
 The single-camera sitcom renaissance 
began at the start of the ’90s with shows such 
as ABC’s The Wonder Years and Doogie 
Howser, M.D., and HBO’s Dream On and The 
Larry Sanders Show. It was game on when 
Malcolm in the Middle, Curb Your Enthusiasm 
and Scrubs debuted at the turn of the century, 
followed by a surge of single-camera shows including 
Arrested Development, The Office, 30 Rock, Community, 
Parks and Recreation, Modern Family and Portlandia. 

 Five of the six Emmy nominees for outstanding comedy series last 
year were single-camera shows: 30 Rock (NBC), Girls (HBO), Louie (FX), 
Veep (HBO) and the winner, Modern Family (ABC). The lone multi-camera 
outlier among the nominees was TV’s top-rated comedy, The Big Bang Theory (CBS).

 CBS has stayed true to multi-camera, with a stable of hits in-
cluding The Big Bang Theory, Mike & Molly, Two and a Half Men, 
How I Met Your Mother and 2 Broke Girls. The net has dipped a 
toe into single-camera with the promising new entry The Crazy 
Ones, starring ROBiN WilliAmS. It drew nearly 15.6 
million viewers on its opening night, the largest audience for a 
series premiere last fall. Two other new CBS comedies, Mom and 
The Millers, have also fared well in the multi-camera format.

 Community executive producer/director TRiSTRAm SHApeeRO started out working 
on multi-camera comedies in his native England. Visually, he finds the format limiting.  “The pen-
dulum will always swing back and forth as networks try to find a format that’s the next big ratings 
hit,” Shapeero continued. “Single-camera scripts are more expensive to shoot, so that’s a factor, 
and it may only be a matter of time before the multi-cam once again becomes the norm. The trick, 
as with any comedy, is finding characters and a format that the viewing public identifies with. 
Ultimately, it will always be up to the audience to decide which version is currently in vogue.”

Compiled by Richard Zitrin

 The American TV sitcom 
was born before multiple cameras on 
Nov. 18, 1947, in a Dumont Televi-
sion Network studio in lower Man-
hattan. That date marked the debut 
of Mary Kay and Johnny, starring 
real-life husband-and-wife mARy 
KAy and JOHNNy STeARNS. 
Four years later, when a sitcom star-
ring another married couple, I Love 
Lucy, debuted on CBS, multi-camera 
setups were well on their way to 
becoming the comedy standard, and a 
different way of filming the laughs was 
a good decade into the future.

 Single-camera shooting, an art form dating back to the beginning of 
the movie industry and one that makes for less static, more cinematic 
and versatile filming, emerged in the ’60s with TV comedy classics 
such as The Addams Family, The Munsters, Batman, Get Smart, 
Bewitched, I Dream of Jeannie, Gilligan’s Island, Hogan’s 
Heroes, The Andy Griffith Show and The Brady Bunch.

 mel BROOKS, who created the spy satire Get Smart with 
BuCK HeNRy, used the single-camera method as part of his 
mission to go where he felt no sitcom had gone before. 

 The pendulum swung 
back to multi-camera 
comedies in the mid-’70s. 
Happy Days started out 
as a single-camera series in 
1974, then went multi- 
camera in its third season. 
Multi-camera megahits 
abounded, including All in 
the Family, Cosby, Cheers, 
Seinfeld, Frasier and Friends. 

A Singular Perspective  
On Television Comedy 
Single-camera sitcoms are in vogue, with Community and Portlandia 
representing in new-season launches. But a twist of the viewfinder 
shows some surprising depth to the form’s roots.
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“Single-camera  
allows a greater  
creative freedom, 
particularly in how you shoot things 
and, therefore, how as a director 
you can communicate the story.”  

—Tristram Shapeero, in an interview with B&C

Modern Family, winner of last year’s Emmy award for outstanding comedy series,
was one of five single-camera shows among the category’s six nominees.

“I was sick of looking 
at all those nice sensilbe 
situation comedies. They were 
such distortions of life.…I wanted 
to do a crazy, unreal comic-strip 
kind of thing about something  
besides a family. No one had ever 
done a show about an idiot before. 
I decided to be the first.”

—Get Smart creator Mel Brooks, to Time magazine in 1965
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Mary Kay and Johnny Stearns starred in TV’s first 
sitcom, filmed in New York with multiple cameras.

(Above) Happy Days launched as a 
single-camera show, then switched 
to multi; (right) Friends became a 
multi-camera megahit in the ‘90s.
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