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Whodunit Intent on intrigue

CP

The Canadian behind one of Law and Order's newest spinoffs hasn't abandoned his roots. In fact, Rene Balcer is always ready to hear about lurid murders and spectacular heists back home. 
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IT'S CRIMINAL ... Kathryn Erbe and Vincent D'Onofrio star in Law and Order: Criminal Intent. 



But the Montreal-born executive producer of Law and Order: Criminal Intent isn't a ghoul: "You can't do crime shows without being intrigued by the criminal mind." 

Balcer has been with the Law and Order franchise since the original Law and Order started in 1990, becoming head writer and executive producer of that ripped-from-the-headlines cops and lawyers drama. 

He said he looks for stories that "speak to the human heart, to the human condition or certainly, as in my case, as a jumping-off point to speak about an issue that interests me." 

"A lot of them have made the papers," the former journalist said of the crimes chronicled on both Law and Order and Criminal Intent. 

"We're avid watchers of the Discovery Channel that has all these shows like Forensic Files or Forensic Detectives." 

Balcer also taps into Canadian sources. 

"I did live in Montreal for 26 years so there's that background of cases," said the award-winning writer, who has an Emmy, a Peabody and three Edgars from the Mystery Writers of America on his shelf. 

Elements of the shootings at Montreal's Ecole Polytechnique in 1989 and at Concordia University in 1992, as well as the Ontario schoolgirl killings for which Paul Bernardo and Karla Homolka were convicted, have found their way into Law and Order. 

But Criminal Intent (10 p.m. Sundays on Channel 3), which started last year, has yet to mine Canadian misdeeds. 

Balcer, who is credited with leading Law and Order into the Top 10 shows during his years there, was tapped by Law and Order creator Dick Wolf to create Criminal Intent when it was decided to expand the highly successful franchise further. 

The show is a solid winner , due in large part to its hulking star, the cerebral Det. Robert Goren, played by movie actor Vincent D'Onofrio in his first starring role on TV. 

It also differs from other Law and Orders because it's more character-driven and more of a cat-and-mouse mystery. 

"It's absolutely a whodunit," said Balcer, who also worked for the National Film Board of Canada early in his career. 

It's also not as violent as some TV fare but it can be graphic. But Balcer, who started out as a combat cameraman in the 1973 Yom Kippur War, says the show isn't "showing anything that hasn't been seen on network news." 
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