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Neil: The Sinner is an adaptation of Petra Hammesfahr's novel with the same title. How did you discover the book and get involved with the TV adaptation? 

Derek: It was actually an open writing assignment. The novel was discovered by producer Dawn [Parouse] Olmstead [Prison Break], and when she became an executive at UCP [Universal Cable Productions] it turned out they already had a development deal with Jessica Biel – so there was this really fortuitous meeting of material and actor. So, the book got set up at UCP with Jessica attached. And they were looking for a writer. I already knew Dawn – we had worked together on a previous project – and she brought me in and showed me her slate of projects. The Sinner immediately jumped out at me and we started developing that together. 

Neil: What about it grabbed you? 

Derek: It's interesting because when you read the book, it's told mainly through the perspective of Cora [Jessica Biel]. It's first person and very interior, so it doesn't immediately scream out to be adapted and it doesn't have a clear linear plot structure. But the inciting incident of the murder and Cora being compelled to reenact this moment was so striking. And as I kept reading, I found there was so much pathos to be mined around the trauma of the character, especially her learned shame regarding her sexuality. And frankly, as a gay man, I related to that struggle.  I’ve always been fascinated with the gap between our inner lives and how we present ourselves to others.  And the novel gave me the opportunity to write what was essentially a character study, but delivered in the frame of a mystery and crime procedural. The novel and the series focus on motive, which allows me as a writer to focus on the psychological reasons for murder rather than get caught up in the plot machinations of “who” or “how”? It’s an open mystery about the “why?”

Neil: I also think the perspective of your series is an expression or manifestation of how viewers have become more sophisticated. Law & Order, for example, has obviously been on forever and is hugely successful, but it's completely formulaic. And then CSI put a spin on it, which became the "how done it" through science, forensics and ballistics. And now the "why done it," which I think reflects the viewer's desire to go deeper into character and not primarily focused on the external machinations of investigation/plot. Was it always designed to be an anthology or was there ever a discussion that it could be told over a longer period of time so that it's the same characters each season?

Derek: When we pitched it and when I conceived of it, it was always an anthology show. We resolve the mystery of Cora at the end of season one so I felt we would have to create a new mystery with new characters in subsequent seasons. But I always had in mind that the Detective Harry Ambrose character [Bill Pullman] would connect all of the seasons and that this show would trace a longer arc for his character over the course of the series; so I conceived of Ambrose – he was a much less developed character in the book – as the spine of the show. Then, at the end of season one when we had that success in the ratings, the studio and network were worried about changing the formula.  So there was a lot of discussion around keeping Jessica Biel on the show. There was talk of a new mystery, but with Cora continuing on the sidelines. But that didn’t feel balanced as a story.  I'm glad we had the courage to say, "No, that story is done. It worked really well. But here's a new one. And hopefully you'll fall in love with these characters and be compelled by these new situations.” 

Creatively, it’s been refreshing to envision a totally new concept and cast of characters every season, and to be able to tell stories about different subjects that interest me.  But it’s also been a huge challenge in terms of creative output. The TV ecosystem moves quickly in terms of time between seasons and viewer expectations, and those expectations are built on serialized storytelling where the same story continues through multiple seasons with the same cast of characters. The actors are already well-oiled in their parts. The show has it’s own momentum creatively.  But the anthology model requires a lot of creative heavy lifting. You’re starting from scratch every season.  You have an entirely new story and setting, a new cast of characters to get to know, new actors. You have to stick the ending every season instead of going out on a cliffhanger -- and that's really, really tough. 

Neil: When you’re conceiving a new mystery for a new season, do you know how it’s going to resolve, or is that an ongoing exploration in the writers’ room?

Derek: It’s difficult for me to start breaking this kind of story in any kind of detail without knowing our ending, so that’s usually decided pretty early on in the writing process. For me as a showrunner, I’m also always asking where do I want the character to end up emotionally? Obviously the machinations of the plot are important. But, to me, in every season there's an emotional pathos that I want to earn and where I foresee the characters landing. And that becomes the compass for me. Every creative decision is leading us to that point and earning that scene or that moment. I feel super strongly about that. 

Neil: That's a real sleight of hand for you to be able to foreshadow the truth without revealing all your cards. How do you know when you're tipping your hand too much and when it's cryptic enough to keep leading us along with the limited POV of the investigation? It's like a trail of breadcrumbs. 

Derek: We spend a lot of time in the writers’ room considering what the effect is on the viewer and what connections the viewer is making with the information they have. It’s like an entire meta-narrative that isn't actually written on the page but is absolutely intentional. It’s about the expectation viewers have at any given point with the information they have, and how that gets subverted. 

PULL QUOTE: I feel like that's the lion's share of the work in creating a suspense story. You have three different narrative lines. You have the back story, which is what really happened; you have the investigation itself; and then you have this third thing, which is what the audience thinks is happening at any given time, which is a story that’s constantly getting subverted. 

Ambrose is our proxy. The information in his investigation is doled out in a specific way to create these misleads and these different images in your mind. For example, in season one, maybe it’s “I thought Cora was programmed by someone to automatically stab, but now I'm realizing she was a drug addict and is completely untrustworthy.” And then that shifts to, “Oh, no, she has a hole in her memory and she was held captive!” And then it shifts again to, “Oh, no! She was a victim of a cabal of men in a country club!"  It keeps switching. The prism keeps rotating. And there are different potential roads you think the narrative will go down. And ideally, those misleads end up playing a crucial part in the actual final story. They're not random detours, but rather at the end, all of the clues were valid, but had been misinterpreted. 

Neil: I don't consider it a procedural at all, even with Detective Ambrose’s investigation, but I do see it as a noir -- because everyone is corrupt, no one's reliable, and they each have an agenda. And what happens in season three, which to me is particularly fascinating, is that Harry Ambrose, who's our proxy, starts to become corrupt himself because Jamie [Matt Bomer] worms his way into Ambrose’s head as well. And then Ambrose starts to unravel to the point where we're not sure what he is capable of. Pretty much every single person starts to lie really early on. There's the idea in literature about the unreliable narrator. I started to think, is there even such a thing as a reliable narrator because truth is so subjective. 

Derek: I think it's a great point. I think all interesting narrators should be unreliable in some way. Because then you're sensing the struggle within that character. I think we're all involved in lifelong struggles to be honest with ourselves and that's a process that's like the peeling of an onion. I don't think you ever get to the final destination and say, "Oh, here I am." So I think you're absolutely right. The most fascinating characters obviously are the most flawed ones that have multiple layers and inner conflicts. And season three was what you referred to in terms of Ambrose becoming less reliable as a character. I've been waiting in the show to earn this moment with him. I really wanted to get him to a raw enough place where he would actually shoot a man that he doesn't have to kill; that he would get that activated and triggered to the point where he wouldn’t even know himself. 

Neil: Actually, you set him up where he could be an antihero in season four. It's interesting because I watched The Outsider [based on the Stephen King novel] and The Sinner season three at the same time and they have similarities. I started conflating the two series. The Outsider is quite good, and Richard Price is an amazing screenwriter. But for me with The Outsider, when they set up what happened with Terry Maitland [Jason Bateman], and the provocative mystery of how he could be in two places at the same time, as soon as it became clear that the explanation is supernatural, I became much less interested because I thought, "Well, now they can do whatever they want. It's magic.”

But you’re not dealing with a supernatural explanations in The Sinner, you have to earn everything. It has to be grounded. It has to be logical. At the same time, there’s a supernatural undercurrent to The Sinner.  In season three, in particular, Jamie has such power over other people that it almost feels like he's influencing them using paranormal mind control. 

Derek: I’m glad that you had that impression because I love supernatural stories and I will hopefully make a show one day that more overtly involves those kinds of themes. But I like that fraught sense of possibility that we're almost tipping into that metaphysical space and I think it's a key part of the tone of the show.

Neil: Season three also stands out because of the nature of the murder. Season one, Cora actively comes out of the lake after nearly drowning and stabs a man to death. It's a sudden, active kill. We don't know why. Season two, the kid, Julian [Elisha Henig], poisons who we presume are his parents. Julian actively, premeditatively kills them. But season three is a passive murder. Jamie could have possibly saved Nick’s life, but not only does he not save him, it's not particularly malicious. He turns the radio on; music plays; tenderly caresses Nick’s head; they make intense eye contact, like there’s some tacit understanding between them. Bloodied Nick is impaled in the car and looks back at Jamie with a sense of admiration, like Jamie has actually crossed the line into his dark side. Can you help unpack that car crash? It's the catalyst for the entire season, and so hyper-specific. 

Derek: We talked about that moment so much. It's these areas, for me, that are the point of the show... these murky grey areas of motivation where you relate to it, but you don't know why. It hasn't been reduced psychologically. It's like a lot of impulses knotted together. I think for Jamie, we spoke a lot about how what he's really looking for is connection. And a moment of really authentic intimacy that's not sexual or erotic. And in that moment, he has that with Nick; in the moment of Nick's death, there’s a sort of pact between them; it feels like an almost religious experience of connection with him.  And alongside that there’s also grief at losing him, and relief at being free of him.  And Matt Bomer so beautifully communicated all these things. To me, what feels like a real twist at the end of episode one that makes me really fascinated is that not only does he let Nick die, but Nick allows him to let him die. So suddenly you're asking, "Wait, what kind of relationship is this? What happened between these two that they would get to this point?" And that, to me, is the big question mark that makes me lean in as a viewer. I want to understand what happened between these two people that they would have this agreement that's so unconventional. I was really proud of landing on that moment because it felt fresh, and it opened the show into the philosophy that underpins that relationship and the existential questions Jamie is so tormented by. 

Neil: It motivates, for lack of a better word, the device that you use in season three, which is Nick’s ghost. Why did you feel the need to keep Nick in the story? 

Derek: Because Jamie is haunted by the intensity of that relationship. The show is never overtly supernatural. But we've created a language in the first two seasons where the lead characters, who are the traumatized characters, are continually having flashes of memory and recurring visions. I wanted to manifest Nick and use him to represent something nascent within Jamie’s psyche. Nick’s apparition is subjective to Jamie – only Jamie sees him. It’s like he’s talking to a part of himself.  And those moments really let us feel Jamie’s experience on a visceral level, all of his terror and helplessness in the face of what’s growing inside of him. We get to bring that inner world to life in a very palpable way, without dialogue or exposition.   And I think it's an effective way to help us understand the intensity of what the character is going through; without those visuals, you're relying solely on the performance and you'd feel a little at an arm’s length. Why is Jamie hyperventilating and needing to go to the ER? Whereas here you really get to see what the triggers are, what the internal mental images are. It also felt like a good fit thematically, because the show is so much about how our repressed feelings drive us all the time -- whether we want to admit it or not.  So it’s so helpful to actually see those feelings. 

Neil: There's a great quote from Gabriel Garcia Marquez, which fits your series quite well: "Every person leads three lives; public life, private life and a secret life[footnoteRef:1]*.”  [1: * Gerald Martin, Gabriel Garcia Marquez: A Life (New York Vintage, 2010).] 


Derek: That's great. 

Neil: Do you talk about theme when you're breaking story and how important is that to you? Either for the season or in each episode? 

Derek: Theme is hugely important all the way through the writing process. I'm a huge Jungian. I do a lot of inner work with the unconscious and dreams and I do a lot of reading in that area. The path not taken for me is working as a psychotherapist.  I’m fascinated by therapy and mapping out the psyche.  The show is essentially a series of therapy case studies. And Ambrose is, in a sense, a really badly trained therapist who is bumbling into these situations but has the empathy to eventually prevail. 

I love the Marquez quote, the distinction between your private life and your secrets. Because you think your private life would encompass your secrets but there's actually a difference. There's that private life and then there are the secrets even to yourself, the unknown part of you, which is the unconscious -- which is really what the show is about for me. 

The running theme in the show is this Jungian idea of the shadow self, which is not necessarily a negative set of attributes, but it is the parts of ourselves that we've repressed that we deem unacceptable to the public view, to our relationships. It can range from sexuality or shame or traumatic experiences; and it can just as often contain really dynamic, positive aspects of character that we’ve learned not to lead with, depending on our experiences in life. To me, the show consistently restates the idea that if you don't integrate your shadow, it will come out in your life and confront you. It's that quote in Season Three when Jamie and Ambrose are at gunpoint, in the last episode. Jamie quotes Nick, who was quoting Carl Jung: "Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”

And that's really the theme of the whole show and about anything that I'll write, frankly. Another phrase, which I think is used a lot in the support group world, is "Shame shared is shame halved." The idea that connecting intimately with another person, candidly, openly, is really, from my experience, the most significant way to unknot complexes and traumas.  That’s how we bring the shadow forward and integrate it into consciousness.  It is in that connection.  It’s in being seen. And that's why ultimately every season is building towards some hopefully moving connection between Ambrose and the guest character. And each connection is helping Ambrose slowly unknot himself. 

Neil: You externalize this lack of connection via, for example, Ambrose's house being so isolated and every time he wants to make a call, he has to go outside just to get a signal. He literally can't connect when he wants to. And also, in season three, you draw on Nietzsche and the übermensch, which impacts Jamie, of course, when he's challenged and frightened by it. And then he tries to become an übermensch; he thinks he can transcend everything, the laws of man, that he's going to get away with all of it. When you were coming up a new season, how do you start? Do you start with this is a seemingly random act of violence that leads to murder, and reverse engineer, or do you start with an exploration of  theme? What's the catalyst for you? 

Derek: I always start with the emotional and thematic questions and then try to find what the crime would be. The main thing at the start for me is, "Where do I want Ambrose to go? Where do I want to bring him by the end of the season?" And then what kind of character will challenge him to face this part of himself that he hasn't faced yet? At the end of season one, Cora basically helps him acknowledge his own trauma and how much that's driving him, not just her traumas. And he has the opportunity to share that with her, even if he's not specific about what happened. She opens the door to his self-examination.  And then in season two, I was thinking a lot about the psychological idea of the inner child, and how we parent ourselves, and how this relationship we have to our inner child is so key to our emotional health. I wanted Ambrose to contend with his past, with his own inner child, so I decided to manifest that “child” as a character. I wanted to make him deal with a kid, a child criminal; I felt that would be compelling because the minute a child kills, it can't just be his or her fault. So it naturally brings up the questioning of the child’s parental dynamics.  In season three, I wanted to change the pattern of the show and explore a starker, almost Dostoyevsky-esque grappling with morality and existential questions. And I wanted Ambrose to be forced to look at himself rather than escape into another person who’s unlike him. I wanted it to be a man [Jamie] and I wanted him to be a mirror for Ambrose. In the same way I turned Ambrose’s inner child into Julian for Season Two, I turned Ambrose’s shadow into Jamie. 

I had a vision of Ambrose that was inspired by the end of Blade Runner, actually; that beautiful moment between [Deckard] Harrison Ford and Rutger Hauer [Batty], where Roy Batty can kill him but then doesn't. There's this moment of connection between these two men who have been battling each other through the whole film, where they finally see each other eye to eye. And there's almost this love between them. I knew I wanted a moment like that for Ambrose, where he is helping this man who he's been struggling with, this embodiment of his shadow self – and helping him die. I built the whole season to arrive at this moment, this tender moment that's completely connected and vulnerable. We talked a lot in season three about it really being a love story between Ambrose and Jamie. If you look at the structure of their relationship, it has all the emotional beats and turns of a love story. 

Neil: I would imagine probably the toughest thing you've had to write or figure out how to engineer was getting Ambrose into that shallow grave in season three. I'm extremely claustrophobic. I think a lot of people are. But with the air hose and the amount of time he's in there and that he actually does it; that level of trust, and then the mercy when Jamie lets them out – which is the opposite choice of what he did for Nick. 

Derek: Yeah, that was probably the most challenging writing, and I did a lot of rewrites with Bill Pullman to get that just right. I needed to have Bill feel like it felt right, and that Ambrose would take that risk. There are a lot of details with the written confession and various circumstantial things to make Ambrose not feel completely foolhardy. Ultimately, I think what needed to happen was that Ambrose had to feel heroic for doing it and that this was the only way he knew how to bring Jamie down. Ambrose takes a huge risk and makes the bargain with Jamie, knowing that if he died down there, the police would find Jamie’s confession, that it would be tracked. There's always this kind of drive in Ambrose, which I think is what makes him heroic and why people like him as a character. He's willing to go beyond the call of duty to set things straight, to a self-destructive degree.  

But it was really, really challenging on a writing level. Physically, we shot it in 20-degree weather in the woods in December, in the middle of the night. It was really, really hard. But the thing that I was so happy with was not only the horror of that grave scene, but in episode 7, when he's dug up by Jamie, what it does to their relationship is so fascinating, because they’re bonded in this really intense way that I think most people never experience. And it informs all of their behavior and where their relationship goes in the end. If this were an outright love story, the burial game would be the lovemaking scene, the consummation of their relationship. And it's when Ambrose finally becomes the Jamie to Jamie's Nick. It's the transference. I was really excited as a writer when I was watching episode 7 get cut together. I hadn’t quite seen this kind of relationship before, this intensity of a connection between two men who are not lovers; not only in a spiritual soul-searching/soulmate kind of way, but also one that’s fraught with all this suspicion and dysfunction. 

Neil: It's also a kind of rebirth for Ambrose. 

Derek: Yeah, and maybe a false sense of control or enlightenment. I really do believe in spiritual progress in an individual. And yet season three is all about the inverse of that. It's like a downward spiral, but it's in the name of enlightenment. Jamie is forging ahead in the name of piercing this veil that we're all behind and want to see through. So it was tricky not to demonize the intent, but to demonize the means by which Jamie is achieving it; I find the intent and the isolation that Jamie suffers from to be very relatable. My goal as a writer throughout the season was that everything that Jamie says about the world around him and his isolation should feel true. That was always an interesting balance to maintain. Because we have a cultural aversion to connecting and real intimacy that’s hurting us all, and I didn’t want to just pathologize Jamie and let us all off the hook.  

Neil: The Sinner airs on USA Network which still has commercial interruptions (at least for the time being). If you were doing this for Netflix or HBO, where you didn't have a rigid timeslot and act breaks, would you break story with them anyway or do you feel encumbered by them? 

Derek: It's a great question. I feel encumbered by the amount of them. I think if my next show were for a streamer and I didn't have to deal with act breaks I still think I would write my episodes with a four-act structure. I think they're very useful in terms of monitoring the forward momentum of your story. And I think streaming shows can suffer from a lack of rigor structurally and not enough accountability for plot momentum.  Act breaks are meant to be turning points; it's usually a moment where new information is revealed; your impression of something changes; there's a shift. If you can't find those shifts, then you have an episode with insufficient development. So they’re useful that way. Having said that, when you have to have five act breaks in a 42-minute episode (not a full hour), it becomes really cumbersome. And the one thing I hate, which I always talk to my composer about in post, "We are not doing the swelling music right before the commercial!  We’re not going to punch that moment – Dun dun! – right before the toilet paper commercial comes on!” I try to imagine when the show lives in posterity as a streaming show, like on Netflix (which it does), how it will feel, because actually a much larger portion of the audience will see it that way. 

END OF INTERVIEW.
