‘Who’ just what U.S. nets ordered

By SAM THIELMAN

Who's been a success story
for two networks at the same
time?

Absolutely.

“Doctor Who,” the venerable
British sci-fi series begun in
1963 on the BBC, has been rais-
ing profiles for both of its Amer-
ican broadcasters, the Sci-Fi
Channel, which premieres the
show, and BBC America, which
runs “Dr. Who” a season late but
broadcasts the originals of the
“Torchwood” spinoff.

The show’s most recent cre-
ative masterminds are “Queer
as Folk” creator Russell T. Davies and BBC
Wales Head of Drama Julie Gardner, who re-
vived the aged franchise after a long hiatus and
have shored up its popularity in the U.K. and
here. Now, Sci-Fi has inked a deal to start afring
the show’s fourth season in April.

“Bringing the show back was a huge chal-
lenge,” Gardner admits. “It had to have the wit
to engage the parents who were watching, and
the fun and the alien monsters and the colors to

engage the children.”
Brits love aliens, it turns out — the “Doctor
‘Who” Christmas special became last year’s sec-

. ond-highest rated show in the U.K., with about

13 million viewers.
Foreign shows are usually high-risk bets for

- American nets — even Sci-Fi prexy Dave Howe,

a UK native, found himself initially skeptical —
but it turned out to be the best possible valge
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lar character, a wandering ex-
traterrestrial knownonly as“The
Doctor,” to be reborn (“regener-
ated,” to use Whovian lingo) in a
different body that looks like, for
instance, David Tennant (the cur-
rent doctor) instead of Christo-
pher Eccleston (his predecessor).

Thus, actors who suffer from
inconveniences like death, bore-
dom, or a desire for too much
money can never stand inthe way

ofthe outlandish show’s progress.

“From a budgetary stand-
point, it's a very unique thing to
have,” Howe says. “And you're
also able to bring a new texture
to the show with whoever you
cast as the Doctor.”

Also keeping the latest ver-
sion going is the current creative
team, led by Davies and careful-
ly preserved by Gardner.

“The crew works on ‘Doctor
Who' for nine months out of the
year,” says_Gardner of her
Cardiff-basdf production. “That
team was growing, and I wanted
to find a way to keep members
together. Now, we can diversify
sa that they could go work on
“Torchwood,” and then come
back and work on ‘Doctor Who."

“Then they could then go

work on ‘Sarah Jane." They're
working on different budgets,
but they can cross-reference
and be employed year-round.”
The next season with Ten-
nant will be tie last one for a
couple of years at least, since
Davies has plans to leave the
show. But the current team will
produce specials, “Torchwood”
and “The Sarah Jane Adven-

tures” in the meantime,

It's unclear how Sci-Fi will
deal with the one-offs when they
arrive, or how the kid-centric
“Sarah Jane” will play on a net
withamedian age of 43, but then,
the original show looked like a
risk, too. For now, the gadabout
alien seems to have made one of
his diciest journeys without inci-
dent: the trip out of England.




