
Heroes New Orleans style Contributed by AdministratorSaturday, 13 October 2007Last Updated Friday, 19 October 2007There have been so many times in the recent past when New Orleans needed a superhero.   Monday on "Heroes" -- 8 p.m., WDSU-Channel 6 -- it finally gets one. Her name is Monica Dawson. She works in a fast-food restaurant. Hold the lettuce, save the world.   Dawson's superpower has been carefully guarded, of course, but we do know that she is a young woman who discovers she's super-special, then puts her newfound talents to use fighting crime. "Her story line has a thread connected to the other story lines, but runs, in a way, as a tangential story line set in this world of post-Katrina New Orleans," "Heroes" creator Tim Kring said. "We are not attempting to hit anybody over the head with any sort of real message, other than that she finds herself in a community in some need of some help, where there are elements of crime that need to be fought.  "In a way, this character becomes the closest thing to a superhero that we've done in the show, in the classic, comic-book sense of superhero, where someone is called to duty, because of some power that they have, to assume an alternate identity, and go out and fight crime.  "New Orleans is really just the backdrop for that story line."  Dawson, who's played by Dana Davis ("The Nine"), won't come out with her guns (or whatever) blazing.  "When we meet Monica, she's just discovering her power, so it's not like I'm coming into it like this almighty superhero," Davis said. "It's not like you're sticking your feet in ice cold water. It's not like, 'Here I am. I'm a superhero.' We get to go through every step.  "I think that's what so endearing about her. We travel with her. We go through the journey with her."  Davis said she prepared for the role by studying some of the post-K documentaries, including Spike Lee's "When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts."  "I've been just taking in the pure emotion in that, saying, 'Wow, this is real. This happened and these are real people,' " she said.  Not at first, but hope eventually becomes Monica's motivation. Davis' hope is that hope remains the story line's vector as well and that viewers watching in New Orleans can absorb some of the same as the tale unfolds.   "Yeah, it's TV and it's surreal, but it gives a community a little bit of hope," she said. "I was watching an interview with Spike Lee and they said, 'Do you think that New Orleans can be rebuilt? Do you think that it can be restored?' And he said, 'I don't know.' And that kind of broke my heart. Because I'm like, more people need to say 'Yes, absolutely.' And I'm so proud that NBC (is) saying, 'Yes, we can rebuild hope. We can restore.' Even if it just means with a feeling, an emotion. I think that's the first step, saying, 'Yes, yes we can.'   "There's a line in the first episode, which we'll see on Monday, where Monica says, 'A lot of people are praying for the community getting back together and to build strength, and I just want to get out.' When she does receive this amazing ability, the first thing she wants to do is help. It's that love for her community, and for New Orleans. I see it when I watch the documentaries. People say, 'We're not going anywhere. We love this place.' That's kind of what Monica does.  "It's deeper than being a superhero. It's about helping. Throughout the course of the season, you'll see that."   . . . . . . .   Almost as newsworthy as the series' new New Orleans-set story line is the guest role assigned to Nichelle Nichols, who played the iconic Lt. Uhura in the original "Star Trek" TV series -- after touring as Duke Ellington's singer and before going to work for NASA to recruit women and minorities to the space program. What a résumé.  In "Heroes," Nichols plays Davis' character's grandmother, nicknamed Nana.  After auditioning for the role, Nichols learned that she had been cast via communication with the vast "Star Trek" fan base before she had officially heard back from the production.  "This kind of casting . . . is exactly the kind of thing our fans just go crazy over," Kring said. "It's really hard to keep that under wraps."  "You can't really overstate how savvy this particular audience is. The history of the medium of television that has a genre flavor to it like ours -- this particular audience really relishes the idea of connection with the past, and people who were on a legendary show like that are really revered by this particular audience."  To wit: Nichols made the first public announcement of the role at a "Star Trek" fan convention.  "I didn't know what I could tell or not," she said. "I called the office before I left and asked, 'What can I say? I'm getting people who already know it anyway. Can I just confirm?' They said, 'Absolutely. The cat's out of the bag.'  "When I got up to talk, I talked about the things they liked about 'Star Trek' and so forth, and then I said, 'Now I can confirm' -- and then there was this hush -- 'that I am joining the cast of "Heroes." ' And that place went up in smoke like you would not have expected. And (the ovation) lasted in volume and intensity and happiness and joy for about five minutes. I really could not get any further. They were screaming, stomping, 'Yes! Yes! Yes!'  "And the next thing that came out of their mouths was, 'What are your powers going to be?' I said, 'That has yet to be determined, if any.' "  Nichols said her experience so far tells her that 99 percent of "Star Trek" fans are "automatically" fans of "Heroes."  "They find the same truth and beauty and experience and positiveness that is part of Gene Roddenberry's legacy," she said. "They've been looking for lo these many years, and you know we just celebrated our 40th anniversary, for something on television that they could transfer their allegiance to without taking their allegiance away from what they believed in. And they found it in 'Heroes.'  "Someone asked me how I felt right after that eruption of joy (at the fan convention) and I said, 'I felt like Oprah Winfrey has just given a Cadillac car to everybody in the audience.' That's what the response was. I was delighted."  Learning their fate one script at a time, the "Heroes" cast is as curious about where they come from and where they're going as the audience, but Nichols said she has enjoyed imagining her character's back-story.  "I saw her as a former jazz singer," she said. "You could see it in the way she dresses. She's a grandmother, but she still has a sense of who she is, that touch of glamour in her. (With) that grounding of character, these kids can come to her with anything."  "She has seen a lot more than Katrina in her life," Kring added. "Like every character in this show, they are not always exactly who they seem to be. There are secrets to reveal along the way that will help flesh this character out.  "We have some really fun ideas for this particular character. I think the audience is just going to love her wisdom and her sense of duty and honor and place, and she represents a very rooted sense of what it means to grow up in this community and what it's been through.  "It's an archetype we're tapping into that I think is played out in many, many, many houses all over the country, all over the world."  . . . . . .   For Davis, working with Nichols means working with a certified legend.  "I remember one of the producers came up to me and said, 'Hey, Dana, guess who's Nana -- Nichelle Nichols,' " Davis said. "I was like, 'Shut up.' I remember I hit him. I like punched him, I got so excited.  "My mom's a Trekkie. I grew up watching 'Star Trek.' I am such a fan.  "I think my mom was more excited about me working with Nichelle than me joining the cast of 'Heroes.' It's such an honor to work with her, and, seriously, it's such a humbling experience just to be in her presence. I joke that when we walk onto the set everyone's like, 'Hey Nichelle, good morning. You're so beautiful, Nichelle.' Then five minutes later, 'Oh, Dana, when did you get here?'  "Even when she asks the director a question, everybody gets really quiet, because we want to know what she's going to say. It's like you're working with this legend.  "And she's so humble and so sweet. She's a legend for a lot of people, and so she gets a lot of, 'Nichelle, can I get your picture? Nichelle, can I get an autograph?' And she's so genuine and sweet about it, you can tell she really appreciates all of that. It means a lot to be around someone like that."  Speaking of legends, Nichols' casting doubles-down on the charming "Heroes"-"Star Trek" connection begun when Kring hired George Takei -- "Trek" helmsman Hikaru Sulu -- to play the father of "Heroes' " time-and-space-traveling Hiro Nakamura.  "In both cases, when I heard about both of them coming in to read, I said, 'Oh, wouldn't it be great if that were the way it actually worked out?' " Kring said. "I reserved the right to say whether I think they're right or wrong for the part. Both times, not only was it our great fortune that we were able to utilize their name awareness, but they were both by far, head-and-shoulders, better than anybody who came in to read.  "You sort of got to have it all."  Takei's character's apparent death earlier this season appears to diminish the possibility of a Sulu-Uhura reunion on "Heroes," but only a little. "Never" has no meaning on a show that trips through time and space. Takei's Kaito Nakamura will doubtless live on, at least in the past, which can be accessed at any time, such as during sweeps episodes.  "Heroes" also plans to play time-space tricks with its New Orleans story line, at least in how it's shot.  Unlike Fox's "K-Ville," none of the "Heroes" footage will be filmed here.  A water-line-stained 9th Ward home has been built for Davis' character on a Los Angeles soundstage.  That's standard practice for "Heroes," which so far this season has traveled the world -- and, yes, backward and forward through time -- for its stories without the production ever leaving southern California.  "Our production design team went to great lengths to have authenticity," said Kring of the show's 9th Ward set. "It really is one of those amazing things when you walk in off a dingy alley of a studio in Hollywood and you walk into this house and you really are transported immediately to another place."  "That was one of the very first things I was impressed about," Nichols said. "The New Orleans feeling, the character -- and that watermark was the first thing I saw on the cabinets.  "It's very effective. I was so impressed with the house, I became Nana right then."Article courtesy of the Times - Picayune    
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