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“ I veer towards 
authenticity because 
I think it can be quite 
inspiring to find the 

way things happen in 
the real world.
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6. The Relationship Between Character & Setting

L O O K  A T  T H E  R E A L  W O R L D

You choose whether you set your character in a recognised real world or an escapist 

fantasy. Before I worked on police dramas, I met police officers in real life and learned the 

realities of investigating a crime from them.

TV is full of amateur sleuths, yet I’ve never met one in real life. But if you decide your  

protagonist is an amateur sleuth, there will be times when they will have to interact with 

the real world. They can’t arrest a criminal or take them to court. The amateur sleuth must 

operate within a recognisable form of the criminal justice system. 

So, it’s important to look at the real world when writing and to speak to advisers, people 

from those worlds. 

What other unusual occupations can you think of? How can they be made better or more 

convincing by having them interact with the real world?

O T H E R  T E L LY

If you don’t look at the real world, or use your own personal experience, I can guarantee 

there’s only one other place you’ll look for inspiration: television.

The problem there is that you’ll not only borrow the good, but also the bad. You’ll take things 

that don’t exist in the real world, and transplant them into your show, not knowing if they’re 

real or not. And, eventually, your idea will collapse under the weight of its own cliché.

When blending the novel and the familiar, you have to know if something is real or escapist, 

if it exists in the real world or is borrowed from another TV show.

You can then look at creative ways in which you can combine the real world with ideas 

borrowed from other TV shows. Show the audience something they’re familiar with, create 

reassurance, before hitting them with something unfamiliar. But you must understand what 

elements of your story are derived from the real world and what comes from TV drama.

You could use the power of aesthetics to overcome TV tropes. A unique visual or storytelling 

style could elevate it, but if you want to create an original drama, to pitch it, and get people 

to understand how distinctive it is, aesthetics is the hardest thing to communicate.

Also, in the age of social media, if you make a TV show that contains errors, they will 

be exposed, and people will quickly form an opinion about the world you have created.

Big characters bend the space 
around them.“
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5. The Setting

W H E R E ’ S  T H E  D R A M A ?

How do you find the setting that is perfect for your characters and your story, that has high 

stakes and that finds that blend between the familiar and the novel? 

There’s a reason why there are so many police or medical shows. Look at some of those, 

find a niche, an area that hasn’t been explored.

Bodies was based on a novel I had written. When I was asked to dramatise it, I moved the 

drama to the world of obstetrics. It is a unique setting that has drama and jeopardy – and is 

also incredibly visual. The stakes around birth are deeply affecting. There are two lives  

at stake. There is also a primal simplicity about it. Viewers understand and can empathise 

with what is happening, even when the doctors talk in jargon.

R E S E A R C H  Y O U R  S E T T I N G

You don’t need to know everything about a setting to start. You can research online  

and gather facts and ideas. And if it feels right, make contacts with people who work  

in that world, and go and see for yourself. Ask them questions that can better inform  

your script.

Looking more closely at the real world will help shape the tone, style and aesthetics. 

And help you decide whether your show is set in the real world and it is authentic, 

whether it is a form of escapism or a combination of both.

So, what settings might work for you? Are they visual? Are they compelling? Will they 

provide you with endless story material? 

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

       Your setting needs to be familiar and yet novel

       Try exploring a niche in an established setting

       It’s important to look at the real world

       Meet people who work in that setting

       Decide whether your tone and style is authentic or escapist

.

.

.

.

.

When you’re writing a script, 
you’re painting a picture 
of what’s going on.

“
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Now, big characters, such as Sherlock, the Fonz (in Happy Days) or Captain Kirk, bend space 

to a high degree, like a Black Hole.

N O T H I N G  E S C A P E S  A  L A R G E R - T H A N - L I F E  C H A R A C T E R :

They create an enormous Gravity Well that other characters struggle to escape. 

And as these large characters move, they bend space around them even more, 

pulling everybody in. So, if you have these enormous characters, that is the effect 

their actions will have on your setting and your story.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S 

       Choose whether your setting is real or fantasy

       Either way look to the real world for guidance

       Be aware if you’re using TV tropes or real-world experience

       People will pick up on errors, and form an opinion about your world. 

       Are you OK with the criticism you are likely to get? If not, change it 

       Characters and setting are interlinked – both make and compliment each other

       Big characters are gravity wells, everything is affected by them

E X E R C I S E S

1. Look online for TV pilot scripts to download and read for free, especially those that  

have fantastical elements or are set in an entire fantasy world. What does the audience need  

to know for the world to make sense? How great is the underlying realism? How quickly  

do you as a viewer understand the rules of this world? How did you learn this? Who tells 

you? When and how?

2. Quickly invent three larger-than-life characters. What are they called? What do they do? 

Try and exaggerate aspects of their personality. Think of how you might draw them  

as a cartoon. 

3. Now set them in the real world. Where do they work? How does their personality affect 

the world they’re in? How do they affect the world around them? The more they’re out of 

kilter, the greater the dramatic impact. 

.

.

.

.

.

.
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When you’re writing a script, 
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