
Anyone who knows me known that I love Who Wants To Be A Millionaire.  I love this fucking show.  The lighting, the music, the tension, the questions, fucking Regis, all of it added up to the best thing I could have ever hoped for in a television show.

Then, everything got fucked.

Fucked

Here's how they did it.

I wrote all of this in Open Office because if this thing accidentally deleted itself I would be so fucking angry.


At one point they eliminated the Fastest Finger question segment.  I can understand that, it costs way too much to fly 10 people out to New York so that only 3 of them can actually play in an episode.  I'm sure that the Fastest Finger portion doesn't really weed out any of the less knowledgeable contestants anyways, so it's no big loss as far as I'm concerned.  They also switched out Regis Philbin as the host, which I really never thought would happen.  Regis is such an iconic figure for the show: he gets everybody in the mood, he gives people advice as to what they should do, and he's all around genial personality that everybody loves to be around.  But now, we have Meredith Viera.  Now, I have nothing against her as a person, she's not a terrible host per se.  It's just that, she's no Regis.  Nobody can be Regis.  To have Regis gone from the show is like losing a childhood pet who speaks in a funny accent and talks about itself in the 3rd person.  Viera also likes to fake people out, which is a terrible way to raise tension, because all it does is startle.  If you imply that someone got a question wrong and then fake them out by saying that they got it right, you're not adding anything to the experience.  You're just turning the tension into a joke, a toy that can be tossed around like a crumpled up piece of paper.  If she stopped doing that, then I definitely wouldn't mind her as much.  When she goes along with the feelings of the moment, then she can be a great host.


Then to my surprise, they decided that the show still wasn't good enough.  So they started switching out the life-lines, replacing the ones we've already come to know and love with different ones, ones that are generally useless.  The first one in specific that I'm talking about is the Ask the Expert lifeline, which came to replace the Phone-a-Friend.  With the Phone-a-Friend you could strategize so much: with a maximum of five people on your call list, you could easily have a friend for several different subjects: science, pop culture, literature, etc.  Granted, I often found it to be the worst life-line, but I mean when it comes through it's like magic, and there's such a tremendous relief to find that someone else knows the answer and is telling it right to you.  But no, that's gone.  We were then stuck with Ask the Expert, where every week the show would drag someone you'd never heard of, who generally isn't an expert in anything, and force them to look at whatever fucking question the contestant wanted them to look at.  There's no strategy in using this lifeline.  It's essentially becomes Ask the Stranger, because you'd have a better chance of getting the question right by pulling someone off the street and throwing them into a studio with dimlights and Meredith Viera.  I mean, these so-called "experts" are nothing more than B-list or C-list celebrities.  How the hell are you supposed to expect Margaret Cho to answer a question about an obscure Aristotle passage?  All she can do is say "uh iunno lol" in as many funny voices as she can, which makes people laugh but it DOESN'T FUCKING HELP.  You're under a ton of stress with the awesome lighting and the awesome music, why the hell would you try to break that mood?


But we don't stop there, this shit train has an overnight trip to Tennessee and it ain't gonna stop 'til it plows itself into the ocean.  In the British version, the host what's-his-name tells the contestants all the time "stay cool, have a look, take your time.  There's no time limit on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire."  Were ol what's-his-name to see what they did here in Yank-central.  In 2008 they introduced what was perhaps the stupidest thing they could have ever added to Millionaire:  a clock.  A clock.  A CLOCK.  Now contestants have to be tense and concentrated, but only for 15 or 30 or 45 second intervals.  How does that heighten the tension in the slightest?  All the clock system has done is turn the tension into nothing more than panic.  Before the tension came from "is he gonna do it or isn't he?  He says the answer is on the tip of his tongue, but will he ever remember it?  Do I even know the answer?"  Now the focus becomes solely on the number slowly going down, and it becomes "oh he doesn't know the answer immediately, so he's just gonna leave because he has no time to contemplate any other option."


At around this time, even the questions began to change.  The best questions were always ones that made you go "oh wow, that's a really good question."  Things like "Who was the only winner of the Nobel Peace Prize to decline the prize?" or "Who gave the two-hour speech that preceded the Gettysburg Address?" or "What is the name of the first cartoon to feature Bugs Bunny?"  These kinds of questions are generally ones that deal with subject matter that everybody knows about (or at least should know about), but then zooms in on one detail that seems to get overlooked.  The questions were all very straight-forward too, they don't try to mislead you into thinking that they're asking something else.  Things like "what is this" or "when did this happen" etc.  Just like the British host says "there are no trick questions on Millionaire, and there will never be any trick questions on Millionaire."  But what's happening now is that they're trying to qualify the questions with useless phrases like "As any good citizen should know" or "Contrary to popular belief," phrases that contribute nothing to the experience of being on the show or watching the show other than filling up dead air-time that they can't afford to have due to the fucking clock.\


For example, take this recent question:

"In 2009, amino acids were found to help alleviate symptoms of Trichotillomania, a condition where suffers have the uncontrollable urge do what?"

Now, if you wanted to not be an asshole and ask the question in a straight-forward manner, you would phrase it as such:

"Trichotillomania is the uncontrollable urge to do what?"

See?  You can reduce a twenty-two word sentence down to eight just by not beating around the bush and asking the god damn question the way it's supposed to be asked.


What really got my goat though was what they did to the music.  SInce they had to add a ticking clock noise to everything, they decided that the entire music needed an update too.  If you're at all familiar with the original music, you'll understand how tense it is only in its simplicity: there was an odd chord every now and then, and a heartbeat sound replicated by a kick-drum.  Once you got up to the harder questions there'd be a simple arpeggiated melody, but it still contributed to the mood of the situation very nicely.  Once you get up to the 500,000 dollar question, and you hear that music playing E flat minor (one of the most emotionally tense keys imo), you could cut the tension in the room with a butter knife.  The thing that really made the music what it is, and probably made the show what it is, is the low drone that played during the entire question.  This is especially present in the million dollar question where there are no chords, and only the drone in E and the kick-drum heartbeat can be heard.  It's such a simple way to do it, but in a pitch-black room with one question separating you from history, it's the absolute best way to create tension in something as simple as a game show.  Now, with this new music in place, everything is based around the ticking clock.  The chords are still there, but they've become too present and it makes the show seem too airy.  It's like you lose the mood of being in a torture chamber, and it just pulls you back to the reality of "oh I'm just on a game show."  That drone is still there, but it's masked by the synthesized choruses.


However, above all of the music and clocks and female hosts, the worst thing about the show now is simply the contestants.  For some really weird reason they haven't found a good contestant in like eight years, which is the amount of time that's passed in which nobody has won the million dollars.  Sure the questions are stupid, but it's really the people that make the show what it is.  You need a figure like Dan Blonsky or Robert Brydges who are all-around cool people who actually present themselves as knowledgeable people.  Instead we get housewives in their early 30s who just want to be on a game show for the fun of it ~teehee~.  These are people who don't care about trivia for the sake of knowing the world, they just want to be on TV.  I truly admire people who are really knowledgeable of trivia, and these people are far from what I expect.  These are people who say out loud in front of the whole country "I can't multiply 150 by 5, so I'm going to ask Jamie Foxx to do it for me."  What on earth happened to the scouting system?  Did they run out of knowledgeable people in the United States, or did they just stop giving a shit and instead look for relatable personalities?  My money is on the latter, because they're all the same cheerful little housewife with eight kids or strapping young man just out of college looking to pay off his student loans from art school.

This should be reason enough to get me pissed off, right?

Well, there's more.  A lot more.

In 2010, everything changed.  E v e r y t h i n g.


The very first episode of the new season, we see Meredith Viera ask the audience "Do you notice anything different?  What's missing?", to which the audience cheerfully answers back "the hot seat!"  Yes, my friends and enemies and people I have no strong opinions about, the hot seat is gone.  Instead, everybody stands, and the contestants have to stand behind this god-awful gaudy purple thing.  In fact, everything's become purple now.  So there are two things that I loved about the show completely gone, the hot seat and the lighting.  We're no longer sitting in a dark room waiting for the slave-driver to whip our backs: now we're waiting for a bus and answering stupid questions about TV dinners to people looking over at us every now and then wondering if we're "all right". So right from the first 45 seconds of the show, there's no more tension.  It's just become any other boring game show with no personality to it.


Let's meet our first contestant!  His name is Ktnegnar Vngkrgjkadnr from Jdrgjkargkau!  And boy is he handsome!  I mean, look at him!  He's got a blue dress shirt and a belt and white pants and his hair is cropped short and his jaw is chiseled and he has a serious gaze and his smile is darling and holy fuck is this man the most boring person that's ever been on television.  He's what I like to call a "stock contestant," a man who was only chosen for his safe personality and marginally attractive features, but you know that he never gave a shit about trivia until after he got the call back saying he was going to be on television.  This "stock contestant" is the kind of guy who likes to "talk things out," running through every banal detail about the question his mind can come up with, saying each unimportant word as if it held a little nugget of truth that would help him solve a question about Macintosh products or dishwasher fluid.  He's the kind of guy who likes to acknowledge how difficult a question is when he doesn't know the answer, and hi5s the host when he gets an uninteresting question right.  The kind of guy who gets "pumped up" about everything just because the producers told him to get "pumped up" back stage.  Another word for this man is a "tool," and I resent his existence on all game shows because he has never made interesting television nor will he ever.  Upon being told the new changes to the show, he says what the producers backstage told him to say "I love it!  The hot seat used to keep people in a place of security, but you gotta keep people on their toes."  I hope this man never falls in love because the woman he has sex with will have his tool children.


So Mr. Vngkrgjkadnr walks onto the stage with his fists in the air and the crowd roaring.  Meredith Viera then chimes in with a wide grin and the words "the questions used to get progressively harder.  Not anymore!"  My heart sank.  It sank so low I was stepping on it until all the blood rushed backed into my brain and sent me into a spiral of anger.  What they had done was changed not just the setting, but the format of the game entirely.  Contestants no longer answer questions in order: we now answer them at random.  I so badly wish I was lying about this.  They now "shuffle the questions," so that the first question you ask could just as easily be worth 100 dollars or 25,000 dollars.  Not only that, they also randomize the values of the questions, so that the easiest question of the lot could be worth the most amount of money.  They don't tell you how much money each question is worth until after you've answered it.  So now you have no idea what kind of question should constitute a certain amount of money, because every question is worth every amount of money.  How would they think this could improve the show?  Millionaire is trying to become like all the other game shows that are doing so well for no justifiable reason, so they're turning their own show into a bastardized version of Deal Or No Deal with 26 fewer attractive women.  They've given up, they no longer care about making a good show that got its credibility from the honest difficulty or tension or likability of anybody on the screen.  Now it's all just about blending in to what the other guy is doing and throwing away the things that make it in any way redeamable.


But, and there's always a but, there is one thing about the new Millionaire that is so unforgivable that if they don't change this back to how it was I will never forgive them: the music.  Remember everything I said about the music basically creating the tension of the show single-handedly, with the low drones and simplicity and heartbeats?  Well they kept the simplicity, but forgot that you need to have GOOD MUSIC.  There's no more drama in the music, nothing dramatic about it.  It's just become a couple of chords, a wimpy little kick drum with zero reverb, and a weak chime sounding thing that plays every now and then.  It's background music made to be background music, nothing else.  The music no longer contributes to anything about the show, it's now only there as a vestigial remnant of what used to be the best show of all time.  It's just a sad little wisp of glory that's fading away into the distance, long to be forgotten by the shit-stained recordings currently being taped by ABC.  If they don't go back to the original I am not watching this show again.


I am not the only one who feels this way.  Look up "Millionaire is Back" on youtube and on all the videos of this awful season you'll see comments littered with fragments of what I've just told you all.  There has to be a revolution, a call to arms to bring back the best game show that ever was, and I feel that with everybody's support this change will happen, because ABC has to realize that the show can never be taken seriously until it goes back to the roots that made me and the entire country watch it so religiously.

