1998-) and its spin-off
In aller Freundschaft — Die jungen Arzte/In All Friendship—The Youny
Doctors (ARD/MDR, 2015-).° Both weekly crime and medical dramas
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Fig. 4.5 The crime procedural SOKO Leipzig/Leipziy Homicide (© ZDE/
Sandra Ludewig)

are procedural, with a self-contained plot in each episode, while other
weekly series, such as the now discontinued LindenstrafSe/ Linden Street
(ARD/WDR, 1985-2020)—a kind of German Coronation Street (ITV,
UK 1960-)—skew more towards a soap opera format, with cross-episode
storylines. The dramaturgical tendency towards self-contained episodes
implies a certain style of script work, where writers develop scripts sepa-
rately for individual episodes featuring individual cases.® In production,
the weekly also differs from the industrial daily soap opera in that the
producer has more influence on the individual books, according to an
industry workshop lecture by Kosack and Barbara Thielen (2015), the
managing director of the production company Ziegler Film Koéln and
former head of fiction at RTL.

The third type, the “local” series, has approximately 13 episodes
produced and broadcast annually, a focus on specific broadcast slots
and an episode budget between 500,000 and 750,000 euros. For this
format, the producer is the exclusive “driver”, possibly “collaborating
with a head writer”, as Kosack and Thielen (2015) summarised. In the
local series stream, procedural dramaturgy and the crime genre are again
formative. The examples Beck Is Back! (RTL, 2018-19) and Sank: Maik,
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which Kosack mentioned regarding this series segment during the inter-
view, were each relatively short-lived due to unsatisfactory ratings for
RTL’s prime-time slot. Other local series, however—especially in the
crime genre—have run for several years, if not decades. Grofistadtrevier /
Biy City Police Station (ARD/NDR, 1986-), a police procedural set in
Hamburg, for example, reached its 36th season in 2023. Um Himmels
Willen/ For Heaven’s Sake (ARD/MDR, 2002-2021), a light comedy
about a group of nuns that in 2012 was the most-watched German tele-
vision series, with more than seven million viewers (Mantel 2012), ran for
almost 20 years.

According to Kosack (2019), the goal for local series is to produce
them for many years, “season after season with a certain regularity”, and
keep them on the market as long as possible. The economic attractive-
ness and relevance of long-running local series as well as weekly and daily
soaps for production companies is obvious. In our interview, producer
and writer Gabriela Sperl (2018) spoke of “cash cows”; other practitioners
(e.g. Kromschroder 2018) used the common term “bread-and-butter”
series.

In Kosack’s (2019) assessment, the fourth type—the “high-end”
drama—Ileads to greater risk for the producer because of increased effort
towards script development, lower predictability (compared to procedu-
rals for established broadcast slots) and decreased longevity. High-end
productions primarily take the form of miniseries, developed out of the
tradition of so-called event television (Cooke 2016). These dramas of
mostly two or three 90-minute episodes usually deal with twentieth-
century German history, especially the Second World War and National
Socialism. However, according to Kosack (2018), the potential for
continuation and more episodes is increasingly important in the high-end
or event sector. Given the mass of cultural objects in today’s society of
singularities (Reckwitz 2020), brands must establish themselves in order
to become visible among the different streaming content, as was done,
for example, with Charité (ARD/MDR, 2017-), an event miniseries
portraying the famous Berlin hospital in different eras.

Kosack furthermore linked the high-end segment with tendencies
towards the “showrunner”, a hybrid writer-producer whose gradual adop-
tion in the German television industry is effecting changes among the
project network and screen idea work group and the collaboration
therein.” Following Kosack’s model for different series types and produc-
tion areas, we can say that the roles of producer and writer are generally
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decisive criteria for categorising television series in Germany. Combined
with producers’ and head writers’ influence and the working methods of
these professions, the various types of series oscillate between “assembly
line” and labour division versus more individual and artistic work (see
Schmid 2016, 51, 187). With Andreas Reckwitz (2020), we can distin-
guish between standardisation and singularisation. The budgets differ
between these two poles and tend to increase from the quickly produced,
“industrial” soap opera to the ambitious “high-end” segment. The clas-
sification becomes more complex, however, when we consider gaps in
Kosack’s categorisation as well as border areas and overlaps.

Classifying the Quality Drama

The “quality” drama, as discussed and pursued in the German television
series landscape, goes hand in hand with higher budgets—following the
tendency, found in media economic analyses, to equate quality with high
production costs (Hoskins and Mirus 1988, 502). Obviously, develop-
ment and production conditions differ according to budget. In the case
of the comparatively high-budget drama Wir Kinder vom Babnhof Zoo,
which head writer Annette Hess (2019) distinguished from the “daily
business”, the shoot for eight episodes is said to have taken 130 days
(according to information shared at the 2020 Berlinale Series Market
[Berben et al. 2020], which surely also serves marketing purposes). In
the industrial daily soap process, on the other hand, a complete 20- or
45-minute episode is shot in only one day (Kirsch 2001, 47).
Cost-intensive series projects usually have a higher degree of transna-
tionalisation, because foreign sales and co-financing with foreign partners
play a more important role. In our interview, Kosack (2019) elabo-
rated on the “high-end” drama: “It’s almost always about how you
then work with the world distribution money or with distribution to
the world at all”. However, in the case of some projects discussed or
planned as quality or high-end content—such as ARD’s political drama
Die Stadt und die Macht—foreign sales were hardly relevant or occurred
only at a very late stage. Some productions even originate from decid-
edly regional contexts, such as the aforementioned Bavarian dramedy
Hindafing. Announcements that foreign sales were not planned—as by
Jorg Winger (2019) regarding Deuntschland 83—should be treated with
caution, as they correspond to the tendency described by Caldwell (2008,
15) that many television and film makers describe their own actions as
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“unintentional”. Transnational circulation, thus mediated, appears less
related to existing structures or an overarching strategy than to a series’
specific content, one’s own skills, supposed coincidences or personal
connections. Indeed, these individualised aspects also play an important
role: after all, the television industry is strongly characterised by personal
networks and project-specific gatherings. But foreign sales also require
favourable structural framework conditions to get oft the ground.

A look at individual projects leads to a more complex picture of
quality TV dramas from Germany and reveals the boundaries of Kosack’s
four series categories as well as overlaps between them. For example,
some supposedly quality productions have budgets barely above those
of more “regular” and mainstream local series, such as the first season
of 4 Blocks. Heavily shot on location, its cost per episode is said to
have been just under 700,000 euros (Greifeneder 2017; Mikos 2021,
186). Furthermore, production companies and freelancers often oscil-
late between the different series terrains, for economic reasons alone.
For many of these actors, the “bread-and-butter” shows produced over
years are economically more important and lucrative. Such productions
often provide a longer-term, predictable source of income for production
companies, offering security to invest money and time in more cost-
intensive and riskier quality projects with fewer episodes. At the same
time, some professionals in the high-end segment also draw boundaries
around lower-budget or more industrially produced series and can exclude
those practitioners associated with them. “It is very difficult to rescue
people from pigeonholes in Germany—it is practically impossible”, Liane
Jessen (2019), who at the time of the interview was still head of the fiction
department at ARD’s HR branch, problematised this issue.

However, actors in the supposed “non-quality category” (Weber 2019,
241, my translation)—which is easily forgotten in discussions on quality
TV—also strive to tell more “complex” stories with cross-episode story-
lines (see Knohr 2018, 32-33). The daily soap and weekly segments in
particular offer many practitioners a field of experimentation regarding
ongoing dramatic continuity and act as entry points into the industry.
In general, a turn towards serials, and partly away from single films,
has been in process for some years, especially among departments and
production areas promoting young talents. This newcomer terrain is left
out of Kosack’s model, perhaps due to a lack of economic relevance for
mainstream producers such as him. TV dramas by emerging talents—
such as Eichwald, MdB, from the ZDF editorial department Das kleine
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Fernsehspiel, and Servus Baby/Hello Baby (2018-), from BR—usually
have very few episodes and are often considered underfinanced. However,
experiments in content, form and production emerge particularly in the
area of newcomer or low-budget productions and web series that involve
semi-professional actors, and thus expand the television industry (see
Kuhn 2016).

A prime example of the emerging field’s experimentation is the trans-
media youth drama DRUCK (Fig. 4.6) by Funk and ZDF, where the
ongoing “real-time” distribution of individual scenes and sequences on
different platforms required a very rapid working method. Through such
novel mechanisms, according to the producer Lasse Scharpen (2019), the
lean structures typical of low-budget arthouse films provide an important
influence (see also Kraufl 2020c¢, 279-280; Krauf} and Stock 2021). Prac-
titioners” commonly held view that experiments take place in marginal
areas and in low-budget productions (e.g. interview with Leibfried 2016)
must also be approached critically. Such arguments can gloss over or
conceal problematic production conditions. Often, references to one’s
“‘boot camp’ experience” (Caldwell 2008, 42) in “artistic” projects
outside the mainstream aim to portray the speaker as a particularly
innovative, risk-taking and experimental individual.

Certain overlaps also exist between newcomers to the industry and
high-end dramas: junior creatives are often involved in the latter, and
especially in collaborative script development in the writers’ room.®
New programme providers in particular recruit young talent to develop
concepts and scripts for TV dramas and as personnel; see, for example, the
Netflix hip-hop drama Skylines, where the “showrunner” (Schultze 2019)
was the inexperienced Dennis Schanz, a graduate of the series-specific
training programme Serial Eyes at the DFFB — Deutsche Film- und
Fernsehakademie Berlin (German Film and Television Academy Berlin).
TV series by young talent do not always fall under the “high-end” cate-
gory—but equally not under “industrial”, “weekly” or “local”, either.
Rather, we can observe a turn specifically towards serial teen TV dramas.
This further series segment, which falls outside Kosack’s series grid, is rele-
vant to the analysed industry discourse on quality TV because the pressure
to produce “better” or “different” series often goes hand in hand with
the goal of rejuvenation (Redvall 2013, 79). “[P]ublic-service television
is becoming increasingly conscious of the need to match the standards
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Fig. 4.6 A transmedia youth drama with “real-time” distribution—the German
SKAM adaptation DRUCK. (© ZDEF /Richard Kranzin)

of imported series, and of the demands of its media-savvy younger view-
ers”, attest Eva Pjaj¢ikovd and Petr Szczepanik (2016, 118), specifically
regarding public broadcasters (see also Eichner and Esser 2020, 191).
Quality drama projects involving young talent and that have manage-
able budgets also populate the documentary genre. Examples in the
period under study that draw on the central (but by no means new)
genre of true crime (e.g. Murley 2008, 109-132) include Hollental/
Hell Valley (ZDF, 2020), about the still unsolved murder of nine-year-
old Peggy Knobloch, and Robwedder — Einigkeit und Mord und Freibeit /
A Perfect Crime (Netflix 2020), looking at the 1991 assassination of
the president of the Treuhandanstalt (an agency established by the GDR
government to (re)privatise East German enterprises). The streaming
provider Amazon Prime Video also has many documentaries among its
German original productions, such as Unzensiert — Bushido’s Wahvheit /
Uncensored—DBushido’s Truth (2021), about the well-known, controver-
sial German rapper. With German Crime Story—Gefesselt / German Crime
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Story: Deadlock (2023), Amazon also released a fictionalised true-crime
production from Germany.

Another gap in Kosack’s categorisation is the scripted reality genre,
which Daniel Klug and Klaus Neumann-Braun (2016, 7, my translation)
describe as an “ambivalent phenomenon of German-language enter-
tainment television”, which peculiarly blurs the usual genre boundaries
between entertainment and informative content, fiction and non-fiction.
Scripted reality formats—such as Berlinlng & Nacht/Berlin—Day &
Night (RTL II, 2001-)—represent another type of series in Germany’s
industry and overlap not only with standard reality TV shows but also
with the industrial daily soap opera, in terms of both broadcasting rhythm
and, to some extent, production, storytelling and distribution. In industry
discourse on so-called quality TV, as in the observed industry workshops,
scripted reality is largely negated or at best addressed as a counterpart:
as “trash” at the lower end of the rating scale (Frizzoni 2014). In the
case of Bantry Bay’s youth series DRUCK, which strongly orientates
towards authenticity, the comparatively elaborate casting process (among
other things) used a database of actors from Seapoint, Bantry Bay’s
sister company that specialises in non-fiction formats and scripted reality
(see Krauft and Stock 2021, 421). Similar strategies to achieve a more
diverse and less “ordinary” cast and, if desired, to include up-and-coming
talent or amateurs, including from historically underserved demographic
groups, can generally find purchase in quality drama projects. After all, it is
precisely such programmes that producers often associate with “realism”,
research and elaborate casting.

Television Hybrids: Between Film and Sevies

Yet another segment relevant to the industry discourse on German
quality dramas and their production is television films as well as hybrids
between these and series. Important series, in the broader sense, which
still display strong links to single TV films, are the multi-part films—
so-called Mehrteiler—that usually consist of two or three 90-minute
episodes. The Mehrteiler currently forms an independent category at
the German Television Awards, separate from “Best Drama Series” and
“Best Comedy Series” (Deutscher Fernsehpreis 2023, my translation).
The prevalence of the 90-minute format in German TV fiction also mani-
fests in the so-called Reibe, a kind of procedural with feature-length
episodes. These series consist of largely independent television plays,
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usually held together only by genre, a common title and a few lead char-
acters. Particularly well-known and traditional examples are the popular
Tatort / Crime Sceme (ARD/ORF/SRF, 1970-) and the related detec-
tive series Polizesruf 110/ Police Call 110 (1971-), which originated in
the state television of the GDR, DFF — Deutscher Fernsehfunk (German
Television Broadcasting), and was integrated nationwide through ARD
and in Austria by the cooperating ORF — Osterreichischer Rundfunk
(Austrian Broadcasting) from 1990 onwards. Episodes of both Tatort
and Polizeiruf 110 tend to be made as individual films, with production
entities—consisting of scriptwriters, directors, producers and production
companies—changing each time. Often, only supervising editors and their
editorial teams ensure continuity across the series. Through this structure
that includes several local broadcasters, each with editorial oversight over
its local teams of detectives (as regular Tatort protagonists), the feder-
alism of the public ARD network is inscribed in both shows’ production
and text. “Tatort [...] is not a series in the conventional sense”, conclude
Christian Hiflnauer, Stefan Scherer and Claudia Stockinger (2014a, 9-
10, my translation) in view of this regional breakdown. However, basic
features of serial storytelling characterise Tatort and Polizeiruf 110, espe-
cially “the linking of the individual segments through recurring characters
at specific locations”.

More generally, overlaps between the TV film and TV series become
visible when multi-part “event miniseries” or Mehrteiler are presented in
45-minute instead of 90-minute episodes outside the German-speaking
region, as in the case of Ku’damm 56/59/63 (ZDF, 2015-2021), or
when series become pressed into the single 90-minute-film form in their
later seasons, as happened with the German-Austrian medical drama Der
Bergdoktor / The Mountain Doctor (ZDF/OREF, 2008-), a reboot of the
1990s series of the same name (Sat.1, 1992-1997). The adaptation to
linear structures plays an important role here. Distribution patterns and
broadcast slots generally have had a decisive influence on series and
television films from Germany and therefore require closer examination.

Broadcast Slots and Lineav Structures

Broadcast slots still determine, to a great extent, structures of Germany’s
television series landscape, including series types, production contexts
and screenwriting guidelines. If one draws on actor-network theory (e.g.
Latour 1996; and with a focus on television, Teurlings 2013)—and not
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only the approaches of the project network or screen idea work group,
which this work centres—broadcast slots can be understood as a kind
of actor whose significance has developed over the course of televi-
sion history and that continues to transform itself in interaction with
other practices and processes of the industry. Broadcast slots form an
object around which practices of screenwriting, including the associated
training and evaluation of scripts and pitch papers, came to orientate
themselves (as I myself was able to experience in internships and work-
shops). Broadcast slots have also decisively structured genres, tonalities
and content.”

In the period under investigation—since 2015—a certain decoupling
from place-based broadcasting distribution and financing is most defi-
nitely apparent. As a result, script development’s orientation to broadcast
slots has also weakened, as several interview statements concretised. But
linear broadcasting continues to play an important role in terms of distri-
bution and reception patterns. According to quantitative studies from
2019, television use at the immediate time of broadcast still dominates
(Frees et al. 2019, 314-315, 317). Even more recent figures, however,
show that non-linear use continues to rise (Hess and Miiller 2022, 414;
Rhody 2022). The 50+ age group, which is strongly represented in
the overall German population, still watches (according to quantitative
numbers from 2022) at least three-quarters of the time via “the current
television programme” (Hess and Miiller 2022, 419, my translation). The
linear TV programme thus still has an extremely large and stable number
of regular users in Germany.

The interviewed and observed TV professionals also repeatedly referred
to broadcast slots, especially at the beginning of my research. It remains
important to consider these slots, because they represent central, funda-
mental structures in and indicate the quantity of German television
fiction. The need to fill the various slots links to Germany’s very high
number of productions compared to most other European countries.

When it comes to quality TV series from Germany, their commissioners
have often remade or at least explored existing broadcasting schemes.
The miniseries Das Verschwinden, for example, ran on a few Sundays
when the political talk show Anne Will (ARD/NDR, 2007-2023) was
on hiatus in the summer, and thus rerouted the well-worn paths of public-
service drama programming. Individual broadcast slots can have their own
tensions as well—such as when Weissensee/ The Weissensee Saga (ARD/
MDR/Degeto, 2010-2018), a period drama following two families in
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East Berlin between 1980 and 1990, was broadcast in the Tuesday night
slot of ARD’s national channel Das Erste instead of a lighter series with
simple dramaturgy (i.e. self-contained episodes), such as the nun comedy
Um Himmels Willen.

Drama production in Germany’s television landscape generally displays
heterogeneity and tensions, as this chapter has outlined. In addition to
the poles of linear broadcasting versus event programming and online
distribution, Germany’s TV fiction landscape is characterised by different
production methods and budgets, varying degrees of transnationality and
locality, the multitude of commissioners and their networks, and the
various production companies. The industry’s diverse actors should not
be regarded as entities that exist entirely separate from one another;
rather—especially in the case of broadcasters and production companies
that cooperate on the basis of projects—interconnections and networks
are always at play. The following chapter looks specifically at economic
network formations and outlines how the observed and interviewed tele-
vision practitioners negotiated these aspects in their industry discourse on
German quality drama.

NOTES

1. I use the term “original” to refer to productions that a broad-
caster or platform has commissioned and largely co-financed. Series
purchased later are not originals, even though some programme
providers, notably Netflix, label them as such.

2. Probably from 2025, after HBO’s licence agreement with Sky
Deutschland expires.

3. Studio Zentral was founded in 2020 and, since then, has
produced, among others, the ambitious relationship drama WIR/
WE (ZDFneo, 2021-), the preteen series ECHT /Real (ZDF,
2021-) and the mystery anthology drama Die nettesten Menschen
der Welt / The Nicest People on Earth (ARD/BR/Degeto 2023).

4. Chapter 8 explores writers” work and their interactions with other
production members in the context of debates on production and
screenwriting cultures.

5. Yet another spin-off, In aller Freundschaft — Die Krankenschwestern/
In All Friendship—The Nurses (ARD/MDR, 2018-), has fewer than
ten episodes per season and thus does not qualify as a weekly drama,
according to Kosack’s definition.
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6. For further discussion on this long-standing tendency in screen-
writing in Germany, see Chapter 8.

7. Chapter 8 offers a detailed discussion on the showrunner in the
German TV industry.

8. For discussion on the writers’ room in the German TV industry, see
Chapter 8.

9. Chapter 7, examining the industry’s content-aesthetic debates on
German TV drama, explains these impacts in relation to broadcast
slots in more detail.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line
to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder.
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CHAPTER 5

Financing and Distributing Television
Drama: Economic Networks

5.1 NETWORKS IN PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION

“It’s the economy, stupid!” This famous phrase, uttered by James Carville
in 1992 when he was advising Bill Clinton during his successful run for
the White House, has somehow made its way into the industry discourse
on quality drama from Germany. The interviewed and observed practi-
tioners repeatedly emphasised the budget and, linked to this, dealt with
economic options and networks. They explored cooperations to finance
quality or high-end series—potentially very cost-intensive productions—
and also addressed different distribution chains. These negotiations are
clearly linked to the expansion of broadcasters and platforms described
in the previous chapter. In the analysed time frame, since the year 2015,
and in view of digitalisation and transnationalisation processes, a number
of options have opened up for distribution via different channels and
streaming services.

Distribution Pavtnervships

Digital distribution networks were something that the German televi-
sion industry had already considered in the recent past. Around 2010,
the two leading public broadcasting institutions, ARD and ZDF, sought
to establish the online pay TV platform Germany’s Gold together with
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rights holders and both dependent and independent production compa-
nies (such as Bavaria Film, Brainpool and Ziegler Film). These various
partners aimed to make 60 years of television as well as national and inter-
national film hits from Germany available online indefinitely (WDR medi-
agroup 2013). However, the Federal Cartel Office, the Bundeskartellamt,
complained at the time about a distortion of competition (Sawall 2013),
just as private broadcasters feared cross-subsidisation through public
broadcasting fees. RTL and ProSiebenSat.1’s bid to come together to
form the video portal Amazonas also failed in 2011 due to concerns of the
Cartel Office (Siebenhaar 2012). Why, asks Frank Lobigs (2020, 47), do
the large private and public TV companies in Germany still have no over-
arching streaming platforms, almost ten years later, corresponding to the
alliances in France (the now no longer operating Salto) and Great Britain
(BritBox)? According to Lobigs, antitrust law should be adapted “in the
sense of a competition law that is more journalistically oriented instead
of only economically oriented” (47, my translation). In 2023, consid-
eration of a German “mega-platform” gained new traction, because in
neighbouring Austria, Joyn, the streaming platform of the ProSiebenSat.1
Media group, also includes content from the Austrian public broadcaster
OREF and other programme providers (see e¢.g. Krei 2023a).

Still, the observed and interviewed TV professionals negotiated
current, concrete distribution alliances rather than such desired or
past ones. In its distribution, the German television industry once
again proved itself to be significantly intertwined: individual programme
providers become explicitly dependent on others when they make up part
of third-party platforms’ streaming content. WarnerTV Serie and Warn-
erTV Comedy (formerly TNT Serie and TNT Comedy), for example,
are mainly accessible through Sky’s German streaming service WOW
(formerly Sky Ticket). Distribution cooperation between platforms also
occurs transnationally. For instance, the period drama Babylon Berlin
(2017-), commissioned by ARD and (until season 4) Sky Deutsch-
land, can be seen on Netflix in the US, Canada and Australia (Meza
2019). However, in 2023 (at the time of writing) season four, shown
on Sky Deutschland/WOW in 2022, still has not been released in North
America, ostensibly because of Netflix’s refusal to strike a fair deal. Licence
sales, both in and beyond Germany, fall within the activities of distribu-
tion companies and can affect not only the commissioning broadcaster or
platform but also the production company if it retains certain rights.
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Networking Between Programme Providervs

Linked to distribution, the period of research saw increased networking
between programme providers on the production side. Who, exactly, is
teaming up with whom to finance and distribute series? At first, there were
indications of networking within media groups. The German-Romanian
co-production Hackerville (2018), for example, was commissioned by
TNT Serie (now WarnerTV Serie) and HBO Europe, both part of the
transnational US company WarnerMedia (now Warner Bros. Discovery).
While HBO previously solely focused on its own “exclusive” dramas,
the “doors have since been opened”, announced Antony Root (in Root
et al. 2020), vice president of HBO Europe. He made this state-
ment at the 2020 Berlinale Sevies Market, and thus in a setting clearly
about promotion and marketing. His positive reference to Hackerville
can be countered by the fact that the thriller drama, following the
investigation of a hacker attack in Romania, reached a rather small audi-
ence, despite winning the Grimme Award (one of the most prestigious
German television awards) and securing secondary distribution via ARD’s
online service. Therefore, Hackerville cannot necessarily be considered a
forward-looking model. Moreover, for the commissioned company, UFA
Fiction, the project was economically attractive only to a limited extent
because of its comparatively low budget, as Jorg Winger (2018), the
show’s co-creator, suggested in his presentation at the Winterclass Serial
Writing and Producing industry workshop.

The intermingling of different local broadcasters of the public ARD
network additionally can be viewed as networking practices within media
groups. For the purpose of centralisation, Glinter Struve, programme
director of Das Erste (The First) from 1992 to 2008, drove the intro-
duction of joint editorial departments for TV series in the early-evening
and prime-time slots. Additionally, Degeto, ARD’s commercial subsidiary,
was strengthened as a “central financing agency”, according to Bern-
hard Gleim (2016), former commissioning editor for NDR (part of the
ARD network). In the interviews, Gleim and other ARD representa-
tives spoke about cooperation within the federal broadcasting network.
Especially when it comes to larger, more costly series productions for
the joint national programme Das Erste, different local broadcasters and
their respective editorial teams often band together. Sometimes, editorial
department and different pots of money are combined in unusual ways.
Im Angesicht des Verbrechens/In the Face of Crime (ARD et al. 2010)
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an ambitious and acclaimed crime drama and an early German approach
to serial quality TV, for example, was financed not from series budgets
but from the reallocated television film budgets of various broadcasters,
according to Gebhard Henke (2018), who was still head of programming
(Programmdirvektor) at WDR at the time of the interview. Traditionally,
pots of money and editorial departments are tied to broadcast slots, as
several interviewed editors explicitly addressed. However, the tie between
schedule and budget is increasingly coming undone among Germany’s
public-service broadcasters.

Production and distribution cooperation can now also take place
between commercial and public-service institutions, with, in principle,
very different financing models and audience concepts. The cooperation
between ARD and Sky Deutschland on Babylon Berlin is the best-known
example, which several interviewees cited as evidence of new, more flexible
network formations but also as an exceptional case. The first two seasons
of the historical crime drama were released in the autumn of 2017 on
the Sky 1 channel and the Sky Ticket streaming service (now WOW),
and only nearly an entire year later on the national channel Das Erste
and within ARD’s online service. While the alliance received considerable
criticism, mostly around promoting a commercial pay TV operator using
public licence fees (see e.g. Mantel 2018), Martina Zollner (2018) from
the ARD broadcaster RBB praised the cooperation as “a super construc-
tion”. She explained in our interview that one must look at the external,
commercial partner and its coverage as very differentiated and always indi-
vidually. Her reference to “coverage” should probably be understood as
meaning that initial distribution of Babylon Berlin in cooperation with
Netflix or Amazon Prime Video would have been more problematic, or
at least would have required a greater economic commitment from such
partners, due to their larger number of subscribers (see e.g. Bartl 2020).
However, cooperation between Netflix and public broadcasters also has
been tested, for example, with the television film Freaks—Du bist eine
von uns / Freaks: You’re One of Us (2020), a co-production by Netflix
and Das kleine Fernsehspiel (The Little Television Play), ZDF’s depart-
ment for arthouse films and emerging talents. For the period crime drama
Frend (2020), Netflix and the Austrian public broadcaster ORF came
together. Obviously, through such alliances Netflix can reduce the costs
of the content it distributes within the framework of its “glocal strategy”
(Hansen 2020, 97) to, on the one hand, the local, German-speaking
market and, on the other, transnationally. Since Netflix’s distribution
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spans different countries, the partnerships with this streaming service
point in the direction of increased transnational co-production or at least
co-financing, which was an important issue in the industry negotiations
on financing quality TV drama.

5.2 Co-PRODUCTIONS AND CO-FINANCING

Co-productions, through which the German television industry continues
to network transnationally, can encompass various forms of cooperation:
economic as well as creative; between two or many more states and its
broadcasters and production companies; in Europe or beyond; between
equal partners or, in the broader sense of co-financing, where responsi-
bility for artistic content lies primarily in one country. In this last scenario,
cooperation is limited to the level of financing, to the effect that the series
in question usually continues to be received and marketed as a national
product (Mitric 2018, 64).

Especially in the case of cost-intensive high-end or quality projects,
intensified ways of co-financing and co-production are being explored,
as there is a “growing need for producers to find financing outside
of their national territory”, as Julia Hammett-Jamart, Petar Mitric and
Eva Novrup Redvall (2018, 5) argue. Foreign partners promise further
sources of funding to fill out these shows’ higher budgets and also access
to funding bodies in other nations. Cultural factors can play into the
economic motivations when European and German co-productions are
pitted against the “big shows” (Klaus Zimmermann in Harris 2018, 321)
from the US (see Drake 2018, 83-84) or when national or European
history forms the narrative (as in the case of the lavish historical epic
Versailles, Canal+, 2015-2018). Especially for miniseries that deal with
historical events or adapt literary classics, co-productions and co-financing
between public broadcasters from Europe have been not uncommon for
a long time.! Apart from established partnerships among the German-
speaking countries, however, such transnational alliances remain the great
exception for German TV series production (Windeler et al. 2001,
121-122).

Revitalising Co-production

Both industry publications (e.g. Pickard 2019) and individual TV profes-
sionals have noted a revitalisation of European series co-production
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in recent years. The potential for networking between countries with
different languages also seems to have increased due to greater openness
to series in languages other than English. This trend, according to several
interviewed and observed practitioners (e.g. Behnke 2018), is notable
in various markets, including Anglo ones. The French producer Jimmy
Desmarais (2016), who worked for several years on co-productions for
Atlantique Productions, highlighted Carlos (Canal+/Arte/TV5 Monde,
2010) in his presentation at the Ewuropean TV Drama Series Lab as
a key turning point for more recent European co-production. The
French-German co-production illustrates, on the one hand, transnational
and trans-European content by fictionalising the life of the Venezuelan
terrorist Ilich Ramirez Sinchez, alias Carlos the Jackal, depicting relevant
settings, allies and prosecutors across different countries. On the other
hand, Carlos represents “amphibious” connections between cinema and
television (Rohrbach 2009, first 1977) as known from earlier German
productions, where a cinema film was released before a television broad-
cast of a longer series version of the same story. Other examples of such
film-miniseries hybrids are The Baader Meinhof Komplex (ARD 2008) and
Das Boot/The Boat (ARD et al. 1981,/1985).

Since 2015, various other series co-productions (now more clearly
oriented towards online distribution) with German participation have
entered the market. In addition to the case studies considered in the inter-
views, Das Verschwinden/ The Disappearance (ARD et al. 2017) and Wir
Kinder vom Babnhof Zoo/ We Childven from Zoo Station (Amazon Prime
Video et al. 2021), examples include Cape Town (2016), a German—South
African crime thriller without direct broadcaster participation; Deutsch-
Les-Landes (MagentaTV /Amazon Studios 2018), a French-German
culture-clash comedy and the first original drama from Telekom’s Magen-
taTV; Bad Banks (2018-2020, see Fig. 5.1), a German-Luxembourg
financial thriller from ZDF and Arte; and Dignity (2019), a drama
about the Christian sect Colonia Dignidad commissioned by the German
platform Joyn and the Chilean TV channel Mega.

Co-productions, or at least co-financing, occurred in the late 2010s
not only for such serials with ongoing dramatic continuity and clear
quality ambitions but also for procedurals with one case per episode.
Both Red Arrow Studios International, the transnational subsidiary
of ProSiebenSat.1 Media, and the RTL Group pursued the goal of
producing crime procedurals with mainstream and “international” appeal
together with US and French partners (Meir 2019, 107). Hauke Bartel
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Fig. 5.1 Bad Banks, a German-Luxembourg financial thriller from ZDF and
Arte (© ZDF/Christian Liideke)

(2018), at the time of the interview head of fiction at the commercial
channel Vox, spoke of certain “parameters” for co-produced procedurals
such as Gone (Vox et al. 2017): “It should be very catchy [...], it has
to be ‘case of the week’ structure, it can’t be too top-heavy in terms of
premise, so it shouldn’t have three or more hooks”.

Such procedurals can be understood as a counter-movement to the
complex serial storylines of many quality dramas,” and their development
arose from the needs of linear broadcasters. Several television profes-
sionals highlighted (at least in the late 2010s) an ongoing demand from
advertising-financed commercial broadcasters for procedurals with one
case per episode, as such shows offer more flexiblity when programming
linear television. In this context, German and European TV profes-
sionals problematised a lack of supply from the US of such conventional
procedurals, thus prompting their production locally.

Transatlantic co-productions taking up the guise of US procedurals
not only show that trends and tendencies in US TV drama influence
Germany’s television industry but also reveal that the German TV market
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and its needs can likewise affect US producers when looking for co-
financiers and licensees. At the Winterclass workshop, Amelie von Kienlin
(2017), then senior vice president for co-productions and acquisitions at
Red Arrow Studios International, justified her company’s co-financing of
procedurals with a US setting and US actors (instead of German-language
series) by saying that the demand for non-English-language productions
in the US is still very limited.

In addition to Red Arrow, other production companies with
German roots have focused on English-language co-productions. Tandem
Communications is one such example. The company, a production
partner on the German-French-Italian-American action crime thriller
series Crossing Lines (Sat.1 et al. 2013-2015), is based in Munich and
has belonged to Studiocanal since 2012. However, representatives of the
US television industry are said to have wondered what exactly German
TV stations wanted to get out of commissioning old-fashioned US
crime procedurals and then dubbing them. Behind some closed doors,
according to Torsten Zarges (2018), writing for the online trade maga-
zine DWDL.de, the expression “German stupid money” was once again
heard. This catchphrase first arose in the early 2000s to describe invest-
ments in Hollywood productions from German media funds (Knorr and
Schulz 2009, 270). In view of the only mediocre success of several series
born from European-transatlantic co-production partnerships, German
and French producers have since refrained from such English-language
projects (see Meir 2019, 213).

While the crime procedurals wearing US garb often try to obscure
their co-production origins, the mash-up of different countries is clearly
reflected in the content of other projects. The Team (ZDF et al. 2015-
2018), for example, is about European investigators cooperating across
borders, and Eden (Arte/ARD/SWR 2019) fictionalises refugee move-
ments around the year 2015 as a trans-European drama. Eden was
created within the framework of the Franco-German Tandem initiative
of Arte (the European public-service channel) and SWR (an ARD local
broadcaster). This initiative aims to produce television films and series
with “European themes” (SWR and unnamed author 2018, my trans-
lation). When speakers presented such projects at industry events, the
common argument was that a co-production should be motivated not
only economically but also creatively. In this context, the so-called Europ-
udding trope functioned as a negative benchmark—looming as a kind of
spectre of problematic past co-productions to be avoided.
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“Europudding” and Other Challenges

The term “Europudding” describes aesthetically incoherent, “identity-
less” television productions, especially from the past, whose mediocrity
is said to have resulted from trying to satisfy multiple and sometimes
competing interests. Describing past Europudding programmes in an
industry talk, the producer Desmarais (2016) attested to how each
broadcaster had only its domestic audience in mind and feared that
its constituency would not accept characters and content beyond its
respective national border. More recently, however, co-productions are
displaying a greater flexibility and independence from national origins,
following the observations shared in DWDL.de on the series-specific
international festival Séries Mania in 2015:

TV series are increasingly created between partners from different coun-
tries who come together completely independent of their geographical
origins because they believe in a certain subject and in the vision of a
writer or showrunner. As a result, [...] constellations can be observed that
seemed unthinkable just a few years ago — without everyone wanting to
see their own country and actors in the finished product. (Zarges 2015b,
my translation)

Contrary to this positive assessment, however, many still have consid-
erable reservations about co-productions in the German TV industry. The
producer Ulrike Leibfried (2016) argued, by way of example, that when
a great many people have a say in co-productions, it becomes difficult
to pursue a clear idea. Production participants experience the notes from
very different parties with divergent interests and practices as a challenge
during the development and production process (Conor 2014, 71-74).3

Another challenge arises with distribution. What works transnation-
ally or in other countries often proves difficult in the tried and tested
linear structures of German television. Such was the diagnosis of Christian
Friedrichs (2017), then executive producer at the production company
Letterbox. Transnational co-productions, therefore, are likely to be
adapted to existing schedules and schemes in German TV fiction. The
six-part German-Swedish-British miniseries West of Liberty (ZDE/SVT
2019), for example, ran in its original full-length and multilingual version
only on ZDF’s online service. In the linear transmission, this story of a
sleazy ex-agent was shortened and dubbed as a two-parter with 90-minute
episodes—a very common form in German TV fiction.
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Beyond the adaptation to local TV slots and forms, individual series
can “relocalise” over time, as the example of Das Boot/The Boat (Sky
Deutschland 2018-) proves. The war drama, set after the plot of Wolf-
gang Petersen’s classic film of the same name, is a co-production in the
broader sense, as the US film and television production company Sonar
Entertainment (now Halcyon Studios) co-financed it. For the second
season released in 2020, however, only Sky Deutschland and Bavaria Film
were still involved. By the same token, eventual developments towards
transnational production can arise. While the first season of Deutschland
83 (2015), for example, was a commissioned production by RTL and was
primarily conceived as an image-promoting programme for this broad-
caster in the German-speaking sales market, the subsequent Deutschiand
86 and 89 (2018,/2020) were financed by Amazon Prime Video and
foreign distributors (SundanceTV and Hulu in the US; Canal+ in France;
Channel 4 in the UK; Sky in Italy). A component of the budget thus
came from foreign distribution.

In such mixed and co-financing, production companies potentially
play an important role: they can seek out the various financiers and
licensees, coordinate their coming together and initiate projects. In
general, production companies have the ability to co-finance and pre-
finance series, although the degree of their involvement on this front has
been a matter of debate in the industry discourse under investigation.
Linked to such economic questions, these debates included negotiation
of the relationship between production company and commissioner.

5.3 PropuctioN COMPANIES AND COMMISSIONERS
A Proliferation of Commissioners

The television industry in Germany is also transforming in terms
of project-specific and cross-project cooperation between production
companies and commissioners. In both development and production, this
cooperation is fundamentally characterised by a “divergence of goals”,
according to Kerstin Frohlich (2007, 43, my translation):

While the broadcasters pursue the goal of obtaining a high-quality, i.c.
audience- and advertising-attractive programme, at low cost, the producer
pursues profitability goals, i.e. the programme is to be produced using as
few resources as possible and at the same time the highest possible price is
to be achieved for it. (2007, 40—41, my translation)
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We must add public-service broadcasters (quickly neglected in a purely
media economic view) and their somewhat divergent expectations to
this description. Furthermore, compared to Frohlich’s diagnosis from
2007, other forms of commercial television (including streaming) now
exist, which do not necessarily strive for a mainstream “audience- and
advertising-attractive programme”. The expansion of channels and plat-
forms has not only diversified the television series landscape in Germany
but also changed the relationship between commissioners and production
companies.

According to several interviewees as well as studies from media
economics and sociology (e.g. Frohlich 2010, 128; Windeler et al. 2001,
102), Germany’s television industry traditionally has been characterised
by an asymmetry of power in favour of the broadcasters. Liane Jessen
(2019), then head of fiction at HR, the last bastion of in-house fiction
productions within the ARD network, complained about the fact that
production companies adapt to their commissioners. In this capitulation
and production companies’ economic focus, she saw a central cause for
the mediocrity of many German TV films and series:

Producers imagine the editor, the editorial management [...]. And will
present well-rounded products from the outset. They won’t launch wild
rock’n’roll stuff. Because that would damage their company — they’d have
to lay people oft. It’s logical!

That is to say, the production company delivers what the broadcaster
seems to want. The number of potential commissioners and their broad-
cast slots for fictional series was rather small in Germany until the early
2010s. However, in the focused period under investigation (since 2015),
the options have increased considerably for many production companies
as well as for many freelancers (as the description of the television series
landscape in Chapter 4 has already made clear). More commissioners
and distributors are available, especially for the series segment defined as
“high-end”. But quality dramas with cross-episode and multi-strand plots
require a particularly high amount of screenwriting work and thus also
usually demand a larger upfront investment by the production companies.



122 F KRAUR

Financing Scveenwriting

The economic discourse of the TV professionals often revolved around
the question of who finances the script development phase, at what inten-
sity and from when until when. The first step of script preparation is to
develop an idea to the point where it is ready to present to a potential
commissioner. In the case of a series, this usually involves writing a pitch
paper or a somewhat longer series concept, if not a “series bible”: working
documents that describe characters, their relationships and central settings
with varying levels of detail (Zabel 2009, 69). In some cases, initial scripts
for individual episodes are prepared in advance, before a broadcaster or
platform is contacted. In addition to the development contract between
the commissioner and production company, which can follow the first
concept and other presentation materials, independent development is
conceivable. In this scenario, the production company or the writers, or
both, continue to develop scripts without having a broadcaster or plat-
form on board. According to the German “star writer” Annette Hess
(2019), Constantin Film, for example, financed her development work
together with five up-and-coming writers for the drama Wir Kinder vom
Babnhof Zoo, without a channel or platform yet secured. “200,000 euros,
150,000 [...] to get a 20 million contract from Amazon Prime” is how
Hess (2019) outlined the budgetary framework. Zarges (2017a) notes
that, for German production companies, minimum guarantees on later
distribution revenues make it easier to budget for development projects—
even if no broadcaster is involved yet. However, only large production
companies can afford to finance elaborate development before a project
is greenlit.

Generally, funding of the screenwriting stage is strongly project depen-
dent. On the one hand, financial conditions can differ from show to show;
on the other, the economic success of current projects impacts future
developments. To a great extent, production companies use profits from
their last productions to finance early concept and screenwriting work for
new ones. Here it becomes clear that initial screenwriting is, economi-
cally speaking, closely related to production and distribution. In general,
the way screenplay work is financed is embedded in basic production and
distribution patterns. Especially the tendency towards the “total buyout”
model for most German TV dramas stood, for a long time, in the way
of the independent development of and stronger financial commitment
from production companies.
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Moving Away from the “total buyout” Model

Series production in Germany traditionally has been dominated by 100%
financing by a broadcaster and the associated “total buyout” model,
according to which the commissioner receives all rights (see e.g. Kauschke
and Klugius 2000, 179). But, as with many other facets of the televi-
sion landscape, the ways in which production companies and programme
providers cooperate with one another are increasingly in flux. The case
of the hoped-for quality TV drama, especially, demands other financing
models and problematises existing, traditional production structures. Crit-
icism of 100% funding has been going on for years: many in the industry
see it as the central cause of the power asymmetry that favours the
broadcasters (see Frohlich 2010, 128). The total buyout model is often
associated with lower innovation and quality, since producers have little
interest in the success of a series financed in this way (Frohlich 2007,
43). The retention of exploitation rights by the production company
could contribute to increasing innovation, Frohlich believes. In the inter-
views and at the observed industry workshops, similar arguments and
demands for more responsibility and scope for production companies
became visible. Joachim Kosack (2019) even described a “culture war”
between commissioners and producers and highlighted the central ques-
tion pushed by the Produzentenallianz, the alliance of German film
and television producers: “How can producers better invest by also
participating entrepreneurially in formats, if these are later a success?”.

Especially in the segment of quality or high-end series, we can observe
a move away from purely commissioned production, not least because of
the increased budgets series require, which a single broadcaster or plat-
form often cannot or does not want to handle alone. In the US, “deficit
financing” (Meir 2019, 113) has been common for years for larger TV
drama projects, where the commissioning broadcaster covers only part of
the costs and the co-financing production company hopes to be able to
recoup its expenses through sales in other markets.

Mixed and Co-financing

At the industry workshops, the observed practitioners repeatedly nego-
tiated mixed and co-financing and explored sources of funding. The
German television industry, it was noted several times, has some catching
up to do in this respect. Due to the tendency towards 100% financing
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by a commissioner, production companies have rarely found it necessary
to look for further investors, noted producer Christian Friedrichs (2017)
in his talk at the 2017 Winterclass. Moreover, according to Friedrichs,
commercial companies in Germany are not all that used to giving “private
equity” (i.e. off-market equity) to series. With the television industry’s
diversification, however, financing channels and their associated networks
have likewise become more diverse. Jonas Anschiitz (2015), then vice
president of Red Arrow, presented an overview of various possible funding
sources that can be interrelated: in addition to the contribution of
the television broadcaster or platform, they can include, among others,
the equity of the production company, income generated from product
placement or crowdfunding and the minimum guarantee from world
distribution, as well as “soft money”, such as tax benefits and subsidies
from media funding agencies. Film and media funds, as already discussed
in Chapter 4, expanded their field of activity to include TV drama during
the period under study. As a rule, they do not subsidise projects according
to the total buyout model, as such bodies instead hope to participate in
licence sales and receive a return on the subsidies, which are given as
loans. For producers, potential subsidies provide a further reason to move
away from purely commissioned production.

Through the involvement of film and media funds, and more generally
through the combination of different pots of money, series financing is
approaching that of cinema. In his study on the pan-European distribu-
tion and production company Studiocanal, Christopher Meir (2019, 113)
identifies how financing and sales structures from the independent film
sector are being adapted for series, similar to what the Swedish British
producer Zygi Kamasa (in Barraclough 2017) argued in the industry
magazine Variety some years ago:

The film producers who have a lot of experience at putting together inde-
pendent films — a patchwork of financing with gaps and tax credits, and
two or three European partners — are extremely well set up to assemble
television shows because TV is becoming very much like that.

In view of cooperative financing, broadcasters’ influence may poten-
tially decrease. At the industry workshops, at least some producers
and creatives expressed a corresponding hope that this would be the
case. However, the participation of a broadcaster or a platform is still
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central—as producer Klaus Zimmermann emphasised with regard to co-
productions and licence sales: “It’s almost impossible to sell a show that
you have co-produced without a broadcaster later on” (in Harris 2018,
320).

A counter-example—and a clear exception in German TV series—is the
six-part English-language crime miniseries Cape Town, set in the South
African city, which Annette Reeker, a scriptwriter, producer and managing
director of the company all-in-production, shot “at her own initiative”
(according to Zarges 2015¢, my translation, published in DWDL.d¢). In
Germany, Cape Town ran only on the crime and thriller pay TV channel
13th Street (available through a Sky subscription) and thus missed large
parts of the German public. Licence payments from the German pay TV
sector are low, as Friedrichs (2017) noted. The second season of Cape
Town, reportedly already developed in a writers’ room (Zarges 2015c),
did not go ahead.

Production companies and broadcasters are often closely interwoven,
as Chapter 4’s examination of institutions in the local television industry
has already brought to light. Broadcasters tend to generate content with
the production companies affiliated with them and within their own
media group (Windeler et al. 2001, 105). Some television professionals
have criticised this tendency. Among them, for example, is the scriptwriter
Martin Behnke (2018), who expressed the following regarding the script
development for the political drama Die Stadt und die Macht/The City
and the Power (ARD/NDR/Degeto 2016):

The problem is, of course, that Studio Hamburg, Real Film [...] are also
a subsidiary of NDR and thus of ARD. That means they are also quite
dependent on the broadcaster. [...] Now I have to be careful, I’'m probably
telling a lot of internal information that I’m not even allowed to tell.

Behnke’s final remark makes it clear that production companies’ depen-
dency on broadcasters can be quite a sensitive issue. In this respect, it
became apparent that I mostly received only certain, filtered informa-
tion on this topic through the interviews. Although it was often difficult
to get information regarding broadcasters’ dominion, it is thus safe to
say that commissioning companies continue to be extremely powerful
actors in series financing and distribution, despite the greater flexibility
that comes with mixed and co-financing. Commissioners’ continued—and
in some cases even increased—importance is also visible when looking at
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subscription video-on-demand (SVoD) providers, who in some cases tend
towards purely commissioned production, that is, “total buyout”, or even
approach the studio model.

Trends Towards the Studio Model

Individual providers seek “exclusive” content, especially when it comes to
prestigious quality drama, and in this pursuit, they rely on the total buyout
model and, to some extent, in-house production. Purely commissioned
production is sometimes seen as an casier and faster way to finance than
putting together different funders, which requires a lot of time and effort
(e.g. Liickerath 2020Db). Practitioners sometimes even diagnosed tenden-
cies towards the studio system, whereby programme providers take over
large parts of the production in addition to distribution. In an industry
workshop, producer and creative Jorg Winger (2019) spoke of the “silo
model”, in which all phases of series production remain in one house. He
cited this as a central trend alongside mixed financing. TV professionals
particularly associated the provider Netflix with approaches to the total
buyout model and the studio system. As a rule, Netflix releases its series
in all its territories around the same time and often exclusively on its own
platform. In this context, production companies and authors usually cede
all rights, which mostly is a problematic scenario for them.

Occasionally, Netflix binds creatives exclusively to itself, as in the case
of Jantje Friese and Baran bo Odar (see Fig. 5.2), the head writer
and director, respectively, of both Dark (2017-2020) and 1899 (2022).
Friese (2019) explained her and Odar’s situation—the first European
“overall deal” (Niemeier 2018)—to me while exhibiting her connection
by wearing a hoodie with a Netflix logo:

This is ominously called a “multi-year deal” and nobody talks about how
many years it is. But it’s usually always two to three years. And that just
means [...] all new ideas we have to pitch to Netflix first, and we’re not
allowed to do them anywhere else within that period of time. In cinema
we can do what we want, but we don’t have time to do anything else at
all—that’s why it doesn’t happen.

This arrangement indicates a regimentation of creativity due to the
multi-year commitment, high production output and vague framework
conditions, which once again point in the direction of the studio model.
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Fig. 5.2 Jantje Friese and Baran bo Odar, the creators of Dark and 1899, at a
Netflix panel in Paris, 2016 (© Adrien Lachappelle /Netflix)

When I then asked Friese what role the production company behind
Dark, Wiedemann and Berg, played under the “overall deal” conditions,
she answered with a laugh that “time was up”, as if it were a sensitive
issue, and then immediately followed up with:

They are also really good friends of ours and we have [...] now simply [...]
taken a path together, in which we do it together, but everyone does what
they do best. And that it is simply clear that the operative business is in
better hands with us, because we simply work on it every day. [...] That still
means that certain production services are done by Wiedemann & Berg.
But it’s just the way it is, especially when you’re in the second season. So
many things are automatic anyway, and we have a producer employed by
Wiedemann & Berg, Lars [Gmehling], who always sits here.

This interview excerpt clearly shows the difficulty of fathoming the
networks at play and related “sensitive” subjects, such as possible push
back from the production companies, in more detail. Often, I received
information from interviewees only in an appropriately diplomatic form
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and embedded in an “industrial performance” (Caldwell 2004, 186),
characterised by self-interest and the cultivation of contacts. At the very
least, it can be noted that in the case of the Netflix show Dark, changed
cooperation models in German TV series production are becoming
apparent. In particular, the position of the more or less independent
production companies is potentially weakened. Creatives may become
employees, or at least exclusively obligated parties, of providers, thus
expanding cooperation arrangements across individual project networks.
This trend may particularly affect writers, who traditionally work free-
lance, and their collaboration with supervising editors.*

Beyond Germany, streaming providers such as Netflix and Amazon
Prime Video pose a threat to established financing methods, networks
and processes in the television and film industry. It is obvious that related
changes in funding and cooperation in project networks are hardly limited
to a national context; rather, they are embedded in transnational develop-
ments. The transnationalisation of the local television (series) industry—a
trend promoted by the new actor Netflix—was, in general, an important
topic in the analysed industry discourse on German quality drama. The
following chapter takes a closer look at negotiations surrounding exports
in TV fiction and the possible transnationalisation of practitioners, project
networks and screenwriting, and it also addresses local dimensions and
particularities.

NOTES

1. For earlier public co-productions in Europe, see e.g. Die Geschwister
Oppermann /The Oppermanns (ZDF et al., 1982), Berlin Alexan-
derplatz (ARD/WDR /RAI, 1980) and the various adventure minis-
eries by ZDF with the former French public broadcaster ORTE, such
as Der Seewolf / The Sea Wolf (1971).

2. Similar counter-movements also arose in other local and temporal
contexts. According to Robert J. Thompson (2007, xix), “proce-
dural dramatic franchises” such as Law & Order (NBC, 1996-2004)
were the US networks’ answer to quality series like The Sopranos
(HBO, 1999-2007).

3. Chapter 8, on production cultures in screenwriting, and Sect. 3.3,
on commissioning editors in networks, address the corresponding
critique of bureaucracy and polyphony in more detail.
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4. Section 3.3 discusses this cooperation between writers and commis-
sioning editors in greater detail.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line
to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons
license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder.
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CHAPTER 6

Quality Drama as Transnational Expansion:
Exports and Local Specifics

6.1 TRANSNATIONAL AND LOCAL
DIMENSIONS OF THE TELEVISION INDUSTRY

In the recent past, through “platforms that span activities over different
countries (and continents)” (Evens and Donders 2018, 3) and the
“rapid growth of internet-distributed television services worldwide” (Lotz
et al. 2018, 35), television has transformed “from a national, largely
broadcasting, market to a transnational multiplatform market” (Turner
2018, 137). The German television industry is an obvious example,
as it now includes new transnational commissioners, especially in the
segment of pay TV and subscription video-on-demand (SVoD). This has,
quite plainly, led to increased production of German-language series.
In German drama projects for US-dominated streaming services (e.g.
Netflix), the expansion and transnationalisation of the Hollywood film
and television industry is also apparent. The economic basis of the global
screen industry is shifting “from only being centred in Los Angeles and
this is creating more opportunities to make and sell content by others
outside of the traditional Hollywood elite” (Meir 2019, 214-215).

In light of these transnational developments, many of the interviewed
and observed practitioners hoped for new commissioning and licensing
opportunities, especially in the area of quality TV drama. Frequently,
they diagnosed a greater openness towards non-English-language series,!
in the Anglo-American markets and beyond (see Harris 2018, 327).
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Regarding distribution in non-German territories, the TV professionals
generally negotiated just how transnational the television industry in
Germany is and can be. In this context, they also dealt with local and
national specifics, which clearly show that the transnational, the national
and the local intertwine, as has been analysed on a theoretical level
numerous times (e.g. Kuipers 2011, 555). Furthermore, the practitioners’
simultaneous discussion on local peculiarities illuminates how the nation
retains its relevance as a historical and systematic point of reference for
transgressing and overcoming borders in terms of cultural production
(Wessler and Briiggemann 2012, 4).

The scalar model of glocalisation (Roudometof 2016; Hansen 2020)
is helpful for ordering the different levels of production, content and
distribution that practitioners mentioned in their negotiations on quality
TV and that characterise the contemporary German television fiction
industry. Kim Toft Hansen (2020, 87) visualises the scalar hierarchy as
a circular model running from local — national — regional — global.
However, departing from Victor Roudometof, he argues that the glocal
is “a consequence of — and not part of — processes that oscillate between
the local and the global, including the intermediate national and transna-
tional opportunities” (86; emphasis in original). In Hansen’s model, the
“glocal” forms the context of the levels local — national — regional —
global, and the “transnational” is located between the national and the
global (see Fig. 6.1).

Other discussions of the term “transnational” highlight that cross-
border media communication no longer takes place solely between
countries, as “international” implies, but also extends beyond and across
nation states and national cultures. Hartmut Wessler and Michael Brigge-
mann (2012, 3—4) also argue that most cross-border media do not have
a truly global scope. Therefore, they argue that the term “global” often
can be replaced by the term “transnational”, which implies an exchange
between individual countries but not necessarily a worldwide extension.
Indeed, most TV series only travel to some countries, if any. Given
such limits of global circulation, it is logical for television studies to
more frequently use the term “transnational”. Still, according to Hansen
(2020, 85), the concept of transnationalism remains insufficient because
it fails to inscribe the important dimension of the local or sub-national,
other than through the term “glocal”. Following this argument, I regard
the industry discourse on German quality TV as glocal (see also Kraufl
2023Db).
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Regional

National

Fig. 6.1 Scalar model of glocalisation (My illustration based on Hansen [2020,
871)

Transnationalism and Regionalism in the German-Speaking
Television Landscape

Aspects of glocal, transnational and regional traits first came to light when
the interviewees referred to the tradition of addressing audiences not only
in Germany but also in Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein and Luxem-
bourg. The tendency for media markets to expand to territories with the
same language and a similar culture (McElroy 2020, 64) clearly mani-
fests in the German-speaking world. This territory exemplifies the region
that ranks above the nation in Roudometof’s scalar model of glocalisation
(2016, 32) and its adaptation by Hansen (2020, 87). Traditions of coop-
eration between Germany, Austria, Switzerland and, to a certain extent,
Luxembourg and Liechtenstein show that drama production and distri-
bution—as well as transnational media communication in general—are
oriented towards specific geo-cultural markets, which traverse nations but
are rarely totally global (Przybylski et al. 2016, 240-241).

Regarding recent quality drama projects, several collaborations have
come to fruition in the German-speaking countries. Two of the many
examples are Davos 1917 (SREF/ARD, 2023), a Swiss-German period
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drama on the noble spa town in the Swiss Alps during the First World War,
and Freud (Netflix/ORF, 2020), a crime television series about the young
Sigmund Freud, which was mainly shot in Prague and first aired on the
Austrian public-service channel ORF before its release transnationally by
Netflix. In some cases, the interviewed practitioners took a critical view of
the size of the German-speaking region because, in their view, it leads to
unproductive self-centredness. Edward Berger (2018), director of several
episodes of Deutschland 83 (RTL, 2015) and the award-winning anti-
war film Im Westen nichts Neues/ All Quiet on the Western Front (Netflix,
2022), spoke specifically of a “self-satisfied market that [...] can survive
it it produces for Germany, Austria and Switzerland instead of for the
world” when he discussed structural reasons for German series’ alleged
quality deficit. Berger noted a difference in comparison with smaller coun-
tries such as Denmark, which is often referred to in the industry and
media discourse on German quality drama. Smaller nations, he and others
suggested, are forced to sell their series to foreign territories in order to
secure larger budgets. A sense of self-centredness and intense closeness,
as observed in past studies on TV drama production in Germany (e.g.
Mikos 2016, 156), has also been discussed with respect to other larger
European markets. For example, Marco Cucco (2018, 204) reflects crit-
ically on various obstacles to transnational cooperation in Italy, including
“unambitious companies, [...] that are unwilling to take risks and whose
objectives do not transcend the limits of the nation”. Germany’s television
and film industry has faced similar accusations of a lack of transnational-
isation and, linked to this, of conservatism and low levels of innovation
(e.g. Frohlich 2010, 131).2

As far as the transnational networks of Germany’s television landscape
are concerned, the country’s size and economic power can at the same
time be seen as beneficial. Martin Behnke (2018), one of the writers of
the political drama Die Stadt und die Macht/The City and the Power
(ARD/NDR/Degeto, 2016) and the Netflix hit Dark (2017-20), argued
that the German-speaking region is an “insanely financially strong [...]
interesting market” for foreign and transnationally operating programme
providers (when he was asked to assess the status quo of German TV series
and their production conditions). In the same vein as the scriptwriter
Behnke, many other practitioners diagnosed increased transnationalisa-
tion in the German television sector. Further, against the background of
this changing landscape, they discussed how the transnationalisation of
German drama can be accelerated and intensified.
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Advancing Transnationalisation

The TV professionals dealt with media and film funding, among other
things, when they discussed how German TV series may transnationalise.
Some funding pots and programmes specifically aim towards transna-
tional, and above all European, cooperation. Sometimes funding from
Germany flows into foreign or transnational projects with the aim of
obtaining production knowledge from other countries’ industries and
thus promoting national or regional series production at another level.
Accordingly, during a presentation at the Winterclass Serial Writing
and Producing industry workshop, Veronika Grob and Oliver Ossege
(2016) from Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg (the body responsible
for film and TV series in the states of Berlin and Brandenburg) justi-
fied their investments in the fifth season (2015) of the well-known US
drama Homeland (Showtime, 2011-2020), which was substantially shot
in Berlin and Brandenburg. In the Medienboard representatives’ praise
for the local revenues generated through the production of Homeland,
we can find the “neo-liberal ideology of supporting incoming investment
and its spill-over effects, labour mobility, international competitiveness
and knowledge transfer, and of de-provincialising the local film culture”,
which Petr Szczepanik (2018, 168) ascribes to funding policies in the
Czech Republic.

In addition to the public subsidies available through Germany’s various
local film-funding institutions, foreign production companies, broad-
casters and platforms have several other reasons for increasing opera-
tions in the country. First, the existing transnational connections in the
German TV industry can be an asset to producers. Many Germany-based
producers are affiliated with transnational conglomerates. Frequently and
traditionally, such subsidiary firms act highly independently to adjust
to national and local market conditions (Przybylski et al. 2016, 223).
But transnational links within media groups can also be relevant, as
the example Deutschiand 83 proves. Producers from this show and its
production company, UFA Fiction, argued that an existing link to the
mainly British Fremantle company played an important role by making
the export of their show much easier (e.g. interview with Kosack 2019).
Both RTL, the German commissioning broadcaster of the first season of
Deutschiand, and the German production company UFA Fiction belong
to the Bertelsmann conglomerate alongside the transnational Fremantle.
The exchange within Bertelsmann points to the “networked activities [ ... ]
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from a local to a global level” brought up in Hansen’s model of glocali-
sation (2020, 86) and to traditions of transnationalisation in the German
TV market.

With respect to the industry’s increased transnationalisation, Bob
Konrad (in the interview with Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018),
one of the writers of the gangster drama 4 Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-
2019), emphasised the new commissioners, especially SVoD services,
that have entered the German television market. Through these new
players, German television drama has also become more interesting to
production companies abroad. According to Konrad, British producers
in particular have started to produce shows for the German-speaking
region, under the purview of these new commissioners and distribu-
tors. In line with this diagnosis, in 2020 BBC Studios announced it was
founding the production company BBC Studios Germany. In 2019, this
commercial production and distribution subsidiary of the BBC—DBritish
Broadcasting Corporation had already entered into a strategic partner-
ship with the German public-service broadcaster ZDF to develop and
produce “high-end” content. The Mallorca-based crime action comedy
The Mallorca Files (BBC One/ZDFneo/France 2, 2019-) was the first
project to emerge from this British-German cooperation and points to
the transnationalisation of public-service broadcasting.

Public Broadcasters as Glocal and Crucial Players in German
Television Drama

According to the practitioners’ discourse on German quality drama,
public broadcasters, despite engaging in co-financing and co-production
arrangements, have often served as an example not of transnationalisa-
tion but of national and local characteristics or—with a clear negative
connotation—of provinciality. “They are still incredibly local. That’s
their job”, the scriptwriter Konrad (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf
2018) said about ARD, the joint organisation for Germany’s regional
public-service broadcasters (this response came when I asked him and
his two writer colleagues about the possible transnationalisation of the
German TV industry). Indeed, the broadcasting mandates of ARD as
well as ZDF explicitly include regionalism (Gransow 2018, 217), in the
sense of local content and local specifics (distinct from Hansen’s and
Roudometof’s understanding of the region ranking above the nation; see
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Hansen 2020, 87). Such regionalism can be a criterion of “quality jour-
nalism” as well, and as such might influence the discourse on the value
of public-service media (Mayer 2013, 91). Nevertheless, in the analysed
practitioners’ negotiations, the federalism of ARD in particular was often
framed as a problem: a structure of excessive bureaucracy that complicates
screenwriting processes.

But for all their federalism and locality, public broadcasters also have
transnational features to varying degrees. In a sense, transnationality is
inscribed in their founding histories, as Britain’s BBC was the central
model for the organisation of television in the Federal Republic of
Germany (Garncarz 2016, 175). For years, ARD and ZDF have transna-
tionally networked through joint niche cultural programmes with foreign
public-service partners. In the German-speaking context, it is 3sat (a joint
project of the German ARD and ZDEF, Austrian ORF and Swiss SRE—
Schweizer Radio und Fernsehen [Swiss Radio and Television]). Arte, on
the other hand, is a German-French TV channel. Financial participation
through co-financing and co-production by the subsidiaries ARD Degeto
and ZDF Studios (formerly ZDF Enterprises) as well as shares in foreign
media companies (in the case of the latter) also point to transnational
dimensions.

In particular, ARD and ZDF have acted as minor co-financiers of
Scandinavian and especially Danish series (e.g. Hansen and Waade 2017,
150-151; Redvall 2020, 127-128), which are often labelled “Nordic
noir”. These series were frequently discussed in the interviews. For some
practitioners, such foreign investments by ARD and ZDF represented a
controversial topic. For example, Ulrike Leibfried (2016), formerly a free-
lance editor at RTL and now managing director of UFA Fiction, criticised
the outsourcing of creativity. From her point of view, the willingness to
take risks with co-financing is greater than with internal German produc-
tions. One might read this assessment as an almost nationalistic argument,
according to which German funds should be spent on German content
and should flow only to producers in Germany. The commissioning editor
Harald Steinwender (in the interview with Simionescu and Steinwender
2018) also identified “a certain nationalistic note” in the preference for
German productions as demanded by the public broadcasters. First and
foremost, however, Leibfried complained about the lack of willingness to
take risks—a commonly voiced and long-held criticism of public broad-
casters and the German television market in general (e.g. Frohlich 2010,
130).
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Germany as o Conservative Import Market

Several interviewees also criticised the long-standing commercial, ad-
funded channels RTL, Sat.1 and ProSieben (run by two opposing media
conglomerates: Bertelsmann’s RTL Group and ProSiebenSat.1 Media)
for commissioning original fiction that is too formulaic and conserva-
tive. Furthermore, several TV professionals complained, the commercial
broadcasters relied primarily on US series imports to fill their broadcast
slots from the 2000s onwards. Usually, such imports are significantly
cheaper than German originals. But, at some point, the supply in
mainstream US procedurals broke off.3

Several practitioners at commercial broadcasters in Germany—which
have long banked on linear schedules—described recent US series as
too “niche” or too complex in their serial storylines as compared to
the former “monster of the week” format. Several more recent hit US
series, such as This Is Us (NBC, 2016-2022) and Empire (Fox, 2015-
2020), indeed have achieved only low viewing figures in their linear
broadcasting on commercial German channels. The commercial networks’
partial efforts during the sample period (2015-2023) to commission
more German-language productions—again, in view of the current state
of US series and their declining ratings—illustrate how transnational, and
specifically US, developments affect the German television market.

Public broadcasters have a long history of focusing on German fiction,
partly with the intention of strengthening the local production landscape.
Claudia Simionescu and Harald Steinwender (2018) from BR (part of
the ARD network) criticised, however, that the corresponding focus on
German drama “weaned” audiences from international programmes, and
“international cinema” in particular. In addition to US cinema produc-
tions, Simionescu and Steinwender’s use of the term “international”
presumably also refers to European films with transnational distribution.
In their argument, which is strongly related to the context of indi-
vidual films and cinema (rather than serial television drama), the lack of
imports leads to a narrowing of the programme. In my interviews with
German practitioners of television screenwriting, public-service commis-
sioning editors (e.g. Gleim 2016) in particular addressed the absence
of US drama in the current and recent prime-time and early-evening
programmes of ARD and ZDF, and they often criticised the supposed
self-centredness of German television fiction.
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For contemporary quality drama projects from Germany, it is obvious
that productions from the US have served as models. By orienting them-
selves to the narratives and habits of other Western television markets,
German television professionals expressed hope that their productions
could come to circulate transnationally, like those foreign models, and
generate international attention.

6.2 SERIAL EXPORTS
AND TRANSNATIONAL DISTRIBUTION

The industry discourse on German quality TV drama has for a long
time revolved around the question of how these productions can achieve
increased distribution abroad. Such desires are not new, as a look at
German film history shows. Already in the early 1930s, German film
producers sought to make high-quality Groffilme (big films) that also
circulated on the international market and had potential to become
successful on a broad economic basis (Garncarz 2016, 132-133). But,
unsurprisingly, in accordance with the recent shifts related to serial tele-
vision drama and streaming distribution, the discourse on transnational
exports no longer focuses on cinema and the single feature film; rather,
it is tied to serial content and the various platforms available in today’s
transformed and digitised television context.

Many studies on German television have noted a lack of exports,
often attributed to the tradition of the “total buyout”, according to
which producers cede all rights to the commissioning broadcaster.* It
is argued that in giving up all rights German producers are left with
fewer opportunities to generate funds through foreign sales. Thus, they
also have fewer incentives to attempt to reach foreign markets and are
also less able to invest additional income through transnational sales via
foreign subsidiaries. British production companies, by contrast, are said
to have succeeded in penetrating external markets, such as Germany,
through their local subsidiaries and format sales, thus strengthening their
transnational position (Castendyk and Goldhammer 2018, 38).

Of course, the transnational television business consists of not only the
direct export of programmes but also the trade in format rights, which
has become significantly more dynamic due to transnational streaming
companies and digital distribution. The procedure that was common
for many years, whereby a format first had to succeed on the domestic
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market and then, where necessary, could be adapted for other coun-
tries, has been suspended to a certain extent by simultaneous publication
on platforms such as Netflix. In the transnational format trade, seen
as an “Anglo-American invention” (Chalaby 2012), and which shaped
German television from the 1990s onwards, Germany generally appears
more as an importer than an exporter. Additionally, several TV dramas
from the sample period were based on foreign formats. These include,
among others, DRUCK /SKAM Germany (Funk/ZDF, 2018-), the
German version of SKAM (NRK, 2015-2017); Bonusfamilic/Bonus
Family (ARD, 2019), based on the Swedish dramedy Bonusfamiljen,/
Bonus Family (SVT /Netflix, 2017-); and the medical youth drama Club
der roten Biander / Club of Red Bracelets (Vox, 2015-2017), based on the
Catalan Polseres vermelles (TV3,2011-2013), alongside further “original”
dramas by the commercial broadcaster Vox (e.g. Milk & Honey, 2018).
But, on the flip side, the British subsidiary Studio Hamburg UK produced
The Cleaner (2021-), a British adaptation of Der Tatortreiniger / Crime
Scene Cleaner (NDR, 2011-2018) for BBC One (Niemeier 2020a).
Previous to that, a Dutch, Belgian, Ukrainian and Russian version of
Danni Lowinski (Sat.1, 2010-2014) was produced. In the US, one pilot
was filmed based on this Sat.1 dramedy about a lawyer offering her
services in a shopping mall (Niemeier 2017). Against this background,
alongside a great many series exports, the thesis that German television
drama has hardly found any distribution beyond the German-speaking
countries cannot be consistently upheld.

Sevial Export Traditions

In less “prestigious” non-English-speaking markets and in the daytime
programming of various nations, German series have been present for
some time. The long-running crime procedurals Derrick (ZDF, 1974—
1998) and the daily soap Sturm der Liebe/Storm of Love (ARD/WDR/
BR, 2005-), licensed to more than 20 countries, are particularly well-
known and successful examples of drama exports from Germany. Heimat,
especially the first season, subtitled Eimne Deutsche Chronik—A German
Chronicle (ARD/SFB/WDR, 1984), as well as the Rainer Werner Fass-
binder drama Berlin Alexanderplatz (ARD/WDR/RAI, 1980) were
likewise critically acclaimed beyond West Germany. The interviewed prac-
titioners also repeatedly referred to these two examples of auteur work for
TV, clearly influenced by New German cinema, when exploring quality
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drama in German television history and bringing national traditions into
the discourse on transnationalisation (Krauf 2021a).°

Later event miniseries, such as Die Flucht/March of Millions (ARD,
2007) and Dresden (ZDF, 2006), both mostly set during the National
Socialist era and originating from the production company UFA Fiction
and its predecessor teamWorx, also circulated beyond the German-
speaking world (see Cooke 2016). However, the US distribution of
the three-episode period drama Unsere Miitter, unsere Viiter / Generation
War (ZDF, 2013), following five young German friends and their
different paths through Nazi Germany and the Second World War, took
place in only a few arthouse cinemas (Scott 2014). Nevertheless, Florian
Cossen (2018), one of the two directors of Deutschiand 86 (Amazon
Prime Video, 2018), and other television professionals presented this
production as a turning point towards the more widespread distribu-
tion of German television drama. Still, harsh accusations of revisionism,
which Generation War faced especially in the US (see Scott 2014) and
Poland (see Saryusz-Wolska and Piorun 2014) due to its focus on young,
“good” Germans in contrast to negatively portrayed Polish minor char-
acters, can also be interpreted as a problematic and ultimately hindering
the reputation of German television fiction abroad. Among the television
professionals interviewed were equally critical voices about such “event”
dramas on National Socialism. Some complained about the formulaic
narration and a falsification of history or feared a thematic narrowing.
Meanwhile, Kosack (2017, 2018), from his perspective as UFA managing
director, argued at industry workshops that German television drama
on the National Socialism era in particular has sold well transnationally.
Robert C. Reimer, Reinhard Zachau and Margit M. Sinka (2017, 244)
state similarly in their introductory volume on German cinema: “Movies
dealing with Nazi themes had been of the largest export successes”.
From an economic point of view, it thus seems understandable that,
according to Kosack (2019), UFA Fiction continued to stick with the
2019 series project on the life of the young Adolf Hitler, which received
a lot of (negative) media attention and faced accusations of glorifi-
cation even in its nascent state, before any greenlighting or shooting
had occurred. While the transnational distribution company Beta Film
is said to have been quick to take a financial stake in the miniseries,
which is based on books by Hark Bohm and Nicki Stein, other potential
financiers, including from the US, kept their distance. The industry maga-
zine DWDL.de emphasised the reluctance of ARD and ZDF, in particular,
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to support the Hitler miniseries after the commercial broadcaster RTL
dropped the project (Niemeier 2019). The supposedly successful model of
“UFA series and films on National Socialism” thus seems to have reached
its limits.

Deutschland 83 and its two sequels, Deutschiand 86 and 89 (Amazon
Prime Video, 2018 ,/2020), with their 1980s settings, pop culture refer-
ences and strong serialisation, have taken different paths than previous
period dramas from UFA, which were strongly anchored in the televi-
sion film format of two or three 90-minute parts. Further, Deutschland
83 represented a change in drama exports from Germany by breaking
through to English-speaking markets.

Series Exports in a Changing Media Environment

Deutschland 83 was the first German television drama to run on a
US channel (Rogers 2018), albeit only on the niche pay TV channel
SundanceTV. However, when broadcast on Britain’s Channel 4 in 2016,
the production became the “highest-rated subtitled drama in televi-
sion history” (Oltermann 2016), and many English-language reviews
were favourable (e.g. Genzlinger 2016). Several production members of
Deutschland 83 and the sequels Deutschiand 86/89 (Fig. 6.2) emphasised
the series’ transnational success, especially in English-speaking markets,
while other practitioners relativised or even questioned the show’s great
fortune. Gebhard Henke, for example, who was still an influential execu-
tive at WDR (a constituent member of the ARD network) at the time
of the interview, argued that one could hardly assess the claim that
Deutschland 83 was an international hit: “They don’t tell you that they’re
selling it to Lithuania for 1,000 euros; I’'m just going to say that mock-
ingly” (2018). Henke’s statement might be interpreted as malice from
an arguably less transnational or less successful competitor, but it also
points to the lack of transparency when it comes to television exports. The
details of licence payments are rarely made public, and so the economic
significance of foreign sales of German television fiction can often only be
guessed at. When asked about the relevance of this situation from UFA
Fiction’s perspective, Kosack (2019) noted that the individual sums may
not be huge but transnational sales nevertheless make an important differ-
ence, as the production company can invest these additional revenues into
story development. According to this line of argument, export earnings
are relevant precisely for funding screenwriting.
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Fig. 6.2 Series export in a changing TV landscape—a still from the second-
season Deutschland 86 (© UFA FICTION /Anika Molnar)

Regardless of the actual licence payments made, the production of
Deutschland 83 represented an innovation for TV drama exports in the
German context—on the one hand because it reached the US market,
which until then had been closed to German television fiction, and, on the
other, because the US broadcast took place before the German one. The
long-standing rule that a series must first succeed in the German market
before being exported to other countries no longer seems compelling.

Eva Novrup Redvall (2018, 148) differentiates between series that
are sold transnationally as finished, filmed and usually already nation-
ally distributed products and those still in production during licensing.
In Germany, the latter scenario is now also conceivable, where producers
begin thinking about foreign distribution from the outset. For Babylon
Berlin, for example, the “venture capital” (Henke 2018) flows through
Beta Film. This transnational distribution company from Germany thus
also acts as a producer, “in the certainty that it will be refinanced by
international partners”, as noted by Henke, who was involved in the
development and production of the show’s first two seasons.

This certainty likely stems from the described expansion of channels
and platforms. Even if the “gold rush mood” (Winger 2019) propelled
by the plethora of commissioners has increasingly dimmed since 2020,
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it is still true in principle that the demand for series has increased across
countries because filling online offerings demands different content. In
view of digital distribution, broadcasters and platforms can also include
“niche” dramas in their programming, such as German-language series,
which in many countries and distribution contexts are only or primarily
distributed with subtitles.

There is also a certain interest in German series from transnational
and European programme providers because of the Audiovisual Media
Services Directive. According to these guidelines on audiovisual media
services drafted by the European Commission, EU member states must
ensure that the share of “European works” (European Commission 2020)
in video-on-demand catalogues is at least 30% (see also Eichner 2021).
In his keynote speech at the 2020 Berlinale Series Market, media lawyer
Christoph Fey (in Fey et al. 2020) problematised the fact that the instru-
ment of the programme quota still stems from “linear times”. The quota
provides streaming portals the loophole to hide purchased local goods
in their large offerings. According to Fey, rules on commissioning inde-
pendent production companies to create “local content” therefore make
more sense as a way to strengthen the local television industry. What
“local” content ultimately is, however, is not always easy to determine.
The European Commission includes in its definition of “local works” co-
productions between the EU and other countries (European Commission
2018). Against the background of this understanding, a further increase
in European and transatlantic co-productions is to be expected.

The co-productions discussed in Sect. 5.2 as an economically minded
approach are also one way of working towards transnational distribution
of largely German series. With the participation of different broadcasters
or platforms, distribution beyond Germany seems guaranteed. Alongside
conventional co-productions, another scenario has emerged: productions
for transnational SVoD platforms, where transnational distribution is
already baked into the deal. Individual streaming services—first and fore-
most Netflix—release series mostly simultaneously in different territories
(see Fig. 6.3, see also Lobato 2018, 69) such that export occurs almost
automatically and without the intermediate step of licence trading. This
process can be problematic for production companies. Producers at the
2020 Berlinale Series Market complained that Netflix only pays local
prices, and they highlighted the loss of additional income through licence
sales (Fey et al. 2020; see also Kraufy 2020¢). In the interviews, corre-
sponding criticism of Netflix’s inadequate pay was hardly ever voiced
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Fig. 6.3 Release in different territories—posters for season two of Dark (©
Netflix)

and, when it was, only “off the record”. Probably, the practitioners were
careful not to discredit Netflix as a potential or actual partner. Given
the time of most interviews (2018-2019), it is also likely that many
of the practitioners had not yet cooperated with this or other similar
transnational SVoD platforms and still looked at them optimistically.
Particularly in relation to Netflix, the television professionals also dealt
with the question of language. Often, they regarded the German language
as a hurdle when it comes to the transnational distribution of local
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Fig. 6.3 (continued)

productions. However, in this respect, the television landscape in and
beyond Germany also appears to be in a process of transformation, as
conveyed through the practitioners’ self-reflections.

The Dilemma of Language(s)

Are subtitled TV dramas becoming increasingly accepted, even in English-
speaking countries, in light of the diversified, transnational television
market, facilitated by digital platforms and the option they give viewers to



6 QUALITY DRAMA AS TRANSNATIONAL EXPANSION ... 147

Fig. 6.3 (continued)

consume content in different languages (including with various subtitles)?
The interviewed television professionals regularly expressed this hope.
Such faith stems from the relative success of some Danish series in the
UK in the 2010s (see e.g. Eichner and Esser 2020). “All non-English is
completely exotic, still”, however, emphasised Frank Jastfelder (2018a),
director of original drama productions at Sky Deutschland. For the period
drama Das Boot / The Boat (Sky Deutschland, 2018-), which had not yet
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been released at the time of the interview, Jastfelder predicted a compar-
atively large audience in Sky’s territory of Great Britain, as one of the
show’s original languages is English (alongside German and French).

Thus, one strategy to succeed transnationally is to include English
dialogue. In fact, English dialogue and English-speaking characters appear
in several contemporary quality drama productions from Germany. For
example, Deutschland 86 and 89 have increased English compared to the
first season, Deutschland 83. In Unorthodox (Netflix, 2020, see Fig. 6.4),
the follow-up (and still German) project by the head writer of Deutsch-
land 83 and 86, Anna Winger, English clearly dominates over German
and Yiddish, the other, comparatively exotic, language of this miniseries
about a young Jewish woman fleeing her ultra-Orthodox community in
New York to live in Berlin.

The mystery drama Dark represented an innovation in dealing with
the language question, as its commissioner Netflix also made a dubbed
version available in the English-speaking market, where foreign films and
television programmes (excepting children’s and animated formats) are
usually only subtitled. But some practitioners regarded Dark’s dubbed
version in English as a mere “test balloon” (Jastfelder 2018a) and a clever
marketing tactic with which Netflix continued to make a name for itself.

Fig. 6.4 English, Yiddish, German—the multilingual Netflix series Unorthodox
(© Anika Molnar/Netflix)
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Thus it was not always viewed as a sustainable approach pointing the way
to the future or as a way to generally increase export opportunities for
German drama productions.

Discourses on language also affect the production and screenwriting
steps. Several quality TV drama projects from Germany have been char-
acterised from the outset by English-German bilingualism in their script
development and therefore by interconnected globalisation and localisa-
tion processes. Sometimes, writers also wrote treatments, concepts or first
dialogues primarily in English. English-speaking consultants were brought
in, or editors from non-German commissioners such as Netflix gave notes
in English.

6.3 THE TRANSNATIONALISATION
OF PROJECT NETWORKS AND ACTORS

In meetings with foreign or at least transnationally oriented financiers,
economic and creative exchange processes occur via the linked co-
productions and co-financing arrangements and in the emerging project
networks, alongside a potential transfer of knowledge (Szczepanik 2018,
168). In screenwriting, approximations of processes from the US industry,
especially the “showrunner” and “writers’ room” models,® emerge, but
national specifics also come to light. In addition to such ways of writing
and producing television dramas, the interviewed practitioners negotiated
how they and their colleagues transnationalise their profiles and cooper-
ation, at the micro-level, within individual project networks and screen
idea work groups.

The Transnationalisation of Individual Actors

At least some players in the German television industry are now taking
a more transnational approach to television production. Jorg Winger,
for example, the co-creator of the Deutschiand trilogy, founded Big
Window Productions within the UFA group. Under Big Window, he aims
to develop both English- and German-language series for transnational
distribution.” Likewise, Hanno Hackfort, part of the “HaRiBo” writer
trio behind the gangster drama 4 Blocks and the Netflix action thriller
Kleo (2022), expressed interest in doing “something in a more inter-
national framework” (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018). Hackfort
referred to communication with a British production company that had
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shown interest in one of HaRiBo’s ideas but insisted on having a German
co-producer on the project as well. Here, the relevance of national consid-
erations within the context of the tendency towards transnationalisation
emerges once again. This specific anecdote brings to mind the theoret-
ical approach of glocalisation and suggests limits in the globalisation or
transnationalisation process.

Bernd Lange (2018), a well-known screenwriter of several feature films
and the crime miniseries Das Verschwinden/The Disappearance (ARD
et al. 2017), addressed barriers to transnationalisation specifically with
regard to his profession and the language used in the writing process:

When it becomes more specific, when it has more to do with what
surrounds you [...], then the path from the mother tongue to writing
in a second language is a really big step for a writer. That is a handicap
and a strength: yes, you are close to what surrounds you and can articulate
that well. And a handicap when it comes to internationally understand-
able dialogue. And here, of course, you are less cosmopolitan than Eddie
[Berger] or Christian Schwochow or someone.

The directors Edward “Eddie” Berger and Christian Schwochow
mentioned by Lange are well-known, repeatedly cited examples of
transnationalisation on an individual, personal level. Both have now also
directed English-language series: Berger The Terror (AMC, 2018-2019)
and Patrick Melrose (Sky Atlantic/Showtime, 2018), and Schwochow
several seasons of The Crown (Netflix, 2016-2023). For the director,
Lange’s statement implies, the move abroad or to another language seems
easier than for the screenwriter.

The migration of individual professionals to the US and UK is one
factor in the current industry discourse surrounding a “war on talent”.
Several practitioners lamented the struggle to secure for their projects
“the top people in the profession” (Zollner 2018), in view of the increase
in TV drama production in and beyond Germany and the expansion
of commissioners. Such intensified competition is similarly evident in
other European markets and is related to the transnational networks
of television financing, if we follow Redvall (2018, 148). She states:
“[T]nternational funding opportunities mean new and fierce competition
around securing the best talent, in front of and behind the camera”. To
contend with this situation, producers from Germany also resort to hiring
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from abroad; at the same time, German television professionals (at least
in individual cases) find themselves in a transnational competition.

Transnationality as a Selection and Quality Criterion

The transnational appeal of individuals, teams, groups and produc-
tion companies can constitute an important selection criterion when
composing screen idea work groups and broader project networks.
Furthermore, transnational appeal affects production companies’ promo-
tion of series to potential financiers as well as the commissioning and
later greenlighting of projects. When acquiring financiers and licensees
for Babylon Berlin, the internationally renowned director Tom Tykwer
took on an important role, according to Gebhard Henke (2018). For the
first German Netflix series, Dark, the transnational selection criterion was
decisive as well. Netflix likely selected the production company Wiede-
mann and Berg for this project because it had been responsible for the
earlier transnationally successful feature film Das Leben der Andeven/ The
Lives of Others (20006), winner of the Academy Award for Best Foreign
Language Film in 2006. Further, writer Jantje Friese (2019) suggested
that her and partner Baran bo Odar’s first work experiences in the US
industry, along with their idea for Dark and the notable success of their
German cyber thriller Who Am I (2014), were important factors behind
Netflix selecting them:

[For Netflix], it was totally great that we had already learned this American
way of working. [...] When they were looking, they had the feeling: Okay,
you can somehow work with them, and they speak our language. By that
I don’t just mean English.

This claim of experience in the US industry, as well as those by other
interviewees (especially Winger 2017; Berger 2018), must be seen against
the background of “self-interest, promotion, and spin”, which, according
to John Thornton Caldwell (2008, 14), generally characterises interview
statements by television and film producers. Like Friese, several intervie-
wees seemed keen to appear transnationally versed and networked, at least
in the direction of the US and Western Europe.

The transnationality of individual projects and their actors can also
play an important role long after the initial idea development and screen-
writing stage, during evaluation of a series’ first season and the question



152 F. KRAUR

of continuation. The director and writer Achim von Borries (2019)
minimised the significance of viewing figures for the linear broadcast of
Babylon Berlin on the German public broadcaster Das Erste (The First,
by ARD), which some in the television industry regarded as rather disap-
pointing, claiming that the series was “an international super-success [... ]
a huge thing”. The screenwriter Hackfort (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf
2018) stated that recognition abroad should be considered alongside or
instead of audience ratings in a national context. Transnationality is thus
positioned as an important criterion. In this sense, it is closely related to
the debates on quality in German TV drama.

With regard to transnationality in narration and content, the analysed
practitioners tended to also emphasise local traits. For instance, Hackfort
and Konrad (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018) pointed out with an
ironic undertone:

Hanno Hackfort: There’s this famous saying.
Bob Konrad: The more local, the more global.

Accordingly, the practitioners spoke of “local stories [ ...] with universal
problems or universal characters” (Jastfelder 2018a). “Why shouldn’t a
series set only in the Ruhr Valley [...] or only in the Swabian Jura work
internationally?” continued Hackfort rhetorically, naming very specific
regions of Germany and referring to the BBC drama Happy Valley (2014—
), set in Northern England. Dark, on the other hand, was seen by some
practitioners as “locally detached” in its mystery setting or, as Deutschland
86 director Florian Cossen (2018) put it, “completely international”:

[It] simply doesn’t matter that the actors speak German, but the whole
impression, the aesthetic, the atmosphere, this mystery, this secret about a
missing child. [...] It just seems to work internationally.

In addition to subjects, setting and characters, the narrative style may
be decisive in determining whether a series circulates beyond the German-
speaking world and, more precisely, in Anglo territories. After all, it was
not only a shared language but also the “common story-telling culture
among the Anglo Saxon nations” (Horan 2007, 111) that made English-
language broadcasters buy English-language television fiction from other
English-language countries for a very long time.
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Clearly, the practitioners were not only concerned with the content and
form of a series in relation to transnationality. Rather, the textual charac-
teristics played a central role in their discourse on quality TV drama in
general, alongside questions about financing and production methods.
The following chapter looks more closely at how the practitioners nego-
tiated contents and forms, both present and past, of German television
series. With this discourse, they also reproduced the notion of a national,
or at least German-language, television culture unifying the television
industry and the audience, which is presumably very much shaped by
local productions.

NOTES

1. See also the discussion of co-productions and co-financing in
Sect. 5.2.

2. Chapter 7, which explores the practitioners’ text-related criticisms
of German television fiction, looks more closely at this supposed
conservatism in the forms and contents of television.

3. See also Sect. 5.2 on transatlantic co-productions that were supposed
to fill the gap of mainstream US procedurals.

4. Chapter 4, on financing and distribution, offers a more in-depth
look at the “total buyout” model.

5. For the historical traits mentioned in the practitioners’ discourse on
quality TV drama, see also Sect. 7.3.

6. For in-depth discussion of the discourses and practices of the
“showrunner” and the “writers” room”, see Chapter 8.

7. Big Window’s first released project was Sam, ein Sachse/Sam, a
Saxon (2023) for Disney+, a drama based on a real Afro-German
policeman working in East Germany, which was internationally
marketed as a “Hulu original”.
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CHAPTER 7

Contents and Forms of German TV Drama:
Aesthetic and Narrative Styles and Criticisms

“It’s just cobbled together like that. Cut, counter-cut. No staging ideas
and so on”, said Richard Kropf, co-writer of 4 Blocks (TNT Serie2017-
2019) and Kleo (Netflix 2022), when comparing German series to US
ones, which, by contrast, had a “completely unique look” (in Hackfort,
Konrad and Kropf 2018). The other practitioners likewise negotiated
contents and forms of German TV drama by critically comparing it with
transnational or European quality TV and their ideas of what such series
should look like. Their frequent focus on contents and forms of TV corre-
sponds to the facet of screenwriting research that deals with storytelling
and dramatic composition, and furthermore to Eva Novrup Redvall’s
“screen idea system” model (2013, 21), which builds on the approach
of the “screen idea work group” (Macdonald 2010). Redvall’s model
accounts for not only creatives and institutionally involved gatekeepers
but also existing television and film texts as central forces in script devel-
opment. The researched producers, writers, directors and commissioning
editors discussed the state of German television fiction on the basis of
textual “trends, tastes and traditions” (Redvall 2013, 31) and drew on
foreign productions for comparison.
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7.1 CURRENT TELEVISION FICTION FROM GERMANY

When the practitioners discussed German TV fiction, they were more
strongly influenced by their personal experiences within the local industry
than when negotiating foreign productions.! Therefore, their statements
on the state of German TV drama must be considered against the back-
ground of this involvement in local personnel networks. To put it another
way: To what extent were the TV professionals willing or able to comment
on the work of colleagues? Who said what about whom and in what
form could potentially be related to past and future collaborations. Evalu-
ating content and narration also happened against this context of project
networks, since the reputation of both production companies and indi-
viduals can determine their recruitment (Frohlich 2007, 41). Thus, it
is hardly surprising that the television creators tended to use diplomatic
expressions and to emphasise the quality of local fiction: “It is impera-
tive that I defend what we provide and offer in terms of quality every
week”; stated, for example, Martina Zollner (2018), programme head
of RBB, one of ARD’s local broadcasters, and then head of fiction and
documentary for RBB in respect to ARD’s TV films and series. Practi-
tioners in other positions, on the other hand, more forcefully criticised
TV dramas from Germany, presumably to set their work apart from “all
these conventional series” (Hess 2019) and TV films and to portray them-
selves as more innovative and courageous. One recurring criticism of
content and narration—and which, at the same time, addressed processes
of script development—was German TV series’ stereotyped characters and
formulaic narratives.

Formulas and Fovmats

Many practitioners classified German television fiction, and especially
series, as too formulaic, formatted and monotonous. This corresponds
to Andreas Reckwitz’s diagnosis that, in the “creativity dispositif” of
contemporary society (2017, 8), many complain about too little newness
despite an abundance of aesthetic objects (2013, 30). The development
producer Gunther Eschke (2015), for example, attributed a “consonance”
to German series (in comparison with contemporary US ones, in the early
context of 2015), by which he meant: “You kind of think, ‘Yes, of course,
it goes exactly like that’. It doesn’t get you going”. In connection with
this supposed monotony, TV professionals additionally criticised aesthetic
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deficits. For instance, in reference to ZDF’s fiction programming, and
specifically the medical procedural Der Bergdoktor / The Mountain Doctor
(ZDF/OREF 2008-), commissioning editor Liane Jessen (2019) grum-
bled: “It’s bad editing, it’s bad lighting, it’s terrible music, it’s a loveless
camera”. According to her, the formulaic nature continues with casting
in most German series: “Pre-evening actors are always in the pre-evening
section, crime actors are always in the crime section”. Recurring castings
likely arise from the German television industry’s comparative smallness
and, in terms of quality series projects, its limited pool of “top people”
(Zollner 2018). According to Jessen (2019), however, it is also crucial to
make decisions with such “pigeonholes” in mind.

These pigeonholes include, among other things, broadcast slots: “I
see something and immediately know: Aha, that’s on Fridays, that’s
on Thursdays”, stated Jessen (2019), thus addressing formatting along
linear structures, just as Knut Hickethier (1998, 527) observed them
on German television in the 1990s. According to him, this decade saw
the onset of the “standardisation” of programmes. The interviewed and
observed practitioners in the more recent past still regarded broadcast
slots as a decisive restriction shaping screenwriting and storytelling. The
producer and writer Gabriela Sperl (2018), for example, emphasised:
“You have no idea how tight this restriction is”. The screenwriter Kropf
(in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018) cited the “so-called Thursday
evening T-shirt” as an example of these strict formulas: “at a private
broadcaster”, due to market research results, the male hero had to
wear long-sleeve button-down shirts. Very likely, Kropf was describing
the commercial broadcaster RTL, which commissioned several series,
mostly procedurals, with such male protagonists, including the school
dramedy Der Lebrer/The Teacher (2009, 2013-2021) and the action
thriller Alarm fiir Cobra 11—Die Autobahnpolizei / Alarm for Cobra
11—The Highway Police (1996-).

In addition to such concrete ingredients, broadcasters often seek
a certain tonality for their individual schedules. Hauke Bartel (2017)
explained, at the Winterclass Sevial Writing and Producing industry work-
shop, that the commercial broadcaster Vox (of which he was then head of
fiction) wants a “positive human image” in its original series rather than
stories where the main characters are in a perpetual downward spiral. A
happy ending is not mandatory, but the catharsis of the main character
is crucial, he concluded. An orientation towards a certain lightness and
cheerfulness seems to have shaped German television fiction overall, as
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the later Sect. 7.3 tracing the industry’s historical perspectives on German
quality drama makes clear once again.

The formulaic nature of German TV fiction can generally be linked
to its past, since crucial structures and characteristics of TV films and
series have developed over many years. In this context, the practitioners
repeatedly addressed the lopsided socialisation of their industry and the
audience, which ultimately prevented or hindered quality serials. The
screenwriter Hanno Hackfort (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018), for
example, complained about a “desert of recipients” resulting from the
uniformity of broadcast programmes, and the director Achim von Borries
(2019) problematised “cultivated” viewers who watch TV drama even if
it is “uninteresting”. These statements are united by the idea that the
television industry “moulds” the audience, at least to a large extent.

According to Hackfort’s colleague Kropf (in Hackfort, Konrad and
Kropf 2018), however, the broadcasters and their editors have repeat-
edly used simplistic audience concepts to justify the formulaicness through
supposed viewer preferences:

When we talk to these broadcasters, [...] there are sentences like: “This is
for Thursday evening; Friday is almost the weekend. And the viewer has
to be released with a good feeling”. Something like that [...] is insanely
constricting.

This description suggests that formatting and formulaicness are not
only visible in content but also shape screenwriting and production
processes.

Discussions on the formulaic nature of TV fiction also focused on
the side of reception. Practitioners critically addressed audience ratings
as an elementary measure of success that usually conflicts with budgetary
and content criteria (see Windeler et al. 2001, 111). According to the
television professionals, over time the prioritisation of quantitative audi-
ence ratings “spilled over” to the public broadcasters (Rauhaus 2016).
Thus, quantitative viewing figures became a central and today remain a
highly relevant, control variable throughout the industry. The endeavour
to reach a “mass audience” (Hess 2019) or at least a very broad target
group, which has shaped the industry for years and often continues to do
s0, seems to have significantly pushed this reliance on formulas, “brands”
and stereotypes. The scriptwriter Annette Hess (2019) diagnosed that,
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against such a background, characters often have to be very quickly recog-
nisable: “The evil brother-in-law [...] the cautious flower seller”, so that
the viewers can immediately go, “Oh yeah, I know that one”.

The crime genre’s ubiquitousness in German TV fiction has also been
repeatedly attributed to the perceived fixation on quantitative audience
ratings.

The Omnipresent Crime Genre

The practitioners’ debates on the strict formulas and formats of German
TV drama repeatedly returned to the crime genre. As a result of the indus-
try’s perceived focus on crime fiction, several TV professionals on the one
hand lamented a dearth of other genres, which other markets allegedly
have; on the other hand, they often considered crime fiction to be “neu-
tral” (Henke 2018) or a form in which “pretty much anything you want
can be told” (Steinwender in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018):

International crime literature or the international crime novel has long
since broken away from conventional strategies. There are also crime
stories that have no murder at all, but people have only imagined one. Or
someone would like to commit murder, but doesn’t. There are all kinds of
variations. (Jessen 2019)

This is how Liane Jessen, then head of fiction at HR within the ARD
network, summarised the potential conversations on the crime genre that
could have been had in the central meetings on the popular Tatort/
Crime Scene franchise (ARD/ORFE/SRF 1970-), but, according to her,
were not.> If we follow the corresponding arguments, it is less a ques-
tion of how many crime shows are produced than of variation. Many of
Germany’s productions stamped as “quality TV drama”—such as 4 Blocks,
Babylon Berlin (ARD/Degeto/Sky Deutschland 2017-), Das Gebeimnis
des Totenwalds / Dark Woods (ARD /NDR /Degeto 2020) and, from more
than 10 years ago, Im Angesicht des Verbrechens/In the Face of Crime
(ARD et al. 2010) and KDD—Kriminaldanerdienst / KDD — Berlin
Crime Squad (ZDF 2007-2010)—feature crime elements, as several
interviewees noted. Different, experimental or even quality aspects have
often been identified in the series’ multiple and serial storylines, which
distinguish them from more simplistic crime procedurals with one case
per episode (see Rothemund 2011). Those who worked on the mafia
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drama 4 Blocks also described the shift in perspective there—away from
the police investigators and towards the criminal, migrant family clans—as
breaking from German TV fiction conventions. Anke Greifeneder, head
of production at WarnerMedia’s German pay TV channels, is said to have
suggested this narrative perspective. “With 4 Blocks it was also a trigger
to give airtime to characters that you don’t usually see or, at most, some-
times in Tatort when they are brought before the judge”, she argued
retrospectively in an interview with the trade magazine Blickpunkt Film
(Greifender in Heine 2021, my translation).

At the 2017 Winterclass industry workshop, Greifeneder (2017)
emphasised, similar to in her public interviews (e.g. Strobele 2017),
the desire to not fall into a repetitive loop that otherwise charac-
terises German television, with its “German angst”. Beyond again delin-
eating supposedly typical German characteristics, what’s striking here is
Greifeneder’s deliberate attempts to differentiate her work from more
“ordinary”, formulaic television fiction, self-attributing a quality of inno-
vation, in the sense of the new (see Kraufl 2020b, 140, 143). “Is it
something new, innovative, fresh?” is how Christian Honeck (2018), the
editor co-responsible for 4 Blocks and now head of fiction for Disney+
Germany, described a basic selection criterion for German series commis-
sioned by TNT Serie and TNT Comedy (now WarnerTV Serie and
WarnerTV Comedy). At the same time, after the three successful seasons
of 4 Blocks, the advertisements for Para—Wir sind King / Para—We
Are King (TNT Serie 2021), a coming-of-age drama about four girls in
Wedding, one of the poorest and most ethnically diverse areas of Berlin,
boasted: “from the creators of 4 Blocks”. With clear parallels in environ-
ment and plot, Para represents a kind of younger, more female version
of 4 Blocks. In 2023, Warner Comedy released the mockumentary series
German Genius (2023), in which Kida Khodr Ramadan, playing himself,
tries to step away from his famous lead role as Ali “Toni” Hamad in
4 Blocks to create a German version of the star-packed sitcom Extras
(HBO2005-2007), with Ramadan as the German counterpart to the
British comedian Ricky Gervais. These examples clearly show that certain
types of repetitions, if not formulaic ones, are emerging on the TNT/
Warner channels too, just as they do on other more established and more
mainstream broadcasters.
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Character Formulation

Another recurring topic of discussion, alongside the formulaic nature
of German TV drama, was the formulation of characters, which, as
already explained, the practitioners regarded as central components of
quality dramas. According to Hess (2019), recourse to formulas and
conventions—in the sense of popular, familiar ingredients—can be quite
constructive in character formulation, to activate viewers’ existing “empa-
thy” through “recognisability” and, from there, to “take them on a
journey”. The first step of screenwriting, according to her, is “setting
oneself up to be as popular as possible”. Only after achieving that is it
a good idea to add “relevant content” and “become a bit more artis-
tic”, by which she, as a screenwriter, presumably meant experiments in
the story, including its characters. Hess further explained the notion of
starting with basic stock characters through the example of characters
in two series that she primarily wrote. In the three-part Ku’damm 56
(ZDF 2015, see Fig. 7.1), we have the protagonist Monika Schollack,
who, unlike her two sisters, does not conform to the normative ideas
of her conservative mother; the mother is the “evil stepmother” and
the disappointing daughter the “Cinderella” (“Aschenbridel”). Then we
have Weissensee/ The Weissensee Saga (ARD/MDR /Degeto 2010-2018),
which, according to Hess, builds on the Romeo and Julier story: in it,
Martin Kupfer and Julia Hausmann, the offspring of two very contrasting,
intertwined families in East Berlin, fall in love. In Hess’s process, it is then
necessary to break the character stereotypes in a second step. However,
she criticised, there is often a lack of desire or willingness to do this
among television practitioners in Germany. As with Hess, other profes-
sionals’ negotiations regarding the deficits in German television fiction
related in particular to character formulation.

This focus on characters arose from the basic assumption that one of
quality drama’s special attributes is multi-layered characters who fasci-
nate viewers and keep them interested. Frank Jastfelder (2018a) from
Sky Deutschland classified “character-centricity” as an “essential distin-
guishing feature” of pay TV fiction compared to “free TV”. Linear broad-
casters” aforementioned aversion to ongoing serials and their favouritism
of procedurals may be a crucial reason why German TV fiction—as
repeatedly diagnosed—has lacked more profound or complex character
formulation. John Yorke (2013, 62) deals with the connection between
series structure and character in more detail in Into the Woods (a mixture
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Fig. 7.1 A “Cinderella” who does not conform to normative ideas—Monika
Schollack (Sonja Gerhardt, with raised hand) in the period drama Ku’damm 56.
©ZDF/[m] KNSK Werbeagentur GmbH (Photo Tobias Schult)

of a screenwriting guide and dramaturgical analysis): “They may not
change inside — their knowledge of a situation changes instead”, he notes
about protagonists in episodic series, continuing: “Rather than a flaw,
these characters have a deficiency of knowledge, which improves as the
story progresses”. Crime procedurals exemplify this mode, as they tradi-
tionally hinge on investigators gaining knowledge of their respective cases.
In Germany, and especially in public-television fiction, such episodic crime
series continue to be extremely prevalent, not least through hybrids of
television films and series, such as 90-minute crime productions that are
roughly linked together.

Gebhard Henke (2018), at the time of the interview still programme
director at WDR, dealt, in his role as coordinator for Tatort, with the
well-known series’ character development and serial storylines. On the
part of the creatives, the desire to tell “horizontal” stories across different
Tatort episodes is definitely present, Henke stated. Indeed, the series” 90-
minute films feature attempts to link cases and, where narratively possible,
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to have different local investigators appear across episodes, for example,
in the double episode Tatort: In der Familie / Crime Sceme: Inside
the Family (ARD/WDR/BR 2020; after Henke’s time). According to
Henke, such approaches to ongoing dramatic continuity in Tatort often
lead to problems. Sometimes, a year can pass between episodes featuring
the same investigator, so that viewers at best can only vaguely remember
the earlier film. As of 2023, the roster includes more than 20 teams of
investigators, each of which usually looks into one case per episode in
their respective cities; it can indeed take quite a long time until the next
episode featuring them is broadcast.?

The corresponding structure of dramaturgy and distribution, which
also shapes other German crime procedurals with 90-minute episodes, has
potentially made it difficult to develop characters more profoundly. Jessen
(2019), who produced several Tatort films at HR, including the multi-
award-winning, comparatively experimental Im Schmerz geborven/ Born in
Pain (ARD/HR 2014), complained—far beyond the Tatort format—
about a tendency towards plot-driven and theme-focused storytelling in
the submitted scripts and treatments that she reviews:

Afghanistan returnees, incest, genetic engineering, Alzheimer’s, hazardous
waste so-and-so — that doesn’t interest me at all! That can be the carrier
subject, so to speak. To that I say: Okay, I'll tell an interpersonal story
and use hazardous waste for that. But the hazardous waste cannot be the
actual content. [...] What interests me is: How does evil come into being
and what guise does it take on?

Individual writers, on the other hand, complained that producers often
demand dramatic plot twists instead of giving space for more detailed
character sketches. “Can’t we build a destroy-the-world button into this
season somewhere here?” was the feedback, according to Richard Kropf
(in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018), on a concept for a drama serial
with ongoing continuity that he, Hanno Hackfort and Bob Konrad devel-
oped around 2008. According to him, many German producers’ need for
a flashy start and “big drama” prevents “a lot of stories that could be
told” from getting the green light.

Kropf also problematised the recurring feedback from broadcasters
that their viewers “like it black and white” when it comes to characters.
Although the discussion on the “brokenness of characters”, according
to Bernhard Gleim (2016), former commissioning editor at NDR (a
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member of the ARD consortium), was already happening in public broad-
casters’ editorial offices during the time of this early interview in 2016, it
seems that certain broadcast slots continue to be held for specific character
types—a practice that Yorke, with regard to British television production,
emphasises in one short sentence: “Can you make them nice?” (2013, 5).
The interviewed and observed practitioners sometimes took the same view
as Yorke: “Niceness tends to kill characters. [...] They key to empathy
[...] does not lie in manners or good behaviour. [...] It lies in its ability
to access and bond with our unconscious” (5).

Hess (2019) similarly argued that viewers must be able to “dock” with
protagonists. Screenwriter Martin Behnke (2019) considered “a character
who is always strong” to be “uninteresting”. A protagonist must grow
in the course of a story, he explained; otherwise, the character remains
incomprehensible to the viewers and there is “no drama”. Behnke’s point
of reference here was the miniseries Die Stadt und die Macht/The City
and the Power (ARD/NDR/Degeto 2016) (Fig. 7.2), which he co-
wrote and which, according to his retrospective analysis, lacks congruent
character development: the protagonist Susanne Krohmer is expected to
“suffer many strokes of fate”, but the viewer does not relate to this
character, as “she has no agenda”.

Fig. 7.2 “A character who is always strong”—Susanne Krohmer in the minis-
eries Die Stadt und die Macht. © ARD /Frédéric Batier
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Alongside the characters—or often linked to them—realism and
authenticity emerged as important themes in the practitioners’ discussions
of the state of German TV drama and its contents and forms.

Realism and Authenticity

Realism and authenticity are, as already mentioned, central aspects that
media scholars, television critics and practitioners have all attributed to
quality TV drama (see e.g. Mikos 2021, 187). The observed and inter-
viewed TV producers also noted deficits in terms of authenticity and
realism. In this context, they once again criticised a formulaic or uniform
tone. The writer Kropf (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018), for
example, attested to the very standardised appearance of the hospital staff
in German medical dramas. The nurses and doctors usually appear as if
they have “just come out of make-up”:

No one looks like they worked in a hospital for even a minute that day.
And that is vanity on the part of the actors possibly. But that’s also a
complete lack of understanding. [...] There seems to be an image going
on that a perfect mask [is] a perfect image. No — a perfect mask depicts
what that person experienced that day.

In this context, his co-writer Konrad also criticised the casting process:
“Nobody asks: What do the people who do this job actually look like?”
Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf (2018) addressed the interplay of different
trades and thus production tendencies that affect content and aesthetic
form. Camerawork, make-up, acting and casting, their diagnosis suggests,
often fail to align and thus prevent realism and authenticity.

As for their own profession, the three scriptwriters expressed particular
concern with the lack of authenticity in dialogue. In their view, dialogue
in period dramas is especially inauthentic. In Charité (ARD,/MDR 2017-
), for example, an event miniseries about the famous Berlin hospital in
different eras, the medical staff of yesteryear talk in a way that today’s
viewers understand immediately and that veers heavily towards exposition:
“I think this person has influenza infernalis / You mean this conta-
gious disease that inevitably leads to death? / Exactly”, said Hackfort (in
Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018), mimicking the fictional profession-
als’ speech. According to him, there is no recognition that the viewers
ultimately do not care “what kind of influenza this person has. The main
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thing is that the audience understands that [the characters] are about to
die”. Such reasoning is familiar from screenplay guides and analyses. Yorke
(2013, 168), for example, argues that not every word in dialogue has to
be understandable; rather, the audience only needs to be able to decode
the intention of the characters, not the exact meaning of their words.

In German television fiction, repeated diagnoses suggested, overly
clear “explanatory dialogue” often prevails. Departing from this tendency
received the practitioners’ praise. For example, Winterclass participants
applauded the cryptic jargon of the investment bankers in the finan-
cial thriller Bad Banks (ZDF/Arte 2018-2020). Producers, writers and
commissioning editors at this industry event also negotiated “expository
dialogue” (Erklirdialoge) in the gangster drama 4 Blocks. Shot on loca-
tion, partly starring amateur actors, set in the present and containing
comparatively explicit scenes of violence, this production of the pay TV
channel TNT Serie is generally considered a prime example of greater
“authenticity”. 4 Blocks was marketed and reviewed accordingly (e.g.
Miitzel 2017). However, during the Winterclass workshop discussion
with the show’s head writers—Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf (2017)—
TV professionals criticised the first season’s repeated mentions that the
migrant, criminal protagonists do not have permanent residence status,
even decades after their arrival to Germany. The show’s three authors and
editor Christian Honeck, who was present in the audience of experts,
defended the prominence of this information at the dialogue level by
saying that this fact was decisive for the characters portrayed, and their
situation is explained and told from their perspective. But other voices
identified an overly explanatory narration style.

Babylon Berlin director and writer Achim von Borries (2019) also
considered “explanatory television” to be problematic: “When the viewer
is to be lectured, all quality television is simply dead”. He feared stories
that underwhelm the audience. As can be seen here, the negotiations on
authenticity and realism once again revolved around the viewers: What
can be expected from them in respect to content and storytelling? What
do they understand? How much are they willing to engage in complex
serial storylines? The TV professionals tended to view quality TV dramas
as programmes that demand more from the audience than supposedly
“ordinary television”—in accordance with similar attributions to quality
TV in academia (e.g. Thompson 1996).

The conceptualisation and addressing of viewers, together with aspects
of content, also played an important role when the practitioners explored
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the sociopolitical relevance of TV drama, as linked to realism and
authenticity.

Sociopolitical Relevance

Sociopolitical relevance, like realism, has repeatedly functioned as a quality
criterion in considerations of television (e.g. Weber 2020, 220). Some
scholars have argued, in respect to German TV films, that fiction in
particular can frame political and complex issues at the individual human
level (Schatz and Schulz 1992, 701). Several of the interviewed and
observed TV producers tended to use similar arguments and emphases.
Hess (2019), for example, casually equated “high-end” series with “rel-
evant” content. Jessen (2019) attributed to TV drama the potential to
“change thinking and lead people more to democracy or good than any
informative programme or documentary”. According to her, TV drama
can not only inform an important subject but also enable viewers’ “emo-
tional docking”. Following this assessment, relevance arises on not only
a rational level. Viewers’ activity also seems to play an important role,
which corresponds to theories of cultural studies whereby the meaning of
a media text ultimately unfolds only in reception and appropriation (e.g.
Johnson 1996, 97).

Florian Cossen (2018), who directed Deutschliand 86 and the third part
of the drama trilogy Mitten in Deutschland: NSU / NSU German History
X (ARD et al. 2016) on the radical right-wing terrorist organisation
National Socialist Underground, cited the potential of “using the burning
[or magnifying] glass of fiction [Brennglas der Fiktion] to bump into
something that is true without it being the truth”. When I asked him to
expand, he explained that “truthfulness” relates to a broader significance
“about the time [and] the society in which we live”. Through fictional
narratives, “painful pinpricks” can be made “on issues that concern us
all”.

Von Borries (2019) also dealt with relevance when exploring the
quality of Babylon Berlin: he noted indirect references in the script of
this period drama to current sociopolitical issues, a claim he also made
in previously published press statements by him and his two director
colleagues (e.g. Schader 2017). Paratexts on Babylon Berlin have further
emphasised and discussed the parallels between the series’ historical
world, the Weimar Republic of the late 1920s, and the present, in the
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context of the recent financial crisis and establishment of the right-
wing party AfD—Alternative fiir Deutschland (Alternative for Germany)
in Germany’s political landscape in 2013 (e.g. Schmitt, Thorsson and
Scharffetter 2018). According to von Borries (2019), current relevance
can be an important motive for viewers, including beyond Germany, to
watch Babylon Berlin and results in a difference in quality as compared
to other, more “ordinary” programmes. In developing the script, he
noted, he and his two co-writers and directors were aware of the parallels
between Babylon Berlin’s historical time and the present, but deliberately
avoided “hammering away at it”. Relevance is important, but must not
come across too clearly—echoing an argument common among television
producers.

According to von Borries (2019), the series’ sociopolitical relevance
also played an important role in the adaptation process. For example, he
stated that, when adapting a script from Volker Kutscher’s novels (e.g.
Kutscher 2017), he and his co-writers strengthened “all these political
dimensions”. The series depicts, among other things, a clandestine rear-
mament and possible coup by the real-life Black Reichswehr, an illegal
paramilitary group promoted by the German Reichswehr army during
the Weimar Republic. The “big plot behind it”, summarised von Borries
(2019), lies in the question of “how does each person decide and how
can a democracy perish? [...] why could it come to such a catastrophe?”
The “catastrophe”, in the context of contemporary history, is obviously
the takeover of the NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers’
Party, and its aftermaths in German and European history. Here, von
Borries probably was referring to the “theme” or “controlling idea”
(McKee 1997, 115), which is a central component of film dramaturgy
and especially storytelling in TV drama. What is the underlying, central
concept that unites various plotlines and episodes? The theme is also
always about relevance, since (according to screenwriting manuals) audi-
ences will discover meanings when they take the “controlling idea” and
follow its implications into every aspect of their lives (McKee 1997, 115).

The deeper, overarching theme, as accentuated by von Borries in his
self-praise for Babylon Berlin, is reminiscent of “double storytelling”.
Eva Novrup Redvall (2013, 68) identifies this concept as a basic prin-
ciple of the series productions from the Danish public broadcaster DR:
“series not only containing ‘a good story’ but also a story with ethical
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or social connotations” are a must there. Several of the studied practi-
tioners argued along these lines and identified quality in content that had
multiple dimensions and was thus relevant.

At the same time, however, the practitioners also tended to reject
the specific sociopolitical intentions of a programme or, more gener-
ally, its underlying ideology—similar to what John Thornton Caldwell
(2008, 317) has said about the US film and television industry: “In
trade talk, screenplays and films are never ideological, television shows
are never racist or about race, and producer-creators never have a cultural
axe to grind”. Since Caldwell made this observation, certain issues—such
as #MeToo and attempts to increase diversity in production and repre-
sentation—have become more prominent in both public and industry
discourses. Germany’s TV workers are also influenced by these debates
(see e.g. Zarges 2020a). Still, the studied TV professionals frequently
distanced themselves from “political correctness” or at least stated that
they had finally put aside doubts as to whether one was “allowed” to
portray controversial issues.

Repeatedly, practitioners criticised German television fiction for having
an overly obvious political agenda or (from their point of view) a misun-
derstood relevance. The screenwriter Hackfort (in Hackfort, Konrad
and Kropf 2018), for example, faulted German broadcasters for often
only considering subjects to be relevant if clearly aiming at topics of
the moment. Thus, he also problematised the selection criteria of most
commissioners. Frank Jastfelder (2018a), from Sky Deutschland, high-
lighted the question of how obvious relevance arises. In distinction to
public-service television fiction, with its clear orientation towards social
relevance—such as the three-part miniseries Mitten in Dentschland: NSU
on right-wing violence—he emphasised the entertainment function of
Sky’s German series: “For us, entertainment is in the foreground”. He
had reservations about TV series concepts submitted with arguments
such as “this has to be told now”. According to Jastfelder, such views
correspond more to the work of public-service editors.

As Jastfelder’s interview indicates, the relevance debate has largely
revolved around public-service television fiction and “‘the serious’ in a
public service ethos” (Nelson 2007, 51). Several practitioners heavily
criticised public-service commissioners’ supposed focus on sociopolitical
relevance. For example, Bob Konrad (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf
2018), in an exchange with his two 4 Blocks co-writers, snarled about
ZDFneo dramas such as Lobbyistin/ Lobbyist (2017) and Tempel / Temple



170  F. KRAUR

(2016): “it’s so public service, it makes you want to puke”. From his
point of view, these ZDFneo productions deal with current social issues in
a too simplistic and overly clear manner, such as gentrification in Tempel
and corporate influence on politics in Lobbyistin.

At the same time, several television professionals demanded relevant
content and quality from ARD and ZDF in particular, since, according
to a recurring comment, they do not have the same financial pressures as
the advertising-financed commercial broadcasters and can thus risk more
unwieldy content. In many German public-service series, the practitioners
missed this relevance or located it instead in streaming or pay TV produc-
tions. Jessen (2019), who emphasised the “democratic mission” of public
broadcasters, praised Netflix and Amazon Prime Video for programmes
that she found “deeply essential, interesting” and that moved her forward
“as a human being”. The anthology series Black Mirror (Channel 4/
Netflix 2011-2019), for example, negotiates “a deep realisation” beyond
“pure suspense dramaturgy”, according to the former fiction head of HR:

What is morality? What is the human? What is worth fighting for? What
should survive? Et cetera. These are democratic, philosophical and human
questions that I don’t really find in any series on public television [...]
especially in Germany.

What is lost in Jessen’s applause for the transnational streaming
providers here is the fact that Netflix was not involved in the first two
seasons of Black Mirror and the original commissioner, Channel 4, is a
UK public broadcaster, albeit one that also operates commercially to a
great extent (Born 2003).

In the discussion of public-television fiction and its realism and rele-
vance, the producers kept coming back to television films.* The editor
Harald Steinwender from BR, for example, emphasised the “tradition
[...] of thematic films”, which when programmed as part of a “kind of
theme night”, made “discourse offerings to the television audience” (in
Simionescu and Steinwender 2018). ARD’s national channel Das Erste
(The First), in particular, likes to deal with “relevant” sociopolitical topics,
unfixed to a particular genre, in its weekly films during Wednesday prime-
time. Examples, among others, are Die Getricbenen / Mevkel: Anatomy of
a Crisis (ARD/RBB/NDR 2019), a political TV film about Chancellor
Angela Merkel and German refugee policy around the year 2015, and
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Okozid / Ecocide (ARD/RBB 2020), a near-future science-fiction court-
room drama in which Global South nations sue the Federal Republic
of Germany for the consequences of climate change. Talk shows and
documentaries in the subsequent linear broadcast, and even entire theme
weeks, often take up the sociopolitical issues of such single films.

The television film also emerged more comprehensively as a central
topos in the industry discourse on quality drama. Some practitioners saw
a higher quality in individual fiction productions and considered them to
usually be more relevant, or at least more daring and less formulaic, than
most German series. But other TV makers regarded the ongoing impor-
tance of the TV film (especially in public-service fiction) as a fundamental
structural problem of the German TV industry.

The Television Film as a Central Programme Trend

Greg M. Smith (2011, 113) has described series production as a constant
manoeuvring between the advantages and disadvantages of serial and
episodic structures. Accordingly, in their negotiation of the quality TV
drama, the analysed television-makers repeatedly dealt with both poles—
the series and the serial, episodic structure and ongoing dramatic conti-
nuity—and highlighted the TV film as a defining characteristic of German
television. The practitioners often described the high number of TV films
in comparison with other European nations (Fontaine and Pumares 2018,
2), and specifically public-service fiction ones, as a unique path of German
television. However, other local and temporal contexts also have a tradi-
tion and appreciation of the television film (e.g. Monnet-Cantagrel 2021,
119), such as the “Golden Age of Live TV” (Feuer 2007, 147) in the
US in the 1950s, which encompassed live “anthology” teleplays whose
status as prestige programmes came from their proximity to theatre, a
supposedly “higher” art form (Feuer 2007, 146-147; Feuer, Kerr and
Vahimagi 1984). In British television, too, the television film was long
considered more progressive in form and content than serial “long-form
drama” (Creeber 2004, 1).

Especially in the German-speaking market, the development away
from the TV film does not seem to have happened in the way that
Robin Nelson (1997, 31) describes—away from the “television play”
and towards the “flexi-narrative”, which mixes soap opera and procedural
structures, serial and series. In Germany, the television film continues to
form an important programme segment and thus shapes the work, as
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well as the argumentation, of many of the nation’s television creators.
Producer and writer Jorg Winger (2017), for example, emphasised in our
interview that the local TV fiction industry comes “from a television film
tradition”. According to him, this tradition is reflected in, among other
things, the relatively few prime-time slots for series. And with that state-
ment, the relevance of fixed, linear programme windows, as a historically
evolved structure of television that still holds great sway over the industry
and audiences, thus became visible once more.

The existing programme structures and flavours are, as outlined in
Sect. 4.3, shaped by, among other things, hybrids of television films
and series, the so-called Redbe. Some practitioners considered Tatort—
the best-known example of this kind of procedural with feature-length
episodes—to be not only the “bonfire of the nation” (Hess 2019),
around which a comparatively large and heterogeneous audience still
comes together on Sunday night (e.g. Zubayr and Gerhard 2019, 102-
103), but also an example of “German quality TV” (e.g. interview with
Leibfried 2016). The decisive factor for this assessment seemed to be not
so much the socially relevant and buzzy topics that Tatort deals with, as
has been pointed out several times (e.g. Hiffnauer, Scherer and Stockinger
2014a, 12), but rather its breaking away from formula and formatting and
its involvement of various creators. Thus, commissioning editor Johanna
Kraus (2018) explained about Tatort and the related Polizeiruf 110/
Police Call 110 (DFF/ARD/ORF 1971-): “We have very exciting writers
there. Different narrative styles are tried out. [...] you also have different,
very ambitious directors and also always a different look”. As Kraus, as
a commissioning editor, supervised several Polizeiruf 110 films about
Magdeburg’s chief detective, Doreen Brasch (Claudia Michelsen), and
now leads the fiction department at the ARD local broadcaster MDR,
her statement can be read as being influenced by self-interest and aimed
at self-promotion (see Caldwell 2008, 14). For the discourse on the
quality series and its comparison with the television film, it is particularly
interesting that Kraus identifies quality precisely in the variance between
episodes. The “always different look” results from Tatort’s and Polizeiruf
110’s division into minorly linked individual films and their respective
changing production teams.

The tendency towards single films is also evident in the “event” minis-
eries. The practitioners critically addressed the so-called Mebrteiler as
another traditional characteristic of German TV fiction when negotiating
the contents and forms of quality drama. As a rule, these miniseries
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consist of two or three 90-minute episodes—quasi-films—and they usually
air on linear television within a short time period and outside regular
broadcast slots, as an “event”. “With a very big emphasis on event [like
for| Dresden, Der Tunnel”, noted writer Hanno Hackfort (in Hackfort
Konrad and Kropf 2018) with an ironic undertone, thus connecting the
German miniseries to its more recent guise as “historical ‘event televi-
sion”” (Cooke 2016). Such “event” dramas are (as already discussed in
chapter 6) strongly influenced by the production company UFA Fiction
and deal with topics of twentieth-century German history through indi-
vidual, mostly female heroes. Their narratives include the aforementioned
bombing of Dresden during the Second World War ( Dresden, ZDF 2006)
and the division of and escape attempts from the GDR in Der Tunnel/
The Tunnel (Sat.1 2001). The stumbling block for Hackfort and his co-
writers Konrad and Kropf was not so much the popular, formulaic or
even revisionist form that this portrayal of German history, and especially
National Socialism, takes (which many critics consider inappropriate).
Rather, their issue was with the density of the plot, which they linked
to the tendency towards television films. In connection with character
construction, we have already reviewed their criticism that local television
fiction is solely plot-driven. At an industry workshop, the three writers
described it even more clearly as a structural problem in script develop-
ment that the prevalence of the two or three 90-minute episode structure
limits the possibilities of serial drama.

Particularly in public-television fiction, the tendency towards the
Mebhrteiler and the associated convergence with the television film
continues.” In terms of distribution and reviews, these two- or three-
parters are often considered to be films rather than series. The practice
of broadcasting miniseries in double episodes, and thus adapting them to
the television film and the Mebrteiler format, is common; for example,
the postwar spy drama Bonn—Alte Freunde, neuwe Feinde / Sleeping Doy
(ARD/WDR 2023) was broadcast this way. When it comes to transna-
tional or online-based releases, however, some German miniseries, such
as Kudamm 56, have been split into shorter series episodes. Martina
Zollner (2018) remarked that the 90-minute two- or three-parter has “a
different flow” and that the dramaturgy must take into account the corre-
sponding distribution. While for Zollner combining the television film
and more serial distribution and narration is possible (albeit not without
its challenges), Edward Berger (2018), the director of several Dentschiand
83 episodes (RTL2015) and the Netflix film Im Westen nichts Neues/ All
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Quiet on the Western Front (2022), emphasised the difficulty of achieving
such a “hybrid form”.

In the interviews, Berger emerged as a particularly vehement critic of
the programming favouritism for television films. In his view, the tele-
vision film—including the aforementioned borderline cases—is boring,
antiquated and, compared to serials with more plot time and often
stronger multi-perspectivity, superficial. The television film, he judged, is a
German particularity that makes it difficult to connect with other, transna-
tional markets. He chastised the Rezbe film-series hybrid in particular for
being “expressions of total standstill and conservatism”. According to
Berger, the television film focus has also negatively impacted the German
TV series: the local industry “missed the boat” for years in promoting
series and instead relied on the “outdated 90-minute TV movie format”.

In the quality series discourse, practitioners variously hoped for, feared
or at least noted the decline of the television film. Annette Hess (2019)
casually described the television film as a “dying genre” that is considered
“unsexy” in the industry: “Almost everyone wants to make series, series
are being looked at”. This reputation of the serial, as expressed by Hess,
probably stems from the public and media perception that series in partic-
ular are contemporary, innovative and of high quality. Of course, the fact
that series are “looked at” can also mean that they have a stronger or more
lasting presence with the audience, as Winger (2017) assessed. He consid-
ered series to be the more clever economic strategy as compared to the
single TV film, partly because of viewers’ commitment to a specific plat-
form or broadcaster over a longer period of time. Berger (2018) similarly
criticised the television film’s short-lived nature, in part due to its frequent
“up-to-the-minuteness” on sociopolitical issues, by which he was prob-
ably alluding to the public-service “theme film”. “They actually produce
[TV films] for the dustbin”, he remarked.

Commissioning editors at public broadcasters, on the other hand,
repeatedly upheld the quality and importance of television films. “Why
does one actually despise the tradition of the television film, which the
Americans do not have at all? [...] Series is not synonymous with good”,
argued Gebhard Henke (2018). The fact that individual films have always
played an important role in US television history and are also commis-
sioned and purchased by current streaming providers of US origin was
somewhat lost in this comparison with the US.
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Several public-service editors also described their own work as being
strongly influenced by television films. In the project Mitten in Dentsch-
land: NSU , following the crimes of the National Socialist Underground
from different perspectives, the goal, according to its supervising editors,
was to combine the television film and the serial. Steinwender (in
Simionescu and Steinwender 2018) noted, however, that in the end
only limited horizontal connections occurred between the project’s three
films—due to a lack of time resources, their highly individual narra-
tives and protagonists, and their respective lead creatives and their teams.
Certain production conditions, as the next chapter looks more closely
at, seem to have made serial storytelling across Mitten in Deutschland:
NSU’s different episodes very difficult.

When it comes to comparing series against TV film-series hybrids as
well as the traditional single TV film in German TV fiction, Berger’s
sweeping “dustbin” critique can be counter-argued with the clear fact
that several quality series projects from Germany have been short-lived
and not very visible. Examples include Die Stadt und die Macht, which
was taken into account in the interview sample and was often rated as a
flop, as well as the German-Austrian crime biopic Freud (Netflix/ORF
2020), dismissed by many TV critics (e.g. Jungen 2020).

In their discussion of German television fiction, the practitioners
repeatedly negotiated corresponding attempts in the local industry to
produce and distribute “other”, qualitatively more valuable, more pres-
tigious series.

7.2  QUALITY DRAMA SERIES FROM GERMANY
The Recent Sevies Boom

In view of the numerous television productions in the quality or high-
end arena and the diversification of potential commissioners (described in
Sect. 4.1), many television professionals professed a “gold rush time” (von
Borries 2019) or “Griinderzeit of German television drama” (Zollner
2018). This diagnosis is reminiscent of talk of the “golden” television
era in other local and temporal contexts (see e.g. Agger 2020), such as
US teleplays in the 1950s, and is certainly due to the timing of most of
the interviews: they largely took place before the economic and energy
crises in the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the aftermaths
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of the Covid-19 pandemic. In their (still) positive sentiments, the practi-
tioners repeatedly identified German quality drama in recent productions
departing from the well-trodden paths of the nation’s television fiction.
In some cases, such associations overlapped with self-promotion and
self-marketing, as when industry representatives saw innovation and
quality specifically in their own work. This known tendency towards
self-promotion (e.g. Redvall 2013, 193) characterised the lectures and
discussions at the attended industry workshops. Both the speakers and
the industry participants in the audience sought to “sell” themselves and
the institutions they represented as positively as possible and to establish
networks.

Screenwriter Annette Hess’s (2019) survey of contemporary TV
dramas went further than the sweeping enthusiasm for the “German series
boom”, reminiscent of marketing materials, when she continually identi-
fied textual deficits and questioned the myth of “higher” quality from
the new, internet-based providers. According to her, in view of streaming
services” online distribution and “the new viewing habits” of consumers,
pilot episodes in particular must “grab [and] be exciting”. However, from
Hess’s standpoint, the focus on “audience appeal” often promotes sensa-
tional stories and is not necessarily conducive to quality. In connection
with current platforms and their serial distribution, she also addressed
the high quantity of series “cranked out” by streaming services. You
Are Wanted (Amazon Prime Video 2017-2018), which critics largely
disregarded (e.g. Sander 2018), offers a comparatively early example. Its
commissioner, Amazon Prime Video, is said to have pushed hard for quick
completion in order to release its first German drama original before its
competitor Netflix. The increased activities of Netflix and Amazon Prime
Video spurred other critical voices in the industry, at least behind closed
doors, regarding their German series productions. Even more, as they
have cancelled several series and even stopped production in advance,
new commissioners have increasingly come to be seen as unreliable or
risky partners (see e.g. Liickerath 2022). The impression of a “boom”
and the enthusiasm for the new US-based streaming services thus has
become somewhat dampened.

In the practitioners’ debates on current German quality series, “pro-
totypes” crystallised, similar to in the underlying, US-centred discussions
in the newspaper feature pages and in academia. Again and again, the
interviewed and observed TV professionals referred especially to Bad
Banks, Babylon Berlin and 4 Blocks. 1 partly brought these series into
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the interviews myself—explicitly naming them as examples or by selecting
interview partners related to them. Beyond these obvious examples of
quality dramas, the practitioners spoke of more marginal ones, in the
independent and newcomer area, in the local programmes of the ARD
network (the so-called third channels, run by ARD’s difterent local broad-
casters) or outside the established broadcast slots and their economic
resources. Claudia Simionescu, the head of TV films at BR, for example,
cited the local dramedy Hindafing (ARD/BR/Arte 2017-2019) as
a “small project by university students” (Rafael Parente, Boris Kunz
and others from HFF Miinchen, the University of Television and Film
Munich) and emphasised regionality’s influence at the level of content:
“very Bavarian [...], very Heimat” and cast with “Bavarian folk actors”
(in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018).

Just as Simionescu rated Hindafing as “of great prestigiousness” (for
the commissioner BR, represented by her), the other practitioners often
evaluated individual examples and potential manifestations of the quality
TV drama in Germany. However, many industry representatives seemed
to shy away from overt criticism in the interviews. This was indicated by
the fact that, when partaking in unofficial conversations (which I over-
heard or conducted at industry workshops), some practitioners distanced
themselves much more strongly from specific German series and their
commissioners than they did in the recorded interviews. However, more
diplomatic and cautious expression may not be necessarily or solely due to
my presence; rather, it may also reflect the way many practitioners work:
editors and producers in particular often must leave their own taste out of
the equation and judge in an argumentatively well-founded and differenti-
ated way. Such an analytical approach was hinted at in Claudia Simionescu
and Harald Steinwender’s (2018) examination of Charité. According to
Steinwender, the fact that this period medical drama, and especially its
first season, was very successful in prime-time is partly due to the fact
that it is a “family series in historical garb” that “pushes buttons”. “There
you can already see what works, what is made for the German market”,
Simionescu added. The “pushed buttons” include, among other things,
melodramatic elements and the central characters of the three seasons
so far. Set in different historical eras, each focuses on young, intelligent
and attractive women with, firstly, medical ambitions in a male-dominated
professional field and, secondly, challenges in their family and love life.®

Compared to Charité, many ambitious serials from Germany, with
storylines across several episodes or seasons, have not been very
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successful—at least if one uses the conventional criterion of quantitative
audience ratings as a yardstick. In the discussion of individual quality
dramas from Germany, the practitioners also repeatedly dealt with such
“failure studies” (Redvall 2013, 194).

Failures and Unfulfilled Expectations

In considering “failed” quality TV projects from Germany, television
professionals moved towards the “failure studies” that Redvall (2013,
194) argues warrant close attention. After all, industry representatives
generally prefer to talk about their stories of success. Hanno Hackfort
(in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018) deviated from this rule when
he emphasised the unavoidability and potential productivity of failure:
“Innovation inevitably involves failure. If everything is a success, then
something is wrong”. However, the failure that came up in the prac-
titioners” debates was often only that of others. While Hess (2019),
for example, attested to writing “really for the viewer”, she considered
Im Angesicht des Verbrechens to be “told from an artistic ivory tower”.
In 2010, the audience figures for this ambitious ten-part crime drama
about the “Russian mafia” in Berlin fell short of expectations when it was
broadcast on Das Erste (e.g. Keil 2010).

Practitioners repeatedly attributed the supposed failure of German
quality series projects to distribution: certain broadcast slots and patterns
or the channel and its programming environment were considered the
cause of disappointing audience figures. Jorg Winger (2017), for example,
argued with regard to the historical series Deutschland 83, which he
produced and co-wrote and which ran in weekly double episodes on RTL
in 2015 with disappointing ratings: “The viewers who like our series did
not find their way to RTL”. As with Deutschiand 83, the weekly broad-
cast of miniseries in double episodes was frequently criticised, but so was
the “event programming” model (within a few days of each other). In
some cases, TV producers classified linear broadcasting as a fundamentally
wrong distribution strategy for serials with ongoing dramatic continuity.

But, above all, the TV professionals saw the deficits of German quality
TV drama in the narrative style and structure. Liane Jessen (2019),
for example, attributed “major problems” in terms of dramaturgy to
Babylon Berlin—a central prestige project of ARD, of which she was
a leading member as fiction head of HR. Scritpwriter Martin Behnke
(2018) described the action thriller You Are Wanted—which, as the first
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German Amazon production, can certainly be considered a quality TV
project—as “narratively quite harebrained”. He felt he was seeing “set
pieces from different series” whose interplay did not work.

Practitioners not only pled for narrative coherence but also argued
that copying the US models was not enough. Achim von Borries (2019)
insisted that the gangster drama 4 Blocks (whose third and final season was
still pending at the time of the interview) needed to break further away
from the “American models” and become “more specific”. A conspic-
uous approximation or adaptation of US precedents with a lower budget
may quickly appear embarrassing. Heavy borrowing from Breaking Bad
(AMC 2008-2013) in the ZDF miniseries Morgen hiv ich auf / Tomorrow
I Quit (ZDF 2016) and a direct comparison between the two by Norbert
Himmler (then ZDF programme director), for example, led to ridicule in
reviews (e.g. Freitag 2016).

Only rarely did the television-makers address sociopolitical or ideolog-
ical aspects such as gender representations in their discussion of textual
characteristics and deficits. Hess (2019) was an exception when she
attributed to herself a “special feminist view” and evaluated ambitious
German series from this perspective.

Gender Representations

With regard to gender representations, Hess (2019) classified many
attempts at quality TV from Germany as lopsided and ultimately “chau-
vinistic”: “Always crime series set in the milieu”, she said, referring to
4 Blocks, which has a decided preponderance of male protagonists. She
also found Babylon Berlin to be narrated from “a male point of view”.
She suggested that its central protagonist, Charlotte Ritter, always caters
to the male leads of the show—particularly the central character Gereon
Rath. Hess’s criticism that sex workers are being portrayed the same as
they have been “since the’70s,’80s” also seems to be aimed at Babylon
Berlin, where Charlotte, a typist and later criminal assistant, occasionally,
secretly and without traumatic burden engages in prostitution. Thus one
possible reading of the series is that it perpetuates the trivialisation or
mystification of female sex work.

Hess’s critique of gender representations sometimes veered towards
Laura Mulvey’s (1975) concept of the “male gaze”, which posits that
female characters in Hollywood cinema of the studio era were mostly
objectified and rarely active protagonists. According to Hess (2019), a key
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factor is that men represent the majority of screenwriters and, even more
so, directors, because “men look differently at it”. In view of construc-
tivist gender theories (e.g. West and Zimmerman 1987) and their transfer
to film and television analyses, corresponding assumptions of a dichoto-
mous “male” and “female” gaze on the production side and a direct
connection with representation are questionable. In the specific field of
German quality TV approaches, moreover, tricky and stereotypical gender
representations also emerge in drama productions where women have
lead roles. For example, many reviewers criticised a backward, crude or
even contemptuous portrayal of women in the six-part ZDFneo drama
Parfum / Perfume (ZDFneo/Netflix 2018-), written by Eva Kranenburg
(e.g. Steinhart 2018). The period miniseries Ku’damm 56, written by
Hess, also met with “feminist criticism” for a rape scene that some voices
(e.g. Rieger 2017) regarded as downplaying sexual assault and highly
problematic in its framing. Namely, the show’s central character, Monika
Schollack, falls in love with her rapist. The staging of the rape merely
serves the purpose of positioning the male protagonist as multifaceted
through an ambivalent portrayal, argue Freya Herrmann and Vera Klocke
(2020, 65). Following this interpretation, the striving for ambivalent char-
acters—known to be an important ingredient of quality TV drama—Ied
to problematic representations from a feminist point of view.

However one might assess the gender representations in Ku’damm 56
(and in its two sequels, Ku’damm 59 and 63) as well as Hess’s assump-
tion of one clear “male gaze”, it remains that Hess’s feminist perspective
on the German quality drama is fruitful. That is, from this angle, feminist
evaluation criteria and the entrenched gender hierarchy of the German
TV and film industry become visible. Women are still underrepresented
in many creative guilds as well as in the project networks and screen
idea work groups of individual productions. Skadi Loist and Elizabeth
Prommer (2019, 99) point out that male directors dominate high-budget
productions in particular in Germany’s film industry. In the cost-intensive
segment of quality or high-end drama, too, the preponderance of (white,
cis, hetero) male directors and head writers is par for the course. Hess
(2019) offered her own count of Netflix’s German projects that had been
announced at the time of the interview: “eight series, and of the 30
creators, five women”. In 2022, the Serienstudie (Series Study) commis-
sioned by Hess and her colleague Kristin Derfler (on German series from
between 2017 and 2021 with an episode length of 40 minutes or more)
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cemented the finding that women are significantly underrepresented “in
all screenplay areas analysed” (Stieve 2022, 34, my translation).

The share of women in directing and screenwriting roles depends on
the genre, as Loist and Prommer (2019, 105) show in their analysis of
film festivals and Alia Perren and Thomas Schatz (2015, 91) reflect in
their theorisation of the writer-producer: “when members of historically
marginalised groups rise to positions of power [i.e. the showrunner], they
frequently find themselves pigeonholed by genre and less recognised by
critics”. According to Hess (2019), screenwriters in German TV fiction
who come from the traditionally marginalised group of women are often
only allowed to be responsible for less prestigious stories and genres,
which in turn are evaluated more negatively in reviews. As she pointed
out, the “Sunday women’s film”—that is, the TV films and film-series
hybrids broadcast on ZDF Sunday prime-time under the label Herzkino
(heart cinema)—are considered clichéd, “light” and “romantic pablum”,
whereas the crime thriller often ranks as “artistically high quality”. But,
she explained, the “same pattern” can be discerned again and again in
German crime shows, too: “Some crazy cop [...] who is not allowed to
see his child. Always finds bags with coke, bags with weapons”.

As mentioned, numerous quality TV projects from Germany are
anchored in the crime genre. Several of these dramas, such as Dogs of
Berlin (Netflix 2018) and 4 Blocks, also have an almost entirely male
arsenal of characters. However, Hess’s argument—regarding a valued
“male” crime thriller versus a disregarded “female” romantic drama—
must be countered by the fact that the German television crime thriller’s
omnipresence has been repeatedly criticised in the industry and media
(e.g. Herzog 2012). Despite its exaggeration, Hess’s argument is again
productive at this point, as it hints at the contexts within which quality
judgements are determined, as Charlotte Brunsdon has emphasised:
“Quality for whom?, Judgement by whom?, On whose behalf” (1990,
73).7 Just as the attribution of typically “feminine” or “masculine” char-
acteristics is potentially a judgemental and hierarchising process (see e.g.
Krauf} 2007, 145), quality judgements (to which discussion of quality TV
inevitably leads) and gender can be related (see e.g. Weissmann 2015).
This corresponding relation also came to the fore when practitioners
complained about increasingly “light” and “sweet” TV drama in recent
German television history (see KrauBl 2021a). When dealing with the
current content and forms of German television fiction, this topic was just
one of many instances where the creators returned to television’s past.
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7.3  HisTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON GERMAN TV DrAMA
QOuality Dvama in Television History

When considering (West) Germany’s television past, the industry
discourse on quality TV drama once again bore “glocal” features: transna-
tional references were joined by national and local ones.® First, several
practitioners cited past television productions to counter the impression
that German-language television fiction has a quality deficit and, beyond
the daily and weekly soap, no ongoing serial storytelling. “Television has
always made serials [...], the know-how has been there”, argued Claudia
Simionescu (in Simionescu and Steinwender 2018) from BR, referring to
Im Angesicht des Verbrechens from 2010 and KDD—Kriminaldanerdi-
enst from 2007-2010, among other examples. The interviewees especially
highlighted these two crime serials, which thus took on the status of
“prototypes”. Less frequently, they also referred to the now largely
forgotten Sat.1 thriller Blackout—Die Evinneruny ist todlich / Blackout—
Remembering Is Lethal (Sat.1 2006) and the experimental midlife-crisis
drama Zeit der Helden/Time of Heroes (ARD/SWR/Arte 2013). All
the cited examples are not yet quite historical, but they do come from
a very different television landscape than today’s—one with fewer chan-
nels and commissioners where linear distribution clearly reigned supreme.
The practitioners addressed stylistic and narrative devices in these series
that were unusual, at least in the context of past German television
fiction, such as the handheld camera work in KDD and (once again)
serial storylines across series in lieu of episodic “monster of the week”
dramaturgy.

The long-standing structure of linear scheduling means that program-
ming is closely interwoven with television’s past. Johanna Kraus (2018)
highlighted the GDR family epic Weissensee, which began in 2010 and
ran until 2019, as a show with serial storylines that aired on Das Erste’s
linear programme in the Tuesday prime-time slot. Usually, this weekly
slot—which begins at 8:15 p.m., immediately following the national news
Die Tagesschan—teatures one-case-per-episode shows, such as the crime
comedy Mord wmit Aussicht / Muvder with a View (ARD/WDR 2008-)
or the family drama Tierdrztin Dr. Mertens / Zoo Doctor: My Mom the
Vet (ARD/MDR 2006-), set in a zoo. Gebhard Henke (2018) dealt
specifically with the programming of Im Angesicht des Verbrechens on the
national public broadcaster Das Erste in the autumn of 2010. Due to
“the relatively poor ratings”, Henke explained, Volker Herres, Das Erste’s
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programme director at the time, decided to append the last episode to the
previous two episodes, which started on a Friday at 10 p.m. According
to Henke’s account, the 10 p.m. broadcast slot was decided “in complete
agreement” with the series’ director, Dominik Graf, and could not have
aired earlier due to its 16+ rating. Still, according to Henke’s retrospec-
tive summary, this programming change was portrayed as “wrong and
uncharitable” in the German media (see e.g. Keil 2010).

The practitioners also problematised the broadcast slots and rhythms of
TV imports from the US. According to their account, well-known quality
TV productions such as Breaking Bad and The Sopranos (HBO 1999-
2007) were shown only on niche channels or at late, unattractive times,
if at all, and thus reached very few viewers. Commissioning editors from
public broadcasters also complained about the disappearance of foreign
dramas from ARD’s and ZDF’s daytime and prime-time programmes over
the years. This absence, they argued, may have made the linear broadcast
of more recent quality dramas from the US and other countries more
difficult.

Whether as an import or a German-commissioned production, serials
with ongoing dramatic continuity seem to have had a hard time in the
country’s mainstream television landscape in the recent past and so have
been rather scarce. Cross-episode storytelling was more common, and
potentially easier to realise, in the 1970s and 1980s than it was in the
2000s and 2010s. At least that is what several practitioners suggested
when they located quality dramas in the distant television past of the
1970s and 1980s, including Acht Stunden sind kein Tng/Eight Hours
Don’t Make a Day (ARD/WDRI1972), Rote Erde/Red Earth (ARD/
WDR 1983), Heimat—Eine dewtsche Chronik / Heimat: A German
Chronicle (ARD /WDR /SEB 1984).° Monaco Franze—Der ewige Stenz /
Monaco Franze—Eternal Dandy (ARD/BR 1981-1983) and the now
less well-known family period drama Lowengrube/ Lion’s Den (ARD/BR
1989-1992). For Jorg Winger (2017), Heimat—which was also strongly
perceived in other Western countries at the time—offered a point of
comparison for the transnational success of the miniseries Deutschland 83,
for which he was jointly responsible: Deutschiand 83 is “the only German
programme” that has “broken through in recent, long years, perhaps since
Heimat”.

With Das Boot/The Boat (ARD/WDR 1981 /1985), the practitioners
identified a past work that has been continued as a series co-production
under the same title (i.e. as a transnationally known “brand” [Jastfelder
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2018a]) and that features “cross-stories between cinema and television”
(Hackfort in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018). Giinter Rohrbach—
who, as managing director of Bavaria Film, was jointly responsible for the
major project Das Boot and was head of WDR’s television drama depart-
ment from 1965 to 1979—coined the term “amphibious film” (2009,
first 1977, 170) for such productions. When it comes to amphibious
films, exploitation in the cinema and on television is planned from the
very beginning.!® Overlaps with cinema can also be seen in the fact that
many “classic series” from Germany were conceived as “multi-part films”
(see Hickethier 1998, 451).

Some of today’s TV practitioners also thought of these earlier TV
series as films to some extent, identifying them primarily as works by
well-known (male) film directors such as Rainer Werner Fassbinder and
Helmut Dietl. Basically, they classified the public-service fiction of the
1970s and 1980s as bolder, more sociopolitically relevant or less formu-
laic. In contrast to this, they identified a paradigm shift towards mass
compatibility and narrowing genre conventions beginning in the 1990s.
In looking at these developments in the history of German television, the
television-makers also sought to explain the present landscape.

“Havrmonisation” and Formulas: Developments in Public-Sevvice
Drama

Problematic or lopsided developments, so the practitioners argued, have
decisively shaped today’s television fiction and its textual characteristics.
The editor Bernhard Gleim (2016) attested that, in particular, ARD’s and
ZDPF’s series productions for a long time served only the viewers” “need
for harmonisation”. Henke (2018) diagnosed a shift towards “lightly
entertaining formats” in the 1980s and 1990s and attributed this to US
imports—that is to say, to not only local but also external and transna-
tional influences. Due to the hit soaps Dallas (US 1978-1991, CBS) and
Dynasty (1981-1989, ABC), but also the ratings-boosting TV premiere
of the film Pretty Woman (1989) on Das Erste, “the sophisticated televi-
sion play [ Fernsehspiel] and also the sophisticated series came under the
wheels”.

In retrospect, the scriptwriters Hanno Hackfort, Bob Konrad and
Richard Kropf (2018) also identified a loss of quality and described the
establishment of commercial, advertising-financed television in the 1980s
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as a decisive caesura. Then came an “unspeakable urge” from the public-
service broadcasters to not give the private competitors any ground by
lowering themselves to their level, Hackfort pointed out. The criticism of
the competition between public and private broadcasters and their shared
“downward shift in quality” (Kammann, Jurkuhn and Wolf 2007, 17, my
translation) is well-known. It is explored, for example, in Es werde Stadt!/
It Will Be o City! (WDR et al. 2013-2014), a critical documentary on
German TV drama on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the presti-
gious Grimme Award. In their off-camera commentary, directors Martin
Farkas and Dominik Graf state:

More precisely, the reaction of the public-service broadcasters from the
end of the 1990s onwards to the attack of the private broadcasters seemed
like a belated total turnaround: away from all educational mandates and
far away from all cultural pioneering functions. So exaggerated that one
suspects a neurosis and wants to ask: What’s wrong with you? What is
hurting you so much? (2014, my translation)

Graf and Farkas provide a larger context to this identified loss of
quality and significance when they accuse political forces of deliberately
undermining the public-service system “because it was too insubordinate
for them”. They accuse the public broadcasters themselves of operating
commercially and distorting the market with profit-oriented production
and distribution subsidiaries. However, the resonating notion of “system
purity” (Kammann, Jurkuhn and Wolf 2007, 69, my translation) can
hardly be sustained in either the current or the past media environment.
Lutz Hachmeister (1994, 53) had already stated in 1994, ten years after
the introduction of commercial television in Germany, that convergence
is simply inevitable where two television systems refer to the same audi-
ences and partly to the same economic reference groups, even if those
systems are organised differently.

When taking a historical view, Gleim (2016) noted less an alignment
of the public broadcasters with their advertising-financed competition
than a contrary and reactionary target-group orientation. Glinter Struve,
programme director of Das Erste from 1992 to 2008, deliberately coun-
teracted “the 14- to 49-year-old target group by looking at the actual
demographics [...] through the Degeto films on Friday, the famous
Neubauer melodramas”. These TV films, Gleim argued during our inter-
view, shaped German series in a certain way: “You can see that very
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concretely in the Tuesday slot. [...] The central pattern of this Tuesday
series is that a middle-aged woman loses her husband and then has
another new existence”. Gleim’s statement contains various references
to the more recent television past: to the long-standing core target
group of advertising-financed commercial television—14- to 49-year-
olds—which is countered by an ageing German population, and to
broadcast slots, including Tuesday night, which to this day remains Das
Erste’s only regular prime-time slot for 45-minute series. In addition,
Gleim addressed Degeto television films. Largely associated with the actor
Christine Neubauer and melodrama, the ARD subsidiary Degeto was
considered a “schmaltz factory” by newspaper critics in the 2000s and
2010s (e.g. Bergmann 2012). Degeto also came under criticism because
its budget was overdrawn for several years, resulting in an oversupply of
programming (Zarges 2014).

The SiifSstoffdebatte (sweetener debate) around 2001 (see e.g. Volker
2009, 11) involved distinctly negative talk around a Degetoisierunyg
(Degeto-isation) of public television (Bergmann 2012) and, with atten-
tion to ZDF’s Sunday-night romance films, of a Pilcherisieruny (Pilcher-
isation; Kammann et al. 2007, 100). ZDF’s Sunday schedule became
particularly well-known for TV versions of Rosamunde Pilcher’s romance
novels (the first adaptation was Rosamunde Pilcher: Stiirmische Begey-
nung / Rosaomunde Pilcher: The Day of the Storm, ZDF/ORF 1993).
In television criticism and in the industry, a so-called optimisation paper
attracted specific criticism. The former ARD television film coordinator
Jirgen Kellermeier drafted this paper in 2000, and today it is no longer
accessible (Heinz 2012, 299). According to the guidelines formulated
there, a television film must, among other things, be “cheerfully comi-
cally emotional” (quoted in Heinz 2012, 299, my translation) and have a
narrative that is “uncomplicated, simple, clear, and in no way confusing”
(quoted in Bergmann 2012, my translation). In addition, the television
film should be set in an “attractive, at least interesting, not repulsive”
milieu (quoted in Bergmann 2012, my translation) and should not mix
genres (Heinz 2012, 299-301).

In Gleim’s talk of “Neubauer melodramas” ( Neubauner Schinken), a
clear coldness can be felt towards such manifestations of German tele-
vision fiction. Here, as in the entire S#fstoffdebatte, the aforementioned
tendency to devalue content and genres with “feminine” connotations is
also apparent. More specifically, Gleim referred to the historically evolved
tone of Das Erste’s Tuesday prime-time programme as being shaped by
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productions such as Um Himmels Willen/For Heaven’s Sake (ARD/
MDR 2002-2021), a light comedy procedural about a group of nuns,
and the weekly medical drama In aller Freundschaft/In All Friendship
(ARD/MDR 1998-), which is broadcast in the slot immediately after-
wards. Following Gleim, these series show “connections to the German
Heimatfilm” (a film genre highly popular in the late 1940s to the early
1960s, frequently accused of kitsch, that had a long-standing presence on
German television) and primarily appeal to an older audience.

The “50-plus age group” (Gafiner 2006, 16, my translation)—which
is decisive in Germany’s overall demographics and which, according to
quantitative viewer data, spends significantly more time watching (linear)
television (e.g. Engel 2016)—became the focus of public-service series
fiction in the course of German television history. Advertising-financed
private television is generally aimed at a younger target group, which
is considered more flexible in its purchasing decisions and is thus of
particular interest to advertisers.

US- and Mainstream-Centricity: Germany’s Commercial Broadcasters

In general, commercial broadcasters frame their audience in a way funda-
mentally different than their public-service counterparts do. They see
viewers primarily from an economic perspective—as receivers of adver-
tisers’ paid-for messages, and not so much as citizens of a society to be
connected (Ang 1991, 53). More recently in the world of Germany’s
commercial broadcasters, however, crucial shifts have occurred, because,
among other things, viewers can now choose between a larger number
of programmes and platforms and also watch formerly linear-only tele-
vision programmes online. The “techniques of quantification”—which,
according to Andreas Reckwitz (2018, 174; see also 2020, 158), play
an important role especially for “singular goods” in the “society of
singularities” and form an economic foundation for advertising-financed
television—have become differentiated and refined in this context. The
development producer Gunther Eschke (2015) critically noted, with
regard to target-group orientations and programme developments at
commercial broadcasters in Germany, that for too long the aim has been
at a big “mainstream”, thus resulting in a very conservative approach.
And, at some point, this approach to programmes and audiences stopped
working. Audience maximisation also characterised US networks until the
1980s (e.g. Hoskins and Mirus 1988, 507). In 1988, Colin Hoskins and
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Rolf Mirus (1988, 505) still advised: “[I]t is not wise to broadcast mate-
rial that is so sophisticated that potential audiences switch to a different
broadcaster or seek alternative forms of entertainment”. The quality TV
drama, on the other hand, and as previously mentioned, is usually asso-
ciated with narrowcasting—aiming at a more specific target group. This
approach would become formative for the US television industry starting
in the 1990s (Parsons 2003). In the smaller German television market,
however, this target-group fragmentation was absent until recent years.
Therefore, as can be deduced from Eschke’s diagnosis, more specific
or “unwieldy” quality dramas for a long time faced difficulties within
Germany’s commercial channels.

With regard to more recent developments at Germany’s two big
private broadcasters, RTL and Sat.1, Eschke (2015) also problematised
the single-minded US-centrism from the 2000s onwards, as a result of
which the two broadcasters failed to develop new drama formats of
their own and to promote local talent. The immense ratings successes of
US procedurals such as Howuse, M.D. (Fox 2004-2012) and CSI: Crime
Scene Investigation (CBS 2000-2015) were decisive for this US-centrism.
German audiences’ previous tendency to generally prefer German series
(Windeler et al. 2001, 96) seemed to suddenly evaporate.

Roger Schawinski also refers to this development in Die TV-Falle (The
TV Trap), a retrospective on his time as managing director at Sat.1 from
2003 to 2000, a period he describes as a “CSI-isation of the television
world” (2008, 77) and a “huge tectonic shift in the tastes of the German
audience” (87):

German series were now generally rejected to a large extent, which soon
forced RTL to discontinue their new, most important and even their
multiple award-winning series by the dozen. (87-88, my translations)

In the course of these developments, a strategy emerged to emulate US
series and participate in this “CSI-isation” with German-commissioned
productions. In his interview, Joachim Kosack (2019) mentioned the
German crime series R. I. S.—Die Sprache der Toten / R. I. S.—The
Language of the Dead (Sat.1 2007-2008), which he produced, about
a team of forensic specialists. Like its Italian predecessor R.I.S.—Delitt:
imperfetti / R.I.S—Imperfect Crimes (Canale 5 2005-2009), it obviously
tried to build on the success of CSI. However, according to Kosack’s
retrospective diagnosis, the German R.L.S. show lacked a “German soul”.
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The idea of a “German soul” is more than difficult to apprehend in
view of the transnational dimensions of Germany’s television and media
industry, and especially its series production. On the other hand, the ques-
tion of local specifics played an important role in the industry discourse
again and again when it came to describing the “different quality”
of German drama series in a transnational media environment, export
opportunities and these series’ success on the domestic market.

Alongside the pushback against German series at the commercial
stations, countervailing tendencies emerged. Kosack (2019) cited, for
example, the Sat.1 successes Der letzte Bulle/The Last Cop (2010-2014),
about a policeman from the 1980s put into a modern police depart-
ment after emerging from a coma, and the legal dramedy Danni Lowinsks
(2010-2014), about a lawyer offering her services in a shopping mall.
In Kosack’s estimation, both shows, unlike R. I. S., had a “German
soul again”. But RTL and especially Sat.1—respectively operated by the
two opposing media groups RTL Group and ProSiebenSat.1 Media—still
repeatedly struggle to anchor German series as well as broadcast slots for
them. In 2020, for example, the industry magazine DWDL.de ascribed
to Sat.1’s newly launched comedy series Die Liusemutter/Lice Mother
(2020) and Think Big! (2020) “disaster ratings” (Krei 2020, my transla-
tion). In contrast to the lauded US drama, the German series may have
established a lacklustre image in the 2000s, as Kosack (in Eschke and
Bohne 2010, 8, my translation) pointed out in 2010: “German series
today are simply uncool for now”.

In combination with the developments described at ARD and
ZDF—towards light, entertaining content and conservatism in television
drama—the reluctance of commercial broadcasters from the mid-2000s
onwards ultimately meant that many German series were public-service
commissions and aimed at older viewer groups. According to several
practitioners, series also seem to have played only a subordinate role in
Germany’s television history, due to the aforementioned dominance of
the television film.

Germany’s Television Film Tradition

In terms of quality and value, the television film in Germany tradition-
ally ranked above the series. Several practitioners arrived at this assess-
ment—although it is certainly a contestable viewpoint, when considered
against the backdrop of the aforementioned quality series of yesteryear,
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such as Heimat and Fassbinder’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (ARD/WDR/
RAI 1980). Jorg Winger (2017) identified a certain “value pyramid in
Germany” in the past (which he did not specify more precisely): the
motion picture always had been “the supreme discipline”; next came the
television film, “at some distance and then nothing for a long time”, with
the series bringing up the rear. Rather than a valuable art form, the series
was considered a mere “commodity”.

The editor Gleim (2016) similarly identified a traditionally marginal
role for the series as compared to the TV film and saw the reasons for
this as being the “inability to integrate entertainment” into the concept
of culture. The “German culture” that the interviewee identified in this
context derives from making comparisons to its Anglo-American counter-
part; paraphrasing his former boss at Radio Bremen (one of ARD’s local
broadcasters), Gleim contrasted Goethe and Shakespeare:

If you want to know what German television is like, then you have to
look at what the two great classics from England and Germany look
like. Goethe is educational theatre and Shakespeare integrates elements of
popular theatre to a significant degree.

According to Gleim, the paltry reputation of the television series stems
from this tradition and was reflected in its former primary environment:
the pre-prime-time slot ( Vorabend), where, in contrast to other public-
service slots, ads were (and are) shown. Series in this context offered
advertisers “something like regularity”, Gleim suggested, but due to
its commercial background, this segment of public-service drama was
outsourced to a certain extent. Internally at the public-service ARD, the
pre-prime-time series had been described as a “hooker” who “goes out on
the street so that the brother can study”—the brother presumably being
the TV film shown at prime-time. In this saying, which seems to belong to
a certain time and in which gendered production cultures come to light, a
critique of the commercialisation of television emerges that, today, hardly
plays a role in discourses on German quality TV drama. Furthermore,
the low status of the series as compared to the television film (see also
Hickethier 1998, 356-57) once again resurfaced.

The practitioners also discussed the tendency towards television films
and German audiences’ special appreciation of them with regard to
production processes, especially vis-a-vis the important role of directing—
commonly associated with single films. The following chapter delves into
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how the television professionals focused on production, and in particular
script development, in their discourse on the quality TV drama. They
linked quality drama to certain screenwriting methods and negotiated
which production cultures might enable this kind of television.

—

10.

NOTES

. For their arguments on foreign quality TV dramas, see Sect. 2.3.
. The popular crime procedural Tatort consists of different parts and

episodes made by the various ARD members, which are shot and
produced in their local contexts.

. There are more than 20 teams and about 35 episodes of Tatort a

year. Therefore, a team might feature in only one or two episodes
a year.

. As explored in Sect. 4.3, television films emerged as a central,

ongoing trend in German TV fiction in the discussion on series
types and production.

. In addition to the trilogy Mitten in Deuntschiand: NSU, which

was a focus during the interview acquisition process, many other
miniseries with two or three 90-minute episodes were produced
during the sample period (since 2015). For example: Winnetou—
Der Mythos lebt / Winnetou—The Legend Lives (RTL 2016),
Honigfranen/Honey Women (ZDF2017), Gladbeck/54 Hours
(ARD/Degeto 2018), Preis der Freibeit/The Price of Freedom
(ZDF 2019), Club der singenden Metzger/The Master Butcher
(ARD/Degeto/SWR2019), Altes Land/Old Land (ZDF 2020),
and Alice (ARD et al. 2022).

. The fourth season of Charité (2024), still in production at the time

of writing, is set in the future in the year 2049.

. Chapter 2 deals in more detail with the contexts of judgements of

quality.

. For a more detailed discussion on the glocal features of the industry

discourse on quality TV drama, see chapter 6.

. Heimat had various, but now less popular, sequels, such as,

among others, the second season Die zweite Heimat—Chronik
einer Jugend / The Second Heimat—Chronicle of Youth (ARD et al.
1992).

Chapter 4 looks more closely at the current trend towards increas-
ingly fluid boundaries between film and television production.
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CHAPTER 8

Quality TV and Its Production Cultures:
Negotiations on Writing and Producing

Writers come together day after day for an extended period, develop serial
storylines and try to find original ideas of high quality through their
continuous interaction in the same physical room, while a few doors down
the first episodes are shot. Such a scenario is still a great exception in the
German television industry. Much more frequently, writers in Germany
work on their own, clearly separated from production, and come together
only for a few meetings, if at all. Along with addressing issues of individual
and collaborative work and the connection between screenwriting and
production, the interviewed and observed practitioners described nego-
tiating agency in both project networks and screen idea work groups.
They often argued for shifts in power and changed modes of produc-
tion, linking these to questions of content and aesthetic quality. The
following chapter analyses how the practitioners dealt with production
cultures within the discourse on German quality drama.

The particular focus of this chapter is screenwriting. This emphasis
finds its roots, first of all, in my interview study, which revolved around
television professionals involved in the screenwriting work of individual
quality TV dramas, and it also stems from a similar focus found at the
attended industry workshops. Furthermore, it is a decisive and well-
known argument among TV practitioners that this phase of television
drama production is crucial for quality and that the German industry
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has deficits in this area, especially compared to other production coun-
tries. Finally, in the feature pages and review sections of German-language
newspapers in the 2010s, a similar assessment and special attention to
script work featured heavily in the debates on quality TV drama (e.g.
Staun and Caro 2017), and likewise in the halls of academia (e.g. Jensen
2017).

We will look in more detail at how practitioners of that era as well
as those working today have engaged with the production cultures of
script development and, in the process, with the work of screenwriters.
This professional group traditionally has been considered secondary to
directors within the context of European film and television production
(Szczepanik 2013; Kasten 1994 ) and appears marginalised in the accounts
of many TV professionals. However, with more recent approaches to
the showrunner—the lead “writer/executive producer who create[s] the
series and who oversees the writing staff” (Del Valle 2008, 403)—we can
see signs of a shift in favour of the writer, including in the German tele-
vision industry. The models of the “project network” and the “screen
idea work group”, which were introduced in Chapter 3, represent the
central basis for investigating such questions of agency and the inter-
action of writers with other trades, above all producers, directors and
commissioning editors.

The interviewed and observed practitioners repeatedly argued that the
efficiency of the screenwriting process differs considerably from project
to project. As outlined in Chapter 3 and discussed by various practi-
tioners, project networks are at the same time interconnected; after all,
actors are often selected on the basis of previous collaborations and
the resulting relationships they make. Cross-project production cultures
also emerge among series types and genres and the production areas
linked to them.! The practitioners emphasised the differences between
production described as “day-to-day business” (interview with Hess
2019) and production considered quality or high-end. According to the
writer Annette Hess (2019), whereas in the former segment, with its
“short-cycle processes”, everyone has a fixed place, in the quality drama
arena—our focus here—the composition of project networks and screen
idea work groups is more difficult, individual and flexible.

In addition to the “magic triangle”, as Jantje Friese (2019), co-creator
of the Netflix drama Dark (2017-2020), called the cooperating parties
of writer, producer and director, other collaborators can play a role in
the screen idea work group, such as prominent and influential actors
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who pursue a “certain agenda” (interview with Behnke 2018). Commis-
sioning editors in particular are relevant precisely because they act as
gatekeepers to the broadcasters and streaming platforms and have “a
certain mandate and specific managerial ideas about what to produce”
(Waade et al. 2020, 8). However, these editors and the departments
they represent, as well as production company staft, have only limited
economic means at their disposal. Again and again, the corresponding
economic framework conditions were at issue when the television profes-
sionals negotiated production cultures in screenwriting. Budgets make
certain types of content possible, but, by the same token, they can
also restrict content, as Arnold Windeler, Anja Lutz and Carsten Wirth
(2001, 111) explain when describing the ambivalent relationship of many
producers to economic means.

8.1 THE EconoMIic CONDITIONS OF SCREENWRITING
Underfunding Script Development

Linked to the well-known argument that quality deficits stem from low
budgets, many of the interviewed and observed practitioners held the
opinion that screenwriting in German series is underfinanced (see also
Frohlich 2010, 128). The television professionals repeatedly criticised
the fact that the budget share for script development in Germany is
lower than in other countries associated with quality drama, such as
the UK, the US and the Scandinavian nations. In doing so, they once
again made a transnational comparison. Correspondingly, Jorg Winger
(2019), producer and writer of Deutschland 83/86/89 (RTL/Amazon
Prime Video, 2015-2020), contended at an industry workshop that, in
Germany, unlike in the US, no development industry exists whereby
creatives can develop scripts and concepts and make a living from
it, even if an idea does not lead to actual series production. Linked
to making transnational comparisons and centring the US, there is a
tendency to idealise the production conditions of American quality TV
(see also Pjaj¢ikova and Szczepanik 2016). Winger (2019) advised young
screenwriters to write “on spec”, that is, without funding and purely spec-
ulatively as far as the chances of a sale are concerned. From an economic
point of view, however, a speculative screenplay is an extremely risky
undertaking, especially in the field of television series, where a single script
is not enough and an overarching concept is required. According to an
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industry lecture in 2015, the pay for a cross-episode series concept with
interfaces to the “series bible” (see Zabel 2009, 69)—a still typical devel-
opment tool in German TV production—is only 6000 euros at most.
And such a fee is paid only if a large, comparatively financially strong
production company is involved and the writers are already established.
According to development producer Gunther Eschke (2015), the produc-
tion company, which itself has limited financial resources, ultimately passes
on the high risk of a yet-to-be-commissioned TV drama concept to
the writer through this low payment. The sum of 6000 euros has not
increased significantly since that 2015 lecture, despite the rising demand
for fresh content for digital streaming services. Thus, the early phase
of conceptualisation and brainstorming, which is considered very labour
intensive by practitioners, is still paid comparatively little.

Against this background, it has hardly been economically attractive for
writers to develop new television series, at least for the last several years. A
higher—and, above all, more secure—payment scenario often still awaits
those who write for an already existing series or serial format. Further-
more, focusing one’s work on the early concept phase is not very lucrative,
because payment patterns are strongly geared towards final scripts, which
can be brought into film and series production (see Gofller and Merkel
2021, 224).

Payment Structuves in Scrvipt Development

Generally, writers in Germany receive payment during each stage of the
television serial writing process, from the initial concept paper to the
final polishing of dialogue. Among these different steps, they receive the
largest sum for the finished script (Zabel 2009, 69-70). According to
producer and screenwriter Gabriela Sperl (2018), this fee remains the
same “whether you write your script in three weeks or in two years”,
which she saw as a structural problem.

Certain practices and hierarchies within script work result from this
payment arrangement: for economic reasons, writers tend to complete
a series project instead of dropping out of it, even if the cooperation
with the director, producer or editor turns out to be difficult or barely
functional. Any additional writers’ activities after the script has been
completed, such as potential feedback on dailies (film takes circulated
during shooting), are generally not included in the budget.
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With regard to script development, the question is not only how
much is paid for this aspect of production. Also at issue is the extent
to which the script work is connected to the later—or in the case of
some series, parallel—production and how the development funds are
distributed in different phases. Several practitioners considered research
in particular to be underfunded and not sufficiently anchored in local
production cultures for screenwriting. Even more common than the
aforementioned spec screenplay, with its high economic risk for authors,
seems to be “spec research” (Redvall 2018, 147): writers do research
without knowing whether they can expect payment for it and whether the
project will ultimately be realised. Against this background, practitioners
called for greater remuneration for research, which they considered espe-
cially important for quality drama. They tended to regard serial quality
programmes as feeling authentic and realistic, and therefore likely to
require intensive research. In the meantime, a stronger financial reward
for research work has arisen in certain individual project networks, for
example, for the first German Netflix series, Dark, where a research
assistant supported the writers.

Hess (2019) noted a general, fundamental shift in the overall budget in
favour of screenwriting, at least for quality or high-end drama. However,
more ambitious serials, with intertwined cross-episode storylines or very
specific plot worlds, also require more intensive script work than other
production areas in German TV, such as the “industrial” daily soap
and the local procedural, with their well-rehearsed processes and more
formulaic narrative styles.?

Commitment and Symbolic Capital

The ambition to create quality drama leads not only to more economic
attention on the screenwriting process but also to screenwriters showing
a particularly high level of commitment during the development phase—
even though they will not receive compensation for this extra work. For
example, Hanno Hackfort and his two co-writers Richard Kropf and Bob
Konrad (2018) described the gangster drama 4 Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-
2019), for which they were largely responsible, as extremely research
intensive and at the same time “budget-wise [...] the smallest thing
we did”. According to these creators and head writers, 4 Blocks was “a
low-budget production” in respect to their payment, but “of course”
(Hackfort in Hackfort et al. 2018) they were keen on doing it. This
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particular project’s “quality” status seems to have functioned as a perfor-
mance compulsion of the “creativity dispositif”, in the sense of Andreas
Reckwitz (2017, 8), or as “symbolic capital”, in the sense of Pierre Bour-
dieu (e.g. 2010, first 1979). That is, in order to gain reputation and be
able to use this standing successfully afterwards, writers become partic-
ularly committed to even underfinanced projects if they are artistically
appealing. In this context, self-exploitation can occur from the goal to
write a quality programme.

The studied practitioners’ discourse on the economics of screenwriting
repeatedly revolved around such commitment and the question of which
actors in the project network are in charge of financing the develop-
ment phase: Is it the writers themselves, through their committed working
time as an advance investment; the production companies, who want to
keep risks as low as possible; or the commissioners of the programmes?
Established public and advertising-financed broadcasters and their edito-
rial teams are faced with the problem that their budgets often stagnate or
decline over the multiple years that production can take, when adjusted
for inflation. In addition, public broadcasting in Germany has come
under increasing political pressure, to the result that raising the broad-
casting fees (paid by every household in Germany) is very difficult to
justify and implement (see ¢.g. Niinning 2020). The interviewed commis-
sioning editors (e.g. Zollner 2018) nevertheless emphasised that they
prioritise financing the script development, or at least push for this. A
key point’s paper of the ARD network of local public-service broad-
casters also declared a “willingness to take into account [...] development
costs”, including expenses for “research [and] preparatory work on a
script that does not become part of the subsequent script contract”. At the
same time, this official ARD document on supposedly “balanced contract
terms” states: “Research is basically part of the entrepreneurial risk of the
producers” (ARD 2019, 15, my translation).

Who bears what risk and finances script development to what level is
related to the fundamental interplay between production companies and
commissioners and their financing models. In the diversified, transnation-
alised and digitalised television series landscape, the forms of financing
are in flux.> Mixed and co-financing, new partnerships and new commis-
sioners, especially from the subscription video-on-demand (SVoD) and
pay TV segments, are also contributing to change in the screenwriting
process. US-origin streaming platforms, for example, tend to impose the
US copyright system and thus the assignment of all rights to authors.
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In this way, the fragile economy of writers is being called into ques-
tion, concludes Mehdi Atmani (2019). In some cases, Netflix binds local
creatives exclusively to itself (and thus approaches the studio model, as
discussed in Sect. 5.3). Within the industry, such a move has certainly
provoked criticism: one accusation held that the company is buying
talent away from the market without being involved in the develop-
ment of young talent in the same way that public broadcasters and their
specific editorial departments are (Liickerath 2020a). For example, Das
kleine Fernsehspiel (The Little Television Play), under ZDF (Germany’s
other public broadcaster alongside ARD), supports emerging film- and
television-makers and co-funds their first projects.

However, Netflix has in the meantime started an initiative for finding
and supporting upcoming screenwriters and declared a goal to promote
particularly “creative talents from underrepresented groups in society”
(Netflix 2021). Benjamin Harris (2022), the project manager of this
initiative, highlighted the diversity goal during our interview, conducted
in the Berlin Netflix office, and declared: “Netflix is here to stay”. How
sustainable and serious Netflix’s work on young talent and diversity is,
and to what extent it will influence the German TV industry with its
historically rooted structures, remains to be seen.

In co-financing situations with new providers such as Netflix, colli-
sions can occur among the varying views and models of collaboration with
writers, and tensions can arise regarding the requirements for scripts and
other documents of the screenwriting process. As a result of the mani-
fold economic partnerships in an expanding television series landscape,
the already collaborative character of series production is increasing.

Collaborativity also emerged as a central point of discussion in a
general sense—that is, beyond strictly economic questions—in the anal-
ysed industry discourse on German quality drama. This was the case
especially when practitioners explored the writers’ room as a possible
means of creativity and quality enhancement.

8.2 THE WRITERS’ ROOM AND COLLABORATIVITY
Collaborativity in Series Development

Series productions are fundamentally complex processes. They involve
numerous individuals with “many motivations and interests”, as Hess
(2019) put it, within institutional, organisational and technological
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contexts (Newcomb and Lotz 2002, 76). My interviews and observations
cemented this well-known finding. In their discourse on quality series,
the practitioners repeatedly addressed the collaborativity arising from the
multiple involved parties on the one hand and the various steps of script
development on the other. The constellation of writers can change and
expand considerably throughout the various work phases, from the early
pitch paper or series concept to the final polishing of dialogue. The steps
also include script versions (Drebbuchfassungen), which the writer Kropf
(in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018) defined as involving “fundamen-
tal” variations, such as where “something else changes in the structure
[...] a new character is added [...,] one is kicked out or a character
is completely repositioned”. Smaller deviations not affecting the entire
“framework”, on the other hand, fall under “polishing”. From the writ-
ers’ point of view, this final revision, especially of dialogue, is a particularly
delicate moment when it is carried out by other colleagues (see also
Redvall 2013, 110). Related questions include who is responsible for the
polishing, who chooses this person and to what extent does the “polisher”
communicate with the previous writers. Several times, the practitioners
mentioned communication problems and dissension in this step, similar
to issues that arise with the director’s version of the script. Practitioners
often considered the difficulties connected to collaborative work to be a
cause of quality deficits.

The collaborative nature of television series production is stronger
compared to that of individual films, since the screen idea work group
members can change from episode to episode and season to season. Hack-
fort (in Hackfort et al. 2018) noted that, for the first scason of 4 Blocks, he
and his two co-writers approached the production company and broad-
caster from the outside with a clear story, while in the second season,
the various people involved had different ideas about how to proceed.
This “second season syndrome” (Hess in Liickerath 2015) is known and
feared by writers. In addition to the pressure to promptly produce the
next chapter—before the story and the established brand are forgotten
among the huge roster of serials—the increased polyphony can make the
development of the sophomore season more difficult.

Seriality further promotes collaborative production practices due to the
fact that a large number of episodes often must be produced within a
short period of time and within a certain budget, which only a large
number of actors, or even several teams, working in parallel can achieve.
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The historical crime drama Babylon Berlin (ARD /Degeto/Sky Deutsch-
land, 2017-), for example, which has significantly more episodes than
most other quality drama projects from Germany, was shot in parallel by
three units, divided according to filming locations, and was edited in three
editing suites, between which the three directors switched back and forth
(Zarges 2017D).

In addition to seriality, the digital media environment is a crucial factor
to the highly collaborative nature of the development and production
of current television series. Project networks or screen idea work groups
can expand through actors who deal with further narration on plat-
forms beyond television, such as social media producers (Kraufl and Stock
2021, 419-20). The move towards transmedia storytelling or “world-
building” (Ryan 2015, 5) is characterised by interdisciplinary, cross-craft
collaboration (Renger 2021, 576). For such transmedia expansions, the
key producers must decide whether to outsource the work or keep it
within the screen idea work group (Mittell 2015, 265). The case studies
on which the present production study is based do not include dedi-
cated transmedia projects, as they have only partially emerged in German
television fiction; however, the particular productions discussed in the
interviews are, for the most part, strongly oriented towards online distri-
bution. The changed media environment is also reflected in several of
the selected case studies, evident in the involvement of relatively new
platforms as distributors and commissioners.

At the micro-level of the screen idea work group, collaborativity is key
to the writers’ room, whereby writers develop series together. This model
originated in the Hollywood studio system and further developed in US
television production as a way to increase time efficiency (Gofller and
Weifd 2014, 31). Since the 2010s, and linked to the discourse on quality
TV drama, the writers’ room has been championed, negotiated and tested
in the German television industry as well.

The Writers’ Room as a Collaborative Practice

In the German television industry, the writers’ room is especially discussed
as a development path that should lead to both higher quality and a faster
production pace, which streaming platforms in particular demand in the
digital media environment. While John Thornton Caldwell (2008) iden-
tifies immense stress in “writing by committee” (211), related to time
pressures and the high volume of work (215-16), and draws parallels
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to “the non-union digital sweatshops of below-the-line workers” (214),
most of the interviewed and observed practitioners framed this collabo-
rative mode of writing only in positive terms. They rarely described the
writers’ room as a hierarchical and burdensome work context, as some
production and media industry scholars have done via their research into
power imbalances within writers’ rooms related to age, class, race and
gender (e.g. Henderson 2011). Instead, the practitioners positioned the
writers’ room as a means of creativity demanded by the “creativity disposi-
tif” (Reckwitz 2017, 8) prevalent in today’s television industry and in
society at large. Achim von Borries (2019), for example, one of the
directors and head writers of Babylon Berlin, spoke of a “creative space”
in which every idea can be expressed without being sanctioned, which
then becomes filtered through the collaboration interaction. In respect
to the joint script development with his fellow writer-directors Hendrik
Handloegten and Tom Tykwer—which, at three people, is a group size
reminiscent of the small, efficient writers’ rooms used for many Danish
series (Redvall 2013, 132)—von Borries argued that three people already
represents “the smallest unit of an audience”. According to this descrip-
tion, the mutual, immediate feedback is productive and, as von Borries’s
words imply, can take place significantly differently and more interactively
in a trio than in a duo.

In their negotiations of the writers’ room, the practitioners often ques-
tioned the extent to which local writers are capable of the collaborative
script work they repeatedly attributed to quality drama productions. Are
writers in Germany the traditional lone warrior type, or can they, as
Martin Behnke (2018), a writer on the Netflix drama Dark, put it, “keep
their egos in check”? Are they willing to subordinate themselves to other
writers, especially to the head writer or showrunner, and adapt to their
vision? Jantje Friese (2019), Dark’s co-creator, identified this adaptability
as essential, demanding flexibility from writers in addition to greater
collaborativity: “If you want to work in a writers’ room and you’re on
a horror show, then you have to be able to write horror in the style of
the head writer”. However, this scenario can be problematic, particularly
for less established writers, as invisibility looms for those with a marginal
position in the collective (Caldwell 2008, 213).

It is probably due to this danger, among others, that a scepticism
towards collaborative writing prevailed for a long time in the German
industry, as well as in many other European countries (e.g. Born 2005,
107). In the local industry discourse on the writers’ room and the
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showrunner (who is usually the leader and manager of this collective
of writers), the combination of collaborative and individual writing was
a recurring issue. This fundamental tension in script work (see Davies
2007, 174) crystallised particularly clearly when practitioners described
individual work as formative for screenwriting in German television fiction
and contrasted it with the situation of the writers’ room.

Diffevent Production Cultures

In Germany, fiction television production cultures traditionally have been
characterised by miniseries and multi-part films (the so-called Mehrteiler,
comprising two or three 90-minute parts) and by a dramaturgical
tendency towards procedurals and single TV films.* Due to this tendency,
historically writers usually worked alone on single scripts for television
films or episodes of procedurals. This arrangement has been linked to
a particular working practice and production situation summarised by
former commissioning editor Bernhard Gleim (2016):

You’re dealing with writers who are all working on something else, who
have to get a certain portfolio together for themselves, who sometimes
write an episode of SOKO [a popular crime procedural with local spin-offs
by public-service channel ZDF] or are on a children’s series and so on.

Screenwriters work simultaneously on various scripts and projects
and hardly ever write exclusively for one drama serial and its writers’
room. To change this situation, according to Gleim, a different form of
remuneration is ultimately needed. The dominant scheme, as previously
mentioned, is payment for individual finished scripts, alongside an alterna-
tive payment model for “story editors” of daily or weekly soap segments,
who constantly develop plotlines (see Kirsch 2001).

The proclivity for individual writing also seems to be linked to the
underfunding of script work, which several practitioners complained
about. “It is different when one person writes for 45 minutes versus three
people for 45 minutes”, Kropf and his co-writers Hackfort and Konrad
(2018) stated, postulating that collaborative writing requires different
budgeting than traditional individual writing.

According to Hauke Bartel (2018), at the time of interview head of
fiction for Vox, a commercial broadcaster of the RTL Group, the lack
of a writers’ room and showrunner system perpetuates the individualised
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work of writers. Bartel argued that, in Germany, “you always have to
stand out as an individual” because, unlike in the US, the “classic” hier-
archical system of television writing is missing, where “you go through
these individual stages from staff writer to editor, to co-executive |...]
and then at some point you are offered your own series as showrunner”
(see also Phalen and Osellame 2012, 6). As in the discourse on content
and aesthetic quality,®> the US once again served as a crucial benchmark
for practitioners when exploring the writers’ room.

In addition to structural and economic conditions, the television
professionals discussed the socialisation and “conditioning” (Konrad in
Hackfort et al. 2018) of writers in Germany, which possibly hinders
the collaborative development required in the writers’ room and thus
makes it difficult to move towards quality drama. While character devel-
opment across serial storylines is considered a central ingredient of these
highly valued television productions, writers shaped by the long-standing
individual work tradition “don’t really take a bold approach to the protag-
onists”, Gleim (2016) contended. According to his diagnosis, writers are
often afraid to change the character too much in a specific direction, such
that “the person who writes the next episode can’t use [it] at all”.

Correspondingly, several practitioners noted shortcomings of
scriptwriting in Germany when it comes to developing serial, cross-
episode and character-centred storylines. A recurring argument held
that more craft in serial writing, and a greater appreciation of the skills
required for it, is needed. In this context, shortcomings in training were
also discussed. According to industry voices, the state-run film schools
in Germany—traditionally central to generating talent—still strongly
favour individual films and single directors and focus little on serial and
collaborative script development (see also Sabine de Mardt in Liickerath
2020Db).

Traditions of individual work and the individual piece (in the shape
of single TV films and single episodes of procedurals) may also connect
to the fact that many writers, as problematised by editorial director
Martina Zoéllner (2018) from the ARD broadcaster RBB, concentrate
solely on “developing characters by themselves” instead of doing addi-
tional research. Psychological accuracy (at which writers’ individual self-
reflection or soul-searching often aims) is indeed important, but this
approach can sit alongside intensive research, Zollner argued; that is, they
are not mutually exclusive practices. However, as previously discussed, this
type of research poses a challenge under the economic conditions of early
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script development, being work that is rarely paid (even though Zollner,
as a representative of ARD, explicitly acknowledged remuneration for
such additional writing and development activities).

In respect to the writers’ room and script development more gener-
ally, practitioners negotiated how ideas are generated. While the writer
in the screen idea work group is normally regarded as the “originator
of the screen idea” (Macdonald 2010, 55), other scenarios often arise
in the development of German television series. Due to the traditionally
strong influence of the commissioning broadcasters, initial ideas some-
times emerge in editorial departments or in broadcasters’ meetings with
producers. In such cases, writers come on board at a later point (see also
Zabel 2009, 64). That means that the idea generation does not take place
initially or even primarily in the writers’ room and the person generating
the idea is not the same as the showrunner leading the writers’ collec-
tive. Writers repeatedly criticised the initiation of script development by
other professions, saying that too little thought is given to the narrative
itself and too much to programme schemes and themes. According to
the writer Stefan Stuckmann (2016), creator of the low-budget polit-
ical comedy Eichwald, MdB (ZDF, 2014-2019), “entire development
processes are dispatched on the basis of settings and themes, although
there is actually no idea”. Similarly, Hackfort (in Hackfort et al. 2018)
argued that what should be foregrounded first is the story, and not—as is
the case in much German television fiction—a particular issue of current
social interest.

Hierarchies in favour of commissioning editors or producers, as they
appeared in the discussions on idea generation, and the tendency towards
individual writing work characterise the adaptation of the writers’ room
and its associated practices to the German context.

“Writers’ Room Lite”

The writers” room—in the narrower and literal sense of writers working
together for almost the entire script development and in one location
(Phalen and Osellame 2012, 8)—is something that in Germany previously
only, or at least primarily, existed in the production of daily soap operas
(such as the long-running Gute Zeiten, schlechte Zeiten/Good Times, Bad
Times, RTL, 1992-). Since the 1990s, daily soap operas have used collec-
tive writing to accomplish an intense division of labour strongly motivated
by time efficiency. So-called story editors, who are mostly permanent
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employees due to their continuous work (Knohr 2018, 34), develop
the storylines together. These elaborate treatments provide the founda-
tion for dialogue writers, who mostly act more individually as freelancers
(Kirsch 2001, 48—49). Within this development process—which several
practitioners categorised as “industrial”®—we also find steps towards the
showrunner: the producer is responsible not only for the budget but also
for the creative continuity of the episodes, acting as a kind of “over-
director” (Uber-Regisseur), as Gunther Kirsch (2001, 46) puts it in his
production study on daily soaps.

Beyond the practices of the daily soap sector, a number of the
interviewed practitioners also labelled as “writers’ rooms” temporary,
less frequent and less systematised meetings of writers for series with
significantly fewer episodes. For instance, during the industry workshop
European TV Drama Series Lab, Jorg Winger (2017), producer and writer
of the 1980s period drama Deutschiand 83/86/89, even described a few
meetings with writers of the long-running local crime procedural SOKO
Leipzig / Leipziy Homicide (ZDF, 2001-)—on which he was a producer
for many years—as the “lightest form of the writers’ room”. In the course
of the Covid-19 pandemic, a digital group-writing scenario emerged as a
new approach to this method. The writers’ room, which does not exist
in a singular form in any case, is not easy to define in view of such
multifarious and often only loose and temporary gatherings.

The practitioners (e.g. Blumenberg 2018) mostly agreed that what
goes by the name of “the writers’ room” in Germany and other Euro-
pean countries differs considerably from the corresponding screenwriting
process in the US context. The main deviations in the German context
lie in a smaller number of episodes per series, differently socialised and
trained writers and, above all, fewer economic resources. Often, the term
“team writing”, which Eva Novrup Redvall (2013, 190) brought into
play for Danish serial production, seems more appropriate, especially since
collaborativity was revealed in several projects as happening through small
teams of two or three rather than in larger writers’ rooms.

In the German industry as a whole, the writers’ room model is usually
found only in a rudimentary form, over short periods of time and—apart
from a few high-budget cases such as Dark and Babylon Berlin—mostly
without a continuously shared physical workspace and only in tandem
with other, more common or more established practices of screenwriting,
such as individual work on a script for a single episode (see Krauf3 2021b).
No overarching model crystallised in my interviews and observations
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at industry workshops. Rather, collaborative development sessions take
various forms and can include other actors in addition to writers.

Who Belongs in the Writers’ Room?

In several project networks for contemporary serials from Germany,
relatively inexperienced writers classified as “newcomers” belonged to
rudimentary writers’ rooms. Their inclusion was a calculated move, as
head writers and producers hoped for “fresh ideas” (Eschke 2015) or a
“younger perspective” (Hess 2019) on the storylines. Just starting their
careers and raised on serial dramas, junior staft may also be particularly
motivated by and open to collaborative development work and subordi-
nation in the writers’ room. Above all and quite simply, however, they are
cheaper (see also Caldwell 2009, 227).

Alongside the writers, directors are also involved in many writers’
rooms, thus upholding the industry’s focus on this role, which stems from
the historical tendency in German television fiction towards producing
individual films. For Babylon Berlin, the writers’ room cohered following
the tradition of the auteur film, since the production team consisted
primarily—particularly in the beginning—of the writer-directors Hand-
loegten, von Borries and Tykwer (Freitag 2020). Tykwer is the best
known of this trio, through German and international feature films
such as Lola rennt/Run Lola Run (1998) and Perfume: The Story of a
Murderer (2006). Correspondingly, he received the greatest media atten-
tion—however, not so much as a writer but rather primarily as a director,
thus continuing the attention on this latter guild. Other quality drama
projects cited as case studies also point to the ongoing relevance of the
director through involving a director and head writer who are closely
personally linked. For the political drama Die Stadt und die Macht /The
City and the Power (ARD/NDR /Degeto, 2016), for example, these roles
were performed by a pair of brothers, and Dark’s primary director is also
its co-creator as well as the romantic partner of the head writer. For most
productions, though, it is common that the director joins production only
after the first drafts of the script are complete—and only on this basis does
a “director’s stage” happen in the screenwriting process. Often the direc-
tor’s involvement lasts only days, which indicates that directors are not
yet an integral part of the writers’ room.

Experts can also belong to the writers” room, though only on a tempo-
rary basis, such as advisers from the worlds of journalism and politics (as in
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the case of Die Stadt und die Macht) or eyewitnesses of the past and histo-
rians (for period dramas such as Deutschland 83). For the family dramedy
Labaule & Erben/ Labaule & Heirs (ARD /SWR, 2018), SWR, the local
ARD broadcaster in charge, is said to have approached the “HaRiBo”
writer trio (Hanno Hackfort, Richard Kropf and Bob Konrad) with the
idea of including a “confidant” among the writers’ room ranks, which was
the wish of Harald Schmidt (a well-known television presenter and former
popular late-night host), who conceived the show’s initial concept. This
person, however, was not a screenwriter in the classical sense but rather
a scholar. This example of the public-service comedy Labaule & Erben
demonstrates that broadcasters—or at least the commissioning editors
representing them—as well as other actors can also have a say in the
composition of writers’ rooms and similar writing teams.

Commissioning editors, often described as very influential actors in the
script development hierarchy, can sometimes sit in on writers’ rooms as
well. For the 24-part Christmas serial Beutolomius und der walbre Weih-
nachtsmann / Beutolomaus and the Real Santa Clans (2017), made for
public-service children’s broadcaster KiKA by ARD and ZDF, the editor
even regularly participated in story development meetings, to give direct
feedback and thus shorten the process (Schulte and Gofller 2017; see also
Gofiler and Merkel 2021, 196-99).

A role related to the commissioning editor is played by the dramaturge,
sometimes also called the development producer, who is involved in
several writers’ room approaches. For the Bewutolomius project, Timo
Gofiler (2017) acted both in this capacity and as a more general writ-
ers’ room consultant responsible for integrating this development method
into the public-service processes of KiKA. Above all, Gofller suggested the
use of the beat system, which revolves around the smallest unit of action
in a screenplay (the beat), which he emphasised in his interview: “The
beat system [can] give you a kind of dramaturgical blueprint, which in a
writers’ room leads you to simply work more effectively, because everyone
knows: OK, dramaturgically they always have a kind of density, of rhythm,
of narrative speed” (see also Phalen and Osellame 2012, 8). However,
none of the other interviewed and observed practitioners seemed to have
worked systematically, with structural specifications for beats or other-
wise. This lack of a shared or consistent approach to collaborative writing
once again clearly indicates that the writers’ room is often used only in a
rudimentary and barely systematised form in the German industry.
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Practices and Techniques

In the discussions on screenwriting and the writers’ room, a certain scep-
ticism towards overly strict structures often emerged, related both to
writers’ self-conceptions and to discourses of value and quality. “[TThe
suspicion that somehow craft must be the enemy of authenticity” is how
John Yorke (2013, 43) summarises British authors’ aversion to tech-
nique and craft. In reply to my question about a certain technique in
the (so-called) writers’ room that she led for the drama Wir Kinder
vom Babmnhof Zoo/ We Children from Zoo Station (Amazon Prime Video
et al. 2021), the screenwriter Annette Hess (2019) seemingly took up
a similiar stance: “I hate any form of technique”. At the same time,
she hinted at using particular techniques during our interview when she
referred to “dramaturgical knowledge”, and she also discussed her conver-
sation with Anna Winger, head writer of Deutschiand 83 and 86, about
Winger’s alleged writers’ room experience, in particular about the number
of writers involved, their remuneration and the intensity of rewriting by
the head writer. Such aspects of collaborative writing, and the fact that
practitioners engage in discussion about them, suggest that certain tech-
niques are emerging and solidifying in the approaches to the writers’ room
in Germany.

One practice of the rudimentary writers’ room observable in the
above-mentioned shows—which also seems to be shared among other
projects—is that a head writer, or occasionally a director or a writer-
director duo, brings in several writers after this lead figure and the other
creators have already clearly outlined the series concept. For the first two
seasons of the mystery drama Dark, for example, prewritten outlines with
many gaps are said to have formed the foundation of the collaborative
story development, which took place four days a week in a physical space
over an extended period.

Another approach mentioned several times was individual writers
taking over certain characters or groups of characters. In the case of
Dark, with its rich plotlines and characters, the first thing done in the
joint development work was to create a “family tree”, as co-writer Martin
Behnke (2018) explained:

Who is actually related to whom and how does that change over time?
[...] Who is actually what — father, son, daughter, mother? [...] What are
the actual motives for these characters outwardly [and] under the surface?
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Thus characters—which, as shown in Chapters 2 and 7, the practi-
tioners identified as an important element of the content and narration
of quality drama and so as a central evaluation criterion—also shape
approaches to the writers’ room.

In addition to divvying up writing duties according to characters, divi-
sion by episode was also relatively common in German approaches to the
writers’ room: writers worked out individual episodes after developing
the overarching plot together. Quite often, however, the head writers—
in whom approaches to the showrunner are evident—were responsible
for the final version of the scripts, and even for the “second, third and
fourth versions” (Friese 2019). According to Jantje Friese (2019), despite
writing versions of the first episode together in a physical space, for subse-
quent episodes, the writers under her at Dark were very much “inside
their respective episode worlds”. “To have an eye for everything, then,
that’s the function of the head writer in the end”, she reflected on her
own role, linking the writers’ room closely to the showrunner. Patricia
Phalen and Julia Osellame (2012, 8), however, have assessed this scenario
of the head writer being responsible for the final draft as suboptimal,
because ideally the showrunner should be able to delegate all tasks.

The tradition of individual writing work is potentially reflected in this
adherence to a central authority. In a sense, the development of television
drama in Germany continues to be strongly characterised by the indi-
vidual writer: the supremacy of individual head writers is clearly reflected
in their better financial compensation and the copyright distribution in
their favour within individual project networks. In this respect, contractual
stipulations cement the dominance of the head writer.

How the writers” room is practised in Germany in concrete terms
depends, above all, on the economic conditions. Since 2020, the
economic situation has become more difficult, through the crises spurred
by the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Covid-19 pandemic. Even
before those changed circumstances, a lack of comprehensive funding
meant the writers’ room in many cases remained a superficially tested
tool and did not become a central element in the creative process. Often
the writers’ room, despite the increasing approaches to it, continued to
pose a challenge in the face of low production resources and differenti-
ated production cultures. Linked to budgeting, practitioners discussed the
remuneration of individual writers, their share of the copyright profits and
their placement in the credits, on which subsequent payments depend (for
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example, fees for writers through the collecting society VG Wort—Verw-
ertungsgesellschaft Wort [Collecting Society Word], which distributes
residuals from secondary publication rights). Against this backdrop, the
adaptation of the writers’ room is strongly linked to legal issues and the
negotiation skills of writers. Beyond script development in the writers’
room, the practitioners also dealt more comprehensively with the posi-
tion of writers in the German industry. Writers” more general involvement
in and agency within project networks and screen idea work groups,
especially in connection with the showrunner, was the primary point of
negotiation.

8.3 THE SHOWRUNNER AND THE EVOLUTION
OF TELEVISION SCREENWRITING

The Showrunner as Creative and Business Leader

The surveyed practitioners repeatedly described quality TV drama as
strongly influenced by writers. Approaches to the showrunner, a hybrid
writer-producer, were often considered fruitful in both strengthening
the writer’s position and increasing the quality of German drama. The
industry term “showrunner”, in wide use since the 1990s, refers to a
head writer who usually also leads, recruits for and manages the writ-
ers’ room (see Mann 2009). By being responsible for both business and
creative aspects of series production (Newman and Levine 2012, 40), this
lead figure personifies the close social entanglement of aestheticisation
and economisation that Reckwitz attributes to the “creativity dispositif”
(2017, 8; also 2013, 34), which characterises contemporary society at
large. Quite often, the person in the showrunner role is also the series
creator, from whom the idea, and thereby the basis for the collabora-
tive plot development, originates (see Del Valle 2008, 403). Within the
writing team, showrunners also might take on dramaturgical tasks, such as
dividing up and coordinating episodes and acts. In addition, they operate
beyond the script development phase in order to ensure the narrative
and aesthetic unity of the programme. As an executive with “manage-
rial oversight” (Mittell 2015, 90), the showrunner may also be involved
in distribution and may mediate between different parties and actors:
“network and studio executives, advertisers, above- and below-the-line
personnel, critics, journalists, viewers, and beyond” (Perren and Schatz
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2015, 90). In the case of transmedia franchises, showrunners some-
times manage the cross-platform activities, although larger international
or US-dominated projects may require a “six-pack of executive produc-
ers” (Mann 2009, 100) rather than a single leader (Perren and Schatz
2015, 91). Stefania Marghitu (2021, 12) also points to collaborative
aspects of the showrunner role and its integration into networks when
she states in her book Teen TV: “Without the support of viewers and
the business side of the industry, a showrunner cannot sustain their place
within cultural memory and history”. However, in public representations
as well as in many of the practitioners’ self-reflections, television dramas
and their showrunners are often associated with individual star creators.
These solo creators have come to serve as a “branding instrument” (Meir
2019, 115) and a “label of quality and exclusivity” (McCabe and Akass
2007a, 10) in the negotiation and marketing of quality TV. Interdepen-
dencies with audiences and the media industry as well as industrialised
production processes based on the division of labour are quickly forgotten
in the course of such marketing narratives.

In the period of study (2015-2023), several clear deviations from
the showrunner principle—in the sense of a central writer-producer and
creator—became apparent. For example, in the case of the political drama
Die Stadt und die Macht, the original, central writer left the screenwriting
process at an early stage, which was not planned but rather resulted from
inconsistencies in the development process. The polyphony in the devel-
opment of Die Stadt und Macht, about which the involved practitioners
complained, clearly differed from the showrunner model in its sense of “a
creative authority”.

Despite the lack of a true showrunner in many German TV drama
productions, this lead writer-producer figure has at least discursively found
its way into the local television industry. Some individual practitioners
(e.g. Winger 2017) have classified quality series as a “writer-producer’s
medium” in contrast to the director-driven single TV film, and others
have argued that the combination of economic and creative responsibil-
ities leads to higher quality. Correspondingly, Friese (2019), the creator
of Dark, contended that when creatives manage the budget, it makes a
decisive difference:

I believe that many things [...] look better when the creative person makes
the decision: Where do we put the red pencil now? And what is [...]
important, and what should the red pencil not touch.
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As in the case of Dark, one can observe certain adaptations and
changes to script work to be taking place in the German industry along-
side discourses on the showrunner. A notable difference in Germany
as compared to the production conditions in the US—so often used
as the benchmark and model—is that serials, and in particular quality
or high-end ones, generally comprise fewer episodes. As such, a central
showrunner who creatively and economically oversees all episodes, from
their development to their production, and thus who controls and holds
together the singular or “one vision” of a series, tends to be less necessary
(Redvall 2013, 107). It is also due to differing production cultures that
the showrunner model, similar to the writers’ room, is practised in only a
rudimentary form in Germany and adapted to historical structures.

Showrunner Adaptations and Practices

The professions of the writer and the producer, which are united in
the showrunner, are typically clearly separated from each other in the
German television fiction industry. According to the fiction editor Hauke
Bartel (2018), this demarcation of “very specific fields of activity” has
made it difficult for “showrunner personalities in Germany” to emerge.
The writer Hanno Hackfort (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018), by
contrast, attributed to the Anglo-American world in particular a view of
individualised trades as “highly esteemed, highly polished craftspeople”
and, against this background, was critical of writers in Germany who
suddenly assumed producing, casting or directing duties. With regard to
the expanded field of activity for writers, several practitioners hinted at
scepticism towards local showrunner adaptations.

At times, practitioners also questioned the extent to which a produc-
tion model originating in the US could be transferred to German
and other European contexts, as well as how meaningful and desirable
such a transfer would be. For example, the French producer Jimmy
Desmarais (2016)—a co-lead on the French-German co-production Eden
(Arte/ARD /SWR, 2019), a drama exploring European refugee policy—
doubted, during the course of an industry presentation, that imitating
the showrunner principle in Europe would automatically open up access
to “international” markets. He stated that he did not believe in importing
systems but only in importing people. In pan-European discussions, TV
professionals often referred to the different, more democratic produc-
tion cultures in Europe as compared to the US (e.g. Fatima Varhos
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in Buffoni et al. 2020) and emphasised the collaborative nature of the
writer-director-producer trio versus the situation of central management
by one executive (e.g. Caroline Benjo in Root et al. 2020). Some practi-
tioners also complained that the buzzword “showrunner” lacks sharpness.
A more general aversion to Americanisation or US hegemony seemed
to resonate particularly on the French side in discussions where the
showrunner was criticised. But Friese (in Buffoni et al. 2020), during
the pan-European panel “Producing with Netflix” as part of the 2020
Berlinale Series Market, expressed the hope that German and European
series production would move more in the direction of this model in the
future.

Friese’s definition of the showrunner in this panel—an executive who
wears the “vision goggles” and a role that also can be shared by two
people (in Buffoni et al. 2020)—seems to be geared towards herself and
Baran bo Odar, the duo behind Dark. Her statement suggested that a
certain adaptation of the showrunner has emerged in the local industry,
namely as a self-designation that not least of all serves the purpose of
self-marketing. In German, this Anglicism can convey modernity and
internationalism. Other practitioners who dubbed themselves “showrun-
ners” in the interviews or at the observed industry events include Jorg
Winger (2017), who evolved from producer to writer for the Deutschland
trilogy, and Stefan Stuckmann (2016), writer and creator of the political
satire Eichwald, MdB, who associated the term primarily with agency. As a
showrunner, Stuckmann was able to creatively guide Eichwald, MdB and
reject editorial feedback, when necessary, which is what sealed his deci-
sion to go with ZDF’s Das kleine Fernsehspiel as the production context:
“That meant I was paid much less, but I could set more conditions.
And that was [...] the basic condition I had: that I could work there
as a showrunner, so to speak”. According to Stuckmann’s account, the
showrunner was practised in a precarious context and in connection with
the “auteur film”, towards which ZDF’s long-standing editorial depart-
ment for newcomer films is traditionally oriented (e.g. Wietstock 2003).
However, the practice of the writers’ room, which usually goes hand in
hand with the showrunner, did not take place—though primarily only
for economic reasons, as Stuckmann and the ZDF editors in charge of
the first season of Eichwald, MdB admitted (interview with Haslauer and
Schmidt 2015).

An adaptation of the showrunner into existing, historically developed
power structures also emerged when practitioners (e.g. von Borries 2019)
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located this role within that of the director. This trade is traditionally
important in European cinema and television film production (Szczepanik
2013) and is also influential in television fiction in Germany, which is
characterised by individual films. Such a director-centricity was partic-
ularly evident in the Babylon Berlin project. That series’ three central
writer-directors were often dubbed showrunners (e.g. Freitag 2020) or
referred to themselves as such. “For me, [the] showrunner is actually the
creative, artistic decision-maker behind all the things, and that was always
the three of us”, announced a self-confident Achim von Borries (2019).
He saw a decisive advantage in the fact that he and his two counterparts,
by directing and writing at the same time, could make changes to the
script even at a late stage and thus respond to feedback during filming.
An association of the showrunner with directing was also evident
when the producer and writer Gabriela Sperl (2018) referred to West
German television history by identifying directors or “auteur filmmak-
ers” as showrunner personalities. These names included Helmut Dietl,
the creator of Kir Royal — Aus dem Leben eines Klatschreporters / Kir
Royal — From the Life of a Gossip Reporter (ARD/WDR, 1986) and
Monaco Franze — Der ewige Stenz / Monaco Franze — Eternal Dandy
(ARD/BR, 1981-1983), two comparatively high-budget miniseries set in
Munich’s glitterati scene of the 1980s that continue to be popular today,
especially in Bavaria. In this context, Sperl linked the showrunner with
cost-intensive productions, sitting outside a “given low-budget industrial
mode of production”, as well as with certain “artist[s]” and creatives.
Sperl herself exhibits approaches to showrunner, as she has acted for
years in the rare combination of writer and producer, for example,
for the three-part miniseries Preis der Freiheit /Prize of Freedom (ZDEF,
2019) on German reunification in 1989-1990. For the trilogy Mitten in
Deutschiand: NSU / NSU German History X (ARD et al. 2016), which
dramatises the true events and people of the National Socialist Under-
ground, a German neo-Nazi terrorist group, Sperl was not an official
writer but nevertheless acted as the central idea generator and initiator.
Beyond the exceptional case of Sperl, other writers have displayed
only occasional tendencies towards becoming showrunners, in the sense
that few have developed in the direction of (co-)producers. In some
cases, they have founded production companies (such as Anna Winger,
head writer of Deutschland and Unorthodox [Netflix 2020], with Studio
Airlift) or taken on production tasks beyond pure screenwriting work,
thus gaining stronger “creative control of a series” (Newcomb and Lotz
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2002, 76). The prominent writer Annette Hess now also acts as creative
producer for her various series. For the period dramas Ku’damm 56 and
59 (ZDF, 2015,/2018), Hess had parallel contracts for her multiple roles,
through which she was eventually remunerated for these additional activ-
ities. Furthermore, the contracts fixed her right to have a say and “partly
also to make decisions in finding the director and then later [...] the look
and music, casting, editing, [and] rough cut” of the series (Hess 2019).
But, even in this case, development and shooting work remained largely
separate. Hess (2019) noted that, as a writer, it is advisable to go to set “a
few times”, but in Germany, lead writers do not have a continuous pres-
ence on set as they do in other countries (interview with Berger 2018; on
the showrunner’s presence on set, see also Caldwell 2008, 212; Redvall
2013, 145). Last but not least, the lack of economic means for such
additional activities is decisive for the fact that the showrunner is, ulti-
mately, only rudimentarily applied as German television-makers take steps
to realise quality dramas. Co-determination rights of the kind and inten-
sity that Hess has negotiated are also an exception and constantly need to
be articulated and defended. Linked to the showrunner and the extended
activities undertaken by some screenwriters, the interviewed and observed
practitioners also negotiated the position and agency of the writer’s trade.

8.4 EVALUATING THE SCRIPTWRITER’S POWER
The Marginalisation of Writers

Initially, the industry discourse on German quality drama and produc-
tion cultures was dominated by the thesis that the situation of local
screenwriters was bad: they were not valued enough, they were quickly
forgotten and they did not have enough agency. The long-standing
tendency towards the model of 100 per cent financing through the
commissioner and the so-called total buyout (see Sect. 5.3), in which
writers relinquish rights and thus lose influence, as well as their accom-
panying exclusion from the production process, seems critical to this
diagnosis of marginalisation. For a long time, the following attitude
towards writers prevailed, as described by the producer Jan Kromschroder
(2018), who personally distanced himself from this stance: “Here, you get
your last instalment. Bye. [...] You’re at the beginning of the food chain,
and now you leave us alone”. Through this separation of screenwriting
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and production, the script is often significantly developed and changed
by other production participants without the writer being able to object.

In other markets, as the practitioners’ negotiations on quality TV
drama suggest, writers often have more agency through project networks
and screen idea work groups. However, the marginalisation or (relative)
invisibility of screenwriters, as well as the mostly emotional discourse on
this, are by no means limited to the current German television industry
(sce e.g. Mittell 2015, 88). In an interview study of the screen idea work
group in the United Kingdom in the 2000s, Ian Macdonald (2010, 51)
revealed that writers felt excluded from decision-making processes and
constantly rejected. According to Macdonald, this sense of violation arises
from the basic structure of the screen idea work group, into which indi-
vidual authors add their input, submitting their writing “to a process of
review and decision-making in an arena fraught with social complexities,
industrial and cultural conventions and individual habitus masquerading
as ‘sound artistic judgement’” (55).

This general arrangement is probably linked to the reason television
writers in Germany (as several practitioners observed) have long antici-
pated and internalised the evaluations and feedback of broadcasters, to the
result that they do not take too many risks and often end up kowtowing
to commissioning editors and their guidelines. This diagnosis and the
reference to the precarious position of writers was accompanied by the
demand from several practitioners that they take on more responsibility.
The opportunities for such increased agency have grown, at least for some
established writers and in certain series segments. Hackfort (in Hackfort,
Konrad and Kropf 2018) described how producers and editors, as a result
of the many new commissioners and the related increase in series produc-
tion, approach certain writers with more fervour. Writers with notable
reputations are therefore more sought after in the diversified market and
have more freedom in selecting projects. Practitioners’ power to select is
known to be decisive for series production in project networks and for the
interplay between broadcasters, production companies and creative free-
lancers. A tendency towards extending more agency to writers was also
evident in the initiative and voluntary commitment Kontrakt ‘18—a sort
of declaration of screenwriters’ rights—and the accompanying industry
discourse it spurred.
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Kontrakt ‘18: Writers’ Demands

In 2018, in the midst of the present study’s period of investigation, several
well-known screenwriters (including some of the interviewees) called for
“contractual and behavioural standards” that allegedly have “long been
a matter of course in other countries” (Zahn 2018). This action trig-
gered quite a large media echo (e.g. Strobele 2018). The 92 signatories
(Krei 2021a)—now more than 200 (in 2023)—of what came to be called
Kontrakt 18 declared that they would enter into contract negotiations
only if their agreements included the following six options:

1. The author is responsible for the script until the final version, unless
otherwise agreed in writing,.

2. The author has a say in the selection of the director. The decision
will be made by mutual agreement.

3. The author is invited to table reads with the actors.

4. The author is granted the right to see and comment on the dailies as
they come in and on the rough cut at the earliest opportunity. The
author is invited to internal screenings or rough cut presentations
with the network.

5. The author is mentioned by name in all communication materials
about the project (press releases, programme notes, posters, etc.)
and invited to all project-related public events.

6. The signatories undertake to accept orders for script revisions to
another author’s project (rewriting, polishing, etc.) only after they
have come to an understanding with the author who is leaving the
project (Zahn 2018)

The trigger for this list of demands is said to have been the outrage
prompted by the 2018 ceremony for the Deutscher Fernsehpreis (German
Television Award), an important industry-run annual television award:
writers of nominated works were not invited, except for the specific
category “Best Screenplay”. In response, Kristin Derfler, writer of the
series- TV film hybrid Briider /Brothers (ARD/SWR, 2017), which took
the award for Best Multi-Part Series (or Mehrteiler, separated from
regular series in the Deutscher Fernsehpreis categories), complained in a
public Facebook post about the lack of appreciation for her guild (Liick-
erath 2018). This post sparked the discourse that led to the formation of
Kontrakt “18.
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During our interview, Hess (2019), a co-initiator of Kontrakt ‘18,
stated that great support for the group’s demands came from producers
and commissioning editors “who will still be playing in the market in the
future, because they have of course recognised that now is the hour of the
writers, the storytellers”. She explicitly mentioned the goal of wanting
to “educate people” about the Kontrakt ‘18 initiative and the mode of
production it stipulates—a statement that clearly confirmed that media
practitioners who take part in production studies, as stated by Caldwell
(2008, 14), pursue a certain agenda and self-interest in their responses to
surveys.

Other interviewees largely praised Kontrakt ‘18, but also partially and
carefully criticised the initiative. For instance, Claudia Simionescu (in
Simionescu and Steinwender 2018), a lead commissioning editor from BR
(a member of the ARD consortium), found the writers” demands under-
standable, but at the same time she expressed a fear that issues would be
conflated “which do not necessarily have anything to do with each other”.
In addition, she emphasised the sovereign rights of public broadcasters,
which are responsible for their programmes and managing the spending
of public fees; such a statement can be understood as a defence of the
existing hierarchies. Friese (2019) asserted that writers, in order to have
a say in some of the terrains claimed by Kontrakt ‘18, would have to co-
produce, which in turn would affect the rights situation and the (existing)
producers’ ability to act. She criticised the Kontrakt ‘18 initiators for
displaying an attitude of “just wanting without giving”. Florian Cossen
(2018), one of the directors of the Mitten in Deutschland: NSU trilogy
and Deutschland 86, also referred to economic responsibilities, which he
saw as being more strongly held by producers and directors than writers.
According to him, producers and directors are “the decisive point” where
it becomes apparent whether “a budget explodes or is adhered to”.

Especially Kontrakt ‘18’s second demand—the writer’s right to have
a say in the selection of the director—led to controversies and broader
discussions, similar to how the industry discussion on production cultures
in television screenwriting more generally revolved around the interaction
of the director and the writer and their respective statuses.

Divector and Writer: A Complicated Relationship

The director and the writer are the central makers of television content, if
we follow Werner Holly’s (2004, 34) German-language introduction to
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television. However, as the discussions on Kontrakt ‘18 and the related
statements of many interviewees made clear, writers and directors often
are not equal partners in television drama productions. The tendency
for directors to have more agency may be related to the greater atten-
tion paid to them in many German-speaking film studies as well as in
past discourses on the value of television (e.g. Kammann et al. 2007,
118). In the face of ambitions to produce quality TV drama and nego-
tiations on the showrunner and writers’ room, however, the weighting
has shifted at least discursively in favour of the writer. Against the back-
ground of a potentially threatening loss of power for the director, it
is hardly surprising that the Kontrakt ‘18 demands were not met with
unadulterated praise from that side. For example, Edward Berger (2018),
lead director for the first-season Deutschiand 83, objected in our inter-
view that the Kontrakt ‘18 initiative “overshot the mark a bit”. In his
view, the reasons other actors intervene in the script usually lie with the
writers themselves or in the deficits of their work. Von Borries (2019),
who is equally active as a director and a screenwriter, expressed a similar
opinion:

Why are books changed? Because the editing doesn’t work, because the
story is literarily good but not cinematically realisable, because it is told
too much through dialogue [...] and transported [too little] into the plot
[...], because it is not dramatised but remains literary and mute, and so
on.

Still, von Borries also acknowledged that writers are valued in a
very different way in the US—that is, as central creative players—again
revealing a certain idealisation of the US television and film industry as
well as the showrunner figure. Berger (2018) argued, now in alignment
with the Kontrakt ‘18 initiators, that writers’ work output would improve
“if they were given more rights and more support”. In his discussion of
the writer-director relationship, he argued for intensive cooperation and
assessed directors’ script ambitions as being, in principle, positive:

If you want a certain director, then you have to expect [...] that they have
their own vision. And usually those are the people who are also better.
[...] Of course they want to intervene in the script. That’s why you should
simply involve them [the directors] from the beginning.
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The public criticism of Kontrakt ‘18 by the well-known film and tele-
vision director Dominik Graf, responsible for the early German quality
drama project Im Angesicht des Verbrechens/In the Face of Crime (ARD
et al. 2010) and dozens of TV films, took a similar bent. In an article for
Siiddentsche Zeitung, one of Germany’s top newspapers, Graf mocked the
Kontrakt ‘18 initiators for choosing the wrong enemy in the figure of the
director, and he criticised the common practice in Germany of bringing
directors “on board late, when the script, important cast members and
also staff have already been decided” (Graf 2018, my translation).

However, this very early and comprehensive collaboration between
director and writer—or “togetherness to the pain threshold”—demanded
by Graf (2018, my translation) stands in stark contrast both to the
conceptions and practices of the writers’ room found in my surveys, where
it was cast as a prolonged and autonomous creative space for the writers
alone, as well as to the understanding of quality drama serials as compi-
lations of several episodes by different directors who have to subordinate
themselves to the showrunner. As outlined earlier, series are a “writer-
producer medium”, not a “director medium”, according to producer
and writer Jorg Winger (2017). Hess (2019) quoted the proverb “cob-
bler stick to your last” and argued for a clear separation between the
activities of writer and director. Such an argument can also be under-
stood as a critique of the so-called auteur film and the auteur theory,
which is a sensitive and emotionally charged topic in screenplay discourses
beyond Germany as well, because the artistic contribution of screenwriters
threatens to be forgotten in the focus on star directors (see Maras 2009,
97).

More concretely, the reservations of many writers regarding screen-
play work by directors, as expressed in Kontrakt ‘18 and in several
interviews, stem from instances of cooperation that were experienced
as negative. Several times, interviewees cited these collaboration experi-
ences as “failure studies” of sorts (Redvall 2013, 194), where directors
cither hijacked writers’ scripts or obtained a writer credit for economic
reasons. Hess (2019), for example, problematised such a collaboration
on Weissensee/ The Weissensee Saga (ARD /MDR /Degeto, 2010-2018), a
public-service period drama following two families in East Berlin between
1980 and 1990 that she created. According to her, in the second season,
the director massively rewrote the script. Hess and the director, Friede-
mann Fromm, who now shares the writer credit, have publicly addressed
discrepancies in opinion on the plot and character development for
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Weissensee (e.g. Klode 2015). Or, as the former commissioning editor
Gebhard Henke (2018) put it, taking a critical view of Hess: the pair
“aired plenty of dirty laundry”. The HaRiBo trio of writers behind the
first German Amazon Prime Video drama production, You Are Wanted
(2017-2018), likewise described the collaboration with the prominent
director and lead actor Matthias Schweighofer—credited as showrunner
in official external communications—as extremely difficult (Hackfort,
Konrad and Kropf 2018). Bob Konrad, part of the trio, more gener-
ally criticised that the screenplay work of directors, in contrast to that
of writers, is usually not subject to any control:

A script is partly rewritten over years, every comma is turned around,
everything is [...] discussed to death, and then you have this book and
give it to the director, and then suddenly it’s a black box. That means
that the director usually writes a director’s version, or has it written, [...]
whatever. Then no one accesses it any more, it is not discussed.

“It is not discussed” probably means that, at this stage, writers are
left out of the process and directors have the final say. Once again, the
separation of script development from the subsequent production reveals
itself to be foundational to the writer’s often precarious position.

In addition to the director’s version of the script, dailies and the rough
cut were considered central moments in the production process, and
access to them was part of negotiations regarding the writer’s agency in
the project network and vis-a-vis the director. The dailies—or, as Hanno
Hackfort (in Hackfort et al. 2018) described them, “takes that [...] go
out and don’t go straight into the dustbin”—are mentioned in the fourth
tenet of Kontrakt ‘18 and, with the digitisation of television production,
these takes have become more easily and directly accessible. Whereas in
the past viewing appointments in the cinema were required to view dailies,
today they can even be checked on the taping date and made available to
various production participants as a digital file. The “important people”,
as Hackfort formulated it, get to see these basics for editing purposes
and can thus keep track of whether the shoot is going according to their
ideas. These “important people” include the lead producers, central repre-
sentatives from the broadcaster or platform and, according to Hackfort,
not necessarily but “ideally” also the writers. However, writers reported
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that their digital access to dailies can be limited or even terminated alto-
gether if their feedback displeases other lead production participants. In
this respect, writers have to choose and formulate their feedback carefully.

Similar caution and self-reflection also characterise writers’ approach
to the right to comment on the rough cut, which is demanded by
Kontrakt ‘18 (Zahn 2018). The editing phase usually requires cuts to
hit a certain length, and so the narrative can be drastically changed to
meet these standards, sometimes leaving writers with the impression that
the foundational story they wrote has not been sufficiently respected and
valued. From the point of view of the writer, their involvement in the
editing process serves as a means of control and is conducive to quality,
contributing to protecting the “singular vision” of a serial drama.

Time and again, practitioners invoked the idea of a singular or “one
vision” (Redvall 2013, 102) when arguing that “the story” needs to
be held together and controlled. Hess (2019), for example, confidently
attributed to her trade the fact that they know the base narrative best
and, against this background, can most competently decide on cuts and
the selection of scenes and settings. Hackfort (in Hackfort et al. 2018)
reflected that if writers have a say regarding dailies and rough cuts, then
it is also important that they afford directors a little bit of influence.
According to the practitioners’ negotiations, the aim is to increase not
only writers’ agency but also their productive cooperation with other
actors in the project network, especially the director.

Increased Agency of Writers?

In the discourse on German quality drama and its production cultures,
a focus on the increased agency of writers became apparent several
times—and not only with regard to their cooperation with directors. The
Kontrakt ‘18 demands and the discourses on the showrunner, which are
closely linked to the negotiations on German quality drama, proved to
be influential. However, the screenwriter’s supposed increase in power
was less about clearly quantifiable effects and more about a mood or
feeling beginning to permeate the sector; as described in 2021 in the
online industry magazine DWDL.de by Volker A. Zahn, a screenwriter
and central co-initiator of Kontrakt ‘18, his profession is now “clearly
more appreciated” (in Krei 2021a, my translation). Accordingly, the
broadcaster representatives I interviewed announced that they would
listen to and involve writers more. Martina Zoéllner (2018), head of the
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department for documentary and fiction programmes at RBB, suggested
that the (at the time of the interview still quite recent) demands of
Kontrakt ‘18 prompted one to “take another critical look at your own
behaviour”. According to her, this self-reflection includes, among other
things, committing to protecting writers from directors if necessary and
pointing out the limits of their agency to the latter.

In the meantime, several broadcasters have developed guidelines
to regulate revenue sharing and development fees for writers, and,
according to public accounts, they intend to deepen cooperation with
writers or increase their involvement in the production process (e.g.
Hennings 2020b). The corresponding negotiations with ARD and ARD
Degeto (a film rights trader and production company) involved Kontrakt
‘18 initiators alongside the VDD—Verband Deutscher Drehbuchau-
toren (Association of German Screenwriters) and the Allianz Deutscher
Produzenten—Film & Fernsehen (Alliance of German Producers; short
name: Produzentenallianz) (Hennings 2020b). While steps are being
taken, it remains true that official guidelines can be formulated so vaguely
that violations of them have no legal consequences. Likewise, broadcasters
and platforms can potentially use their guidelines to relativise and dilute
the demands of Kontrakt ‘18. These two issues have been pointed out
in the Kontrakt ‘18 group’s continuous criticism of these negotiations
(especially against ARD; see Niemeier 2021a). As a result, Kontrakt’18
commissioned a legal review of ARD’s guidelines (Krei 2021a).

Key representatives of Kontrakt ‘18 announced, in DWDL.de, the
initiative’s goal to establish a special regulation for its members or signato-
ries (Krei 2021a). This narrowing to members only implies that increased
agency will be made available only to individual writers who are already
firmly anchored in the industry and so who can dare to sign the Kontrakt
‘18 demands. The fact that the German industry lacks a “middle class”
of emerging screenwriters, as discussed by the practitioners, is a deter-
mining factor for this concentration on a few established and successful
ones. Kontrakt ‘18 signatory Bernd Lange (2018), who is the writer
or co-writer of several feature films as well as the drama serials Das
Verschwinden/ The Disappearance (ARD et al. 2017) and Die Kaiserin/
The Empress (Netflix, 2022), considered it important to support espe-
cially those writers who “may not have the guts or are too young, too
inexperienced” and who do not yet understand that screenwriting films
and especially series is inevitably “a collaborative process”.
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Similar to other professions and trade union struggles in general, those
with smaller networks, or those who are less organised or formalised,
risk being left out. Even with the rise of the quality drama serial and
emerging approaches to the showrunner, there is not always an accom-
panying increase in the power of the writer. Several representatives of
this guild also addressed ongoing reservations about their involvement
in broader production negotiations on behalf of other trades. In corre-
sponding discourses on the role of scriptwriters, it again became apparent
that the industry discourse on German quality drama series and the
production cultures enabling them very often was and is about agency
within project networks and screen idea work groups. Including but not
only in regard to screenwriters and producers, the industry discourse on
German quality dramas and their production conditions continues to be
intense.

NOTES

. For more on these production cultures, see Sect. 4.3.

. For a description of these production areas, see Sect. 4.3.

. Chapter 5 explores these topics in more detail.

. See Chapter 7 for more on this bias towards “single pieces”, which
practitioners emphasised in their discussion of the textual character-
istics of German television fiction and their historical genesis.

. See Chapter 7.

6. For more on “industrial” series and other series types and produc-

tion areas in Germany’s television industry, see Sect. 4.3.
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CHAPTER 9

To Be Continued: Conclusion and Outlook

Television in Germany is currently undergoing a fundamental change—
one that looks like it will continue for the foreseeable. This book has
addressed this time of transformation in the digital age by looking at
the phenomenon of the quality TV drama, and especially at its writing
and narrative styles. In doing so, I have deliberately considered quality
TV—which is difficult to define, in any case—less in the sense of aesthet-
ically and narratively “good” programmes and more as a discursive
construct. In this mode, the study has analysed how the interviewed and
observed practitioners negotiated, tested and reflected on German quality
TV drama and, through it, broader transformations in the television
industry: its programmes, their contents and their forms; its distribu-
tion and reception models and methods; and its production practices,
including screenwriting, which is this study’s focus and which deter-
mined the research perspective. The analysis of the TV professionals
from the perspective of media industry studies and screenwriting research
revealed extremely differentiated ways of perceiving German TV drama,
and especially the aforementioned upheavals as well as the sustainability
of older television structures. Some practitioners positioned themselves,
for example, on the side of the new, online-based streaming providers,
while others argued that the “solid, old German television” (interview
with Hess 2019) is still holding on and emphasised the importance of
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the historically established structures. These structures include standard-
ised broadcast slots and the continuously shown, financially lucrative and
therefore still significant “bread-and-butter series” such as Grofstadtre-
vier/Big City Police Station (ARD/NDR;1986-), a long-running light
crime procedural on the day-to-day cases at a fictional police station in
Hamburg. These entrenched structures, underlined by the TV profes-
sionals through such examples, are not obsolete per se. Rather, the
current shape of television is partly explained by the winding paths of this
history, as Ralf Adelmann et al. (2001, 205) stated more than 20 years ago
in their foundational German-language anthology of television studies
texts.

Therefore, it would be short-sighted to proclaim a completely new
television of the digital age, suggesting that the increased number of
quality or “high-end” serials from Germany, accompanied by a clear
focus on online distribution, exist in a dichotomy with the television
from the “old” models. In addition to the definitely extant tradition of
ongoing serials in the German television industry, it is also important to
consider that, in general, “television” has never represented a coherent
entity but has always been characterised by renewals in every phase of its
development. “Post-network television” does not displace “old forms of
television”; rather it “re-articulates already existing topics, problematiza-
tions, or supposed ‘potentials’ with different emphases and strategies”,
Judith Keilbach and Markus Stauff (2013, 92) highlight. Applied to tele-
vision fiction in Germany, this means that there is currently not only one
linear developmental path away from the single work, usually taking the
form of the television film or the case-per-week procedural, and heading
towards the (supposed) quality serial, with its cross-episode story arcs and
a focus on online distribution. The television film and its associated film-
series hybrid (the so-called Rezbe) remain influential and robust in this
country, both for many practitioners and their ways of working and for
audiences and their preferences. And yet seriality—a guiding concept and
aesthetic principle of television (see Fahle and Engell 2006, 11)—plays
an extremely crucial role in the current transformations. In productions
for online distribution, which continues to gain importance, the emphasis
is on serial formats, and central changes in screenwriting and production
methods are clearly motivated by this stronger serialisation. One indica-
tion of this connection between seriality and changed modes of writing
and producing is the growing relevance of the showrunner. Discussed in
detail in Chapter 8, the showrunner combines the functions of scriptwriter
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and producer and is thus supposed to ensure a singular or “one vision”
(Redvall 2013, 107) among numerous participants in serial production,
and thus the series’ coherence across episodes. This striving for a singular
vision adheres to the basic assumption—which can be found again and
again in the industry—that production methods and cultures decisively
pre-structure and shape the programmes themselves.

Both sides of this equation—the television product, including its
contents and forms, and the production modes and processes, including
the key stage of screenwriting—formed the central focal points of the
examined industry discourse on the German quality TV drama. The
following pages summarise the results of the analysis in relation to: the
transformations of the television industry and especially its forms of
financing; distribution, with the increase in online streaming; changed
modes of reception and their analysis and conceptualisation within the
industry; and the changes in production cultures and screenwriting. In the
final section, I venture an outlook on the future of television in Germany
in a “society of singularities” (Reckwitz 2018, 2020b).

9.1 TRANSFORMATION OF THE TELEVISION INDUSTRY

The year 2015 marked a “pivot point for quality drama” (Eichner 2021,
205) from Germany. Most prevalently, we began to see changes through
the initiation of fiction production in the pay TV sector and exports
to English-speaking countries. Here, the period drama Deutschiand 83
(RTL, 2015) acted as a gamechanger (see Krauf3 2020f), and it there-
fore forms the beginning of this study’s period of investigation. Since
then, the local television industry has expanded and transformed consid-
erably. Several new commissioners and distributors for drama series have
emerged, especially in the interlinked areas of pay TV and subscrip-
tion video-on-demand (SVoD). Chapter 4 provided a basic introduction
to this expanded and diversified television series landscape. Looking at
various broadcasters, platforms and production companies, as well as
different areas of series production, showed how there is neither one
form of “German television” nor a singular approach to the German
quality drama more specifically. However, as a decisive difference to
the US television industry—the context in which “quality TV” was first
spoken of (Feuer 2007, 147) and to which the bulk of academic discus-
sions of such serials refer (e.g. McCabe and Akass 2007a; Thompson
1996)—it can be stated that the production landscape in Germany is
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much more strongly shaped by public-service broadcasters. ARD and
ZDF still represent the most active and financially strong commissioners.
However, the public media institutions, which are highly complex, diverse
and bureaucratised entities, repeatedly face demands for leaner struc-
tures and more “modern” production and distribution channels (e.g.
Mantel 2020)—and not only since the great media attention given to the
“Schlesinger affair” surrounding the director (Intendantin) of the ARD
broadcaster RBB, who resigned in 2022 due to accusations of nepotism.
The public broadcasters are undergoing fundamental changes against a
backdrop of new media policy demands and the ever-changing digital
media environment. The advertising-financed commercial broadcasters—
which for years formed one-half of Germany’s “dual broadcasting system”
(Duales Rundfunksystem) (Hickethier 1998, 422—424)—are also reori-
enting themselves. These processes of upheaval are particularly visible in
quality drama projects. Germany’s established programme providers are
relying heavily on online distribution for these series, while the commer-
cial broadcasters are trying out new business models, as the previous ones
have come under considerable pressure.

Chapter 5 offered a closer look at the expanded forms of series
financing and distribution and thus took into account how the practition-
ers’ negotiations on the quality TV drama and its screenwriting repeat-
edly revolved around economic questions. This attention to finances
is hardly surprising, because despite all the differences found among
quality or high-end dramas, they all share at least one central tendency:
higher budgets. In order to support these higher costs, new cooperative
ventures in production and distribution are forming, further diversifying
Germany’s TV series landscape, including partnerships across channels
or platforms and countries. Film and media funding bodies—which in
Germany are highly federally structured—as well as larger production
companies are also increasingly involved in financing the writing of series
and their later production. In general, the relationship between produc-
tion companies and the programme providers who commission them is
changing. At the same time as there has been a shift away from one
broadcaster supplying 100% of the financing (which was dominant for a
long time) and the associated “total buyout” model (according to which
all rights are transferred to this commissioner [Frohlich 2010, 123]), a
simultaneous development towards this arrangement, or even a kind of
studio model, has occurred. Under this model, platforms such as Netflix
take over considerable parts of the production alongside all distribution
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chains and bind writers and other creatives exclusively to themselves. In
any case, one thing is certain: in Germany’s diversified television market,
there is no one approach to realising quality TV drama from an economic
point of view.

When it comes to series financing as well as certain other respects,
fundamental changes in the heterogeneous “German television” are also
evident in the fact that it increasingly bears transnational traits. Particu-
larly in the quality or “high-end” drama segment, the transformation of
television “from a national, largely broadcasting, market to a transnational
multiplatform market” (Turner 2018, 137) is becoming apparent, as can
likewise be observed in many other countries at present. However, the
practitioners’ discussions about German quality TV drama studied here,
as well as the observed economic networks of individual series projects,
simultaneously underline that the national and the local remain signifi-
cant. National and local aspects interact with transnational or global ones,
similar to what general theoretical debates on this topic have repeat-
edly established (e.g. Hansen 2020), which is why the German quality
TV drama and the industry behind it can ultimately be classified as
“glocal”—that is, as equally local and global (Robertson 2014). The
parallel significance of locality and globality also characterises distribution,
which was a central point of reference in the studied industry discourse
and where the current phase of upheaval in television is particularly visible.

9.2 TRANSFORMATION OF DISTRIBUTION

In the period under investigation—that is, since 2015—the area of
“internet-distributed television”, as Amanda D. Lotz (2017) calls it in her
book Portals, has undeniably gained in importance in Germany. While in
the earliest of my surveys producers still classified online distribution as a
means of advertising the linear broadcast and therefore ultimately subor-
dinate to it, numerous series productions from Germany are now mainly
or even exclusively distributed via online streaming, without a fixed broad-
cast slot. In the context of Germany, too, internet distribution is not a
uniform phenomenon but rather encompasses very different programmes,
practices and institutions.

Netflix is by no means the only manifestation of online distribution,
although it is a particularly influential and probably the best-known plat-
form. This high-profile and aggressive SVoD provider, which has been
available in Germany since September 2014, has intensified the local
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industry’s transnationalisation, as it usually releases its commissioned
productions, including German original dramas such as Dark (2017-
2020), 1899 (2022) and Liebes Kind/Dear Child (2023), ad hoc in
numerous countries (see also Afilipoaie, Iordache and Raats 2021). For
Germany’s TV professionals, this presents a scenario that is both appealing
and threatening. On the one hand, they can potentially considerably
expand their work’s exposure and reach previously untapped, and even
very specific, audiences in a wide range of countries. Banded together,
niche audiences may form a relevant aggregate, which means that even
content that is rather specialised can prove economically viable (Hennings
2020a). On the other hand, additional income from foreign sales and
licencing threatens to disappear, since Netflix, despite its transnational
operations, likes to pay only “local prices”, as some producers (e.g. in
Fey et al. 2020) criticised. Against this backdrop, this streaming provider
of US origin is increasingly coming up against criticism in the German
television and film industry. Some writers and other TV creators may still
consider their first Netflix drama as a “knighthood” (Zarges 2021c, my
translation), but more and more, the realisation that this commissioner
does not necessarily guarantee quality or global success is sinking in. In
the large online programme range of streaming providers like Netflix,
only a few international, non-English-language series, such as Dark, have
managed to generate transnational attention. Many SVoD providers are
therefore returning focus to national or at least German-speaking audi-
ences—as Benjamin Harris (2022), from Netflix Germany, also admitted
in our interview—and are thus beginning to apply much more conser-
vative selection criteria, which is something that TV professionals at the
2023 Berlinale Sevies Mavket noted (Berry et al. 2023; see also Kraufl
2023¢).

Nevertheless, the degree and success of transnational distribution are
increasingly becoming a decisive evaluation criterion in the German TV
industry, upon which the level of economic commitment, initial green-
lighting or series continuation may depend. For practitioners, the possible
demand for “international appeal” (Eichner 2021, 191) is a double-edged
sword: on the one hand, it makes room for different content and narra-
tives than in a market oriented solely towards German-speaking viewers,
who are used to the historically evolved broadcast slots and formats; on
the other hand, the demand potentially means additional pressure and
stress or could lead to decision-making dilemmas if producers want the
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local and linear broadcast to succeed at the same time. Editors in public-
service broadcasting in particular addressed a gap between series that fit
established German broadcast slots and those distributed transnationally
and online. For all the tendency towards niche or quality production for
online and transnational distribution, commissioners in Germany often
still harbour a “desire for a campfire”, as scriptwriter Bernd Lange (2018)
put it—that is to say, the famous bonfire around which the national televi-
sion audience gathers. The insistence to consider national broadcast slots
and ratings that emerge here can be classified as conservatism, a quality
often attributed to the local television industry (Eichner 2021, 191).
However, this orientation is also based on market research that found
viewers still watch a considerable amount of linear television (e.g. Hess
and Miiller 2022, 419). Another aspect that should not be neglected is
certainly that linear distribution still represents a reasonably reliable, prof-
itable and transparent framework for practitioners, according to which, for
example, they are remunerated for repeat broadcasts and can more reliably
track how many viewers their production reached than with transnational
streaming providers.

In the practices and negotiations of television practitioners, both forms
of distribution, linear and non-linear, are ultimately closely connected,
such that maintaining the dichotomy between them that some researchers
and producers have invoked appears questionable. Often (but not always)
the series successful on linear television are also the ones popular on
streaming services. However, some dramas—such as daily and weekly soap
operas, which are very much integrated into daily broadcast slots and
viewers’ personal routines—might not work in non-linear digital contexts
in the same way. Online distribution has also had an effect on linear
broadcast slots, which are increasingly orienting towards serial content
that also works online (as in the case of the Wednesday TV film schedule
of ARD’s national channel Das Erste (The First), which now often
supports the linear programming of miniseries). The impact of digital
distribution on linear television is especially visible in event programming,
where episodes are broadcast within a few days or hours, enabling a kind
of “binge watching” in the context of linear broadcasting. The industry
discourse on quality series from Germany repeatedly revolved around such
forms of linear distribution and also attributed the (supposed) failure of
some quality TV projects to the programming conventions there.

A more far-reaching transformation of distribution—which is not only
about moving away from fixed broadcast slots but also focused on
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bringing together different media texts in the sense of “transmedia wor/d-
building” (Ryan 2015, 5, emphasis in original)—played only a marginal
role in the analysed industry discourse on German quality TV drama.
While practitioners dealt with feedback and marketing on social media,
they rarely explored deeper cross-platform storytelling (motivated less
by marketing than by narration), presumably because of the finding,
mentioned in industry presentations, that transmedia projects require
considerable additional human and financial resources and that only a
few viewers ultimately actively participate (e.g. Wouda 2016). The indus-
try’s initial euphoria around transmedia narration gave way to a certain
scepticism in the course of the 2010s.

Among the 13 case studies used to acquire interview partners for this
production study, the German youth series DRUCK /SKAM Germany
(Funk/ZDF, 2018-) and its Norwegian original, SKAM (NRK, 2015-
2017), which has been adapted in various countries, show promising
ways to distribute and narrate in a transmedial way.! For DRUCK, as
for SKAM, scenes and sequences were shared online precisely when they
took place in the fictional world of the plot and only later were they
compressed into series episodes every Friday, all of which also remained
accessible after the fact. Thus, a linear, or at least weekly, distribu-
tion and an asynchronous “binge watching” option were combined and
extended by the “real-time” social media approach (Krauff and Stock
2021, 414). The fictional protagonists’ activities on social media reinforce
this real-time impression and further narrate storylines and characters.

It remains to be seen whether the German television industry will
launch further such transmedia productions in its efforts to increase the
quality of and rejuvenate TV drama. For commercial providers, it can be
difficult to make content available for free on external channels, as was
done for DRUCK by its central commissioner Funk (ARD and ZDF’s
shared online content network). Barriers arise from the providers’ depen-
dence on revenue from advertising, subscriptions or both as well as their
vested interest in their own “exclusive” programmes, especially in the
case of subscription services. Public television is more flexible in this
regard, but it is in danger of losing its brand recognition if—as in the
case of Funk—it takes place almost exclusively on external platforms such
as YouTube and Instagram. The content is also necessarily submitted to
the commercial logics found there. Sven Stollfufl consequently sees the
concept of “public value”—that is, the society-oriented mission of public
broadcasters—as being at risk:
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Platforms that are run by corporations whose business model establishes
and consolidates forms of communication and algorithmically prefigured
information and data processing [...] are changing the conditions of
democratic societies in the digital age. (2021, 131)

Television’s transformation at the level of distribution—which is partic-
ularly evident in the case of quality series that are strongly distributed
online—is in no small part connected to more general social changes.
The practitioners repeatedly dealt with sociopolitical relevance in a trans-
forming society, especially in respect to content. The “relevant” stories
highlighted by them as a criterion of quality should be further studied,
particularly in terms of how this relevance is to be thought of in the digital
distribution environment. How can television and its expansions, espe-
cially regarding the public-service providers, continue to be relevant or
be relevant again and constructively contribute to democratic society in
the digital age, as mentioned by Stollfufl? The Public Service Media and
Public Service Internet Manifesto, published in 2021 (Fuchs and Unter-
berger 2021), called for the creation of a public-service internet and the
reinvigoration of public-service broadcasting. Drama series that address
viewers not as customers or as data mines but as citizens and that have
the social relevance mentioned by the practitioners could be part of this
vision.

The manifesto identifies data protection as a core area of the proposed
public-service internet: “Public service internet platforms minimise and
decentralise data storage and have no need to monetise and monitor
internet use” (Fuchs and Unterberger 2021, 5). In the researched
industry discourse on German quality TV drama, with its focus on textual
characteristics and production and screenwriting cultures, such positions
were hardly found, as the topic of datafication generally was not of
great importance. However, it is certainly true that data generation,
algorithms, automation and artificial intelligence are playing an increas-
ingly important role in contemporary hybrid television, including series
from Germany. Linked to distribution, reception—including the televi-
sion industry’s monitoring of this data—is undergoing a fundamental
change.
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9.3 TRANSFORMATION OF RECEPTION AND ITS CAPTURE

Although this study focuses on production, the researched industry
discourse on the quality TV drama also repeatedly dealt with reception
and its transformation. The “situational integration” of viewers in their
“individual domestic environment” and “in a larger social framework” as
well as their “apparative arrangement” vis-a-vis the television set—which
the German media scholar Knut Hickethier (1995, 69, my translations)
speaks of in his model Dispositiv Fernsehen (dispositif television), proposed
more than 25 years ago—have taken on a more diverse, more flexible
and more mobile character during the period under investigation. At the
same time, the relationship between viewers and the television industry
and its practitioners has also changed, especially because, in the digital
media environment, comprehensive data on viewer behaviour is collected
and content tends to become more target group specific.

Thanks to online distribution, audiences have access to a wide range of
content at any time, freed from fixed broadcast slots. When it comes to
this online content, especially series, episodes and seasons carry particular
importance. In view of the flood of TV dramas, broadcasters and plat-
forms as well as creators face a greater battle when it comes to reaching
and retaining an audience. Following Andreas Reckwitz (2018, 238), this
challenge can be seen as an expression of our “society of singularities”,
whose “cultural machine” (Kulturmaschine) generally produces a struc-
tural asymmetry between an extreme overproduction of cultural formats
(and information) and a scarcity of users’ attention. The desire found in
the industry and among screenwriters to have their programmes stand
out from the crowd through producing quality dramas, as well as to bind
viewers over a longer period of time through serial storytelling, must be
understood against this market-related and social background.

An increased commitment to series may also be motivated by the
fact that this format allows creators to respond to audience behaviour
data and feedback through adjusting aspects of the programme; a single,
already completed film, by contrast, allows no such adjustment. This
motivation is not new, nor is the more general aim of the television
industry to track and control viewers and their behaviour. Already in the
early 1990s, Ien Ang (1991) systematically identified how broadcasters
sought to reinforce and renew people’s desire to watch television. Today,
data and algorithms offer unprecedented insights into viewers’ activities.
However, audiences are at risk of being under permanent observation and
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becoming “transparent”, which is a problematic scenario for democratic
societies that rely on private spaces for opinion formation (see Zuboff
2019). On the other hand, when it comes to assessing programmes—
around which the practitioners’ negotiations on the German quality TV
drama inevitably revolved—digital distribution and reception practices
also create the potential for audiences to participate in an open critical
discourse on quality as well as the society-oriented mission of public-
service broadcasters, as Uwe Kammann, Katrin Jurkuhn and Fritz Wolf
(2007, 14) hoped for several years ago. When it comes to viewers’
involvement in fictional series, and more generally their participation in
current digital television and the public-service media of the future, there
certainly remains considerable need for both action and research.

So far, data on viewers seems to have had little bearing on the devel-
opment and production processes of TV drama in Germany.?> In the
case of the high-end dramas considered in this study, it is certainly rele-
vant that such series usually consist of relatively few episodes (often only
six), which are developed, written and then produced in one unified
process. Changes to the plot, casting or other aspects on the basis of
viewer data obtained at the distribution phase are difficult to accommo-
date within this process and are also not planned for. A look at individual
“project networks” (Sydow and Windeler 2001) and “screen idea work
groups” (Macdonald 2010)—the collaborative models of series produc-
tion central to this study—also reveals how knowledge about viewers can
be distributed very unevenly between the individual actors of commis-
sioning platform or broadcaster, production company and, lastly, freelance
creatives such as screenwriters. The digital divide that Danah Boyd and
Kate Crawford (2011) predicted in their Six Provocations for Big Data,
born of varying access to digital devices and data, can therefore also be
discussed in terms of series production in Germany. Especially the rela-
tively young streaming providers, which like to be associated with quality
content, often represent a “black box” even for central production partici-
pants: they grant access to their data only partially at best, and usually only
to particularly important management personnel, as they tend to operate
under “anti-transparency policies” (Wayne 2021, 17).

It should also be noted that these SVoD platforms tend to present
themselves as particularly innovative by publicly claiming to have elabo-
rate data at their disposal that they can use in a targeted manner. However,
“Netflix tends to do more talking about data, rather than using them for
real”, the producer Georg Ramme (quoted in Abbatescianni 2021) stated
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at the Let’s Tnlk Screemwriting! online panel hosted by Utrecht Univer-
sity. Ramme also addressed the danger that very comprehensive data can
lead to over-formalisation, ultimately resulting in boring programmes.
Formatting and formulas were, as explained in Chapter 7, also central to
the practitioners’ discourse on quality drama and were particularly prob-
lematised in relation to current and past television fiction from Germany.
So far, however, practitioners have associated formatting and formulaic-
ness less with algorithms and SVoD providers than with linear television’s
modes of reception and distribution, especially the traditional broadcast
slots and the quantitative audience ratings to be achieved there.

Ratings—a common subject of critical public debate (e.g. Seidl
2014)—pervade the industry’s negotiations on quality series, although
it has been acknowledged that the digital age requires different measures
and evaluation criteria. Quantitative audience figures are by no means
obsolete, including for online content, but the German TV industry is
increasingly realising that it is not forward-looking to focus solely on the
highest possible numbers or on the frequent and regular viewers of linear
broadcasts. Although these “TV patrons” ensure high ratings, they may
also form the “already dying clientele of the uninterested”, as screenwriter
Hanno Hackfort (in Hackfort, Konrad and Kropf 2018) exaggeratedly
put it. TV ratings measurements have already been adjusted to fit the
changing distribution modes; for example, the market research company
GfK, which monitors these numbers in Germany, now also surveys
streaming service use through its “SVOD Tracker” (Zarges 2019).
The observed and interviewed practitioners emphasised the increasing
relevance of non-linear reception especially for the series segment.

A more complex and diverse measurement and evaluation of audience
response are linked not only to the different forms of distribution but
also to the diversification of the television series landscape and its busi-
ness models. In the pay TV sector, which has become more important
and is particularly influential for the high-end segment, the TV profes-
sionals, according to their self-reflections at industry workshops (e.g.
Root et al. 2020), also used evaluative criteria other than ratings—for
example, awards and thus the critical reception of a series—because high
viewer numbers do not necessarily result in more subscribers. In the
case of streaming providers that, for example, use algorithms to compile
their programmes, the former battle for high ratings has clearly turned
into a competition to secure customer data (see Hennig-Thurau et al.
2019, 18). However, doubts around algorithms and data generation have
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also been raised in the industry, for example, when Soumya Sriraman (in
Tereszkiewicz et al. 2020), then CEO of the British streaming provider
BritBox, questioned at the 2020 Berlinale Series Market whether recep-
tion could be controlled via personalised content and called for a return
to the “basics”. Such basics could include quantitative ratings. Does
this mean we will see an accompanying stronger focus on quantitative
viewing figures? In the case of the major transnational streaming providers
Netflix and Amazon Prime Video, we can at least more recently observe,
including with their original German-language productions, an orienta-
tion more towards the mainstream than the artistic niche that quality TV
was once associated with. Quantitative audience numbers therefore will
still play—or will again play—an important role in future, hybrid and
online-based television in the digital age.

In the researched industry discourse, the significance of audience
ratings is also tied to negotiations about past viewer response and concep-
tions of the audience. On the one hand, practitioners discussed whether
and why attempts at quality TV dramas from Germany, such as Deutsch-
land 83, Im Awngesicht des Vevbvechens/In the Face of Crime (ARD
et al.,, 2010) and Die Stadt und die Macht/The City and the Power
(ARD/NDR/Degeto, 2016), had failed in respect to quantitative ratings,
and thus conducted a kind of “failure studies” (Redvall 2023). On the
other hand, television professionals primarily attributed deficiencies in
the dramaturgical quality of German series, including abbreviated and
formulaic narratives, to a ratings orientation. They especially criticised the
public broadcasters, which they suggested could afford to use different
evaluation parameters than the advertising-financed private broadcasters
because of their fee income. In connection with the supposed fixation on
quantitative viewing figures, the practitioners also addressed the lopsided
socialisation of the industry and the audience, which ultimately prevented
or made quality series more difficult to develop. Linked to the assump-
tion that audience tastes have been shaped by existing programmes is the
discussion around the extent to which audiences can be “educated”. In
the documentary film Es werde Stadt!/It Will Be a City! (WDR et al.,
2013-2014), a critical review of the state of German television fiction in
2013 and 2014, Barbara Buhl, the former fiction head of the TV film and
cinema programme group at WDR (ARD’s biggest local broadcaster),
speaks of a reciprocal relationship: “The audience is the way we made it
ourselves, but we are also the way the audience wants us to be. Of course
we want to be liked”.
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However, it appears many viewers no longer like the majority of
German series. Or at least several of the practitioners assumed as much,
based on television criticism and concrete feedback from audiences. In
fact, the interviewed and observed television professionals repeatedly
dealt with the “bad image” of German television productions. They also
frequently discussed how to reach or win back lost and especially younger
viewers. Questions of rejuvenation and “youthification” (Sundet 2021,
146)—mnot only in terms of reception but also at the levels of repre-
sentation, distribution, screenwriting and production—generally played
an important role in the practitioners’ debates. In recent years, various
youth series from Germany have appeared alongside (and not necessarily
in line with) dedicated quality projects, such as the exemplary DRUCK,
the German SKAM adaptation; How to Sell Drugs Online (Fast) (2019-
), a Netflix comedy about a high school student starting an online drug
business; and Wir sind jetzt / We Are Now (RTL+, 2019-), a youth drama
about a teenage love triangle. Such programmes, which respond to the
renaissance of serial teen TV dramas in the US as well as in other markets,
especially through the streaming service Netflix (see Kraufl and Stock
2020, 17-20), are largely the responsibility of young producers and also
integrate social media to varying degrees in both their distribution and at
the level of plot and visual aesthetic. How successful and formative such
rejuvenation attempts are for the local industry will require more detailed
analysis in the future. Presumably, in the course of the shift towards
teen TV and younger audiences, the role of viewers will also continue
to change, due to factors such as transmedia options primarily aimed at
mobile use, circulation on various platforms and the integration of social
media. Is the audience—or at least a small, particularly dedicated minority
of fans—now becoming more interactive? Such a transformation has been
repeatedly noted and hoped for in treatments of transmedia storytelling
(see e.g. Jenkins 2006, 246) and also predicted by Jorg Sydow and Arnold
Windeler (2004b, 4) in their early study of series production using the
organisational form of the project network. In any case, in the digital
media environment, the degree and characteristics of audience activity can
become further criteria for judging series’ success. Linked to the viewers’
position and its analysis, production practices are likewise being trans-
formed, which the present study has examined primarily in relation to
screenwriting.
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94 TRANSFORMATION OF PRODUCTION
CULTURES AND PRACTICES

Changes in TV drama production in Germany are particularly noticeable
in the work of screenwriters and their involvement in project networks
and screen idea work groups. Writers increasingly develop plots and scripts
collectively in the so-called writers’ room, albeit often only in a rudimen-
tary form and adapted to the different production cultures and limited
economic resources of Germany’s industry. At the same time, and as in
other European markets (see Barra and Scaglioni 2021b, 17-21), many
projects have turned to working with a showrunner—the hybrid writer-
producer figure—as the central executive in TV series production. In a
similar vein, at least a few prominent writers in Germany have taken on
some production tasks, for example by acting as creative producers and
being involved in decision-making processes such as casting and rough
cut approval. Still, their agency continues to be discussed and negotiated
in individual projects. Directors often maintain a central position that may
be superior to that of the writers.

In addition to the complicated relationship between writers and direc-
tors, the influence of commissioning editors was a central issue for the
practitioners when exploring the production modes of quality TV drama.
The interviewed and observed television professionals often pleaded for
greater autonomy for the writer in relation to the staff of broadcasters
and platforms, and they problematised the large number of editors oper-
ating in the complex, bureaucratic public-service institutions. The role
of these editors—as the practitioners’ discussions revealed—is likewise
transforming in the changed media environment. For example, editors
no longer necessarily or solely manage the linear broadcast slots and
their programme contents and tonalities. As selectors of scripts and pitch
papers and as translators between the various economic and artistic parties
(Conor 2014, 74), editors also will have a part to play in the future tele-
vision practices that may develop, such as integrating the data obtained
via online distribution or artificial intelligence tools into the screenwriting
process (see Keilbach and Surma 2022). These transformations of screen-
writing and the involvement of commissioning editors and producers
will require more detailed research in the future. If writers continue to
increasingly insist on artistic autonomy and agency, it can be assumed
that immense tensions would arise if editors were to demand changes to
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the dramaturgy or content of a series based on, for example, data analyses
of audiences.

In addition to screenwriting and its possible datafication, future studies
on the hybrid television industry in Germany (and in transnational
contexts) should take even greater stock of other production phases and
their actors. Fundamental works and concepts of media industry studies
and production studies (e.g. Caldwell 2008; Banks et al. 2016b) have
made clear that it is precisely below-the-line practitioners who need to be
considered—that is, those practitioners beyond the better-known trades
associated with creativity. In addition to the invisible work (e.g. Banks
2009, 91) carried out by such below-the-line actors, unpaid work (e.g.
Siebert and Wilson 2013) also needs to be looked at more closely in
Germany’s drama production industry. Especially in the quality series
segment, it is obvious that practitioners put their whole heart and soul
into a project and thus possibly exploit themselves. Quality status can
function as symbolic capital in Pierre Bourdieu’s sense (e.g. 2010, first
1979), a fact that has repeatedly enabled media industries to demand and
gloss over a harmfully high level of commitment and problematic working
conditions.

Beyond the quality TV drama discussed in this study, the compre-
hensive transformation of television production in Germany can mean
uncertainty and precarity for practitioners at large. As Mark Deuze and
Mirjam Prenger (2019, 16) have noted for media production in general,
“a wide array of new roles, skills, and competences” contributes to an
ongoing “destabilization process” that practitioners experience and feel.
The judgement of quality in and beyond the industry—inherent to discus-
sion of quality series—can also lead to significant stress for practitioners,
and the attempt to achieve quality interacts with the requirement under
the “creativity dispositit” (Reckwitz 2017, 9) “to constantly perform and
present yourself in the best possible light in order to succeed” (Deuze and
Prenger 2019, 17). This pressure and precariousness are also rooted in the
temporary organisational form of the project network, which continues
to characterise series production in Germany, especially in the case of
prestigious quality dramas, which usually consist of only a few episodes
and, unlike weekly and daily soaps and traditional procedural shows, are
not produced over long periods of time. Consequently, the majority of
television producers bounce from project to project.

In public and semi-public announcements—for example, in industry
publications or at festivals and panels—industry players often downplay



9 TO BE CONTINUED: CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK 243

precariousness and insecurity. The situation is somewhat different when
it comes to the issue of diversity, which producers and industry publi-
cations from Germany have more recently taken up, regarding both
content and production teams (Niemeier 2021b, c). However, studies
by the MaLisa Foundation, an organisation initiated by the German
actor Maria Furtwingler and her daughter Elisabeth Furtwingler (e.g.
Prommer and Linke 2019), have shown that women remain underrepre-
sented in German television and film fiction, especially from the age of 30
onwards. On the production side, empirical studies have also identified a
lack of diversity. This deficit likely characterises prestigious quality series in
particular, considering Skadi Loist and Elizabeth Prommer’s (2019, 99)
finding that especially male directors dominate when it comes to such
high-budget productions. For the leading personnel of German quality
TV drama, therefore, a tendency towards an overrepresentation of men
also ultimately seems to be formative. Alisa Perren and Thomas Schatz
(2015, 91) note a similar finding in their examination of past and current
showrunners of US productions: “[W ]hite males continue to dispropor-
tionately dominate fictional prime-time producing positions; women and
people of colour still struggle to find spots on writing staffs, let alone
become showrunners”.

Discrimination and hierarchies along the lines of gender, race, class,
age and other aspects of identity should be addressed more closely in
future studies on television production in Germany and examined in rela-
tion especially to questions of value inherent to the industry. This is not
just about a general “principle of justice”. Rather, Charlotte Brunsdon’s
point (taken up in Chapter 2) that judgements of taste depend on context
is fundamentally valid here: “Quality for whom?, Judgement by whom?,
On whose behalf?” (1990, 73). In view of the many contemporary quality
dramas from Germany with primarily male characters and central produc-
tion participants (as in the case of Babylon Berlin, ARD/Degeto/Sky
Deutschland, 2017), it is doubtful that the television and film industry
in Germany is becoming more diverse, and thus that its tastes and other
selection criteria are likewise expanding. But it is perhaps the case that
diversity—at least in terms of gender and race (less so in terms of class
and age, which are often “blind spots” in current diversity discourses)—
is increasingly coming to be regarded as an evaluation criterion by the
industry. If so, then it is possible that this concern is influencing the
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industry’s negotiations on television quality and the production condi-
tions required for it. Might we indeed expect more innovative and diverse
German drama content in the future?

9.5 TRANSFORMATION OF CONTENTS,
FOorMS AND STORYTELLING

The contents, forms and storytelling of television are changing, espe-
cially in the case of the quality TV drama, since it makes space for the
testing and negotiation of unusual narrative forms (at least for German
television fiction), especially in connection with new forms of distri-
bution. Chapter 7 presented the practitioners’ discussions on contents
and forms in more detail. In particular, it worked out how the profes-
sionals critically engaged with current television fiction from Germany on
the basis of their attributions regarding serial quality TV. For example,
they repeatedly mentioned and complained about the German tendency
towards single films, especially at the public broadcasters; these films
in particular distinguish local TV fiction from that of other countries.
Furthermore, the chapter discussed the practitioners’ confrontations with
current quality TV projects from Germany. Alongside euphoric diagnoses
of a current German “wave” in TV drama, other, more critical voices
identified ongoing story deficits and unfulfilled expectations. Failures and
deficiencies were also partly attributed to television history, although
some practitioners identified German quality television precisely as part
of this retrospective, citing the satire Kir Royal — Aus dem Leben eines
Klatschreporters / Kir Royal — From the Life of & Gossip Reporter (ARD/
WDR, 1986) and the epos Heimat — Eine deutsche Chronik / Heimat:
A German Chronicle (ARD/WDR/SFB, 1984) as examples worthy of
imitation.

Such referencing of other series was a notable facet of the exam-
ined industry discourse. This practice aligns with studies that emphasise
the influence that previous film and television works have on current
production and development modes. According to Eva Novrup Redvall’s
model of the “screen idea system”, which builds on the “screen idea
work group” (Macdonald 2010) concept, the “trends, tastes and tradi-
tions” (2013, 31) stemming from existing television and film productions
influence the screenwriting process, and they likewise affect creative indi-
viduals and institutional gatekeepers, who develop certain mandates and
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management approaches (Waade et al. 2020, 7-8). Against this back-
ground, the practitioners’ focus on contents and forms when discussing
German quality TV drama—which overlaps with similar public debates
in newspaper feature pages and television criticism in general—has a
“realpolitik” or practical significance for the German TV industry and
its screenwriting practices. Gatekeepers such as commissioning editors
decide, on the basis of narrative and aesthetic concepts and judgements,
whether certain scripts are developed and realised and to what extent.
These decision-makers are influenced by debates of both the industry and
the public. Creatives in individual screen idea work groups also repeat-
edly negotiate which existing works they are significantly (not) oriented
towards (Macdonald 2010, 54).

Individual programmes and their evaluation play a decisive role espe-
cially today, in the changed media environment. In linear television, the
focus was and is primarily on formatting according to broadcasting sched-
ules and on the programme’s flow—that is, the merging of programmes
and their reception (Williams 1984, first 1975); however, in the quality
or high-end segment, it is much more a matter of standing out from the
mass of programmes and leaving formulas behind. In several current TV
dramas from Germany, we can observe greater flexibility in the length of
individual episodes, a decoupling from specific broadcast slots and their
tonalities, and a greater variety of themes and aesthetics. However, the
diagnosis that there has been a “complete breakout” from the format-
ting often lamented by practitioners is contradicted by the fact that
linear broadcast slots still (co-)determine visibility, budget, contents and
tonalities of series. Furthermore, new formulas are also emerging in
the segment of quality TV drama that is strongly distributed online.
Thus, ingredients that German practitioners have attributed to US quality
TV have also found their way into German TV series, such as quite
explicit scenes of sex and violence (e.g. Parfum/Perfume, ZDFneo/
Netflix, 2018-); a high density of plots and turning points (e.g. Dark;
Legal Affairs, ARD/Degeto/RBB, 2021); and (male) anti-heroes of an
ambivalent nature (e.g. Euer Ebren/Your Honour, ARD /Degeto/ORE,
2022).3 As Héléne Monnet-Cantagrel (2021, 127) notes in relation to
the high-budget period drama Versailles (Canal+, 2015-2018), there is “a
sort of international standard, where only the scenery changes but whose
style and audacity boils down to ‘sex or violence every 15 minutes’”.
In a similar vein, the screenwriter Annette Hess (2019) opined in our
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interview that streaming services in particular demand exciting, attention-
grabbing content, which in her view often leads to sensationalised
storytelling. Future evaluation discourses on contents and forms seem
inevitable in view of such assessments and programme developments.

9.6 OUTLOOK

The last systematic study of television in Germany is now more than
20 years old (Hickethier 1998) and refers to a time when streaming
providers, their drama programmes and the modes of reception associ-
ated with them did not yet exist. Since then, television has undergone
considerable transformation and expansion. By focusing on writers and
other TV professionals involved in screenwriting, their modes of produc-
tion and their discourses on programmes, with particular attention paid
to the so-called quality TV drama, this book has drawn a comprehensive,
though by no means conclusive, picture of current television in Germany
and its changes. To evaluate the observed transformations of television
and screenwriting, it makes sense to consider them in the context of
broader processes of social upheaval. In view of the digital transforma-
tions in television as well as other areas, particularly instructive is, as has
been shown throughout this book, Andreas Reckwitz’s concept of the
“society of singularities”:

[T]he media technological revolution of computing, algorithms, and the
World Wide Web, [...] since the 1990s, has enabled not only the introduc-
tion of new cultural elements to the world (photos and stories, works of
graphic art, films, games) in a historically unprecedented manner, but also
the creation of a mobile realm of permanent competition for attention,
in which singularities are to be made visible for potentially everyone and
everything. (2020, 148)

Within the complex observed by Reckwitz, the industry’s negotiations
on and turn towards the quality TV drama can be understood as practices
of “valorization” and “singularization” (146). Following his diagnosis, I
propose to interpret quality series as “singular goods [...] that contain
the promise of something authentic and non-interchangeable” (148) and
that fight for visibility and esteem among the different online services.
Reckwitz further assesses that the late-modern culture of digitality gives
rise to a “cultural space of images, narrations, game situations—a cultural
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hypertext, which constantly accompanies every subject and wherein an
overproduction of cultural singularities is taking place” (151). If we
are to follow this argument, then we must also take into account
forms of hybrid, digital television other than the fictional quality drama
under consideration here. Scripted reality TV, for instance, is a very
obvious example, as it emphasises the imperative of singularity in its
content. Alongside Germany’s commercial broadcasters, which sit under
the opposing media conglomerates ProSiebenSat.1 Media and the RTL
Group, streaming services also offer such “factual entertainment”, which
is usually less expensive to produce than fiction. And yet it is, more
than any other programme type, the quality TV drama that desires to
stand out from the mass of programming and therefore greatly strives for
singularity—just as its practitioners, in their network-like cooperations,
strive to produce a “singular good”, with a special narrative, aesthetic,
creative, ludic and moral-ethical quality, as Reckwitz (2020, 146) attests
is common among today’s cultural objects.

In view of particularly public broadcasters’ ongoing tendency to
commission and (co-)finance quality series, it is possible to say that
sociopolitical relevance (a kind of moral-ethical quality) plays a partic-
ularly important role in the German context. In the diversified, digital
media environment, public broadcasters face challenges in keeping up
with the quality programmes of their commercial competitors, especially
SVoD platforms, while simultaneously producing and distributing fiction
productions for different segments of the population as part of their socio-
cultural mandate. Can they contribute to social cohesion through TV
dramas—a function that is needed more than ever in the society of singu-
larities, in which many members use different, individual media instead
of sharing the same content and engaging in mutual discussion through
it? Or do public broadcasters precisely support social separation through
producing ambitious quality dramas as “singular goods” (Reckwitz 2020,
148) that attract only very particular groups? Such questions are also
ripe for exploring in future discussions on television quality—although,
as Reckwitz (2018, 435) generally notes, retrospection on the lost “gen-
erality” of industrial and bourgeois modernity (such as television’s loss of
power as a mass medium) tends to have a nostalgic character.

We cannot be certain how the future of quality series from Germany
and their screenwriting cultures will unfold in public-service broadcasting
and beyond, particularly in relation to other types of programmes and
other countries’ productions in the expanded and increasingly digital
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transnational television landscape. More and more, doubts are being
raised about the economics of many SVoD providers, especially Netflix,
as their mountains of debt continue to pile up and individual pres-
tige productions, such as The Crown (Netflix, 2016-2023), become
extremely expensive, while their share values and numbers of subscribers
remain static or even decrease (see e.g. Zarges 2022a). Will the relatively
young, US-dominated streaming providers therefore continue to produce
German TV dramas in the longer term? In Netflix’s transnationally avail-
able portfolio—a prime example of the overcrowded cultural space of
the digital, in Reckwitz’s (2020, 151) terms—German-language series,
just like other non-English programmes distributed mainly with subti-
tles, are in danger of being quickly lost in the fray, in any case. When
it comes to platforms like Netflix, Lothar Mikos (in Christiani 2021)
generally points to viewers’ limited interest in non-English-language,
“local” series beyond the respective markets of origin. According to
industry representatives, the openness to such series has increased in
Anglo-Saxon markets (e.g. Harris 2018, 327), but in Germany and else-
where around the globe this interest is ultimately very limited, usually
restricted to Spanish and South Korean productions. High-end series
from Germany have not been as transnationally popular as the South
Korean survival drama Squid Game (Netflix, 2021-) or the Spanish
crime show Money Heist/La casa de papel (Netflix/Antena 3, 2017-
2021), both of which are admittedly isolated phenomena and, in their
publicly proclaimed success, products of skilful Netflix marketing. Never-
theless, they offer clear evidence that transnational “blockbuster series”
(Eichner 2013, 46, my translation) are no longer limited to English-
language productions. Despite the comparatively lower transnational
clout of German TV drama, the high turnover and large core audience of
the German-language television market (Eichner and Esser 2020, 190),
as well as the legal instrument of the Audiovisual Media Services Directive
(AVMSD), speak to the continuing importance of series from Germany
at, but also beyond, the SVoD providers. The European Commission’s
AVMSD obliges transnational platforms to have a 30% minimum share
of “European works” (European Commission 2020) in their video-on-
demand portfolio. Streaming companies such as Amazon Prime Video
must therefore focus on German-language content for reasons other than
self-interest.

It remains to be seen what developments the AVMSD will lead to
in individual EU countries and what successes German producers will
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see from their demands for a local investment obligation from transna-
tional SVoD operators (see Zarges 2021a). As of the publication of this
book in 2024, it is also uncertain what sort of influence the inflation,
economic turmoil and energy crises in the wake of the Russian invasion
of Ukraine and the aftermaths of the Covid-19 pandemic will have on
quality drama efforts from Germany. “[I]t is not yet clear whether this
watershed moment will mark the end of the European renaissance or the
beginning of a further phase of rethinking and reshaping”, stated Luca
Barra and Massimo Scaglioni (2021a, 1) in the midst of the pandemic
in 2021. A similarly vague assessment can be made for the more specific
context of Germany. During the pandemic, it looked as if the importance
of streaming providers and non-linear online distribution, as well as the
importance of the series distributed in this context, was continuing to rise
(see e.g. Mantel 2021). It was cinema, rather than series, production that
was losing ground. However, at least since 2022, a sort of decline can be
observed among transnational SVoD services, including those involved
in German serial fiction, whereby projects have not been continued or
not even realised in the first place. Martin Moszkowicz, then CEO of
Constantin Film, commented in an article published on DWDL.de:

The gold rush era in streaming is over, but I see that more as a positive
development. Because what matters now is what we are strong at anyway —
commercial quality with special programmes that resonate with viewers,
and not just volume at any price. (Zarges 2022b, my translation)

Moszkowicz’s statement proves that practitioners once again brought
issues of quality into play.

Quality serials, which practitioners and critics have long pined for in
German television fiction, continue to be developed and produced on
a large scale. In view of the high output of TV dramas in Germany and
beyond, as well as the clear indication we have already reached “peak tele-
vision” (John Landgraf in Rose and Guthrie 2015)—passing its zenith
through an oversupply of series—questions of quality once again arise.
It is possible that quality will now become an even more decisive crite-
rion for gaining attention among the mass of cultural objects in today’s
society of singularities (Reckwitz 2020) and under more difficult market
conditions. Quality—this much seems clear—will continue to be a central
theme of Germany’s hybrid, digitalised television industry in the future,
and one whose transformations will emerge in screenwriting and beyond.
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NOTES

1. The full list of German series case studies to acquire the intervie-
wees is: Babylon Beriin (ARD/Sky Deutschland, 2017-), Ciub der
roten Béinder /Red Band Society (Vox, 2015-17), Dark (Netflix,
2017-20), Deutschiand 83/86/89 (RTL/Amazon Prime Video,
2015-20), Drinnen — Im Internet sind alle gleich / Inside — On the
Internet All Ave Equal (ZDF, 2020), DRUCK /SKAM Germany
(Funk/ZDEF, 2018-), ECHT /Real (ZDF, 2021-), Eichwald, MdB
(ZDF, 2014-19), Mitten in Deutschland: NSU / NSU German
History X (ARD et al., 2016), Die Stadt und die Macht/ The City
and the Power (ARD /NDR /Degeto, 2016), Das Verschwinden / The
Disappearance (ARD et al., 2017), Wir Kinder vom Babnhof Zoo/
We Children from Zoo Station (Amazon Prime Video et al., 2021)
and 4 Blocks (TNT Serie, 2017-19). See also Krauf8 2023c, 23-30.

2. For such approaches in the Netherlands, see Keilbach and Surma
2022.

3. Euer Ebren is the German counterpart to Your Honor (Showtime,
2020-22), both of which are adaptations of the Israeli drama Kvodo
(yes studios, 2017).
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