He’s still the good dad, but he’s no lon%erdplaymg
for laughs. In AMC’ s new B?eakm ad, Bryan
Cranston breaks out in a starthng ramatic role.

THE OTHER
SIDE OF BRYAN
CRANSTON

BY JUAN MORALES

LOYAL VIEWERS OF MALCOLM IN THE MIDDLE PROBABLY REMEMBER HOW
THEY FIRST MET HAL, THE HAPLLESS DAD PLAYED THROUGH SEVEN SEASONS
BY BRYAN CRANSTON. IN THE OPENING SCENE OF THE PILOT HE IS SEEN GET-
TING HIS BACK SHAVED AT THE BREAKFAST TABLE BY HIS WIFE, LOIS, PLAYED
BY JANLE KACZMARLEK.

In January, viewers of AMC's new Breaking Bad met Cranston, the series star, in 2 different
serting — a remote New Mexico highway — and in an even stranger state of undress: he’s wear-
ing only tighty-whities and a gas mask.

“An acting teacher once said 10 me, "You need to be willing to be naked in front of people,
complerely vulnerable,”™ says Cranston, fifty-one, looking distincdy un-Hal-like in a crisp white
shire and nacty gray slacks in che living room of his Sherman Oaks, California, home. “He was
speaking figuracively. but on Maleolm 1 took it literally, as well.”

Like Hal, Cranston’s character on Breaking Bad, high-school chemistry teacher Walter White,
is a beleaguered suburban dad. But that — and the peeL at his less-than- sculptcd physique — is
where any similarity ends. That's because Walter, on the heels of his fiftieth birthday, has made
the boldest — and by far riskiest — decision of his life.

Spurred by the revelation that the raspy cough he hasn't been able to shake is actually inop-
erable lung cancer — and by a chance encounter with a former student who is now a small-time
crystal-meth dealer — Walter has morphed from a meck Everyman who never had so much as a
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Walter's journey 1o the dark side is moti-
vated by good intentions: to protect his fami-
Iy, he needs ro make money fast. He and his
wife, Skyler {Anna Gunn}, and son, Walter, Jr.
(R.J. Mite), a teen wich cerebral palsy, are
struggling o make ends meet. Though Waleer
was at onc point a promising scientist who
contributed 1o research that earned a Nobel
Prize, he now moonlighes at a car wash,
Skyler, wha is pregnant, l)lmoc in extra money
&d]l::g tehoteirkes on eBay, passing them off as
folk art.

This means-to-an-end rationalization of
the irrational inwrigued Vince Gilligan, who
created the show — AMCS first original series

since its award-winning period drama Mad
Men — and wrote and directed the pilot.

“Ie wasnt so much that erystal meth inter-
ested me,” says the Virginia-bred Gilligan.
“Whar interested me was the idea of
straight-acrow guy who suddenly just breaks

bad, which is an old Southernism — in other
words, he suddenly raises hell one day.

“To me, its not even a drug show, in a
sense; irs a show abour a guy having the
world’s worst midlife crisis. A guy who has
been @ good man and a good provider for his
(‘:]fi:(’ lil’f ane (iii}' ﬁl\(l" ot I:(‘I\ l[}'i“g (,:I can-
cer and feels robbed. Out of anger and a desire
1o provide for his family, he docs the unthink-
able. And for me, cooking crvstal mech is the
unthinkable.”

Hence the gas mask in the opening
sequence, which isnt just a kooky prop;
Walter is wearing it to protect himself from
the toxic fumes he unleashed to stave off the
o thugs sliding around in the back of the motorhome thar he
and his partner Jesse {Aaron Paul) have been using as a mobile
meth lab.

Barreling through the desolate New Mexico landscape, Walter
accidentally rams the RV into somie bushes, With sirens wailing
in the distance, he puts a hastily misbuttoned green shirt over his
undies, grabs a handgun from one of the sifts and raises the
weapon in p'cp'lratinn for a showdown with the authorities he is
pprehend him,

At this point, viewers whose knowledge of Cranston’s résumé
begins and ends with Madeoim are prob\hl. wondering the same
thing: How did hapless Hal wind up here?

“Being funny is a separate 1alent from being a good acior,”
says Makeoln creator Linwood Buomvr. who is not at all surprised
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who are good actors — and then chere are very few people like
Bryan, who can do both.”
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she savs. m episode called “Flashback,”
where we go back and look at cach of the kids being born, and all
of the troubles Hal and Lois had. It was one of my favorite
cpisodes because there was some real serious stuff thar Bryan and
1 had 1o play. He was brave and courageous when it came 10 the
physical (urne.(l\ but you knc\-. he had dramatic chops, to.”
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“He had a very big role,” Gilligan recalls. “It was basically just
him and David Duchaovny in a cas i straight.
We had a lot of auditions and saw a lot of good actors, but then
Bryan walked in the door and just blew me away.

“I had no idea who he was. As soon as he lefi 1 sa
thar guy?' My L.N:m, person said, “He's Brvan Cranston; he’s been
around a long t id, ‘Really? This gu
don't know why helsnota TV s [ knew from thac cp':.\udc that
[ ws so when Breaking Bad came
along I was thrilled that he agreed to do it.”

For exccurtives at AMC, who raised no objecrion o Gilligan's
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