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This One's for the Ladies

By BROOKS BARNES 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
August 26, 2005; Page W1
Jerry Bruckheimer isn't particularly subtle about who he's targeting with "Close to Home," a new CBS crime drama. "We wanted to make a show for women," he says.

No kidding. A baby gurgles in a cutesy suburban home in the opening sequences. The main character, Annabeth, is a young mother and a legal genius who says things like, "I want to be a mommy and I want to work." Breast milk figures prominently in the premiere episode. The theme song? Sung by Sarah McLachlan.
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SECOND-SEASON SLUMP?
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Seven new television dramas became bona-fide hits last season, the best track record the industry has had in more than a decade. Take a look0 at how some sophomore hits plan to stay atop the charts. 

Sorry, guys. Come fall, the networks will load their schedules with dramas and comedies aimed at the females in the house. Playing to your audience is a basic tenet of showbiz, and these days women not only outnumber men when it comes to prime-time viewing, but the shows they watch also are an easier sell to advertisers. So the new season, kicking off informally next week, has "Commander in Chief," a drama starring Geena Davis as the first female president, and "Hot Properties," a comedy about a bunch of sexy real-estate agents. CBS, which last year was pushing a baseball drama, has three new series built around female leads, including one with Jennifer Love Hewitt as a softhearted psychic ("Ghost Whisperer") and another with Stockard Channing as a comedic heart surgeon ("Out of Practice"). Pushing up the estrogen factor at Fox: "Bones," a drama about a brilliant female archeologist.

The For Her Eyes Only approach is in part an industrywide reflex to last season's No. 1 hit, "Desperate Housewives," which proved men would actually watch a show with a girly title. But the strategy also reflects shifting demographics. The number of men tuning in to prime-time network TV has fallen 17% since 2000, according to Nielsen Media Research, compared with a 4% drop for women. Last season, an average of 9.8 million men watched the six broadcast networks in prime time, compared with 13.6 million women. TV executives say, too, that women are more loyal, coming back week after week despite the occasional weak episode. Men are fickle, skipping shows they like in order to watch sports.
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'Commander in Chief'
Judging by at least two high-profile attempts to go after women, the strategy isn't foolproof. In 2002, CBS pulled "That's Life," a lighthearted drama about a woman who defied her parents and went to college (instead of getting married and having children), before it completed its second season. A few years earlier, the network also canceled "To Have & to Hold," a romantic drama about newlyweds, after just two months. Generally, targeting modern women with stereotypical subject matter is a mistake, says Marc Cherry, the creator of "Desperate Housewives." "You can't just add a baby and -- presto! -- women love your show," he says. "That's simplistic thinking."

Risky Tinkering
David E. Kelley, producer of such hits as "The Practice" and "Ally McBeal," adds that even tinkering with a show's premise to make it more female-friendly can be risky. But he's done just that: Last season, Mr. Kelley's "Boston Legal" was struggling to hold onto viewers of "Desperate Housewives," which preceded the legal drama. Though he wasn't entirely convinced it was the right decision, Mr. Kelley propped up the female point of view by adding Candice Bergen to the cast. The move both boosted ratings and encouraged ABC to bring the show back this season, after shelving it last January. "The changes have served our show well," says Mr. Kelley. "But it's always folly to look at what sells and then go about creating it."

Still, the maneuvering is already under way, and NBC is pumping up the heartthrob factor. The network, which lost 16% of its viewership last season, is particularly focused on a new Pentagon drama by Mr. Bruckheimer, "E-Ring," starring ladies' favorite Benjamin Bratt as a Green Beret. As conceived, Mr. Bratt's character was married, a minor yet important plot premise. But NBC brass decided the wife had to go after focus-group testing showed that women didn't like her. Says Mr. Bruckheimer, who has eight other shows on this fall: "They wanted Ben datable."

The focus on women even dips down into teen viewers. This fall, five new series prominently feature science-fiction elements, with "Supernatural" on the WB, dishing out some cover-your-eyes scary moments. This is an attempt to bring in younger girls, media buyers say. "Networks have looked at the movie business and realized that teen girls love to be scared," says Laura Caraccioli-Davis, a senior vice president at ad buyer Starcom Entertainment. She says it was teenage girls who drove last year's "The Grudge," about a frightening supernatural curse, to a hefty $110 million domestic gross.

Of course, not all these shows will last. Of the 31 shows launched last fall, only 10 remain. To find out the likely survivors this year, we talked to producers, network executives, agents and ad buyers. Here are some of the series sparking early interest. (All times are Eastern Daylight Time.)

* * *

HOW I MET YOUR MOTHER
CBS, Monday 8:30

Pitch: A dad sits his two children down in the den and recounts, in detailed flashbacks, how he met their mother. (Suffice it to say he doesn't find her easily.)

Back Story: CBS is betting the flashback and mystery gimmicks will resonate with younger viewers bored with traditional sitcoms. The show's creators have never done a sitcom before, much less a high-concept one. But CBS hopes a cushy time slot between "King of Queens" and "Two and a Half Men" will ease the pressure.

Odds: Better than average. It's unclear how the premise will play out, but the cast is appealing ("Buffy the Vampire Slayer" star Alyson Hannigan is a regular), and the first episode has genuinely funny moments.

* * *

PRISON BREAK
Fox, Monday 9 p.m.

Pitch: "The Great Escape" meets "The Fugitive." A structural engineer believes his brother, convicted for murder, is innocent. He tattoos the prison's blueprints over most of his body, gets himself thrown into the same jail and sets about escaping and proving his brother's innocence.

Back Story: Fox censors have already nixed a nude shower scene. "Standards and Practices is suggesting we use our alternate shot that had them in their tighty-whities," says creator Paul Scheuring. Despite the somewhat ludicrous premise, Fox hopes lots of action will turn the series into another "24."

Odds: Unclear. Will attract early attention but faces tough competition for male viewers -- its target audience -- from ABC's "Monday Night Football" and NBC's "Las Vegas."

* * *
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'My Name is Earl'
MY NAME IS EARL
NBC, Tuesday 9 p.m.

Pitch: A honky-tonk "Robin Hood." A petty crook wins the lottery and sets out to correct the wrongs from his past in a half-hour comedy.

Back Story: Actor Jason Lee grew a mangy handlebar moustache for the title role, but NBC told him to shave it off. (Excluding Tom Selleck's Magnum, facial hair famously doesn't play well to TV audiences.) Creator Greg Garcia fought for the follicles and won, though NBC did make Mr. Lee trim his sideburns.

Odds: A slam-dunk critical hit, but unlikely to be a commercial success. NBC says "Earl" scored higher in focus-group testing than "Friends," but media buyers predict the edgy, lowbrow humor will be hilarious to some and an acquired taste for many.

* * *

COMMANDER IN CHIEF
ABC, Tuesday 9 p.m.

Pitch: America's first female president, a mother of three, shrewdly balances bare-knuckle politics and a challenging family life.

Back Story: Creator Rod Lurie is familiar with women-in-politics stories from his big-screen "The Contender." In a bid to draw in the conservatives who steered clear of the left-leaning "West Wing," Mr. Lurie peppers the first episode with Hillary Clinton digs from a snooty White House staffer. ("Mrs. Clinton had her office in the West Wing. That didn't go over very well.")

Odds: An uphill battle. ABC is lavishing a megawatt marketing campaign on the drama, but "The West Wing" may have already sucked this well dry. Mr. Lurie says he's not worried because his show will focus more on family life in the White House. "We're going to devote a lot of time to East Wing stuff," he says.

* * *
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CLOSE TO HOME
CBS, Tuesday 10 p.m.

Pitch: A young prosecutor returns to work after having her first child and tackles a stream of crimes flowing out of her own seemingly perfect neighborhood.

Back Story: Set in glamorous suburban... Indianapolis? Networks usually set shows in bigger markets, but creator Jim Leonard pushed to base the drama in his home state. "We're after the normalcy of the Midwest to provide contrast with what's not so normal sometimes behind the doors," he says. The producers had a hard time casting the central role. They settled on Jennifer Finnigan, known to "Bold and the Beautiful" fans as the lovelorn Bridget Forrester.

Odds: Never bet against Jerry Bruckheimer -- he's got nine series running on three networks for fall. It's worth tuning in to the show's first episode, if only for the movie-quality house fire.

* * *

SUPERNATURAL
WB, Tuesday 9 p.m.

Pitch: "The X-Files" hits Route 66. Two brothers crisscross America's lonely and mysterious back roads in search of their missing dad, battling evil supernatural creatures along the way.

Back Story: The WB won a bidding war with Fox for this "horror" series. The network is betting that international revenue and licensing fees will be strong. In a clever twist, the supernatural creatures will be exclusively pulled from folklore and urban legend. (Like the "Vanishing Hitchhiker," where a driver turns to say goodbye to his unusual hitchhiker, only to find she's disappeared.)

Odds: The WB's best shot at a new franchise, and it badly needs one. The first episode is loaded with special effects and is truly scary -- a rarity for TV -- and should go over well with the network's target 18- to 34-year-old audience.

* * *

INVASION
ABC, Wednesday 10 p.m.

Pitch: Something mysterious comes to life under the water in the Everglades after a hurricane and creeps inside the bodies of some locals. Evolution ensues.

Back Story: The lengthy hurricane scenes in the first episode were shot with so many wind and rain machines that 8-year-old actress Ariel Gade says she had a hard time breathing.

Odds: The mystery and character focus should convince fans of last year's "Lost" to check it out. The challenge will be persuading them to add another high-maintenance series to their TiVos long term. The competition isn't easy, either: "Law & Order" might be old enough for an AARP card, but is still up for a fight.

* * *

THE APPRENTICE: MARTHA STEWART
NBC, Wednesday 8 p.m.

Pitch: In an extension of the Donald Trump series, 16 Martha wannabes compete for a job somewhere in her empire.

Back Story: According to associates of the domestic diva, Ms. Stewart would be interested in doing a second season only if there were a clear benefit to her corporate empire.

Odds: Good, at least early in the season. Unless you count "America's Next Top Model," Ms. Stewart doesn't have any competition in the time slot.

* * *

EVERYBODY HATES CHRIS
UPN, Thursday 8 p.m.

Pitch: "The Wonder Years" as interpreted and narrated by Chris Rock. A teenager navigates the challenges of growing up in a tough Brooklyn neighborhood in the 1980s.

Back Story: Sorry, Brooklyn: To save money, the series will film exclusively on the Paramount lot in Hollywood. Fans of Mr. Rock, known for cursing, will need to adapt to a kinder, gentler brand of his humor. Jokes Mr. Rock on his entry into family-friendly entertainment: "People that curse have families, too."

Odds: UPN has never launched a blockbuster comedy before, but media buyers are cautiously optimistic "Chris" will be a hit. One warning sign: Rival Fox developed the script twice -- and passed twice.

* * *

REUNION
Fox, Thursday 9 p.m.

Pitch: The story of six friends over 20 years, with a twist: Each episode represents one year in their lives, starting with their high-school graduation in 1986.

Back Story: To find six people who could look and act the ages of 18 to 38, Warner Bros. auditioned more than 300 actors in New York and Los Angeles. Frazzled casting directors have about six months to recover: If "Reunion" is a hit, they'll need to find a whole new set of friends for season two.

Odds: Iffy. The storytelling gimmick is intriguing, but nothing Fox has recently tried in this time slot has worked, because of the extreme competition from "CSI: Crime Scene Investigation" and "The Apprentice."

Write to Brooks Barnes at brooks.barnes@wsj.com1 



Second-Season Slump?

Seven new television dramas became bona-fide hits last season, the best track record the industry has had in more than a decade. Now comes the hard part for these shows: Staying hot even as networks transfer their marketing muscle to the new stuff. Below, a look at how some sophomore hits plan to stay atop the Nielsen charts.

SHOW/NETWORK/TIME 

WHAT'S NEW 

COMMENT 

Boston Legal
ABC, 10 p.m. Tuesday 

Two new junior lawyers join the law firm, placing more focus on office politics. Heather Locklear and Rupert Everett guest star early on. 

ABC yanked this drama from its 10 p.m. Sunday slot last January. It's now seeing if "Boston" will fare better on Tuesdays. "We've been able to go back and spend extra time on each of those episodes and make them better," says executive producer David E. Kelley. 

CSI: NY
CBS, 10 p.m. Wednesday 

New sets, storylines with more color and less grit, a cross-over episode with "CSI: Miami," and one of the six principal characters leaves the series. 

Creator Anthony Zuiker says CBS Chairman Leslie Moonves ordered him to lighten this third "CSI" spinoff, which lost many franchise fans with its dark tone and look. "We tried it your way and it didn't work," Mr. Zuiker recalls Mr. Moonves saying. "Now let's try it mine." 

Desperate Housewives
ABC, 9 p.m. Sunday 

A new housewife arrives on Wisteria Lane, spurring a season-long mystery. "Let's just say she has a very interesting relationship with her son," says creator Marc Cherry. 

The first-season DVD set hits stores Sept. 20. ABC hopes the release will create buzz for the show's second season. Not that it needs much help: More than 30 million people tuned in for the May finale, making the series last season's No. 1 new show. 

Grey's Anatomy
ABC, 10 p.m. Sunday 

Minor tweaks, at least early on, such as less reliance on voiceover narration, according to creator Shonda Rhimes." 

Sideways" star Sandra Oh is up for an Emmy for her portrayal of a no-nonsense surgical intern on this hospital hit. It's the fledgling series' only acting nomination. If she wins -- and she could -- expect her supporting character to get more camera time. 

House
Fox, 9 p.m. Tuesday 

Look for celebrity patients. Rapper LL Cool J appears in the premiere as a death-row inmate with a bizarre ailment. 

Fox is counting on this drama, which centers on an acerbic physician with a knack for solving medical mysteries, to give the network a boost in a competitive time period. (It's up against one of the season's most hyped freshman shows, ABC's "Commander in Chief.") 

Lost
ABC, 9 p.m. Wednesday 

More exploration of the island -- and more survivors. 

Turbulence ahead? "Lost" is a huge hit, but ABC's decision to shuttle the plane-crash survivors to a new time slot puts them in the path of "American Idol." ABC notes that the finales of both shows aired opposite each other in the spring and each held up fine. 

Medium
NBC, 10 p.m. Monday 

Producers are trying to line up financing for a 3D episode. "What's more fun than sitting in your living room in funny glasses?" says creator Glenn Gordon Caron. 

Studio and network executives weren't sure this drama, about a psychic who helps law enforcement solve crimes, could be a hit. They changed their minds after Allison DuBois, a psychic who serves as the inspiration for the show, conducted readings with them over the telephone. 

URL for this article:
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