
re you over it? It’s
been nearly 16
months since your
TV cut to black—
with Meadow hus-

tling toward the diner and Tony
chomping on Jersey’s best onion
rings. And then there was silence,
and an obligatory roll of credits.
And we were left, mouths agape,
to sit with existential thoughts on
the concept of closure and the
ticking seconds of our lives—a
mood more typically inspired by
Shakespearean drama than cable
television. Then again, as New
Yorker editor David Remnick
once wrote, “The Sopranos defied
Aristotelian conventions.”

So, really, are you over it? It’s
okay if you’re not.

But David Chase (WSC ’68),
creator and executive producer
of HBO’s eight-year-long, 86-
episode cultural phenomenon,
has moved on. At the ripe age of
63, he just signed his first con-
tract to write, direct, and pro-
duce a feature film—fulfilling
the life-long dream that started
in the same New Jersey town,
North Caldwell, that Tony calls
home (assuming he’s still alive,
that is). Chase wrote a few
screenplays in the 1980s that

were never made, but his cur-
rent star power helped ink a deal
last spring with Paramount CEO
Brad Grey, a former Sopranos
co-executive producer. While
the journey to the big screen may
have taken longer than Chase
hoped, he’ll have unusual con-
trol for a f ir s t-t ime writer/
director. “I’m not complaining,”
he says. “Since I’ve got some heat
off the show, people are more in-
terested in what I have to say.”

Die-hard Sopranos fans should
keep their expectations in check,

though; there will be no goons
named Paulie Walnuts or Big
Pussy. Chase is deciding between
two ideas for his film: one set in
the Jersey suburbs familiar to his
audiences, the other a departure
he’s sure would “surprise” them.
In either case, the goal remains to
entertain, most likely by way of
his penchant for things “mysteri-
ous, murky, sad, and strange.”

Astute observers might even rec-
ognize some familiar preoccupa-
tions. “I think there will be
elements that will seem similar
because it’s the same person,”
Chase explains. “I mean, every
time you pick up a book, you
know, Kurt Vonnegut is Kurt
Vonnegut.”

One mainstay throughout
Chase’s more than 30-year televi-
sion career has been a prolificacy
enviable to many writers. His first
major gig was penning Kolchak:
The Night Stalker, followed by writ-
ing and producing jobs on The
Rockford Files, Almost Grown, I’ll Fly
Away, and Northern Exposure. That
body of work, along with The So-
pranos, garnered seven Emmys, a
Golden Globe, and two Peabodys,
as well as awards from the writers,
directors, and producers guilds of
America. The bang-it-out, boot-
camp pace of network TV forced
Chase to stay focused and, more
important, has kept the concept of
being creatively “blocked” out of
his vocabulary. “It’s not something
that — and I’m knocking wood
now — I’ve ever thought about,”
he says. “You just had to get the
stuff out there because they were
waiting to shoot it. But I do have
doubts all the time.”

As good as television has been
to him, Chase never faked any

affinity for the medium, telling
The New York Times in 2004 that
he finds American TV consump-
tion “divisive” and “isolating,”
and his reason for working in it
unabashedly simple: “I did it for
the money.” Still, he did pour his
heart into some shows and went
out with a series as critically ac-
claimed as any in TV history.
Even if his cinematic career
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someday eclipses his small-screen
feats, The Sopranos will easily
endure as “one of the greatest
experiences” of Chase’s life. And
while he’s been asked just about
every question possible, he’s sad-
dened to think of the time when
people might no longer be inter-
ested in the show. “If I ever get
to be 85,” he laughs, “I’m gonna
be talking about [The Sopranos]
every minute.”

Luckily, the hullabaloo caused
by that “ambiguous” ending
should keep others talking, and
studying it, for years to come. On
that farewell night of June 10,
2007, Web chat rooms teemed
with those enraged, enchanted,
or just confused. Morning news
shows dissected the final shots.
TV journalists constructed elab-
orate theories based on bit play-
ers from old episodes, a “guy
who knows a guy who was on the
set,” and the glaze in Tony’s eyes
at the very end. As for Chase,
who wrote the last episode him-
self, the answers are all right
there. “That was the proper end-
ing for that story,” he says. “I had
no interest in seeing Tony So-
prano go to prison. It would’ve
been easy as hell to have him
shot. Plenty of people could’ve
killed him, and maybe somebody
did. We don’t know.”

Absence of the absolute is part
of coming to grips with a life that
defies dichotomy —“chiasmic
unity,” as Nietzsche called it—and
something that Tony, and audi-
ences, grappled with throughout
the series. Can a man be both a lov-
ing father and stone-faced killer in
the same afternoon? Can he live an
unusually vibrant life under the
suffocating shadow of impending
doom? This intertwining makes
the ending “proper,” as Chase
insists, because it’s a universal ex-
perience. “Not to be too philo-
sophical, but at any minute
it’s gonna happen to all of us,” he
says. “That’s the story of The
Sopranos. It’s about life and death,
you know?”

A

Chase never faked any affinity
for TV, saying he finds it

“divisive” and “isolating.” He
admits:“I did it for the money.”

DAVID CHASE SITS IN DR. MELFI’S

HOT SEAT ON THE SOPRANOS SET.
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f radio host Ira Glass now has
a distinctive face to match his
distinctive voice, he may
want to thank (or curse)
Christopher Wilcha (CAS

’93), the documentary film direc-
tor who helped bring Glass’s pop-
ular Chicago Public Radio show,
This American Life, to television.
Debuting on Showtime in 2007, the
series marries intimate storytelling
with grand shots in widescreen,
and avoids that familiar shaky style
of so many documentaries and re-
ality shows. The result feels more
like individual short films, which

have gained favorable reviews,
along with eight Emmy nomina-
tions in two seasons—including
two for best director.

Success for the small screen’s
This American Life was anything but
a given. In 2005 when Showtime
asked Wilcha to direct the pilot, he
knew to expect some difficulty in
translating the acclaimed 10-year-
old radio show into a visual
medium because a series of earlier
attempts by Glass and his colleagues
had ended in failure. The philoso-
phy graduate was then developing
documentaries (and, to pay the
bills, doing promotional spots) for
MTV and PBS, having already won
awards for his debut film, The Tar-
get Shoots First, which followed his
experience working at a mail order
music club. “There was always the
risk that this thing was never going
to see the light of day, that I would
literally have this as a DVD coast-
er on my coffee table,” he says.

Part of the challenge was that the

radio show often featured people
talking about past events, which
painted an interesting verbal picture.
But this approach doesn’t yield par-
ticularly compelling visuals, and so
Glass and Wilcha decided to tell
stories that unfolded in real time,
in front of the camera. Thus, each
episode, hosted by the inimitable
Glass in a style Wilcha describes as
“cliché-averse” and “obsessed with
surprise,” presents stories that relate
to a central theme, such as “Un-
derdogs” or “Scenes From a Mar-
riage.” “As distinctive as the radio
show is, we also wanted the visual
version of it to have that kind of de-
liberateness and discipline and rig-
or,” Wilcha explains.

One standout episode from the
first season follows a Utah artist
who stages live, elaborate reli-
gious tableaus, which he then
photographs and paints. Already a
bit unusual, the story further un-
folds to reveal that the man stand-
ing in for Jesus is a Marxist and

graduate student whose longtime
girlfriend, a lapsed Mormon, has
complicated feelings about his
starring role in the crucifixion.

The second season’s hour-long
finale, titled “John Smith,” told
the story of a single life through
different men who happen to
share the same name, and who
range in age from mere weeks to
79 years. In a style typical of the
audio-only version of This Amer-
ican Life, these narratives touch on
the connections and complica-
tions found in relationships, fam-
ily, faith, and art.

While the first season playfully
embraced some TV clichés—sitting
its host behind a classic-lookingnews

desk positioned on the side of a road,
in front of nuclear cooling towers,
and atop the Utah salt flats—the sec-
ond shed some of that quirkiness as

it has grown into its own. “We felt a
little less of a need for the host mo-
ments to be conceptually distract-
ing,” Wilcha explains, adding that
the teamalsodiscovered that “there’s
virtue in just looking and watching
and listening” rather than relying so
much on the radio convention of
voice-over narration. “I still some-
times cannot get over the immedia-
cy and intimacy of radio,” Wilcha
admits. “But I love the things that
light can do, and the images you can
make, the way that you can tell a sto-
ry just using images and sound.”

“There’s virtue in just looking
and listening,” rather than
relying on the radio convention
of voice-over narration.

Imedia

AVoice Made
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A FILM DIRECTOR TURNS A FAVORITE RADIO
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