B30¢

HOMIC/DEPRODUCER TOM FONTANA
GETS EVEN GRITTIER WITH HIS LATEST
SHOW, 0Z, ABOUT A MAXIMUM-
SECURITY PRISON. SHOT IN NEW YORK,
IT'S ABOUT AS FAR FROM FRIENDS
AS TV CAN GET. EXPECT JAILBREAKS,
NOT COFFEE BREAKS. BY TRISH ROHRER

HIS PAST APRIL, A RIOT ERUFTED IN A

loft building on Ninth Avenue be-

tween 15th and 16th Streets in > I -

Manhattan. It started as a food ~' .

fight among a menacing-looking

crew of around 100 or so televi- |

sion extras, most in drab colors. a

few with women’s stockings tied §

tight over their hair and cinched in the mid- §

dle of their foreheads, all with arms like
Christmas turkeys. They were hired for the
day by 45-year-old Tom Fontana, the televi-
sion writer and producer behind the show
0z, a new HBO series about a maximum-
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THE WIZARD @F £7: Tom fontana on the set of his new HBO drama.




security prison (see “Television: Not in
Eansas Anymore,” by John Loonard, page
77}, Their job: to sit quictly around the st
of & large prison cafeteria until given the
cue to throw the Food put in lront of them.

But things on the set of Oz—Fontana’s
first new show since the thinky six-year
old Homicide, and HBO's first hour-long
drama series—didn’t go as planned.
When the cue was given, the air in the
room suddenly lonized and darkencd the

slipped on a shice of Amenican cheese,
MNipped up into the air, and slammed down
10 the ground onto his back.

Fomana noticed, He suddenly tore
from his director’s chair behind a video
monitor and ran in a crowch in the dinec-
tign of the downed man, breaking proto-
col, riaking & shot that would be impossi-
ble 1o replicaie. But before he crossed the
lens of the camera man—who was creep-
ing around the room, surrounded by a

TW CHARACTER: Fontana in frant of Granville, a restawrant he partly owns,

way il does just before o storm. Then all
al once. 100 men were out of control,
standing on tables, screaming their guits
out, hurling props at one another, hard,
in a nasty, gleelil way, One man swan-
dived from a table into o knot of bodies
on the floor

The director started screaming, “Cut!
Crd!™ but nobody cut, and 20 she siaried
yelling, “Mo! No!™ and ran down the edge
of the room, an irate and helpless coach
during a grucsomc play. She may not have
even noticed wiven a a beely tattooed man
whao'd been running down a long table
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ring of bodyguards—someone managed
1o signmal him that the guy with taltoos
wiis a stuniman, the pratfall an improvi-
sational Mourish. Fontana crept back 1o
s l»,'h-lil" ad hli;".'pl.‘d aga.il'n ifto ki n.ll:r
ms unilappable keader. “My job i 10 make
everyone feel like everything's gpoing okay,
even when it's not,” Fontana said later.
Fontana made a name and the bd,'..':l.l'l-
ning of a sizable lortune in the cightics as
onc of the three top wriler-producers of
the much-loved sensitive-il-soapy hospi-
1al drama 51 Fleawhere. But it wasn't un-
til 1991, when lilm director Barry Levin-

=on tore him away from an impending
joumney o Tuscany (whene, Fonlana says
somewhat implausibly, he planned 1o
write epic poetry) and hired him on as ex-
ecutive producer of Levinson's then-up-
coming show Homiicide, that Fontana be-
came one of the five most powerful 1eke-
vision producers in the world.

“Tom commands serious respect a1 all
of the networks,” says Peter Benedek, co-
owner of the United Talent Agency in Los
Angeles. That may be, but respect and se-
rigus aren’t by any means among the first
words the jokers who work with Tom
would summon 10 describe him—a man
who penially calls his male colleagues on
the set “shitheads™ and who, on at leasi
one instance, found himself in a bar hold-
ing a guy in the crook of his edbow and
punching him repeatedly in the head. He's
abso a guy who hires his incexperenced as-
sistants on as six-ligure writers, who has
voung sctors on his shows crashing in his
puest rooms, who gave the part of a prison
guard on Oz o a firclighter who was hav-
ing a hard time after a divorce.

As for Fontana's respect for the net-
works, that Muctuaies. One day, walking
from his office 1o the set of O, he says,
“Metwork executives dont give nolcs
about structure or contenl. They give hair
notes, “What's with her hair?” they want
1o know. "Cant you do something about
her hair? And how about those bagpy
chothes? Shes such a pretty girl—why
docsn't she dress better? What is she sup-
posed (o be, a dyke? ™

When you ask Barry Levinson about
Fontana's unprediciable side, he says,
“Well,” and a renegade laugh burbles ot
of him, "Well,” he says again, into the
p|‘u.r||-¢', =1 think that he's a I'.'ri",; PI;'IHJII.HJI-
ty in his own right, bul the important
thing &s that he knows how o deliver on
the work.”

AT THE END OF THE FIRST WEEK OF SHOOT-
ing )z, Fonlana siops in ot o tiny bar on
23rd Street (o grant one of O2's lead &c-
tors, Lee Tergesen, injured in & stunt an
hour before, his one, pressing wish:
lagermecister. While Tergesen soaks up at-
ention by doing forward bends on the
floor, Fontana sits against the wall, smil-
ing o characteristic small smile, drinking
Wild Turkeys, and waiting quictly for his
credit card to return from behind the
counter. He's o physical kind of guy in
gl:n.;'rlﬂ i he"s .'|.|w.i|:|.1. Iwn:r-hunring the
wiomsen he meets on the stroct and play-
fully punching the techics who jostle him
when they walk by on the set), and when
you start up a conversation with him
mboait ”:_ I'h'," h;:ll"n |13 |.'|-:_:|:~¢ { P} oA, |i'L|;'
you're oul on a pood date,

It would be understandable if Fonlana
were exhausted or testy or ot least preog-
Lup-il.‘\'] aler & woeek of wuhinF &l 5:30 1o
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Network execs

DON'T GIVE NOTES ABOUT STRUCTURE OR CON-
TENT,” SAYS FONTANA. “THEY GIVE HAIR NOTES.
‘CAN YOU DO SOMETHING WITH HER HAIR?"”

write new cpisodes before showing up on
set at 10:30 that same morming 10 ovVersee
the shooting of ones he’s already written,
a workday that lasts until 8:30 a1 might.
But insiepd, Fonlana seems cheerful o
ihe point of festive, He's pot a Cuban cigs
ar tucked into the comer of his mouth, a
silver goatee, a small hoop earring. a
black leather jacket., a bright-red long-un-
derwear shirt, a pair of well-worn engi-
neer boots, graying hair cropped shon
enough to sell insurance (he says), and
that smile.

You'd never know from his demcanor
that just hours later, he'd be at his desk
writing dark, ambiguous stories about
crime and punishment, control systems,
pricon rape—ithat from his pen would
come branded swasiikas, stabbings,
naked cavity checks. Fontana doesn’t
want to write a family show, he sayvs,
Even though shows like thirtysomiething
have a built-in asdience, which Oz does
mot (even Fontana's current assistani
stands in the middle of his cubbyhole say-
ing. *Who's going 10 wani 0 se¢ this
show?"), that format's not Fontana.

I like shows,™ he says, “where the sio-
rics have & real =ense of life and death,
and a size to them, with issues that we
deal with on a day-to-day basis in our
bives—drugs, God, death, love—but more
intensified because of the environment,
kike prison. With a family show, you have
to say, “This weck, how arc we going 1o
kcep the family in some kind of emotion-
al crisis? Okay, Mom’s having meno-
pause, and sister's getting her leg ampu-
tated.” © Fontana brushes these scenarios
away with his drink, and his ice clinks in
the glass. “But | think about the death
penaliy,” he says, "and 1 just have 10 put
my head in my hands.” He puts his head
in his hands and wobbles it from side 1o

side like an old man freiting. =1 don't know

the answers,”™ he says, "1 don'’t have a po-
litical agenda with the show. I'm not ad-
vocating one thing or the other. I'm a sio-
rytcller. | want 1o tell stories thal make
people ask questions, like, How dogs one
survive in an impossible environment?
Which is, again, not all that dilferent
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froan what all of us deal wAth day to day”

Fontana's own diflliculties, for the most
part, though, seem 1o be those of abun-
dance. He has, st the momenit, deals with
three different  television companics
(NBC, ABC, and HBO) and is simultane-
ously, actively exccutivesproducing two
different hour-long dramas {Homicide
and ) in two separate cities (Baltimore
and Mew York), He's writing one of the
shows entirely by himsell, and taking re-
sponsibility for scores of people’s lives, os
well as more than 535 million of other
people’s money, He has his own television
company, Fatima Productions, and has
just officially parinered up with Barry
Levinson, starting & new, multi-million-
dollar production company, Levinson/
Foniana, based, unusually, in New York,
Fontana owns shares in three restauranis
in Manhattan {(Granville and the two
Matches, uptown and downtown), and in
the past lew months, he has bought a
five-story townhouse on the comer of
I3th and Greenwich Strects—the old
lackson Square Library, built by the Yan-
derbilts in 1B8T—ihe botiom wo (loors
of which he is tuming into offices for a
diverse group of wriers,

But Fontana denies being a producer,
denies being o businesaman, and denics
being powerful. He refuses to buckle un-
der the pressure 1o live in Los Angeles—
a city he has lived in before and despis-
cs—and refuses 1o spend his spare time
with the men and women of Hollywood
who have similar résumés, similar bank
accounts, and similar problems in man-
aging other people’s wishes and needs.
And though he gives vast amounts of
moncy away (o arts organizations, the-
alers, young people in need, and family
members, not many people outside of the
television community know his namse.

As far as Fontana is concerned. he is a
writer, period. He produces so that be can
hove control over what happens 1o his
words, He lives in New York, not in LA,
where all of the other wp TV produc-
ers—aieven Bochoo, David Kelley, Dick
Wolf, Chris Carter—live, panily because
he loves 1o walk.

=1 walk down the same stroets one day
and then the next, and they're two 1otally
different streets,” he says, “The people on
them are suddenly dilferent, the attitudes,
the colors, the lights, the way the sun is
hitting a building. All of a sudden, you go,
'Cl'h my God, I've never seen this build-
. You book above the second Moor, see
_g:argu:r!m- and go, "Where the hell did
those come from?” ™
Fontana cats out six nights a week,
mostly a1 his own restaurants, mostly
with young actor friends. He goes (o par-
tics at the homes of people like Peter
Maas, where Gabriel Garcia Mérquez is
the guest of honor, and then 10 dives
whene women dance naked on the bar. It's
been said that he made a deal with HBO
that if he was going 10 do Oz, it would
have to be shot in Manhattan, and prefer-
ably within walking distance of his apart-
meni, the new library, and his offices at
the Chelsea Piers. “Theres no place more
exciting 10 make iclevision than New
York.” he says. “And at the end of a long
day ol shooting, you go 0 a nice restay-
rant.” He leans in and tays conspiratonial-
v, *You've got to count in the restaurant
lsctor—very important,”

LEVINSON ORIGENALLY HIRED FONTANA AS
enccutive producer for Homidcide 10 fight
the fights with network executives over
hiring film directors like Ted Demme in-
sicad of television directors, and to risk the
ritks that come with using writers like nov-
elist Jane Smilkey—recommended to
Fontana by New Yorker fiction writer Hen-
ry Bromell, on Fortana's stafl at the time—
instead of, as Levinson describes them, “all
the usual suspects.” Fontana would be the

one (o explore, with a handheld camera,
the more personal, unglamorous lives of
Bahlimore policemen and -women, imstead

FRIME-TIMERS: Fontana and Lovinson
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of creating melodrama through gunfights
and car chases,

Gail Mutrux, once an execulive al
Levinson's Balimore Pictures (and now a
producer at Fox 2000), says, “With
Homicide, even though it was Barry's
name, everyone knew that it was Tom
getting that show ready and on the air
every woeck, Harry's name provided a cer-
tain protection for Homicide, and NBC
sort of stepped back and pave Tom the
space Lo iry things. And even though Bar-
rv is the 800-pound gorilla, they siill had
to fight the lights with the studio. But the
network really needed Tom, because Bar-
ry couldn't do a television show.”

Though Fontana will siart working on
Homiicide again this summer, right alter
b Timinhie '.l.1"|ti:|'|[.: and pr:_ﬂ.!w:ing thie First
ninc cpisodes of Oz, he has, in many re-

ot HBO, says, “We had been talking for a
long time about HBO trying to get into
the hour-drama business. But it's a busi-
ness that the networks actually do quite
well. 5o we asked, "What is it that we can
do that would be different? —because
the networks certainly have got hospitals
and policemen and lawyers locked up.”
The relative permissivencss of cable al-
lows Foniana a new, rule-breaking free-
dom. When asked why this is imporiant,
he says, “Ii'll keep me from geiting fat
and stupid.” Then he pauses for o mo-
ment and adds, “Fatter and stupider.”

O LUNCH BREAK FROM OF, PONTAMA WAS
giving a tour of his ncw library. When he
passed the words WE LOVE FONTANA, scrib-
bled, during & recent party, in big, black
Magic Marker across onc wall, he waved

FACE-DFF: Lea Tergesen and Doan Winters in fr.

spects, moved on 10 things more challeng:
ing for him. He says Homicide is more
*Murder, She Wrote than Sam Peckin-
pah,” and that he's tiring of the structure
h.-: l.'.\:-fl'ili.ll]l:,: hc]pe:d. SERFL 'u.-'illl g E!m
where: several narrative threads woven fo-
gether in one hour, & formula that suc-
cessiul shows like ER are still coasting on.
"I've done that for so long now,” he
says, “that | know how to do that. With
z, I'm Mying without a net. Instead of
having stories that overlap, each story
will last as long as that story needs to. 50
if we need to tell & story in fifteen min-
utes, we'll tell a fifveen-minute story. And
then the next story may be a one-minute
story, and the next a 35-minute story,
wilhin l|'!||: |'||::-1.:|:r. F.:u.:h story ii.l.-'vl;.-h on i
own dramatic engine and is told from the
perapective of a different character. I've
never done it belore, and as far as |
know, nobody else has done it before,”
Chris Albrechi, head of programming
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his hand dismissively, saying, ~It's easy 1o
get love whien you're giving somcond 8 job
and a place to live.” Fontana is famous for
his gpenerosity with dinners oul, jobs,
apartment space, big breaks. His pop-
p:q.:.-:.:h. Ihnlr:,.': =] think | staried owtl want-
img 1o be loved. But | think over ihe vears
it's just kind of developed into o habit.”

“SMOKE IT, DRINK IT, SHOOT IT, SNORT IT—
come orr!” Broce Paltrow 15 doang an mmi-
tation of Tom Fontana talking to Paltrow’s
daughier, Gwyneth, when she was 16,
Paltrow’s [isis are in the air, and his long,
imipish face is tumed toward the ceiling of
his L.A. oifice, in fake ecstasy, *Live!”™ He
finally shouis, the way Fontana must have
shouted less than ten vears apo, when he
was being what he calls the "wayward un-
cle™ 1o a girl who would eventually be-
come a movie star. "1 didn't get mad,”™ Pal-
trow =ays, his 4= Et-c'.lm:ing beehind l':riE
tortoiseshell designer frames. “I knew

where he was coming from: Tom belicves
people should be what they are. You
shouldn't try to control people.”

In the dark and empty warden's office
on the set of Oz, Fontana, who spent the
lirst five years of his life living over his
lialinn grandmaother's bar, says, =1 went 1o
a besuin high school in Buffalo called Can-
isius. And that's where | learned my disci-
pline, Then | went 1o a public college,
Bulfalo State, in the sixties, and that's
where | learned 10 lose all my discipline.
The combination of those two have been
the things that have guided my life.”

When he was a Catholic boy in Buffalo,
Fomtana wrote, but he hid it. His father
was a wing salesman, his sister a nun, his
brothers a gas man, a civil servant, and a
whoolieacher, and if he ever showed his
writing 10 anyone, he ended up leeling
humiliated (“Either the person didn't get
it,” he says, “or | would suddenly realize
that | had revealed something about my-
el that | hadn't intended to reveal: It was
too personal, it was too painful, whatev-
er”™), Still, in 1975, when he was 24, he
moved to Manhattan—io the only build-
ing on 4th Street between B and C that
wasn't boarded or bricked up—with a
plan to do only two things: Write plays
and survive. Though he characterizes
himself in those days as an “unsuccessful
playwright,” he managed to become, in
the early eighties, playwright-in-residence
at the Williamstown Theater, where he
met Blythe Danner and her two young
children, Jake and Gwyneth Palirow. It
was Jake and Guwyneth who saw one of
Fontana's plays—The Specitre Hride-
groom—in Williamstown and insisted
that their father, the producer Bruce Pal-
trow, give Fontana a job on his new show,
St Elsmvhere,

Though the young playwright's first
television script “stunk,” according to
both him and Paltrow, Fontana, under
Paltrow’s tuiclage, went from making
53,000 as a playwright to $90,000 in his
first year on the show,

Paltrow describes a scene that Fontana
wrode for 56 Elsewhere years ago in which
a young doctor the audience has grown 1o
kove loses his wife after she slips in the
shower one moming. But there is a dying
schoolieacher the audience has also been
rooting for, and she i given the heart of
the young doctor’s wife. That night, the
young docior walks down the dark hall-
way of the ICU, stops at the school-
teacher’s bed, sits down beside her, pulls
his stethoscope out of his pocket, puts it to
the schoolieacher’s chest, and lisiens,

Paltrow whispers ower his desk,
“Thump, thump, thump, thump . . ." and
you say, “His wife's heart?™ And he says,
*. « . beating in another woman's chest—
thump, thump, thump. That's writing.”
Paltrow sits back in his chair. “"He's
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Faulkner. He's Williams. He's O'Neill.
Under other circumstances, this is o
Pulitzer Prize—winning playwright.”

Although Fontana's recently formed
partnership with Levinson compounded
Fontana's clout, the mention of it leaves
him uncharacteristically blasé, Ask him
what his tithe will be at Levinson/Fontana
Productions—a company funded by
Rysher Entertainment, granting ABC a
first-look agreement—and he says, “The
Guy." Press him further and he says, “The
Guy Who Isn’t Levinson.”

What excites Fontana about this part-
nership, he says, is that he'll be able to
nuriure young writers. He wants 1o do
thiz, he says, partly because he doesn't
think his commitment 1o television—a
medium he has grown to love—begins
ond ends with himself, Also, he was in-
structed by Paltrow, afier Paltrow saved
him from a life of no money, no chances,
no jobs, to “pass it on.”

I A BIG BOOTH AT GRANVILLE FINALLY, AF-
ter the Japermeister-Wild Turkey stop.
Fontana is making appetizers to order for
his five guests out of caviar, capers, and
crackers, One of the group—not Terge-
sen, who went home in pain, and who
Fontana will later take 10 the emergency
room, where they'll spend the night—
says, ~A litthe toast 1o Tommy,” and every-
one clinks glasses, more so after Fonlana
says that whoever doesn’t clink thorough-
Iy will die.

A few minutes later, tired of playing
praise-the-boss, everyone switches to
"What's Wrong With Tom?" These are
the only answers his [riends come up
with: He's not good at pool, and he once
lent money 1o his own assistanis o keep
them in & poker game, then proceeded o
rob them blind.

Fontana readily offers a list of his own
drawbacks, He lives in his head, he says,
He's anal: If you touch his desk, if vou
come in the room while he's editing, if you
interrupt him while he's writing in the
mamings, he'll kill you, Finally, he launch-
5 into a tirade about how he looked into
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Brmissiveness

OWS FONTANA A NEW, RULE-BREAK-
ING FREEDOM: “IT'LL KEEP ME FROM GETTING
FATAND STUPID.” THEN HE PAUSES FOR A
MOMENT AND ADDS, “FATTER AND STUPIDER.”

the mirror @ couple of years ago—when
he still had very long hair—and suddenly
gaw himsell for what he really was: A
bald-headed guy with a ponytail.

*I realized I"d been that way [or a long
time and no one had told me,” he says.
“All these people who arc my quote-un-
guoie friends didn't tell me that | was an
psshole.”

FONTAMA SAYS HE'S READ EXTENSIVELY ON
world religion and is always bringing up
God, in onc way or another. He thanks
God, for example, afer he tells you that
he makes more money than he's worth,
And he says that he’s not =0 cgotistical as
1o think that God would give him a sec-
ond chance at a deep, lasting relationship
with a woman, aficr he blew his marriage
by neglecting it in favor of work,
Around the time Fontana was writing
for 5i. Elsewhere, he went to Eihiopia, re-
scarching an episode, where he watched
starving men, women, and children wan
calmly on line for food they knew they
might never get. Then he came back to
L.A. and watched as people on line at the

movies shoved and swore al one another
1o gel o the popoom.

“That's why | can go to these partics,
and clubs, and plm.r: whatcver they
nn-—and not take it all very seriously: Be-

n the big continuum of life and
dmh :nd God, it's all relatively =illy.”

S0 why write [or television? Why not
move (o Tuscany, live off his fortune, cat
focaccia, write cpic poctry?

“How do I put this without sounding
completely mad?” Fontana says, waiting
for the light to change near his duplex
apartment in Chelsea. It is a Sunday al-
ternoon in springtime, and he has just fin-
ished writing for the day. "1 belicve tha
the whole evolutionary process is about
mankind becoming God,” he announces,
and he sieps into the etreel, headed for
the cazh machine across the way “The
whaole planet’s movement is 1oward be-
coming God, and this™—he looks around
at the people and the buildings and the
strect and the cars of Manhation—"le-
coming Heaven,” Fontana walks up 10 the
door of a bank, tries 1o put his card inio
the slot to open the lock and keeps trying,
until & siranger points out that the ma-
chines inside are in ruins on the floor. As
he walks away unfazed, Fontana says, “I
think that eventually, down the line—and
I'm talking how many millions and zil-
lions of vears from now—we will evolve
into something that is God, Writing is my
contribution 1o that,”

You look ot him skcpiically, and hc
says, “For all the negative, dark things |
write, I'm o fairly optimistic guy.”

You get to a working cash machine
then, and Fontana, having pushed all the
right buttons, tums and says, “And
theres this spaceship coming.™ And then
he smiles that small, serene smile you've
come to know, -

GRIT AND TEARS: Scenes from Nomicide and 51, Flsewhere.
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