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Kind of a Are 
You Being 
Served Inside 
No. 9?  thing.

And just like 
that, the 
cast list was 
doubled.

HATEVER AGE 
you are, being 

summoned to the 
boss’s office is 

always a nerve-
shredding 

experience. It was 
that day in 2012 when 

Steve Pemberton and Reece Shearsmith found 
themselves in the throne room of BBC Two 
boss Janice Hadlow, when they didn’t know 
if their series, Psychoville, was going to be 
enthusiastically renewed or brutally axed. In 
the event, they were told that the show, the 
pair’s first self-penned sitcom after the 2002 
pausing of The League Of Gentlemen, was being 
quietly put down. Except, asked Hadlow, did 
they have any other ideas?

Inspired by a rogue, confidently contained 
episode of Psychoville (series one, episode four, 
if you’re looking) the pair cobbled together a 
pitch that would hark back to some of the 
spine-chilling anthology shows of their youth.

“It was a very vague notion of 
a show with no particular rules 
to it,” reveals Steve Pemberton to 
SFX. “We liked the idea of a 
limited location, a small cast and 
telling a story with a beginning, a 
middle and an end.”

It’s worth remembering that, in 
2012, anthology shows had long 
been out of fashion. Black Mirror had blinked 
into existence the year before, but wasn’t yet 
the blazing cultural firework it is today. With 
no returning characters, no cliffhangers and no 
continuing storyline, there was, in many TV 
commissioners’ heads, the lingering question of 
why a viewer would ever bother to tune in the 
following week. It was an epic gamble for BBC 
Two, but one that would pay off handsomely.

“TV generally at the moment is very 
disposable,” suggests Reece Shearsmith, a 
long-time fan of anthology shows, “but I think 
with Inside No. 9 we’ve managed to make 
something that lingers in the mind.”

Since emerging in 2014, Steve and Reece 
have penned (and indeed acted in) a staggering 
25 episodes of the deliriously dark series, and 
there are six more in the BBC holding pen. 
That’s 31 unique stories, and countless unique 
characters over the course of just six years. In 
terms of creative productivity, they make 
Ridley Scott look like Stanley Kubrick.

Steve Pemberton and Reece Shearsmith’s 
friendship goes back over 30 years to when 
they first locked eyes at the now-defunct 
Bretton Hall College Of Education in 
Wakefield. Today, they’re as tight a unit as they 
were in their late teens and, they insist, clash P
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“…and he 
said, ‘Not like 
that, like this!’ 
Geddit?”

The Radio 
Times compo 
winner hadn’t 
expected this.

very little in the writing of Inside No. 9. If there 
are any divergences, they’re incredibly minor. 
Pemberton, a football fan, wanted to do a 
soccer episode this series. Shearsmith wanted 
to do one on his pet passion, magic. Both got 
their wish. For series six, that seems to have 
been the extent of their differences.

“We’ll bring to the table our own interests. 
We’ll both work on it,” Shearsmith refl ects, 
“but someone might be leading it because 
they’ve got more of an interest. We sit in a 
room and write them together, bashing out the 
most judicious way of telling the story in the 

fewest scenes possible. Most of the 
episodes, it’s just one scene – we don’t

go anywhere.”
“We complement each other very 

well,” Pemberton says fondly. “We’ve 
been doing this for 20 years and we 
make each other laugh. We talk about 
every aspect of every script together.”

The only rule the pair have for the 
series is, well, that there are no rules. 

Steve Pemberton picks his favourite Inside No. 9 episodes

THE 12 DAYS OF CHRISTINE
This poignant, critically acclaimed episode followed a young mother (played
by Sheridan Smith) over 12 years of her life

“It was a leap of faith in terms of our 
writing because we’d all but abandoned 
the idea that it was a comedy. It had 
comic scenes, but it wasn’t trying to be 
an out-and-out comedy. It’s one of the 
rare ones where we knew what the 
ending was before we actually wrote it. 
The emotional response we had to that 
episode was in a way greater than any 
of the highly comic episodes. People never expected to be sobbing. 
We were even sobbing on the set.”

BERNIE CLIFTON’S DRESSING ROOM
Steve and Reece play an estranged comedy double act in this intensely moving 
black comedy – with a heartbreaking twist

“We wanted to write about a double 
act. It all started with Reece saying 
‘Let’s write a two-hander’, and we 
hadn’t really done that before. The 
ending took us by surprise in a way 
– we didn’t know that’s what we were 
doing. It was [producer] Adam Tandy’s 
suggestion that we come up with their 
own theme song, and to have that 
lovely reprise at the end where they’re reunited one more time.
It did make it very emotional.”

THE DEVIL OF CHRISTMAS
This Christmas special was presented in the form of a director’s commentary
on a ’70s Tales Of The Unexpected-style TV show. Again, there’s a killer twist

“It’s one of the biggest shifts in tone 
that we’ve ever managed to pull off 
because it’s highly comic, the 
reconstruction of ’70s television that 
we grew up loving, and then there’s 
that ending… It was brilliant to get all 
the original cameras and the original 
cameramen out of semi-retirement to 
recreate something that we’d grown up 
loving. That grew out of us writing a 
normal Krampus story and then we thought, let’s add this ’70s 
production thing to it.”

DEAD LINE
2018’s Halloween special became the Ghostwatch of its time, deftly wrong-footing 
its audience and becoming one of the series’ most acclaimed episodes

“It was scary as hell to do it. It all went 
amazingly well on the night. The time 
we put in in advance, in terms of 
rehearsing it, gave it this believability 
that even people who work in 
television who know the show inside 
out still were convinced by it. It 
remains, I think, one of the highlights 
so far.”
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The BBC’s recent Dracula 
included an affectionate nod
to Reece Shearsmith and Steve 
Pemberton’s similarly dark 
anthology show…

In the second episode of Mark Gatiss and 
Steven Moffat’s Dracula series, “Blood 
Vessel”, there’s a not-so-subtle reference
to Inside No. 9, with the references to a 
mysterious passenger hiding behind the
doors of cabin number nine. 

“Mark texted me and said, ‘It’s just for 
you!’” Shearsmith tells SFX. “None of 
these things happen by accident. In 
The League Of Gentlemen reunion 
special, we had Tubbs and Edward in 
this new local shop, and they closed 
the door and there was a ‘No. 9’ on 
the door. People were saying, ‘Oh my 
god, that’s such a weird coincidence!’ 
and I thought, ‘No, it’s not, we put it 
there, you idiots!’”

The pair of 
actors and 
writers laugh 
it up on set.

As a viewer going into any new episode of 
Inside No. 9, you have little idea what you’re 
about to see. It could be in any genre, it can be 
poignant or scary, silly or profound, childishly 
simple or brain-scramblingly complex.

“We’ve always tried to not repeat ourselves,” 
says Shearsmith. “One of the fun things that 
helps keep it interesting is to tell stories in 
different ways. There are some nice 
surprises [in series fi ve]. It’s always 
harder when people go in expecting 
that there’s going to be an amazing, 
jaw-dropping twist and that’s become
a little bit of an annoyance.”

But how much freedom do they 
give themselves within that 
no-rule policy? Would
they ever consider a sequel, 
perchance? Or a double-parter? 
Maybe even an episode 
featuring characters from one
of their other series – Papa 
Lazarou or Herr Lipp?

“I often think we’re burning through so 
much material that there’s an opportunity to
go back to a No. 9 we’ve done before,” says 
Shearsmith. “That is something we could do, a 
sequel to one of the episodes we’ve done in the 
past. I’d do a whole series on the witchfi nders 
[from the series two episode “The Trial Of 

Elizabeth Gadge”] if I had my way. And
it would be nice to do a League/No. 9 
crossover. I don’t know how you’d do
it but you could do something.”

“We could do a two-parter, we could 
do a sequel, we could do a whole series 

where the stories interreact,” suggests 
Pemberton. “We want to keep 

surprising and keep the audience 
on their toes.”

One tragically jettisoned idea 
was a mooted Halloween 
special which would have 
wrapped three bite-sized Inside 
No. 9s within a portmanteau-

style narrative, similar to The P
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 It’s always harder 
when people go in 

expecting there’s going 
to be an amazing twist 

“So I’m 
thinking, 
replace him 
with this…?”

League Of Gentlemen’s Christmas episode 
from 2000.

“It was too expensive, so it got put on hold,” 
Shearsmith sighs. “We’ve cannibalised a few of 
the ideas in it for further episodes since then, 
but it was good. Because of the No. 9s feeling so 
claustrophobic and 
they’re always in a 
No. 9 by the nature 
of that stupid title 
that we foisted on 
ourselves, it’s hard 
to go out and about 
– so it didn’t feel 
quite like a No. 9, weirdly.”

With the series zipping all over the place in 
genre and tone, the only continuity between 
episodes comes with the on-screen presence of 
Shearsmith and Pemberton. Both are as much 
performers as they are writers and the sheer, 
BAFTA-tickling variety of roles they’ve written 
for themselves – not just in Inside No. 9, but in 
The League Of Gentlemen and Psychoville – 

surely makes them two of Britain’s most 
accomplished character actors. Somewhat 
surprisingly, however, they don’t write 
episodes knowing who’ll be playing which part.

“It’s usually right up until the wire,” 
Shearsmith reveals. “We don’t write with 
anyone in mind, then we’ll arrive at the end 
and we’ll dish out the parts. Some of these new 
episodes, there’s some where I’m hardly in it 
and ones where Steve’s hardly in it, and some 
where we take a back seat and allow the guest 
stars to drive the narrative. It’s not a vanity 
thing for us.”

“There was one episode in the new series 
where we did swap roles,” adds Pemberton.  

“I mean, we don’t want 
to be playing the same 
kind of parts in the 
same series. Equally, 
we can’t have one of us 
playing more leading 
roles than the other. 
Sometimes we give the 

biggest role over to a guest star. We’ve given 
David Morrissey a leading role in the new 
series, and either one of us could have played 
that part.”

Ah yes, series five… Aside from that one-off 
Halloween special in 2018, this will be the first 
fresh run of No. 9s for two years. Yet this fifth 
series finished filming all the way back in 
January 2019. 

“In my mind, it’s been on already, and it’s 
funny to think no one’s seen it yet,” laughs 
Shearsmith. “It could have been on since 
April, so it’s been a long time coming.”

As regards a series six, well, despite online 
scuttlebutt, nothing’s been decided, apparently. 
What is certain is that, last December, Reece 
and Steve signed an exclusive deal with the 
BBC, meaning that Auntie will get first refusal 
on any new comedy and comedy-drama 
projects cooked up by the pair. A sweet deal, 
even if they still don’t know if Inside No. 9 
will be back for a sixth run.

“I’m sure we’ll hear, once series five has 
gone out, whether it’s gone down well,” 
Shearsmith shrugs. “We never hear until one 
series goes out whether we’ll do another one. 
But it seems to be going down well. The only 
reason to stop them is if we can’t come up with 
the stories any more.”

So five series in, and 31 episodes down, has 
coming up with new and surprising ideas 
become harder? Shearsmith smiles.

“It’s a challenge because they’re all little 
one-act plays, basically,” he acknowledges. 
“But we enjoy having the blank canvas every 
week. That’s brilliant, but it’s also hard because 
you’ve got to start again. You’re back to square 
one very quickly!” 

Inside No. 9 series five starts in February on 
BBC Two.
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