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SLEUTHS ON THE HOOF
 “…Once 

you’ve got your 
confidence, this 
is the best show 

to make”
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Suspects ditches the script to breathe new life into crime 
drama. And the innovation doesn’t stop with improvisation.

With its original incarnation already in a fifth season, Suspects 
began life as a commission for the UK’s Channel 5. At first glance  
its essential premise is simple: each fast-paced episode starts with  
a crime being committed and follows it through investigation to  
the case’s conclusion. 

What makes it such gripping viewing, however, is the fact that  
it’s shot documentary-style to a storyline only. There is no script.  
None of the actors know what their fellow cast members will say 
next. Thus, the shooting of the drama can be just as tense as the  
watching of it. So it’s no surprise Germany and the Netherlands  
have commissioned local versions of Suspects and there is a lot  
of interest from producers all over Europe.

Suspects is the brainchild of Paul Marquess, Managing Director of 
Newman Street Productions, and a veteran of long-running shows 
including The Bill, Brookside and Hollyoaks. But it was a stint on 
scripted reality soap The Only Way is Essex that inspired his latest. 

“I was with a couple of friends of mine”, Marquess explains. “They 
said, ‘You should put those production techniques together with  
a cop show.’” And so Suspects was born. 

The show came together quickly from there, but improvised 
dialogue wasn’t the only innovation brought to the table.

Marquess and his team introduced a fixed-rig camera set-up,  
usually only seen in documentaries, for Suspects’ key interview 
room. Because the audience can see the whole room, they  
know there’s no crew in there, creating realism, intensity and 
claustrophobia. This is heightened by the lack of a script. If an actor 
babbles, trips or freezes, he or she simply looks more suspect. It’s  
a subtle trick that creates a truly immersive viewing experience. 

Innovation continues into the edit suite; the story is cut from what’s 
shot rather than what the storyline says. Anything unusual can be 
kept, adding to the drama. “We’re after the unexpected”, Marquess 
says. “It’s a very, very different post-production process.”

Unsurprisingly, actors have been scrabbling to join the show. While 
Suspects’ detectives get the thrill of running own their interviews, 
genuinely interrogating the suspects before them, guests love it too. 
And it’s not only for the opportunity to prove themselves in their 
craft. With each episode shot in just two and a half days to maintain 
the show’s momentum, appearances can even be fitted in alongside 
other acting commitments. “We get lots of agents calling up”, says 
Marquess, “which is a great position to be in.” 

It’s a position that’s come to Marquess with time. Guido Reinhard, 
producer of UFA’s German take on Suspects, has more recently 
had to tackle the preconceptions of actors and their agents about 
non-scripted formats. “But it’s easy to do that with the quality of the 
original,” he says.

Both Reinhardt and Marquess admit that neither of their 
productions have been an easy ride – but both have been worth 
the challenge. Reinhardt’s top tip for any new producer is to go 
back to the source. “Talk to Paul Marquess, listen well and try to 
understand the format”, he says. “Paul knows every inch of the 
format personally.” 

“I envy them”, says Marquess, of anyone looking to take Suspects on. 
“Because we’ve already done it, it can never be as terrifying for them 
as it was for us… Once you’ve got your confidence, this is the best 
show to make. It’s just great. It’s really fantastic.” • 
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