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Those Cute Spies Around the Corner

Remember the cold war?
Here's a TV drama that does.

By JEREMY EGNER
“The Americans,” a new spy thrifler start-
Ing Wednesday on FX, hias a C.LA. pedic
gree, I8 st in the geopolitical crucible of
the cold war 1980s and stars Kerl Russcll
playing against winsome type as a Com-
munist hard-tiner who is cqually adept at
seducing burcaucrats, kicking the lieads of
lier enemies through walls or inserting a
hit of propaganda Into her son's home

waork,

+ It has plenty golng for it 28 o cloak-nnd-
dagger series, In other words, especially In
n pﬂme-(hwe ern defined by another esplo-

nage dramn, “Homeland,”

But 1t's the metaphorical lension of the
show’s domestic conceit ~ n pair of decp-
cover K.G.B, agents are asslgned o pose
a8 hushband and wife in the Washington
suburbs — that the show’s creators hope
will elevale it Into something more than a

+ pulpy diversion, The bet is that beyond the
clandestine window dressing, viewers may
find some deeper resonnnce in thie story of
iwa people thrown togellier by fate, who
end up years later with two kids, a house in
the *burbs and o superficial llulrrlnL,c that
they keep up for nppearance's sake.

“Regardless of whether you're spics,
how muchda you really know somebody?”
sald Ms. Russell, perhaps best known as
he titie Im;énuc in “Fellcity,” whicih was
shown on WB from 1998 to 2002, “How
much do you really clicose somebody?™

Or ns Joel Ficlds, an executlve praducer,
put I, “What is marriage beskdes going
through the motions?”

*The Amerlcans” was Inspiret by the
2010 preest of o ring of actunl Russian
sleeper nrccl:)lds,ﬂ’l‘he case, with its forged

Blocked due to copyright.
See full page image or
microfilm.

and other de-
tails scemingly derived front a Johin e Car-
rénovel, spurred Amblin

Kerd Mat-

contact Joo Weisberg, who was g case om-
cer tratnee at the C.LA. in the 19905 before
moving on te write for scrles like “Daue
ages” and “Falllng Skles” The shiow he
came np witls moved the spy story to the

19803 and drew on his recollectlons of how

working undercover affected the family |

tives of operatives lie met at the agency.
“Lven In 1his show, which hasn ot of fun
with esplonage, there were - storfes we
could tefl that could feel real” Mr. Wels.
Lerg snld, (Just not too real. As part of his

lerg must submit his seripts to the agency
for npproval.y

“The Americans™ begins I 1981, more
than a decnde afler the show’s sples,
played by Ms. Russell and Matthew Rhys,
emigrated to the United States, had chil-
dren and established n modest travel ngen-
cy — qall part of the cover — in Falls
Churcl, Va. (The show |s aclually shot in
and around New York City.) Theelection of

C.1.A, nondisclosure ngreement M. Wels: ™

+ thew Rhys, right, play

parents and spies in “The
Amerieans® on BX.
Above, Ms. Russell and
Mr, Rhys with Keldrich
Scllatlond Itolly Taylor;
wha play thelr children.
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Ronald Reagan, witl his "[:vu Empirc”
rhetoric, as president has intensified the
hostility between the superpowers. Mean-
while the couple has come ta a sort of ero-
tlonal crossroads, torn between a long-
standing loyaity to the motherjand and de-
votion to (heir American family, Existen-
tinlly charged high jinks ensue as the
agents, known as Philllp and Elizabeth
Jemings, negotinte both thely own deep-
ening relationship and a serles of increas-
ingly dangerous aperations.

The period details are relatively muted,
aside from a soundtrack that features Pat
Benator, Juice Newton and the requisite
*In the Alr Tonight” by Phil Collins, “We
tricd Lo find a way of belng true to the peri-
od withoul being slaves to it said Adam
Arkin, n producing director for the serles,

But the time frame does allow.the show |
to borrow actual historical tension and off-
screen charneters while spinning a yarn .
free of smartphones or online technology. |
CONTINUEDONPAGE2S -~
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When the agents bug the omce a( S«n:-

tary of Defense Caspar W: Welnberger,

they use an analog microphone and a re-

motetransmitter the sizeof shoe box, -
“It makes for better (elevision because

you're not just looking at n computer

s:rceu, said Mr. Rhys, & native of Cnrulﬂ ¢
Ms ‘Russell added, “We have zmmva by

our drop spot = llke. we're Jooking under
rocks for messages”

Often at odds within the serics, the nc-
tors share an obvious rapport In person,
tnterviewed together in Ms. Rnsst:ll‘s traile
er on the set in Gowanus, Brooklyn, tlicy
traded jokes nbout the series (Mr. Rhys: “I
think she kills me in Episode 8" Ms. Rus-
sell: “Then it's just gnlng to be called ‘The
American! ") nlong with more carnest
musings about e challenges of crenting n
credivle phany-but-maybe-beconiing-real
mmﬂngu while also occasionally bealing

people

Ms. Russcll's trial by fire came in the ple
fot, she sald, when her character was re-
quired to kick the head of a rival agent
througli a wall, The ritled actress was ul-
timately Intimidated into action by a
talk of sorts from David Vadim, the actor
preparing to recelve the blow.

“Ele was putting in Wis moutls guard and
he said, ‘Listen, do it right ence, otherwise
't golng to be mad H we have (0 do it
agaln," she sald,

Ms. Russell, who played vulnerable

charmers 10 films like “Waitcess” nc

 knowledged: thatsubverting "this® reputas

tion was “what was lmcmsllng about tak-
Ingona X.G.I. agen!.

Shie was chosen by jolm Landgeaf, ihe

president of FX, n longtime admires

c
considered her hiring to be in lne Lh the! i

network’s tradition of surprising cast

which has reveated the grittier mpu\;ﬂnics
of Michae! Chiklls In “The Shleld® Ted
Danson in 'Dnmnges" and Katey Sagal in
“Sons of Anarchy,”

“I wanted to see Felicity's dark slde. Im .

sald. -
A cynlc might prnsnme that Mr, Land-

gm{ also wanted a spy deama on his schied-
ule after the success of Showtime's

*Homeland," suspecting that “The Amerls -

cans” might represent the leading edge of
a pusl-"llumclnnd” pmlllcm(lon of covert
thritlers.

However, FX picked up “The Alm.-d~
cans® before *fomeland™ made its debut,
Mr. Landgral sald,

“The producers draw a closer comparl-

- son with *The Sopranos,” which s perhaps

nal surprising, Who wouldn't want 1o keep
company with one of the most acciaimed
shows in history? But the polnt, Mr. Ficlds
said, Is “you were drawn Into this intense

lnmily drama that happened to be set In a
very chalienging wnrm and the same is
the case here, we ho,

Occasionally the two sides overiap. n
1he premiere episode Mr. Rhys's character
dons one of his spy disgulses before hunt-

his teenage daughter at the mall, While
Tielping her san with a school project sbout
American Moon landings, Ms. Russcil's
Elizabells noles, o tad defensively, that
“the_Moon sn't everything, just geiting
Into space is a remarkable accomplish-
ment”

But these and othercomic grace noles ~
1ike the juxtoposition af Ms. Russell plot-
ting darkly while wearlng Guess mom
Jeans and othier ‘80s ‘burbwear — are ex-
ceptions to a generally taut, morally am-
biguous tone that owes more 1o claustro-

ing dawn and (hmt}llng a brute who ogled -

Kerl Russcll,

-~ phoble nsplnnagc tules tike *Tinker Tailor

Soldier Spy™ than “Mr, & Nrs, Smith” The
couple chase targets through noirish city
streets, sure, but they're nlso visibly tor-
mented after poisoning an fanocent pawn.
Not even the subdivision Is safe whena
E.B.L counterintelligence ngent, played by

-~ the veteran character actor Neah Em-

merich, moves In across the street, Mr.
Emmerich was drawn to his first television
series by questions it ralses about patrio-
tism and “encmy™ cultures, 1s reflected by
fts “ambiguity about whio you're supposed
tobe rooting fory” he said in his trailer,
Coalncidentally M Emmerich was pre.
paring to film a scene set on the day that
John Hinckley Jr. tried to nssassinate Rea.
gan — an event that helped jumg-start the
modern guicontrol movement (hrough
the wounding of James Brady — on the
smnu alternoan that Wayne LaPierre,

“Fellclty* moves beyond
her comfort 20ne in the new
series “The Amerlcans”

ve of the Natlonal Rifle Asso:
:I'\Ilnn was speaking in Washington to dis-

- ‘courage new gun regulalions after the

shooting in Newtown, Conn. “Sometimes
the fens of history can give you a liitle dis-
tarice “and flerspective,” Mr Emmecich
sald, “to explore historical issues that are
aclually completely contemperary,”

ONLINE: THE AMERICANS'

& Ascene fromthe premiere and an extended
interview with Kerl Russcll and Matthew Rhys:
nytimes.com/1stevislon
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