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Chicapa's stars and producers (from lef: Zeta-lones,

Richards, Meron, fellweger, B2re, and Zadan

An oral history of how four gay guys came together behind the scenes fo help tum Chicago
info the hottest movie of the year and the Oscar front-runner By Michael Giltz

her (il version of Cldeagn, e
b thesatesrs om Decembser 27, hos
already earmasd inchstry o s
the film o best for the Oscars—
] distributor Mirumax hus o
dream team of gy Mmmakers to thoand
for thut, Oviginadly o 19705 stage musical
with songs (“Rarzle Dogede,” “All That
Juz™) by John Kander and Fred Ebb, ofi-
rected and cowritten by Bob Fosse,
Chicago was a sexy, cyvnlenl vandevilli-
sty romp about two 19208 Rappers—
Roxie and Velma—who murder men
who'd cheated on thene The women ma-
mipulate their superslick lawver, Billy
Flynn, the media, and oven @ buteh

prison mmiron, Mama Mordon, 1o gel off

thie hooke. With 1is hol-baiton themes, the
show wis revived on Biroadway in 1906
{where its still momning) and a flm ver-
sion fnally came ogether, shephierded
largely by four openly iy men: dinector
tob Murshadl, executive producerss Cmig
ot swl Neil Meron, and screenwniter
Bill Condon. Their involvement began
with Marshall’s meeting ar Mirnmnx
aboul another recent Bimoadwey hit,

Marshall: | went in about directing
Rent, And | said, *Before we begin, can
[ tedl youn what Ul do with Chieogo? Al

Partici

Bill Condon screenwriter; Oscarwinning writer (and director) of Gods and Monsters
Rob Marshadl director; codirector of Broaoway's Cabaref and director of ABC's Anmie
Hmwmuhnmmmmm producers of TV films Annie,
Gypsy, Life With Judy Garland; Me and My Shadows, and Serving in Silence

the same time, | was having meetings
Marty Richards, our producer [whio s
bitrn nurturing the project sinee the
1970s]; hie hod always been such o sup-
parter of my work on the stage. But 1
think [Miramax hired me] mostly be
cause | was able to come up with an
ichea off hoow 1o o thids and mske it worke

Meron: It had been at Mirmmax and
with Marty for veurs and vears. [Keep
ing trmck of it] was a sort of sideline for
1, Wi wire interestid] in the oteame
ol Clfeago because it impacts aur busi
ness. Every movie musical, success or
fadbure, will impact whut we do

Marshall: Then we went in search of a
writier. It worked out with Bill [Con-
don) specifically because it was just
sort of the right combination of things
You know, [ lowved the fact that e wis
a moviemaker as well. Because we

needed to, i a way, write it logethier

THE ADVDCATE

DECEMBER T4, 1097

Bill was unbelievable becanse he
bt Mesh the dides oul.

Muorshall's iden was fo sel e mousieol
maimibinrs i the colorfil, survreal world
of Rorie's mind, while the plot of the
filim unspools in the gritty reality of
1 Clicagao

Condon: [ did really go afier this be-
couse | felt that U'd spent vears thinking
abotil the specific problem of the way
that films get adapted. | remember
gaing in to meet with Rob and it did
seedn we were talking about the same
thing. There is a groat mode] for how (o
do it, and that's Cabaret. The idea of mu-
sheal numbers that éxist in another
world where they comment on whit's
happening—it's how Clilcogo was con-
cwived] originally; it came rght out of the
Retaining that vaude-
ville world and metaphor made it o
iore likely musical 1o work on (lln. =

alxrel movie
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Marshall: [ coubd tell that [Bill] had the
right sensibility. It's shocking that he
hasn't written musicals before becuuse
he's a naturad Dlrettist,

Meron: [Bill] is a fwatic. He's a8 puis-
sionate aboutl musicals as any of us
That's a little-known fact about Bill
Condon. He'll go see as many pop musi-
culs as me. And at that point—once
thiere was n seript in good shape anid
they were convineed that they were
going o make the movie—that's when
Kob really wanted us to become in
volved, and he ssked for our support

With Zadan and Mevon on boord, evst-
iniy bogan,

Muarshall: Catherine Zeta-Jones [who
plays Velma| seemed like a perfect i |
think shes firlly plaving a clorscten in
steqd of just playing hersell

Merom: Catherine 15 so at home in this
genre that if she were an actress in the
"0 and Bk, she'd be one of the grea
strs of the fmwde misical e She'd be
right up there with Judy Garkrnd

Marshall: Richard Gere [who plays
Billy Flynn] did not sudition. That was
really aleap of falth. And we knew that
il we were b troublile, we worili just
say, “This isn't working ™ But he's just a
natural musical theater performer ! Who
knew he could dance like that? 1 didn’

Zadan: Richoard siarted in [the stage ver
=inn l:lrl Fr'n'af.u'. =i Wi klu'l.',' |11' 1':1|.||||
sing and dance. Benids [Zellweser, whio

plays Roocket] was the only one who no
one had ever seen sing and danee, [HBot)
Bz Luhnnann told everybody that she
wass e runnierup for Mealin Rouge. He
saiel, “Anyhoddy who uses her in o mesi-
il s very lucky, becimese she's brillinone”
S0 b thougehl she was armeosng,

Marshall: Hende son of dips her fool
in the water (0 see how it Gsals Trst e
fore she jumps o, And she came to
watch us work a little. At the end of
that day, as we were walking out, she
said, *Wounld you show me that one lit-
tle step? Amd they shut the door amd
Jeft s alone In the room and 1 started
working with her and 1 coubd tell fme
diately that she knew how to danee,

Later, actually, we ended up at a
restaurant, [and] we started singing. It
was so embarrassing, bui she sald
"How does that song go that you were
working on?” And so | started singing it
and then she storted singing it, and 1
think it was her way of kind of saying,
“Listen, | can sing.” | heard her sing Like
SIX OF SEVETL SOINgs 1N th restaniramn

Condon: Swev? Charity had been o (o
varite film [of mine), and when | would
meet with Hob we would talk alwoul
who was the new Shirley MacLaine,
[becase] Shidey MacLaine is sort of an
ideal for Roxie, you know? Basically
she's ruthless and cunning and a bit of
a mobster, So the question just becsume
how 1o make her more identifiable
withowt sollening her. And 1 think a lot
of that got solved with casiing Rende
Zellweger, who i3 just such an ondear

ing presence
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Marshall: Harvey Weinstein [cochair
of Miramax| championed Queen Lati-
fah [to play Mama)] in a huge way, and
shie's grel,

Filming commemenicnd i Docember 2001

Marshall: | was so tired. | didn’t have a
day off in six monihs because during
the weckends we would check and
light the numbers we wene golng to do
that week, But then there were mo-
moents, little triumphs. Catheringe slid
down that pole that she was petrified
of! People would come when they
wiereni'| doding their own niEnbsers and
watch. (It was] so great to hove Rende
there witching Catherine's number or
Catherine there watching Hichard's
number. It was Hice that all thie thme

Condon: There was always nusice
dancing for the next nine months. 1
think evervone felt this sense of no
matter how hard it could get, you never
get to have this muach fun. It was
tremetdious fun all the way through

Marshall: Chita [Rivera, who played
Velma in the onginad production and has
a cameo in the film] was so cmotional
She made o linde speech 1o the whole
film set, hassheally sayving, *1 can't tell you
whiat this feels like o come full circle
with this™ She saw the [maovie] tmiler a
couple days ago and called me and
screamed in my answering machine,”
can t believe what you ve o il

Zadan: The lun part was when Rob
would come in and say, for instance,
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“OK, I'm putting together [the choreog-
ruphy for] ‘We Both Reached for the
Gun.' I have this weird idea about
m:herepmmmhmemﬁ.'
Bungee cords? Cut to: They're shoot-
ing it, and it's just brilliant, and you sit
there and go, “Oh, my God!”

Condon: Rob's sensibility merged with
the Fosse sensibility and came up with
something that's actually very differ-
ent. One thing 1 think is exciting is, it's
half musical numbers and half book.
Movies, even the great Cabaret movie,
have these long stretches of just book.
But [with Chicago] it's very rare that
five minutes go by when there's not an-
other number coming—there are prob-
ably 15 of them in the movie. So that's
qﬂtﬁ!ﬁ:ﬂlmwm
tions for a long time. I'm just dying for
{he one screening in Chelsea or in Hol-
lywood. You want to see that gay audi-
ence [respond). That's something I'm
s0 looking forward to.

Zadan: We've also hadl the benefit of see-
ing with preview audiences, and it's
thrilling to sit in u movie theater and
watch it with a crowil. It's really exciting.

Meron: It's a balls-out musical! It's so
exciting, and the impact of a successful
musical film to the pack of musicals
that are based on Broadway musicals?
It's good for the theater, it's good for
the movies, it's good for the audience,
it's good for us, for Rob, for everybody
associated with it ight down the line.

Marshall: | keep telling Eander and
Ebb that my life has been charted
ihrough Kander and Ebb shows. The
first Broadway stage [ ever stood on
was [backstage at| Chicago. My first
Broadway show [as n performer| was
Zorba, which was their show. The first
show 1 did as a dance captain was The
Rink, then my first Broadway show as
a choreographer was Kiss of the Spi-
der Woman. My first Broadway show
as a director, which Sam Mendes and |
codirected, was Cabaret. And then my
first feature film ks Chicago. It's sort of
this unbelievable thing with Kander
and Ebb. I've jusi been connected with
then, They're ke fumily to me. W

/th Wht's with ety e and eusicaie’ Fird the Checag
e oaght. on T iy af
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