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;scriptss foristhe: firs :

»show;of their: netwv seﬁ

tions. “The ‘writers putin thmgs
]xke,w’l‘he, hdractet, enters. ini a
y:nominated fashion’ b

inated ‘manner,” says: actor E

o Emmys its first séason (as$ most
-new:shows: are),
recexvéd‘“i I'ﬁlﬂmﬂahons. including
6ds fo all four leads and

’I'hé “Yecogmnition uldn’t haveé' -
come &t a better time: NBC is mov-.
ing “Will & Grace” to Thursdays at

_ the network’s biggest night.",
£Will & Grace” can’t just be good
It's nowexpected to be the gold *
standard -of- comedy — just as
“Cheers,” “Seinfeld,” and “Frasier”
* were before it.
Is it up to.all thxs?
It didn’t seem likely. during the
show’s” first season. The. outra-
geous supporting players Jack and
Karen threatened “to‘overwhelm
the leads — or at least overstay
_ their welcome.
But the.shows creators — Max -
Mutchnick and David Kohan —
found their footing last year. They
turned Jack and Karen from one-
" note scene-stealers into gepuinely
" compelling characters.
They also_expanded the show’s

universe with sharp new charac-

ters like Karen’s maid Rosario
< (Shelley Morrison), Will's new boss
“(Gregory Hines) ,and ' recurring

Euest stars like Joan Collins, Deb-
TS 1A ew A QuAnav Pallack

McCormack,' who plays WIH Tru 3RS

* After 'being " overlooked i-by - the " -
“Will & Grace” "+ -

9 p.m., the centeérpiece timeslot on>

442
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“In 4 behifid-the-scenes move that
is-_the . best guarantee for the
show’s  future, . Mutchnick - and
Kohan just ackriowledged they are
delaying the launch of a new sit-
com in order to stay with “Will &
Grace” through' its frightening
move bo'l'hursgays (Originally, the
two were expected to depart day-
to-day dealings on “Will & Grace”
during the middle of this season.)

Mutchnick and Kohan met in the
drama department of Beverly Hills
High.

Muh:hmck always got supporting
roles, but Kohan snagged the lead
of “West Side Story” over class-
mate Nicolas Cage (who they say

“demremdesnondent that he-left the

" 7 Got it licked: Eric McCormack
“ who plays TV's first lead male wh
_Is openly gay — and co-star Debra
Messing were fully prepared

for mainstream America . ~

,( tn re]ect ‘jWilI and Grace." :

vschool) They tell that story in tan-

dem, finishing each other’s “sen-
tences and building to the climax
with practiced ease.

utchnick (the gay orie),
is a little more aggres-
sive in conversation.
“I'm the one that
sounds like - Bea
Arthur,” he jokes.

Kohan (the straight one) is a lit-
tle more laid-back, tossing in dead-
pan one-liners almost as an after-
thought.

And did they mention their
series got 11 Emmy nominations?

Kohan says no one on the show
was-banking on a,shower of hon-,

ors.

“Because of last year,” he says,
“we expected very little, So it was a
very-pleasant surprise. We' didn’t
discuss it very often. But when we

did,.-we -could : come up with a,
.says. “But_who was L kiddi

bunch ‘of shows that could have
taken up the five nominations.”
Both he and .Mutchnick begin
tossing out names: “Malcolm in
the Middle,” . “Sports nght,
“Eve! body Loves Raymond
“Friends,” “Ally McBeal.”

. Since most of these weren’t nomi-

nated but easily:could have been,
it's not ;hard to believe Kohan
when he says, “We didn’t have high
expectations.”

McCormack certainly frigd f0.pet

_began drinking champagne, whic
.turned out to be a bit of a problqrp

: A.as if he dldn’t 'have any expec

tions either..

set any alarms. “I thought I'd 1 ,:
in and"if we ‘got nominated,’ ‘eﬁg
phone would start: nng'mg,‘ w}:gi
was awake at 4 o’clock,. stanqg ;;
the ceiling. 7
“My wife and I 1mmed1a$e’l

i

since I had to do all the press th
morning. I'm talking to ‘Entertalqr
ment Tonight’ at noon and feel
very bubbly. .

“By CNN at 1 p.m., I was hung-
over.”

No, ones ‘hung- -over ahout the
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* Good golly, yes that is Molty Shai
“Saturday Night Live” funny Iady plays Valon the h

dcitehiont - generated by its new
tzmeslot But, unlike other sitcom
creators — most of whom would
dell their ‘mother for a chance to
get*a—new show on NBC”s Thurs-*

ay”s - lineup — Mutchnick and
Kohan are glad “Will & Grace” had
two years under its.belt on other
rﬁg b derful optimistic thing ‘that:so

who E
't a backlash, there wasn’t a’boy
cott. And we were prepared for it
-all.”

“It’s so encoumg'mg on so many

.9-to-5"jobs that weé’re having.a

e reason is the intense
scrutiny every new show
on Thursday can expect.
Anything less than an

: instant -classic — and of
course most of the shows have

accepted it.”

As McCormack
puts it: “If it was
just a show with
me and a puppet
— or me and a dog

épisode £h
: But ow thit’s changed e :
sdys. Mutchmck &
“our planiis'to doa néw sitcom for-
Warner Bros. in’the fall ‘of 2001.

levels'and not just‘in terms of our” That will’ ]eave s here for thls g

blast doing. It's just a great; won-"

‘many peop]e across the country“

: ‘There wasn’t‘
backlash there:

““Right “now,”

entire season.”-,* -~

Chide them. for trymg to do two
shows:at; once or walking away
from the'chance to 6versee a-great
sitcom “from begin-
ingt-to. end and
heir:.” ‘ambivalence
bout '’ leaving  is
“¢learyIs: there any
chance theyd stay

been far from that —is pilloried. ~ — maybe it would-  wasn't a boycott.: . for all 7 or 8 years
“1¢was good for us to sneak on,” n’t seem so gratify- how mlght
o?r"'ts Mutchnick. “We escaped some inJg.” s And we were - o laslt‘? f i
He ;sensationalism and got to ust as gratify- a - t's fiot out o the
burselves as a solid sitcom.” ~ ing is the fact that \ prepared foritall’ quiestion,” /7 says

the creative team
is intact for this
crucial third sea-
son in the show’s most pressure-
filled timeslot yet.

“To have [director] Jimmy Bur-
rows sign on for two more years,”
says McCormack, his happiness
speaking for itself. “And we have
all the same writers; I don”t think
we've lost anyone.”

Best of all, Mutchnick and
Kohan are staying put for now.
They were supposed to begin their
4-year,~$16 'miltion development
deal with Warner Bros. after the

\deed,” it’s easy. to -forget how
al) ntlally controversial the show
a%"n: has the gloss and wit of a
cldssie sitcom in the vein of “The
Mary ler Moore Show.”
t'it also'features the first lead
E ‘who-is openly gay and racy
131‘,9& ‘that cag1 tured gay life. (A
orite was this descnptmn of a*
tHerapy ,group designed to “cure”
ghays: “It’s for men who turn their
- backs on other men. And not'in a
good way.")
I “We were fully prepared for it to
\ be rejected by mainstream Ameri-
ca,” says actress Debra Messing,

~ Kohan " quietly. “It’s

not out of the ques-.

Adds Mu’whmtk A1t s hard for us
to talk ‘about: because it”s, some-
thing we’re grappling with at this
very momeént. ' We're trying tofig-
ure out how;to haridle all this. We
feel so'tonnected to this show.” »7

Naturally, the actors are thrilled
the creators of “Will & Grace” will
be there with them évery day dur-
ing its most 1mportant season yet

“Believe me,” laughs Messing, “I
want to tid thert Yy Stage-17-4¢

long as I"'m there.”

“season.
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