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The Introduction


We wanted to write about movies, not TV.


Sure, we watched TV—watched it so religiously that we can identify a particular Brady Bunch or Little House on the Prairie episode in under ten seconds—but growing up, we always expected to be film critics. Movies were an adventure; TV was the thing that everyone said was going to rot our brains. Movies were art; TV was the vast wasteland. There was even a TV show where a couple of film critics talked about the latest releases; good luck trying to get the local multiplex to screen a discussion of whether The A-Team was better than The Dukes of Hazzard.


For us, the glamour of movie criticism went well beyond Siskel’s and Ebert’s thumbs. It was in the film reviews we read in magazines while our mothers were shopping. More important, it was in the books about movies. There were so many of them at the library, or the local B. Dalton. Some were about a particular movie, or the works of just one actor or director, but the books that always drew us in were those voluminous guides to the world of cinema at large, whether the endless capsules of Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide and Halliwell’s Film Guide, or the longer essays found in collections of Pauline Kael’s and Roger Ebert’s best reviews. We devoured those, and many more, carrying them in cardboard boxes from childhood homes to college dorms to adult apartments. There was a permanence to them, and a sense of authority. Western literature had its own canon, and, increasingly, so did Western cinema. And we couldn’t wait to weigh in on it.


Somehow, though, we both wound up covering television, in what turned out to be the best possible era—and, for multiple reasons, the best possible place—to do so. In the late ’90s, we were assigned to share the TV beat for the Star-Ledger, New Jersey’s biggest daily, and soon to become famous as the paper at the end of Tony Soprano’s driveway. It was still a boom time in newspapers, where the Ledger could have a half dozen writers and editors primarily focusing on TV, and it was the start of a creative explosion in television—one we had a front seat to watch and write about—that ended the medium’s second-class citizenship.


For ten years of the revolution that gave us The Sopranos, The Wire, and more—which made watching TV from the couch every bit the adventure going to the multiplex had once been—we sat at adjacent desks, shared a column with a logo that made us look like twins conjoined at the shoulder, and each had frequent debates about TV so passionate (or, at least, loud) that nearby copy editors would frequently have to ask us to shut up about Deadwood, already.


It’s been another decade since we worked together regularly, even though we still talk about TV (at a volume that continues to annoy passersby) constantly, arguing over which shows are the best (and worst) ever, and trying to convince the other to give a second chance to our own pet shows, like Matt’s beloved K Street.


Our careers have gone in different directions. Alan went to HitFix.com. Matt landed at New York magazine and, in a full-circle move, RogerEbert.com, after fifteen years of writing about movies and TV for different outlets simultaneously. Meanwhile, TV’s creative and commercial growth continued. In the summer of 2015, the head of FX, the cable channel that’s given us new classics like The Shield and Louie, noted that by the end of that year, more than four hundred original scripted series—many of them good—would have aired in prime time, and suggested we still hadn’t reached “Peak TV in America” yet.


Television is better than ever, and yet there have been very few attempts (David Bianculli’s Teleliteracy, and its companion Dictionary of Teleliteracy, to name a couple) to create a TV canon in book form in the spirit of all the good ones about movies, such as Andrew Sarris’s The American Cinema, David Thomson’s The New Biographical Dictionary of Film, and Ebert’s The Great Movies series.


TV (The Book) is our attempt to rectify that, and to capture the spirit of some of our old Star-Ledger bull sessions in printed form.


In the ensuing pages, we will identify the one hundred greatest scripted shows in American TV history, explain their greatness in a series of essays, and almost certainly make everyone very angry by ranking some above others and omitting many dozens or hundreds more.


Because there are more hours of good present-day TV to watch during any given year—never mind all the great older shows that you may want to catch up on at some point—than there are hours in which to watch them, this book also tries to boil sixty-plus years of the medium’s history down to an essential viewing list, so people can experience some version of a canon without killing themselves.


We knew it was presumptuous to think that any two critics could identify TV’s best shows ever, then rank them. Nevertheless, we wanted to see a book like this exist. And with our four combined decades of professional TV knowledge (plus close to that again, if you count our misspent youths), we feel that we know the medium thoroughly enough to make informed judgments.


That said, this project was undertaken with a spirit of humility and invitation. TV (The Book) is Matt and Alan’s canon at this particular moment; no more, no less. We don’t want, much less expect, for it to be treated as the canon for all time (not that it would be) or as an attempt to shut down discussion rather than open it up. We still crack open the Thomsons and Eberts and Maltins on our bookshelves, and every few years we read and argue about canonical film lists published by Sight & Sound, The Village Voice, Cahiers du Cinéma, and other august publications; just as none of those necessarily trump any others, we hope that our TV equivalent will eventually be seen as merely one survey among many.


This is our canon; we look forward to yours.
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The Explanation





HOW DOES THIS WORK?


The heart of the book is the Pantheon: a list of the one hundred greatest comedies and dramas.


To create it, we made a list of several hundred candidates for the best shows of all time, allowing for various caveats explained in the following pages.


Then we set about the sensible and not-at-all-controversial task of assigning numerical values to art.


We decided on five categories, to which we eventually added a sixth. Each of us was assigned 10 points per category, for a possible maximum score of 120 if both of us gave a particular series perfect scores. (No show got perfect scores across the board.)


Those categories are:




Innovation. Was the show trying something—in terms of form, subject matter, or both—that felt new, or was it following or embellishing upon tradition? Shows like All in the Family and 24 scored highly here because they did things no one in American television had really tried before, whereas an otherwise great show like Parks and Recreation had a comparatively low Innovation rating because it largely duplicated a stylistic template its creators had used for The Office.


Influence. How much of an impact did the show have either on the medium of television or on the culture at large? Shows like Hill Street Blues and Friends were copied by many other TV series. Freaks and Geeks, a short-lived show that had few obvious imitators, scored highly because of the impact its cast and creators had on the entire comedy business during the past fifteen years. Will & Grace (which finished outside the top 100) scored highly here because of the role it played in helping to reshape public attitudes about homosexuality.


Consistency. How much did the quality fluctuate from episode to episode, or season to season? That said, consistency isn’t a mark just of smooth sailing from start to finish but of how well a series weathered storms beyond its control, like Nancy Marchand’s death after only two seasons of The Sopranos, or the constant cast turnover on Law & Order.


Performance. This deals not only with how great the actors on the show were but how well-crafted their characters were. So The Sopranos did better in this category than 24, because even if you feel that James Gandolfini and Kiefer Sutherland were giving performances of equal quality, Tony Soprano was just a richer, more complex character than Jack Bauer, and the same was true of supporting characters on each series.


Storytelling. Here we come to the parts of writing beyond characterization, such as tone and structure, not to mention such filmmaking elements as direction, production design, editing, and music. Among the seeming intangibles that come into play are comic timing, suspense, surprise, formal audacity, and its obverse, perfectly executed classicism. Hannibal, Twin Peaks, and The Simpsons prided themselves on doing something different every week, whereas Cheers and The Honeymooners did more or less the same thing every week. All five scored well in this category because what matters in storytelling isn’t just what you’re doing but how well you’re doing it.


Peak. A late addition, factoring in how great each show was at its absolute best, using a full season, more or less, as our unit of measurement. Other categories were judged against the entirety of television; this was graded on a curve against the rest of the Pantheon: only a few 10s, lots of middling scores, and a few low ones reflecting how that show’s best compares to, say, the fourth seasons of The Wire or Seinfeld.




The breakdown of each show’s score can be found in the appendix in the back of the book. You may notice that occasionally, a show was scored by only one of us. That’s because we knew certain shows clearly had to be considered, but only one of us had enough history with it to score it with authority. Rather than dismiss these shows from contention, or require the other guy to binge-watch thirty or sixty hours in the space of a few days, we decided to double Matt’s or Alan’s score for that show and get on with it.


WHAT SHOWS WERE CONSIDERED?


We made the following rules:


1. US television shows only.


Fawlty Towers, Prime Suspect, Space Battleship Yamato (Star Blazers), Les Revenants (The Returned), both Kingdom miniseries, and other beloved imports would rank highly if we opened this book to international series. Ultimately, though, we felt that while there were a few blind spots here and there in our knowledge of TV originating in the States, the gaps became much wider when we factored in shows from other countries. We didn’t want to be so foolish as to mistake our knowledge of the relatively paltry handful of British, Mexican, Japanese, Danish, and other foreign shows that have made it to the United States for the totality of international TV. Given US programs’ global reach, this might not be as much of an issue for critics in other countries, but there would still be knowledge constraints. If French critics were doing their version of this book and trying to include American series, they’d surely know of The Sopranos and I Love Lucy, but would they know Terriers or Frank’s Place?


The line between what is and isn’t a US-made show can be blurry, and we made what are sure to be considered debatable calls. To use three current examples: Game of Thrones is shot all over the world and has an international cast, but it originates on and is funded by HBO, so we counted it as a US series. Top of the Lake was shot in New Zealand and cofunded by several international sources, but a good chunk of that money came from Sundance Channel, so we counted it as US. And Catastrophe is a hilarious comedy cocreated by and costarring American comedian Rob Delaney, but he and Sharon Horgan made it for the United Kingdom’s Channel 4; that it’s available to stream here on Amazon makes it no more American than Sherlock, which is produced in the UK but airs here on PBS.


Of course there are going to be some borderline cases that we will cop to having included because we liked them and felt confident in writing about them. We might get dinged for inconsistency there, but we’re willing to live with it.


2. Completed shows only. Mostly.


If we were writing this book in early 2012, and Homeland had been canceled after its first, outstanding season, it might have earned itself a spot somewhere in the top 100. The ensuing seasons, unfortunately, dragged its average down far enough that it finished well outside the running. TV shows can vary wildly in quality from season to season—just look at the roller-coaster ride that was Friday Night Lights seasons 1–3—and it felt unfair to make final judgments if a show wasn’t complete. You never know when a series is going to pull a Roseanne and do something absolutely dire in a later year, or make like Frasier or Scrubs and return to former glory before the end.


That said, we made exceptions. The Simpsons has been on the air for almost thirty seasons, which feels like a large enough sample size to make a judgment about, no matter how good or bad the next few decades of the show may be. (Ditto South Park as it finishes its second decade.) We also made space for a few shows like Curb Your Enthusiasm, Arrested Development, and Louie, which could theoretically return at some point but which were on prolonged hiatuses at the time of this book’s creation. If more seasons or episodes get produced, great: We’ll happily watch and evaluate them. If not, we’re comfortable judging them as if they were complete.


We decided to consider Twin Peaks and The X-Files complete despite the existence of recent or upcoming seasons that were announced while we were writing the book. We felt that because so much time has elapsed since the presumed “end” of each series—fourteen years for The X-Files; twenty-five-plus years for Twin Peaks—that any additional seasons should be considered the beginnings of separate series (or miniseries) that have the same names.


3. Narrative fiction only.


As it is, comparing comedies and dramas—let alone shows from different eras, like trying to decide whether The Fugitive is greater than 30 Rock—was onerous enough without also trying to figure out variables for sketch comedy, talk shows, documentary and news programs, reality TV, sports, and so on. Comedy versus drama is already apples and oranges; to add plantains, tangelos, and star fruit would have been foolish indeed.


We considered anthology shows on a case-by-case basis, deciding that series such as The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits fit the larger idea of what we were trying to do, because the episodes each week were linked by style and theme and, often, a common creative team, while something like Playhouse 90 should be looked at more as an umbrella title for a collection of filmed plays, some of which are cited individually elsewhere in the book. (Ditto the brilliant Mystery Science Theater 3000, which consists of maybe 90 percent annotated film-watching and 10 percent character-based comedy.)


We steered away from children’s programming because, like international programming, the subject seemed vast enough to merit a second book, and too prone to glaring omissions to consider here. (Our own children protested this choice.) A few series that could be considered kids’ shows are cited in the Pantheon and on other lists; they made it in because if, by some chance, you were not in the company of kids when you first stumbled upon them, you might have considered them sophisticated enough to pass muster as grown-up entertainment. SpongeBob SquarePants is an absurdist masterpiece that Salvador Dalí and Groucho Marx would have watched together in their smoking jackets, Samurai Jack is the greatest action movie that John Woo never made, and Recess is Lord of the Flies plus One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, minus murder.


4. One-season shows are eligible, but with some penalties.


This was the subject of a lot of debate. Is it fair to judge a show like My So-Called Life—which made nineteen more or less perfect episodes, then ended before it could enter the kind of decline phase that afflicted Homeland—against long-running series that were subjected to the indignities and compromises that come with age? Yes, for the same reason that one could compare the acting virtues of James Dean, who appeared in only three films, and Paul Newman, who appeared in almost sixty.


But once you decide to do that, you need to establish parameters. In an effort to consider one-season wonders while being fair to shows that stuck around longer, we artificially limited their point totals, which means they had to be extra-impressive in their one season to make it into the Pantheon. The most a one-season show could score in each category was a 9, except for consistency—the easiest task to accomplish over only a year—where the highest possible score was a 7.


WHAT’S IN THE BOOK BESIDES THE PANTHEON?


There’s a section on some of our favorite current shows—including several that would have been Pantheon contenders if the timing had been a little different—titled “Works in Progress.” There are also essays accompanying lists of TV’s best miniseries, movies, and televised plays, and terse lists covering such topics as great theme songs, memorable deaths, and the best houses and apartments.


(Some of these other sections and lists feature rankings, while others are just alphabetical. But any rankings done outside the Pantheon were done with less rigor: gut feeling, occasionally augmented by Rock Paper Scissors and cursing contests.)


We also have a separate section called “A Certain Regard,” named after Prize Un Certain Regard, a category outside of the main competition at the Cannes Film Festival, established in 1978 to draw the international film community’s attention to works of diverse subject matter and style. (In 1998, a prize was attached to it.) This is the section in which we wrote about shows we loved and wanted to praise in the book, even if we couldn’t justify goosing their scores enough to move them into the Pantheon, or if they were lacking in key categories (such as Storytelling or Influence), or never had much interest in them to start with.


A Certain Regard is also the place where we honor programs or aspects of programs that are great in pieces but maybe not as a whole, like the outlier second season of Sons of Anarchy and the first seasons of Crime Story and Homeland.


SERIOUSLY, THOUGH: HOW DARE YOU ASSIGN A NUMERICAL VALUE TO ART?


If you treat H. L. Mencken’s statement that “criticism is prejudice made plausible” not as a condemnation but as a set of marching orders, you can see how we can rank some shows above others—all of this is subjective. The fact is, some shows are simply better than others. Assigning ten-point scores across six categories isn’t a perfect solution to the problem, but it’s better than the alternative, which is either (a) a list of one hundred supposedly equally good programs ordered alphabetically, or (b) a list of one hundred programs plucked out of a hat.


Plus, the simple fact of the matter is, when somebody asks you which is better, CHiPs or Barney Miller, you not only answer “Barney Miller,” you know why. Attaching numbers to your feelings only clarifies them.


On top of all that, people ask us all the time, “What’s the best comedy ever?” “What’s the best drama ever?” “What’s the best show of all time?” and “What are the best shows on the air right now?” This is our attempt to finally answer those questions. The results may surprise you, just as they surprised us when we were done.


And now, rather than answer every question individually, we can smile cryptically and hand people copies of this volume from the handcrafted leather TV (The Book) rucksacks we will carry on our person until the end of our days, then jump feetfirst through the nearest open window while playing the SpongeBob SquarePants theme on a slide whistle.


WHY ARE SOME OF THE SHOWS WRITTEN ABOUT IN PAIRS OR GROUPS?


For the most part, each show in the Pantheon gets its own essay, which in bulk tend to decrease in length as we travel further down the list. Every now and then, though, we realized that there was such obvious overlap between the themes of certain essays—say, the changing demographics of sitcom casts, as reflected in The Golden Girls and Friends—that it made more sense to write about them in tandem.


Whenever we did this, the joint essay appears in the position of the highest-ranked show.


WHY AREN’T THERE MORE OLD SHOWS ON THIS LIST?


We don’t believe that TV suddenly became good when The Sopranos debuted. But it would be foolish to disregard the fact that for the first twenty, maybe thirty, years of its existence, television was more of an appliance or advertising delivery mechanism than an artistic medium. We don’t mean to say that it was impossible to produce art on television; clearly it was. We just mean that the commercial constraints were so severe that shows were lucky to show flashes of artistry, and those that did were occasionally overrated for the same reason that one might declare a sip of dirty water to be the finest beverage in the desert. Most shows of the ’50s, ’60s, and even into the ’70s could be great at one or two things, but it was rare for them to be great at lots of things at the same time, much less demonstrate the kind of audacity that was common in literature, theater, cinema, even popular music.


You will find shows from those early decades in this book—The Honeymooners, for instance, and The Twilight Zone, and The Westerner—but it’s fair to say the medium didn’t begin to reach its full artistic potential until the ’80s, because for the most part, the words “full” and “potential” weren’t allowed anywhere near each other. We can’t stress enough that much of the fault for this must be laid at the feet of the networks, indeed, the system as a whole, rather than individual artists’. Too often the artists’ will to create was thwarted by the networks saying, “No way.” There were too many words you couldn’t utter, too many topics you couldn’t address even obliquely, too many stylistic choices you weren’t allowed to make, because executives feared turning off viewers and scaring off advertisers. Once the range of expression expanded—thanks to the advent of cable as well as the broadcast networks’ desire to compete with feature films aimed at grown-ups—you were more likely to see expressive and sophisticated and even daring shows amid the usual crud.


Brilliant individual artists played a part in driving the medium’s evolution forward, too. There were great gymnasts before Nadia Comăneci, and great boxers before Muhammad Ali, but their greatness was so distinctive, of such a higher order of magnitude than anything that had come before, that it kicked open the doors of possibility to all who came after, and showed there was more to their sports than even the most ardent spectators thought possible. In the same vein, many TV writers, directors, and actors are on record saying they were spurred to innovation by shows from many different eras, everything from The Ernie Kovacs Show and Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman through The Larry Sanders Show and True Detective. We’ve tried to honor TV’s pioneers here, in the context of the shows they helped create and sometimes in self-contained entries.


ARE THERE SPOILERS IN THIS BOOK?


Hell yes.


There’s no way to properly express the greatness of these shows without giving away many of the things that happened on them, sometimes all the way to the end. If you haven’t seen a particular show and don’t want any surprises spoiled, jump to the next entry.


IF MY FAVORITE SHOW ISN’T IN THE BOOK, DOES THAT MEAN IT’S NOT GOOD?


Absolutely not, unless your favorite show is Work It!


As we said, there’s a lot of TV, past and present. Even if we tried to confine the Pantheon to shows of the twenty-first century, we’d still be leaving a lot of good stuff out. These are just the ones we felt were most impressive artistically, or that we had a soft spot for, or thought were underappreciated or misunderstood.















THE PANTHEON
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The 100 Greatest Shows Ever
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How Do You Pick the Best Show of All Time?




(The authors conducted the following conversation over several days via GChat after their initial attempt to rank the greatest shows of all time resulted in a five-way tie for the top spot.)




Alan Sepinwall: Okay, so we have a five-way tie for first: The Sopranos, Breaking Bad, Cheers, The Simpsons, and The Wire.


Matt Zoller Seitz: The question is, what do we do about it? They’re all excellent in one way or another, they got to their positions on merit, and they’re all very different. Maybe we should argue this out.


Alan Sepinwall: Yes. The first thing to do is maybe figure out if any of them should be eliminated from contention straightaway. We started out with this ranking system, where we were assigning scores independently of other shows, but now that we have these five neck and neck, are there any that clearly shouldn’t be above the others?


Matt Zoller Seitz: Well, my knee-jerk reaction, which is not necessarily to be trusted, is to prize the most aesthetically daring shows over the others, because that’s how I usually roll. That would mean that the greatest show of all time cannot be Cheers, which is the summation of everything that had been done in the three-camera sitcom format up until that point, and arguably the greatest thing ever to be done in that format, since no other sitcom has quite matched it since.


But as I describe Cheers, I find myself appreciating that achievement. And it is an achievement. To be the best at something that other shows were doing quite well for three decades before your show came down the road: That’s nothing to sneeze at.


At the same time, my gut tells me Breaking Bad cannot be the greatest TV show of all time. But I don’t know why I feel that.


Alan Sepinwall: I was thinking of Breaking Bad, too. It’s an extraordinary show, and deserving of a high position here. But I can’t see myself putting it above The Sopranos, and not just because The Sopranos was first. Breaking Bad is the more consistent show, and the more narratively satisfying one, and yet The Sopranos feels like the greater artistic achievement, if that makes sense.


Matt Zoller Seitz: There is something to be said for consistency over time, and “perfection”—defined here, perhaps, by the absence of episodes or seasons that didn’t quite work. Breaking Bad and Cheers have no bad seasons and, I would contend, no bad episodes, only good and great. You can’t say that for The Sopranos or The Simpsons or even The Wire.


But I think if I am being true to myself, I have to value the more extravagant, even grandiose achievements of The Sopranos, The Wire, and The Simpsons, even though the downside is that you sometimes end up with stuff like the Columbus Day episode or Vito in New Hampshire, or some of the newspaper stuff in season 5 of The Wire that didn’t go anywhere.


And The Simpsons, as I am sure we’ll get into, has a whole other problem, which is that it is still on the air as we write this. That means that, as inventive as it is, it cannot help but repeat itself in some ways, and do variations of things it’s done before. We don’t want to run the risk of confusing the artists’ unwillingness to quit while they’re ahead, or their inability to recognize a promising idea that cannot be properly executed, with boldness. Sometimes a part of art is deciding not to do a thing because it’s not worth doing, or might not work. You know: judgment.


I’m seesawing here, I know, I know.


Alan Sepinwall: I have a whole elaborate argument about The Simpsons that we will, indeed, get to. As for Cheers, I would argue that achieving perfection in your form—even if it’s ultimately a less artistically challenging form—is just as powerful a statement as aiming higher and mostly hitting the target.


As you say, Cheers was the sum total of decades of the medium’s most beloved type of series, and the best example of it. I can understand the arguments for why The Simpsons and the two HBO shows are simply more important, and might make them myself, but there’s nothing wrong with being the best there ever was at something that many people—including Ball, Gleason, Reiner, Lear, et cetera—took a crack at over the decades.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Okay, so since we both seem to feel like the greatest show of all time cannot be Breaking Bad, maybe we should dig into that one first and see if we change our minds.


For me it comes down to Breaking Bad’s very clearly being a descendant of The Sopranos. It is more consistently clever, and just more consistent than The Sopranos, over nearly the same span of storytelling acreage, and it’s funny and entertaining, but I don’t feel awed by it in the way I do The Sopranos.


Alan Sepinwall: If you were to ask me what is the best hour of dramatic television ever, I would say Breaking Bad’s “Ozymandias” and not think twice about it. In terms of consistency, visual flair, and use of the serialized nature of the medium to build narrative, suspense, and character, Breaking Bad is better than The Sopranos.


But, like you, I feel ever so slightly more pulled in by the emotion and the thematic scope of The Sopranos, even as it is much easier to point out story lines, characters, and even entire seasons that are less strong. It’s not just that it was first (otherwise, I Love Lucy would be here over Cheers) but that it was reaching for something much grander.


Which, of course, is the exact opposite of the argument I just made for Cheers. This is hard!


Matt Zoller Seitz: Here’s what it comes down to for me: If The Sopranos and Breaking Bad are treading similar thematic terrain, and I believe they are, I then have to ask myself which show explored it more thoughtfully and in a more challenging or surprising way. The answer is The Sopranos. No drama in the history of television was more surprising. And I don’t just mean reversal of expectations. I count infuriating the audience as a form of surprise. Anticlimax can create surprise, too. So can what I call “double-bluffing”: where you think you know what a typical TV series would do, and assume The Sopranos won’t do it because it’s The Sopranos, and then they do it, and you’re surprised.


I feel like David Chase and his writers and directors had the entire history of television in the backs of their minds as they made that show, and were determined never to do the obvious thing, even if the obvious thing would be the crowd-pleasing thing. There were times when Breaking Bad did the obvious, crowd-pleasing thing, in a way that very slightly cheapened the rest of the show’s extraordinary achievements for me.


If you compare, say, the way that Walt dealt with the threat from Gus Fring—which was awesome in an action-movie sense—versus the way that Tony dealt with Ralphie Cifaretto on The Sopranos, you can see what I mean. The former is a very elegantly laid-out protagonist-versus-antagonist, cat-and-mouse game, which is wonderful on its own terms. But Tony versus Ralphie is about something other than crime or gangsterism. It’s about having to work with somebody you hate, and how an organization or business forces you to eat dirt sometimes, and how money talks (Ralphie’s a good earner, so the higher-ups keep excusing his loathsomeness). When the end finally comes for Ralphie at the hands of Tony, the context is surprising, and the timing is surprising. You almost assumed it wasn’t going to happen, and it happens because Tony’s suppressed rage and despair over Ralphie’s murder of the stripper Tracee erupts in a different context, over Ralphie burning down the stable where the horse Pie-O-My sleeps. Psychologically, dramatically, thematically, it’s five times more complex than anything Breaking Bad has done, and the fact that Breaking Bad is simply more fun, more exciting, and equally humorous can’t quite counter that for me.


And then compare the endings: The finale of Breaking Bad is satisfying, in a fan-service way, but people are still arguing about the meaning and intent of the end of The Sopranos. Really actively arguing. It makes people angry, still.


So in a head-to-head between Breaking Bad and The Sopranos, Breaking Bad loses. That doesn’t mean Breaking Bad is a bad show; it just means it is one of the greatest shows of all time, but not the greatest. And we’re left with the rest.


Alan Sepinwall: I agree. So let’s set that one aside and talk about The Simpsons.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Please do.


Alan Sepinwall: I feel like the thing that’s holding us back from just naming it as the best show of all time is the show’s continued existence past its first dozen years or so. I happen to like the later years better than you, but I also think that it’s not necessarily fair to hold those years against it.


I’ll put it in baseball terms: When Hall of Fame voting time comes around, players who were very obvious Hall of Famers at the peaks of their careers (say, Tim Raines) sometimes get perceived by the voters to be less than that because they stuck around forever, hitting for less power and average, eventually becoming a designated hitter or a platoon player. Because those later years are fresher in the voters’ minds, the players get dismissed by some as compilers, who are under consideration in the first place only because they played so long.


Just as a hypothetical, let’s pretend that the series ended with “Behind the Laughter,” the season 11 finale. No episodes were made after that, and we’re thus considering only the years of “Homer the Heretic,” “Marge vs. the Monorail,” “Last Exit to Springfield,” and so on. Is The Simpsons your number one show in that case?


Matt Zoller Seitz: I’m not sure. And I say that as somebody who believes, and has argued, that The Simpsons was excellent, or at least consistently entertaining with flashes of greatness, through at least season 13, which is incredible when you stop and think about what that entailed, and all the changeovers of writers and producers.


But I want to hold The Simpsons in our pocket for now because we need to ask, why not The Wire? Why not Cheers?


Alan Sepinwall: Well, since I just contradicted myself about my earlier Cheers defense with what I wrote about Breaking Bad, I’m tempted to set that one aside.


Also, frankly, if you’re asking me what the best comedy in TV history is, I’m saying The Simpsons. The only way Cheers wins that is if there’s some kind of “live-action only” qualifier, which we obviously aren’t using.


Would you agree that The Simpsons is ahead of Cheers, and thus Sam and Diane should be watching the rest of this from the sidelines with Walt and Jesse?


Matt Zoller Seitz: I’m torn on that, because there is a case to be made for Cheers’ near perfection over the long haul, its exquisitely timed moments of human interaction. That sort of thing is often devalued. But we’re not making a case here for Cheers as a great show. We already did that. That’s why it ended up in the top 5.


I think of all the categories we’ve established as criteria for judging, the one I have to keep coming back to here is “peak.” As you put it, at its peak, how good was The Simpsons? When it was magnificent, how magnificent was it in relation to other shows on this list?


And here we get into the issue of “better” versus “greater.” “Better” is something that can be judged in an almost mathematical way, as weird as that sounds. You can look at a show and go, “Well, it was consistently excellent more often than this other show.”


But “peak” is all about greatness, and greatness for me transcends issues of consistency or craft. Greatness suggests magnitude. Awesomeness. Surprise. Delight. And if we’re measuring “peak” here, which I’m doing in this final tiebreaker discussion, The Simpsons beats Cheers. Cheers was more consistently entertaining over a longer period of time but under more rigidly circumscribed parameters, which was part of the point of Cheers. And that’s great. But The Simpsons had hundreds of transcendent, awesome, delightful moments, maybe thousands, during half of its run, which was longer than Cheers’, and when it did something that you’d never seen before, which was often, it would feel so new, so odd, so right, that you might gasp.


Just tonight I watched the Valentine’s Day episode again, with Krusty’s special and Ralph Wiggum developing a crush on Lisa and the Presidents’ Day pageant at the end; the moment when Ralph’s heart breaks in two in freeze-frame on the VCR, the moment where Krusty chastises his younger self, the final shot of the kids on the swing with “Monster Mash” reprising—that’s great. It’s peak.


Alan Sepinwall: And then… there were three: Tony Soprano versus Homer Simpson versus the city of Baltimore.


We haven’t talked at all about The Wire yet. The argument for that as the greatest show in TV history is pretty easy. It’s got grandeur (five years of its fictionalized Baltimore feels just as densely populated as twenty-five-plus years of Springfield, and with far more complex and well-rounded characters), it’s got thematic ambition, it’s more tightly plotted than The Sopranos while still feeling as emotionally devastating, and though there are issues with that final season, they’re no worse than some of the aforementioned Sopranos bumps, let alone some of the weaker latter-day Simpsons years.


So tell me why we shouldn’t just call it a day and go with McNulty and company.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Because of “peak.” The Sopranos at its peak was greater than The Wire at its peak, and even if you accept that their peaks were equally great, though different, The Sopranos just had more of them—and they were often more surprising, more daring, more unusual. The frame was just bigger and there was more in the picture aesthetically.


David Simon’s show was, as he himself has joked in season 5, Dickensian—the way it showed all levels of society was tough but also compassionate and filled with details that only reporters, or reporters at heart, could provide. And the notion of stacking new narrative structures atop established ones was new, and challenging. By the time we got to the end we were looking at a layer cake, with the cops and drug dealers on the bottom and then all these levels of other institutions stacked on top of that.


But The Sopranos had a sense of the characters’ interiors—not just through Tony’s dreams but also in the way the show was photographed and edited. It was more modern, at times postmodern, even as it delivered traditional storytelling satisfactions; there was a sense in which it was contemplating our relationship to the show even as it was telling the story.


And, Alan, I’ve said this to you before, but if all things were equal, and you could look at The Wire and The Sopranos and say, “They are equally good in every area in which one could compare them,” I would have to give it to The Sopranos just for the ending. When I had to choose between The Sopranos and The Wire in the Vulture drama derby a few years ago, I went back and forth up until the last possible second. I even went with The Sopranos, then changed my mind and chose The Wire, but the thumbnail on the page still said the winner was The Sopranos, which was funny! But as I thought about that ending again, I began to wish I’d stuck with The Sopranos.


Alan Sepinwall: We’re going to get yelled at for a lot of things in this book, but I imagine picking The Sopranos as number one specifically because of the ending will be the thing we get yelled at about most. (And that’s leaving aside that neither of us is a “Tony dies” truther.)


I would counter that while we didn’t get to know the interior life of anyone on The Wire nearly as well as we got to know Tony’s, we got to know everyone else in Baltimore far better than all but a handful of other people in North Jersey. There were different designs for each show. I don’t think we should be so quick to dismiss the achievement of creating a fictional world where you could follow any individual character home and it would be fascinating. You just can’t say that about a large swath of Sopranos country. What The Wire may have lacked in aesthetic daring, I think it compensated in breadth and depth.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Fair enough.


Still, I do feel that The Wire represents the absolute best of things that have been done before—setting aside the not-at-all-trivial matter of that stacked structure, which was really something. Whereas The Sopranos always felt forward-looking, even as it built its story around a familiar core, that of the mob narrative à la The Godfather or Scorsese’s movies. The fascination with moral relativity, the juxtaposition of extreme violence and complex psychology with almost sitcom-like comedy—this was all new, or at least a new spin, and it was unsettling for many. The Sopranos pushed the entire medium forward in a way that I don’t think The Wire ever did, as much as I love it. And I don’t just mean the antihero aspects—which is what some inferior shows latched on to. The Sopranos kept innovating and surprising all the way up to its final seconds, confounding whatever you thought you knew about it.


And here again we get into the Cheers-versus-Simpsons conundrum: If I devalue a more aesthetically conservative kind of storytelling, am I giving too many bonus points for stuff that’s swaggering or being gimmicky?


Alan Sepinwall: And I adore The Sopranos and would have no regrets if it winds up as our winner, or simply ranked ahead of The Wire. I just want to be sure we aren’t overvaluing the swagger.


That stacked structure of The Wire is nothing to sneeze at. While David Simon likes to refer to The Wire as a novel for television, I really think it’s the apex of what TV as a medium allows in terms of serialization. Other shows had told long-form story arcs before (the first Sopranos season is magnificent in that regard) but never to this extent, with this many story elements set up and paid off not only within each season, but across five different seasons.


Just look at what they did with Bubbles, and how sixty-odd hours of television were all in service of making the audience weep at the simple, familiar image of a man jogging up the steps to enjoy a family dinner. That’s swagger, just of a different sort.


And having said all that, I still feel like we need to take a long, hard look at putting The Simpsons ahead of both.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Are you saying The Wire should be elevated over The Sopranos in this final five ranking?


If so, I think I need a little more convincing.


Let me give you a film example to explain where I’m coming from. If I had to choose which classic ’70s drama is altogether greater, The Godfather or All That Jazz, I would ultimately go with All That Jazz, because The Godfather represents the apotheosis of classical Hollywood studio narrative, a summation after which little of significance can be added, whereas All That Jazz to me does all of that, too, in its way, but it also brings in traditions of abstract or experimental cinema, the “trip” film, European auteur cinema like 8½ and Hiroshima Mon Amour, and at the same time it’s looking beyond the moment that it was in. That film was the future, and it still is. So I’m an All That Jazz man.


See what I mean? The Wire isn’t lacking for love here; at worst it could end up the fifth-greatest show in the history of American TV, but I still have to put Chase’s everything-plus-the-kitchen-sink comedy drama over Simon’s The Wire, a nineteenth-century novel set in twenty-first-century Baltimore.


Alan Sepinwall: Okay, I am tempted to hide the keys to your TV critic mobile after that All That Jazz/Godfather decision. And not just because I’d probably argue for The Godfather Part II.


But we’re obviously down to a very specific slice of personal preference now. And I would say that it’s not necessarily fair to dock The Wire, or The Godfather, for being a summation of the previous traditions of Western TV or cinema without also bringing in other influences. (And besides, there’s at least as much of the blues in The Wire as there is jazz in Tremé.) The Sopranos means an enormous amount to me as a critic, above and beyond our professional attachments to it as the two TV writers from Tony’s hometown paper.


But this is close.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Okay, then, let’s assume that The Wire and The Sopranos are tied, whatever place they end up in. We will have to break that tie at some point, but for now we have to concern ourselves only with certain positioning questions, namely, (1) Are The Sopranos and The Wire greater shows than Cheers and Breaking Bad? (2) Are The Wire and The Sopranos greater than The Simpsons?


Alan Sepinwall: (1) Yes. I think we’re pretty clear on that. (2) I am not at all sure that the two HBO dramas are better than The Simpsons, whether or not we are considering all the seasons as opposed to the first dozen or so.


Matt Zoller Seitz: To quote Pulp Fiction, that’s a bold statement.


Alan Sepinwall: It’s about as apples to oranges as you can get, but The Simpsons is just as brilliant and savage a commentary on modern America as The Sopranos and The Wire. It’s gone everywhere and done everything you could possibly want or expect a comedy to do (and then done many things beyond that), and it was at its peak for longer (in years and episodes) than the dramas.


Also, given how relatively quickly we were able to dismiss Cheers versus the struggle we’re having splitting the HBO baby, there’s a wider gulf between it and the next-best comedy than there is between whichever drama we pick and the next-best drama.


Why should it not be seriously considered here?


Matt Zoller Seitz: The only answer I can give to that is that while The Simpsons is a comedy, and a great one, The Wire and The Sopranos are simultaneously dramas and comedies. The Simpsons has heart, and sometimes “heart,” and it creates main characters who are believable as can be, considering the ludicrous situations they find themselves in, but this is not the same as saying that the show contains drama in the sense that The Sopranos and The Wire do. In fact, I think you could make a stronger case for Cheers as a sitcom that contains real drama, more so than The Simpsons. So to me, what we’re doing when we talk about elevating The Simpsons over The Wire or The Sopranos is making a statement that, in effect, The Simpsons comedy was so hilarious, so surprising, so innovative, so well-crafted, that its achievement outshines these other two shows, The Sopranos and The Wire, which contain both comedy and drama, and arguably do them both equally well. (And you could tack Cheers on there as well if you were so inclined, even though it’s a comedy that contains dramatic elements rather than the reverse.)


Alan Sepinwall: First, I think the argument can be made about the comedic achievement of The Simpsons. But I also think you are selling the character moments of The Simpsons, particularly in the early years, short. Lisa’s heartbreak in the episode with Dustin Hoffman as her substitute teacher is every bit as powerful as the funniest moment on The Wire or The Sopranos is hilarious.


Maybe it didn’t go there as often as those shows went to the comic well (or that Cheers, in its early years, went to dramatic moments), but there’s an awful lot of dramatic meat to the Simpson marriage, and to the relationships between each parent and child over those early years.


Matt Zoller Seitz: I don’t know if I can follow you there. That moment with Lisa is great, but it’s not as profoundly sorrowful or moving as countless other moments on The Wire or The Sopranos, where you feel like your heart has been ripped from your chest.


I know that probably sounds like I’m prizing drama over comedy, but I’m really not. I’m just trying to express this feeling that the drama on The Simpsons was mostly parenthetical to the comedy, whereas the comedy on The Wire and The Sopranos was not parenthetical to the drama; they were often equal in any given episode.


And that’s all in service of building a case for The Simpsons’ being great as a comedy, but those other shows’ being great as comedies but also great as dramas, which to me is a bit like being equally great at piano and cello, or basketball and swimming. It’s really, really hard, and if we’re going for “greatness” here, we have to consider that.


Alan Sepinwall: No, I think you’re missing my point. I’m saying that the most dramatic Simpsons moment is equivalent to the funniest Sopranos or Wire moment.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Okay, that’s a horse of a different color. Elaborate.


Alan Sepinwall: You were making the argument that The Sopranos and The Wire should be considered ahead of it because they were not only devastating and ambitious as drama but incredibly funny when they wanted to be comic. And my counter is that the Mr. Bergstrom moment is as effective as drama as, say, Omar getting the better of Maury Levy in court is as comedy.


And if you would agree to that, then we are considering whether the comic achievements of The Simpsons—and its distance from what we are calling the second-best comedy—are enough to elevate it over the dramatic achievements of either HBO drama.


Does that make sense?


Matt Zoller Seitz: I can’t quite accept that the most dramatic Simpsons moment is equivalent to the funniest Sopranos or Wire moment. If I were to just pick, off the top of my head and rather arbitrarily, the funniest moments from The Sopranos and The Wire—Paulie Walnuts explaining that he can do the time in purgatory standing on his head, and the McNulty and Bunk scene where they’re searching an apartment and every word of dialogue is “fuck”—then I would say those funny moments are greater, as comedy, than the Mr. Bergstrom moment is great as drama.


You could possibly convince me that The Simpsons is greater than those other shows on the basis of formal daring and comedic invention alone, Alan, but that’s a different tack than the one you were taking.


Alan Sepinwall: And I can do that. You just baited me with the suggestion that The Sopranos and The Wire should get extra credit for being funny. Which they are.


Matt Zoller Seitz: I wouldn’t say “extra credit,” just credit. I do think both those shows are among the greatest comedies TV has given us, and that if they contained no dramatic situations to speak of, they might still make this book.


Alan Sepinwall: But just imagine The Simpsons as a melancholy comedy in the vein of BoJack Horseman or Enlightened, and that wasn’t laugh-out-loud funny. I think Mr. Bergstrom, Bart crying over being stupid, and some of the dicier moments in the Homer-Marge marriage might also get it onto the list.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Okay, you’re swinging me around to your point of view. I can imagine that very easily.


Alan Sepinwall: Just look at the sweep of what The Simpsons was able to do, and the way a show that was originally a vaguely grounded animated family comedy was able to do things like “Marge vs. the Monorail” or “Deep Space Homer” or “Homer Badman” and have them all feel like part of the same universe. It shouldn’t be surprising how elastic the reality on an animated series can be, but it took the various people running this show over the years to truly understand that and exploit it to its fullest.


So you can’t only have Lisa reading Mr. Bergstrom’s note, but have her singing a Woody Guthrie–style protest song as the power plant goes on strike, and go to the future to see her be president, and have her meet the creator of Malibu Stacy. Or have Homer essentially turn into Stanley Kowalski one week and befriend God the next.


It’s a show that can be anything, and has been. If you want to talk both innovation and influence, it’s hard to top. And we’ve barely even scratched the surface of how damn funny it is.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Where are you going with this? Are you about to mount an argument for The Simpsons as greater than The Wire or The Sopranos? As the greatest American TV series of all time?


Alan Sepinwall: Yes. You can argue for any of these three for best exploiting everything it’s possible to do on television, but I think The Simpsons has ultimately done more things, and done them spectacularly well, even if you try to allow for its having a vastly longer life span than the other two.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Well, that last part is a stumbling block, admittedly, though maybe less so for me than for others. The Simpsons was great, I mean really great, for at best half of its run, probably a third if you want to be strict—though I’d argue that seasons 11 through 14 contained more gems than paste, but I’m probably a bit more forgiving there. But as you’ve said, if you think of this in terms of a hypothetical contest pitting one athlete against another from a different time period, you can forgive a player for staying in past his or her peak. When I was old enough to really appreciate Muhammad Ali, he was fighting people like Leon Spinks and Ken Norton, and it was kind of pathetic, but that can’t take away from the fact that for the space of about ten years, he was the greatest fighter the sport had ever seen.


But if we agree on that, and I think we do, then you’ve still got the comedy-versus-drama issue in a very specific respect: The Wire and The Sopranos hit lower notes, deeper notes, and were just generally more harrowing and powerful at their darkest than The Simpsons ever was, or was ever inclined to be—although I think you could argue that the Frank Grimes episode was as disturbing in its way, for what it said about human nature, as the grimmest and most wrenchingly tragic episodes of The Wire or The Sopranos.


This is of course a big leap: to say that what The Simpsons was doing at its peak is different from, but equal to, what these other two great series achieved—much of which cannot be achieved in a format like that of The Simpsons.


Alan Sepinwall: Sure, but every comparison we are making here—even between two adult HBO dramas like The Wire and The Sopranos—is to some degree an impossible one. Are you arguing that drama is inherently better (or more important) than comedy, and thus the greatest drama of all time simply has to be ahead of the greatest comedy of all time? Do we really want to say that, for instance, Tony listening to the FBI tapes revealing that his mother plotted his murder is fundamentally more valuable than Homer figuring out how to gain weight so he can go on disability?


Okay, when I write it out like that, I can see the argument for drama’s inherent superiority. But then I think of Homer wearing a muumuu and a fat guy hat, and I’m not so sure anymore.


Matt Zoller Seitz: I don’t think comedy is inherently inferior to drama, and our final list reflects that we’re both opposed to that way of thinking.


But I must admit that as we wrestle our way through the top three I am discovering that the conditioning is more powerful than I imagined.


There is something in me that rebels at placing The Simpsons above The Sopranos, and it’s because moments like, say, Dr. Melfi’s rape or the shot of Tony in the stable with Pie-O-My or cradling his son by the edge of the swimming pool keep popping into my head and saying, “Has The Simpsons ever affected you as profoundly as these images did?” Same thing with all the stuff with the kids in season 4 of The Wire, or Ziggy’s arc in season 2, or the second half of the series finale where you see an entire community coming full-circle, one set of people replacing another in roles that are doomed to replicate old patterns rather than reforming. That’s all stuff The Simpsons can’t equal.


Unless, that is, you decide to tear out the wires and reject the conditioning and look at what The Simpsons can give you that no other show ever has, like the constant, consistent formal experimentation—modeling episodes on Thirty-Two Short Films About Glenn Gould and Pulp Fiction at the same friggin’ time, and the “Treehouse of Horror” anthologies, to name just two examples. And the mix of different intellectual levels of humor—very low, medium low, middlebrow, highbrow—and also the mix of visual and verbal, and the Easter eggs hidden in scenes that are mainly about something else. All that is amazing.


I think I’m coming around to this idea, Alan, and a big part of the reason why is my belief that “greatest” and “best” are judged by different yardsticks. If you ask me what is the best series, I would probably go for something that demonstrated exquisite judgment throughout and that almost never did anything out of character or beyond the parameters it seemingly had set for itself—something like Cheers or The Larry Sanders Show or, to go way back in time, I Love Lucy, which was a brilliant example of a protean kind of entertainment.


But “greatest,” to me, implies something else. It signifies a restlessness, an inability to be happy with wringing variations from a particular set of themes, or within a certain framework. The word “great” is associated with scale. Big. Grand. Immense. Epic.


Most of the shows we’ve put in our top 100 could plausibly be argued to be the best in a certain category, and they all had moments when they were the finest examples of whatever they incarnated or revamped.


But “great,” as subjective and slippery as it is, implies something else. It’s a comet passing through the solar system. Like the one the Springfield citizenry is terrified of when they all show up outside of Ned Flanders’s fallout shelter. And then they crowd in and the camera tracks past them as they sing “Que Sera, Sera,” and oh, dammit, yeah, The Simpsons is the greatest.


Alan Sepinwall: Yes, you could be affected more profoundly by something like Melfi’s rape or what happens to Randy Wagstaff. But I think the effect comedy has on us is equally profound. In fact, let me quote an exchange from one of the best Simpsons episodes of them all, “Bart Sells His Soul,” where a worried Lisa reminds Bart that “Pablo Neruda said laughter is the language of the soul.” (To which Bart replies, “I am familiar with the works of Pablo Neruda.”)


I don’t know that I see as clear a best/greatest distinction as you do (to me, it’s more like my saying that Midnight Run is my favorite movie, even though I know it’s far from the best and/or greatest movie ever made), but I see where you’re coming from in terms of consistency versus ambition and the ability to achieve that ambition.


As we discussed earlier, Cheers or Breaking Bad—or, even if we have some issues with season 5, The Wire—all have fewer flaws than The Simpsons or The Sopranos does. And if it was a Sopranos-versus-Wire debate (which we may have to have next to sort out the order of the top 5), I’m not sure which way I’d lean at this moment.


But in my mind, the fact that The Simpsons was able to do so many things, sometimes brilliantly, sometimes oddly, but to keep striving and trying, even now at an absurdly advanced age for any TV show, is an argument for putting it on top. I like the later seasons more than you do, and I would put some of those episodes (like “Eternal Moonshine of the Simpson Mind” or “Holidays of Future Passed”) in among the best of that first decade, but even if you want to call the show today a thin shadow of its former self, think about how mind-bogglingly great its former self had to be for so diminished a version to be watchable at all.


Matt Zoller Seitz: So I think we can agree that The Simpsons is number one, which leaves the question of where The Sopranos and The Wire rank.


Alan Sepinwall: Victory!


Okay, so do you have a strong feeling about The Sopranos vs. The Wire for the second-greatest show of all time?


Matt Zoller Seitz: It’s tough, because they’re not trying to do the same things, and are equally good at what they are respectively doing.


That said, if we consider them, for purposes of argument, as being equal in the first five categories—and I think they are very close—then we’re left with “peak.” And I think that on peak points, The Sopranos wins. In my world, it wins for the audacity of its ending alone. But even if it didn’t have that audacious, divisive, totally unexpected finale, I’d still give it to The Sopranos on peak points, because it has so many peaks, so many moments when you could not believe what you were seeing and yet it ultimately always felt justified. “College,” “University,” “Pine Barrens,” “Funhouse,” “Employee of the Month,” “Whoever Did This,” “The Test Dream,” “Soprano Home Movies”—I could go on.


And then within episodes there were just so many mysterious and somehow wonderfully right moments, moments of poetry and sadness and black humor. It always came at things from a surprising angle. You know that as a formalist that’s always going to appeal to me, over and above a demonstration of classical mastery, which The Wire had, its layer-cake structure notwithstanding.


That’s not to say I have less than total respect for The Wire—of course I do, look at how highly it ranked—it’s just that my value system gives The Sopranos a slight edge overall.


Alan Sepinwall: I’m going to concede.


Matt Zoller Seitz: You are? I’m stunned. Why?


Alan Sepinwall: Because I love those two shows for very different reasons, and they’re ultimately a coin-flip, and I feel like I already won by talking you into The Simpsons as my top. So if you feel strongly for The Sopranos, then by all means, buddy.


Matt Zoller Seitz: So you’re benevolently reaching down from the mountaintop and handing me The Sopranos?


Alan Sepinwall: Sure.


Matt Zoller Seitz: Motherfucker!















[image: image]  1–10  [image: image]



The Inner Circle


The Simpsons (Fox, 1989–present) Total score: 112


If, by some chance, you stumbled across a person who had never seen a frame of The Simpsons, and they wanted to know why it was so popular, so respected, so beloved, how would you explain it?


You could start by showing them Sideshow Bob stepping on eight rakes in a row in under thirty seconds. The scene, from the classic season 5 episode “Cape Feare,” represents the whole spectrum of humor folded and refolded into a single gag. Layer one is the lowest form of humor, violent slapstick. The sight of Bob stepping on rake after rake after rake is a monument to comic excess, pushing one joke past all reasonable limits—a gag on the same wavelength of Jonathan Winters in It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World systematically destroying an entire gas station with his bare hands, or Laurel and Hardy in Big Business repeatedly trying and failing to get a piano up a flight of stairs. At the same time, though, it is also conceptual humor, because it is also about the idea of excess. As David Letterman demonstrated on his late-night shows when he repeated the same knowingly lame catchphrase for weeks on end, sometimes a gag is funny the first time, less funny the second, still less funny the third, then ceases to be funny at all, until the audacity of continuing to repeat it wears down your resistance and makes you laugh again. Finally, the rake gag is a bit of character-based humor with actual philosophical overtones: Sideshow Bob, who keeps trying and failing to murder his young nemesis, Bart Simpson, throughout the show’s run, fears that the universe is indifferent to his desires, and may even derive joy from watching him suffer. What simpler way to confirm Bob’s fears than by topping the lead-up to the gag—Bob being mangled and torn while hanging beneath the Simpsons’ station wagon en route to witness protection at Cape Feare Lake—with a series of rakes to the face? That the onslaught of the rakes is so tedious, so basic, so not personal, only makes it worse. Everywhere Bob steps, a rake, a rake, another rake. The rakes stand in for every twist of fate that sabotages Bob’s plan, every indignity heaped upon him, every eventuality his supposed genius could not foresee, every moment of potential glory snatched from his grasp. And of course the rake is also Bart Simpson: the Road Runner to Bob’s Wile E. Coyote, Droopy Dog to Bob’s Wolf. Bob’s guttural shudders (a brilliant verbal flourish by guest star Kelsey Grammer) are not merely expressions of physical agony but marrow-deep self-disgust. Each time a rake hits Bob in the face, it confirms his secret fear that beneath his educated facade and delusions of omnipotence, he’s still an unemployable TV clown, a second banana in his own life, a living embodiment of unmerited hubris and well-deserved failure—all of which, point of fact, he is. This lone gag crystallizes every facet of Bob in relation to the world of The Simpsons.


And he’s not even a regular character!


That one could write a similarly expansive lead paragraph drawing on any one of dozens of other Simpsons gags—maybe hundreds; at the time of this book’s publication, Matt Groening’s animated sitcom was nearing the end of its third decade—gives some hint of the show’s richness.


As conceived by Groening, James L. Brooks, and Sam Simon, and continued by an endlessly repopulated writers’ room, with a brilliant voice cast (headed by Dan Castellaneta as Homer, Julie Kavner as Marge, Nancy Cartwright as Bart, Yeardley Smith as Lisa, plus Hank Azaria, Harry Shearer, and other utility infielders, including Pamela Hayden, Tress MacNeille, and the late Phil Hartman), The Simpsons is so ambitious, intimate, classical, experimental, hip, corny, and altogether free in its conviction that the imagination should go where it wants, that to even begin to explain all the things The Simpsons is, and all the things it does, you would need an immense Venn diagram drawn on a football field, each circle representing different modes of comedy. And even then, summing up The Simpsons would be impossible, because the best gags, the best scenes, the best episodes, the best seasons, contain multitudes within multitudes within multitudes, like that rake gag. Trying to identify any one aspect as the key to the show’s genius would be a folly as unwise as building the monorails that destroyed Ogdenville, Brockway, and North Haverbrook, and nearly ruined Springfield. The show has been on for far too long (so long that it now predates the existence of many of its viewers), done too many amazing things, and been through too many evolutions.


The Simpsons is the greatest show in TV history for all the reasons listed previously, plus so many more, that contemplating them all feels a bit like Homer’s daydream about a trip to the Land of Chocolate. It went to more places—tonally and topically as well as geographically—tackled more issues, and told more jokes about more subjects than any comedy has before or since, and at its peak (roughly seasons 3–12) did it better than anyone else. But it also found a deep reservoir of emotion in its depiction of the Simpson family itself, as well as the complicated dynamics between husband and wife, brother and sister, father and daughter, student and teacher, spike-haired brat and gunboat-footed, Gilbert and Sullivan–loving maniac.


Even the question “What kind of show is The Simpsons?” is hard to answer without sounding reductive, because it has kept morphing throughout its run. It began as a laugh track–free sitcom in the schlubby dad–harried mom–bratty son–precocious daughter vein, but one that happened to be animated (a mode that Fox’s subsequent King of the Hill stayed in). But within a few seasons the slapstick had become more extreme, the structural flourishes more brazen (the peak was probably the anthology “22 Short Films About Springfield”), and the pop culture references had become multivalent.


The season 4 finale, “Krusty Gets Kancelled,” for instance, contains a scene where the show’s resident action-film superstar, the Arnold Schwarzenegger manqué Rainier Wolfcastle, appears on Springfield Squares, hosted by newsman Kent Brockman. It is simultaneously a send-up of 1970s game shows (specifically The Hollywood Squares); the supposed “newsman” as celebrity (in the 1950s, longtime 60 Minutes correspondent Mike Wallace was a radio actor and cigarette pitchman at the same time that he gained fame as an interviewer); Schwarzenegger’s attempts to remake himself as a star of family comedies like Twins and Junior; the 1980s craze for comedies about “nerds” (Wolfcastle is on the game show to pitch his latest picture, Help, My Son Is a Nerd!, which has the same plot as Back to School and, according to him, is “not a comedy”); and the cliché of the resident who won’t leave his home during a disaster (when a tsunami approaches, the longtime occupant of a bottom square, Charlie, refuses to leave because he’s been there thirty years, and is instantly washed away). This same episode contains references to Judy Collins, Joey Bishop, Elvis Presley’s 1968 comeback special, Howdy Doody (via the ventriloquist’s dummy Gabbo, whose success shatters Krusty), Cold War–era Eastern European animation (Worker & Parasite, the cartoon video Krusty shows when Gabbo steals Itchy & Scratchy), and parodies of Johnny Carson’s farewell episode of The Tonight Show (via Krusty the Clown’s comeback special, where Bette Midler serenades Krusty the way she did Johnny as his final guest). Celebrity cameos include Midler, the Red Hot Chili Peppers (who replay a moment when Ed Sullivan asked the Doors to neuter a line from “Light My Fire”), and Carson, who offers Krusty career advice and lifts a Buick over his head.


And yet, despite its nonstop maelstrom of satire, parody, whimsy, and shtick, The Simpsons never forgot the family at its core. This is what raises it above so many imitators. Bart’s rebellious attitude and catchphrases (“Eat my shorts!”) made him the show’s initial breakout character, but in time, he and Lisa would both be more memorably deployed to explore the melancholia of childhood: Bart’s belief that he’s peaked at age ten or the despair he feels after facetiously selling his soul to best friend Milhouse; Lisa’s constant fear that she’ll never find a place or group where she feels like she belongs. (When jazzman Bleeding Gums Murphy invites Lisa to jam with him, she improvises a song with the lyric, “I’m the saddest kid in grade number two.”) Marge, with her frustration at always having to be the responsible parent, provided gravity that became more valuable as the show’s plots became more outlandish: Homer joins NASA and goes into space; Bart offends the population of Australia and is sentenced to being kicked by a giant boot; Mr. Burns tries to block the sun’s rays from reaching the town. And even though there was only so much that the writers could do with Maggie, who doesn’t age and never masters more than one word (“Daddy,” spoken by Elizabeth Taylor, of all people), they still managed to establish her as both the wisest and the toughest Simpson (she shoots Mr. Burns and stages a prison break from a totalitarian daycare center).


But it was Homer who would become the show’s most important character, and its comic engine. He was the American male—and the American psyche—taken to a logical, hilarious, unnerving extreme: sweet and well-intentioned but also selfish, gluttonous, impulsive, and proud of his ignorance (“Oh, people can come up with statistics to prove anything, Kent—fourteen percent of people know that”). As revolting as Homer can be, he’s also a wish-fulfillment object, albeit one who could not be further away from the likes of James Bond or Batman. What man hasn’t daydreamed of indulging like Homer and failing upward? What man wouldn’t want to foment unrest against spoiled movie stars (“And when it’s time to do the dishes, where’s Ray Bolger? I’ll tell you where! Ray Bolger is looking out for Ray Bolger!”), become the voice of a focus-grouped addition to your kids’ favorite cartoon show (“The Itchy & Scratchy & Poochie Show”), or (in 2007’s The Simpsons Movie) adopt a pet pig and teach it to walk the ceiling like Spider-Man? Okay, maybe those aren’t common fantasies, but Homer’s imagination was the only dazzlingly uncommon thing about him. An early running gag saw Homer peevishly telling Marge that his latest scheme—such as managing a country-western singer in season 3’s “Colonel Homer”—was his lifelong dream, only to be reminded that his lifelong dream was something far less grandiose, like eating the world’s biggest hoagie. The character’s idiocy, so perfectly captured by Castellaneta, could be heroically perverse—and never more so than in “King-Size Homer,” where he gains more than a hundred pounds so that he can get on disability and work from home. (Lisa: “Ew! Mom, this whole thing is really creepy. Are you sure you won’t talk to Dad?” Marge: “I’d like to, honey, but I’m not sure how. Your father can be surprisingly sensitive. Remember when I giggled at his Sherlock Holmes hat? He sulked for a week and then closed his detective agency.”)


Homer himself has gone through as many changes as the show, from week to week as well as season to season; if you look at his actions in terms of a rap sheet, he’s more monstrous than any of the characters on Seinfeld. Only his genuine (though often submerged) love for his wife and kids and town keeps him redeemable. His oafishness, selfishness, drunkenness, belligerence, and other unpalatable qualities were there from the start, but in the early seasons (the first two especially) he was a melancholy figure, for the most part more a danger to himself than others. Castellaneta’s voice even sounded gentler, verging on a Walter Matthau sad sack. Until longtime writer-producer Al Jean began his current marathon stint as showrunner in season 13, the series went through many bosses, each with their own sense of where to draw the line on Homer’s behavior.


The character’s moral and emotional mood-ring quality creates yet another obstacle to defining what, at its best, The Simpsons is. Some writers (and fans) believe that the jerkier Homer is, the more memorable he is. Others prefer that kindness and/or self-awareness—or at the very least haplessness—dominate. The Rorschach test episode for this question tends to be “Homer’s Enemy” from season 8, where new plant employee Frank Grimes is driven mad by the realization that Homer is an incompetent drowning in unearned privilege while Frank, a smarter, more hardworking, more ethical person, struggles and suffers. When Homer is too intentionally cruel, it can give the show a more tragic feeling and make it seem sadder when Marge or Lisa forgives him his latest sin; but when he stumbles into his worst behavior, the family feels more in balance. The impact of moral choice was never far from the show’s mind. The Sopranos, Seinfeld, and Mad Men built a good part of their reputations on showing the dynamics of such decisions: how people can have the correct or right decision presented to them and still ignore it and do whatever gives them pleasure. But The Simpsons was more economical, often distilling the process down to a muttered aside by Homer about food. When the chronically unhealthy Simpsons patriarch suffers a heart attack from nervousness while asking Mr. Burns, his boss at the nuclear plant, for a raise, he falls dead on the floor, and Burns tells his assistant to send a ham to the widow; Homer’s spirit murmurs, “Mmm… ham…,” and climbs back into his body in hopes of eating some.


While the five core Simpsons remain the show’s most valuable characters, The Simpsons owes its longevity as much to the ever-expanding, ever-stranger population of Springfield (state unknown) as it does to the writers’ ability to keep cranking out variations on stories where Marge gets a job, Lisa makes a friend, or Homer offends a celebrity. In the ancient, malevolent, supremely self-centered Mr. Burns, the series was making fun of the one-percenters decades before it became de rigueur. Springfield’s Kennedyesque mayor “Diamond Joe” Quimby offered a window on corrupt, self-interested politics and the complacent electorate that does nothing to change it. The elementary school, the nuclear plant, Grandpa Simpson’s nursing home, Moe’s Tavern, Comic Book Guy’s shop, and many more Springfield locations gave the series an endless bounty of characters (incompetent police chief Clancy Wiggum, ambulance-chasing lawyer Lionel Hutz, slack-jawed yokel Cletus Spuckler) who could stumble in, get a laugh, then step aside to let the story continue on its merry way. You wouldn’t want to move most, maybe any, of the Springfieldians into their own series (an idea the show mocked in season 8’s “The Simpsons Spin-Off Showcase”). But their tonnage has given the series a richness that belies its animated format, as well as the one-note quality of local citizens like Disco Stu, mob boss Fat Tony, and Doris the Lunch Lady. After all this time, Springfield can feel disturbingly like a real city, complete with people you’d cross the street to avoid.


The Simpsons is similar in a way to a couple of other long-running TV series, 60 Minutes and Sesame Street, in that when a program remains a part of national life for more than two decades, it ceases to be a mere show and becomes something in between an institution and a utility: a thing that we have, use, and take for granted.


This is most apparent in the still-constant use of Simpsons quotes in daily life. The show has supplied a sentiment for every occasion, so many that it now gives the King James Bible a run for its money. Any stupid mistake can be acknowledged with a frustrated cry of “D’oh!” If you want to explain why you prefer a clearly inferior option, just say, “Barney’s movie had heart, but Football in the Groin had a football in the groin.” If you’ve just heard someone say something unrealistic or unhinged, you can dismiss them with “Your ideas are intriguing to me and I wish to subscribe to your newsletter.” If you’re bracing yourself to deal with a new boss, a new presidential administration, or any other sort of dreaded leader, channel Kent Brockman and announce, “I, for one, welcome our new insect overlords.” If you need a bald-faced lie to explain where you were last night, say, “It’s a pornography store! I was buying pornography!” If you’re struggling to get across a basic concept, as Homer’s brain once did when it tried to teach him why $20 can buy many peanuts, say, “Money can be exchanged for goods and services.” If you’re lost for words when making a toast, there is no better fallback option than “To alcohol! The cause of, and solution to, all of life’s problems.”


That The Simpsons has been on so long past its peak is really the only reason to suggest it shouldn’t be considered the best series of all time. But the narrative that the current show is a ghost of its former self doesn’t withstand scrutiny if you pay close attention to the second half of its run, which has had lackluster periods (over the course of almost three decades, what person, or nation, doesn’t?) but has continued to produce episodes so imaginative and funny that if The Simpsons had started its run in 2004 instead of 1989, it still might’ve cracked this book’s top 100. Whenever you’re about to count The Simpsons out, it produces a magnificent segment like the 2008 “Treehouse of Horror” short “It’s the Grand Pumpkin, Milhouse,” in which a giant humanoid pumpkin wreaks havoc on the town after discovering the ritual butchery of jack-o’-lanterns and the cooking of their seeds (“You roast the unborn?”). Or it stages a crossover episode that amounts to a withering referendum on its would-be competitors (see the Simpsons half of a 2014 crossover with Family Guy that rebuked the upstart not by slagging it but by being more inventive, visually striking, and humanistic). The shift to high-definition animation and a more rectangular 16×9 frame (versus the original 4×3 format) has made the series more visually daring; even when the writing failed to match the depth of the show’s first decade-plus, the compositions, editing, and production design equaled or bested them. Modern episodes like “Eternal Moonshine of the Simpson Mind” (Homer tries to re-create the forgotten events of the night before), “Holidays of Future Passed” (a flash-forward where Bart and Lisa grapple with the disappointment of their middle-aged lives), and “Halloween of Horror” (the show’s first in-continuity Halloween episode, where Homer tries to protect a terrified Lisa from a trio of home invaders) demonstrate a level of formal and/or emotional complexity that make them worthy of consideration alongside the best made when Conan O’Brien and Greg Daniels were on the writing staff.


“Treehouse of Horror” has been a consistent bright spot, mainly because of its freestanding nature. Its segments treat the Simpsons and their fellow Springfieldians as players in a repertory company and cast them according to their most metaphoric qualities, as a fairy tale or a Rod Serling screenplay might. The ability to derange, mutate, mutilate, kill, and resurrect the main characters for shock effect without regard for continuity (or perhaps we should say less regard) seemed to energize the writers even during weak seasons. The tonal and visual variety displayed in a quarter century’s worth of “Treehouse” shorts (seventy-three as of this writing) constitutes a triumphant achievement in itself. The show has attempted other anthology-styled episodes over the years—everything from the aforementioned “22 Short Films” to episodes based on Greek mythology and the Bible—and elsewhere you can find still more examples of shows-within-shows. These include the hyperviolent Itchy & Scratchy shorts played on Krusty’s kiddie program—Tom and Jerry by way of Ralph Bakshi, minus the sex, thank Jeebus—which could be The Simpsons’ way of critiquing audience bloodlust even as the goriest sight gags elsewhere on the show feed it (“I told that idiot to slice my sandwich!”). The fresh couch gag at the end of every opening credits sequence amounts to an anthology on the installment plan; the shift to HD has encouraged the show’s writers and animators to experiment more boldly within it, and even to allow outside animators to try their hand at it. The twenty-sixth season opened with a couch gag from aggressively outré animator Don Hertzfeldt, who imagined The Simpsons continuing through the year 10,535, and pictured the family as black-and-white octopuses with tentacles and eyestalks, screeching gibberish catchphrases at one another.


Once upon a time, the notion of The Simpsons’ continuing forever—past the life spans of Groening, Brooks, Simon (who died in 2015), Jean, Castellaneta, and everyone else who’s contributed to its current incarnation—would have seemed horrifying. But the series has reinvented and rediscovered itself enough times over the decades that the idea of its pumping out new episodes in perpetuity can be oddly comforting. Arguably no show should last eight hundred seasons, but if any show can, it’s The Simpsons.


The playwright Anne Washburn seems to agree. Her 2012 off-Broadway production, Mr. Burns, a Post-Electric Play, pushes the idea of The Simpsons as pop culture’s lingua franca to science-fictional extremes. Act one, set immediately after an unspecified apocalypse, observes a group of terrified refugees wondering why humankind suddenly lost all electrical power and struggling to bond by trying to remember the plot of “Cape Feare.” Act two is set a few years after that, with surviving members of the group forming a theatrical troupe that performs stage versions of Simpsons episodes; their story lines are bizarrely and somewhat poignantly garbled by virtue of being handed down via the oral tradition—not unlike the epic poems of, ahem, Homer. Their production-in-progress is interrupted by the appearance of a murderous rival troupe that aims to steal the first group’s Simpsons-derived “plays” and add them to their own repertoire. Act three is set seventy-five years after that—a self-contained play within Mr. Burns. It takes place entirely on a storm-tossed boat, the same setting as the climax of “Cape Feare,” which was inspired by the 1991 film Cape Fear, which was a remake of the 1962 film Cape Fear, which was adapted from the 1957 novel The Executioners. Here the Simpsons are tormented not by Sideshow Bob but by a demonic figure who seems to be a mix of Bob, Cape Fear’s maniacal redneck Max Cady, Mr. Burns, and Satan. The performers wear spiky masks that invoke the traditions of Greek tragedy and Noh. When blood is shed onstage, it’s hideous—a hellish spectacle befitting a society that has lost hope along with law, order, and electricity. The closing section is sung-through, in the minor key of a lament: a grim homage to the moment in “Cape Feare” where Bart distracts Bob by getting him to sing all of the songs from H.M.S. Pinafore. When good triumphs and order reasserts itself, the audience feels not the warm reassurance of low-stakes weekly ritual (the feeling we get from watching The Simpsons today) but cathartic relief at being alive at all, as well as giddy incredulity at the idea that bug-eyed banana-yellow cartoon characters would survive the end of civilization. Wolfcastle’s muttered aside in “Krusty Gets Kancelled” might have been the tagline for Washburn’s play: It’s not a comedy.


But then, neither is The Simpsons—not exclusively, anyway. It always had the culture and the species on its mind even when it was clowning around; in those infrequent moments when The Simpsons drops its grin and goes melancholy or lyrical, you can see it. Think of the lovely moment near the end of the season 6 episode “Bart’s Comet,” wherein the town of Springfield reacts to news that a comet (named after Bart, who discovered it) is fated to wipe them out. When panic spreads, Ned Flanders—as usual, the town’s only unselfish citizen—opens the doors of his bomb shelter and lets his neighbors pile in. The comet peters out after striking Principal Skinner’s weather balloon and all’s well that ends well, but the episode is best remembered for a moment of existential terror that gives way to graceful resignation: The camera tracks slowly across the faces of Springfieldians packed into Flanders’s bomb shelter as they sing “Que sera, sera / Whatever will be, will be / The future’s not ours to see…”


Indeed, it’s not. But if a modern-day Nostradamus predicted an apocalypse that would wipe out most of humanity but leave a resilient handful quoting The Simpsons, what TV fan would doubt him? We’ve come this far.


—MZS & AS


The Sopranos (HBO, 1999–2007) Total score: 112


The last words heard on The Sopranos are delivered not by New Jersey mob boss Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini), not by wife Carmela (Edie Falco), daughter Meadow (Jamie-Lynn Sigler), meathead son Anthony Jr. (Robert Iler), nor by Paulie Walnuts (Tony Sirico) or any of the other wiseguys who survived the HBO mob drama’s bloody final season.


No, the last words we hear come from Journey front man Steve Perry, who belts out, “Don’t stop…,” right before everything does.


The series’ place on TV’s Mount Rushmore was secured long before that divisive final moment, when Sopranos creator David Chase denied his audience closure on everything, from Tony’s fate to the last word of the Journey song’s title. The Sopranos was the Big Bang of the cable drama explosion that led to TV’s latest golden age. It was consistently excellent in every department: direction, performance, cinematography, editing, sound design, music, dialogue, and overall narrative architecture. At its peak, it produced moments so transcendently funny, sad, brutal, and mysterious that they make even the finest moments of other great series seem underachieving.


But even if The Sopranos’ impact on the medium had been far milder, even if the rest of the series didn’t so often scale such amazing heights and give us riveting scenes like Tony wailing in frustration at being denied the ability to murder his joyless sociopath of a mother, it might still have wound up in this Pantheon just because of the last four minutes of its finale, which in the past decade have come to be regarded as the Zapruder film of scripted TV. No ending in television history, and few in cinema, inspired as much debate about what happened, what it meant, and what an insistence on a particular interpretation revealed about the viewer. It’s so famous, or infamous, that even those who’ve never seen a frame of the series know the gist: Tony, Carmela, A.J., and the late-arriving Meadow meet at a diner and share a communion-like meal of onion rings; Tony glances around the place with what could be anxiety or bored complacency, depending on how you read the moment, until the front door rings, the Journey song hits another chorus, and Tony looks up and…


The ellipse implied by the abrupt cut to black is everything here. Despite the way it seems to echo the deaths of so many Sopranos characters, from Big Pussy (Vincent Pastore) and Adriana La Cerva (Drea de Matteo) to Bobby Bacala (Steve Schirripa) through poor Christopher Moltisanti (Michael Imperioli), it remains resolutely unresolved; Chase even insisted on a long moment of silence after the cut, which convinced many viewers that their cable signal had gone out. Given the density of the “clues” (multiple possible assailants, none of whom actually move against Tony) and the vague but palpable aura of tension, the only definitive thing one can say about it is that it’s ambiguous.


But that did not stop legions of viewers from insisting that they could “prove,” like mathematicians solving for X, that Tony got murdered at the diner, perhaps by that sneaky-looking guy in the Members Only jacket, and that no other interpretation was possible—as if The Sopranos had ever been a “puzzle box” show like The Prisoner or Lost, rather than a half-satirical meditation on family, psychology, consumerism, suburban life, and the twilight of the American Empire, dolled up in the wide-lapelled sharkskin jackets and pinky rings of the Mafia potboiler.


Chase has repeatedly insisted over the years, in a series of increasingly forlorn-sounding public explanations, that it doesn’t matter what happened next, much less whether Tony lived or died; that the point of the ending was never what came next but that life was fragile and could be ripped from us (though not necessarily Tony’s life, and not necessarily at that moment) without warning. Admittedly, that is surely not all there was to the ending, or nonending; Chase, like most real artists, works close to his subconscious, so explanations of what the art means can often feel like oversimplications after the fact, intended to appease viewers who cannot just absorb a story but need to feel they’ve mastered it. There have been notes of sheepish apology in some of Chase’s statements, as if he were gently reprimanding himself for failing to make things crystal clear. But it also seems possible that, intentionally or no, Chase devised a clever means of giving both gangster-movie traditionalists and art-film-minded contrarians the endings they craved: You could see Tony as being punished for his crimes (proving that there is justice in the universe, and absolving viewers of having spent six seasons watching vicious people do vicious things) or not punished (there is no God, there is no justice, morality is a social construct, etc.). And then you could argue about what that meant or didn’t mean, even though The Sopranos never revealed what happened after that cut to black.


Years after the finale, and with more awareness of the kind of show that everyone had actually been watching for six seasons, the ending seems not merely in character but the apotheosis of everything The Sopranos is about. Characters are constantly drifting toward epiphanies but failing to seize them, and some of them regurgitate the language of therapy and self-help—including Tony’s mother, Livia (Nancy Marchand), his grasping and manipulative sister Janice (Aida Turturro), mob captain Paulie Walnuts, and foot soldier and on-again, off-again drug addict Christopher; but very few of them actually cross over and make permanent, substantive changes for the better. One of the eeriest and most heartbreaking moments in the show comes in season 6’s “Kennedy and Heidi,” when Tony, who recently survived a shooting at the hands of his uncle Junior (Dominic Chianese) but soon reentered mob life with a vengeance, then murdered his own nephew and slept with his girlfriend in Las Vegas, takes peyote in the desert and stands on the top of a mesa screaming, “I get it!”


Like so many proclamations on this show, that turns out to be wishful thinking. It’s questionable whether anyone on The Sopranos ever truly gets anything, and for those who plausibly do (such as mob soldiers Eugene Pontecorvo and Vito Spatafore, who realize how morally and emotionally suffocating their lives are, and violently fail to escape them), the knowledge can be more tragic than liberating. The problem, for the most part, isn’t that the characters aren’t capable of self-knowledge or criticism but that they’re simply too lazy or easily distracted to implement the realizations they have. The prognosis for human change is so bleak here that the only things preventing The Sopranos from seeming oppressively nihilistic, even glibly cynical, are the continual reminders of the mysterious beauty that exists beyond the bounds of most people’s awareness, as indicated in the repeated shots of wind rustling through trees, and the references to history and theology, art and architecture, and the show’s literally elemental sense of what it means to be alive. The show’s North Jersey is at once prosaic and poetic, full of chain stores, tacky strip clubs, and tackier hairstyles, but also a place where nature is presented at its extremes, whether the crippling snow that strands Paulie and Christopher in the Pine Barrens or the oppressive sunlight that always seems to be shining down on the pork store whenever Tony has to make a big decision.


But none of the show’s meditations on morality, philosophy, theology, consumerism, popular culture, deli meat, ziti, and espresso would have found a mass audience without compelling plotlines, complex and eccentrically written characters, and high and low humor. (Paulie Walnuts insists that his place is so clean you could “eat maple walnut ice cream off the toilet”—it’s the “maple walnut” that makes it art.) The Sopranos was instantly notorious for the way it pushed pay-cable sex and violence far beyond the already minimal boundaries that had been established before, and the aura of continual disreputability helped sell it to people who might not otherwise have sat still long enough to savor Chase’s other fascinations. Audiences saw characters strangled (“College”), graphically raped (“Employee of the Month”), cough themselves to death after murdering a man (“Another Toothpick”), sexually humiliated and then beaten to death (“University,” “Cold Stones”), beaten to death and then beheaded and hacked into pieces (“Whoever Did This”), shot at close range (too many examples to list), and crushed or killed by cars (“Toodle-Fucking-Oo” and “Made in America”). But the totality of the series is not nearly as violent as its reputation suggests. The vast majority of any given episode consists of people talking to one another, or sitting by themselves thinking. Or in Tony’s case, dreaming.


In some of its best seasons (particularly the first and last), The Sopranos had the structure of a long movie, or a televised novel, weaving mob plotlines (Uncle Junior wants to be boss, or the New York mob wants to wipe out its little brother across the river) in with more intimate personal crises for Tony (Livia’s outrage over being moved into “a retirement community,” a depressed A.J. attempting suicide in the family pool). In other seasons, though, like the third, The Sopranos was less novel than short-story collection, each week presenting fully realized, dark and amusing tales of both family and Family life that were connected by the presence of the same characters, rather than by the propulsive arcs that many post-Sopranos dramas would make their bread and butter.


The Sopranos was a show of great climaxes—most memorably involving Tony, having learned that his own mother talked his uncle into ordering his murder, barreling through the nursing home with a pillow in his hands—but also of divisive anticlimaxes. Before season 2 villain Richie Aprile (David Proval) can go to war with Tony, Janice shoots him in response to a punch in the face. Tony’s enforcer Furio Giunta (Federico Castelluccio) begins a flirtation with Carmela that seems likely to end in his death, or maybe hers; instead, he flees back to Italy before much of anything has happened. Tony’s therapist, Dr. Jennifer Melfi (Lorraine Bracco), is raped near her office but denies the audience’s desire for vengeance, or closure, by refusing Tony’s offer of help; similarly, the Russian whom Paulie and Christopher chased through the Pine Barrens never returns. Even some of the most powerful gratification was delayed, and presented ambiguously: Tony wants Joe Pantoliano’s insufferable capo Ralphie Cifaretto dead from the moment Ralphie beats a stripper to death behind the Bada Bing! club, but the reckoning doesn’t come until late the following season, and it’s only implied in a roundabout way that her murder played any role in it.


E Street Band member turned Soprano crew member Steve Van Zandt (who plays Tony’s pompadoured consigliere Silvio Dante) once described the show as “the gangster Honeymooners.” There are long stretches of the series where this summary fits perfectly. Of TV contemporaries, its closest spiritual kin isn’t another drama but Seinfeld, another vaguely purgatorial look at vain twits making an already miserable world more miserable through their selfishness. Tony was one of TV’s most complex characters, with Gandolfini breathing as much life into him with simple shifts in body language as with his thunderous delivery of Chase’s dialogue. (There is a moment in season 1 where he is really and truly acting with the back of his neck.) But he was surrounded by relatives, friends, and fellow wiseguys who shared his crippling inability to change his worst behavior. Every significant character moment feeds back into the show’s fascination with what people are made of, and whether it’s possible for them to control and change their destinies. Even the showiest moments of performance and characterization enrich Chase’s themes, but they have such humor and life force that they never feel merely demonstrative. The show and Edie Falco give Carmela moments of powerful self-realization, but inevitably have her choose the path of least resistance over the one she knows is right. She keeps calling out Tony for his betrayals and infidelities, only to return to his embrace when he offers her a bigger bribe: jewelry, a new car, a new house. Christopher’s dreams of becoming a screenwriter give the show pathos (“Where’s my arc?” he wonders, perhaps dimly recognizing that he is but a minor figure in Tony’s story). But they also gave the writers an opportunity to satirize the most hackneyed conventions of the business Chase and company had chosen to work in. Their contempt for TV-as-usual is demonstrated most vividly in a moment from season 5’s “In Camelot,” where a gambling addict writer tries to pawn his Emmy only to be told that it’s worthless.


Livia was modeled closely on Chase’s own mother, and it showed in the detailed and darkly hilarious cataloging of her phobias and vendettas. Livia’s stock dismissal of Tony’s troubles—“Poor you!”—reappears in a coded way in season 6, when Tony, recuperating from gunshot wounds, encounters an old Ojibwe saying posted on a wall: “Sometimes I go about in pity for myself, and all the while, a great wind carries me across the sky.” This is, not coincidentally, the season where Tony hallucinates encountering Livia again. Like Twin Peaks, a show that Chase adored, the series was attentive to dream logic, and it often seemed to deliberately blur the boundaries separating waking and sleeping life.


Tony’s mind is the nexus point for this blur. In season 2, he realizes there’s an informant in his crew after experiencing a series of nightmares brought on by food poisoning; the dream literally tells him the answer to a riddle that’s been tormenting him. Season 5’s “The Test Dream” is even more tantalizing, staging a twelve-minute sequence containing dream scenarios that also happened in life. Did they happen as Tony was dreaming them, and he somehow saw them in his dreams? Did his dreaming cause them to happen? Is Tony’s dream, or are Tony’s dreams, plural, or all dreams, merely extensions of, or windows into, what we call “reality”? On The Sopranos, life itself often seems like one long dream, not in the hack sense of “It was all a dream,” but in the sense of the same-titled Lewis Carroll poem, which ends:


In a Wonderland they lie,


Dreaming as the days go by,


Dreaming as the summers die:


Ever drifting down the stream—


Lingering in the golden gleam—


Life, what is it but a dream?


Cut to black. The dream is over.


—MZS & AS


The Wire (HBO, 2002–2008) Total score: 112


The Wire is about a clever cop who doesn’t play by his bosses’ rules.


Or is it about how that cop pushes his bosses to create a task force to take down a dangerous inner-city drug crew?


Maybe it’s about the charismatic leaders of that drug crew?


Could it be about dysfunction inside the police department?


Wait… now it’s about the stevedores’ union?


Only now the mayoral campaign is the most important thing?


How is the show suddenly about four boys in middle school?


And here at the end it’s about the inner workings of the city’s biggest newspaper?


What on earth is this show supposed to be about, people?


Actually, it is about people: not only the cops fighting a self-destructive War on Drugs, not only the criminals who view slinging dope as their only viable life choice, but everyone whose life is in some way affected by that war, and every person in power who through conscious action or blithe indifference makes things worse.


It’s about one city in which that war is being fought, but by implication is about every city, and about the many great failings of the American experiment.


The Wire is about all those things, and so many more. It starts with one detective, Jimmy McNulty (Dominic West), and expands outward, introducing us to a kaleidoscope of cops, dealers, junkies, hookers, politicians, teachers, students, reporters, and more—a teeming mass of Baltimore citizenry, most of whom never meet even as their actions affect one another. McNulty and his partner, William “Bunk” Moreland (Wendell Pierce), lead us to D’Angelo Barksdale (Larry Gilliard Jr.), a glorified middle manager in the dope conglomerate of his uncle Avon (Wood Harris). Through D’Angelo and Avon we gradually get to meet other players in the Game: Avon’s right-hand man, Stringer Bell (Idris Elba), who wants to apply economic theory from his community college business classes to the distribution of heroin; Lt. Cedric Daniels (Lance Reddick), a company man who will learn in time how badly his particular company is being run; Omar Little (Michael K. Williams), a stickup artist operating with a strict moral code; Baltimore PD superior Bill Rawls (John Doman), a profane master of vendetta against all who try to rock the boat; and D’Angelo’s teenage deputies Bodie (J. D. Williams), Poot (Tray Chaney), and Wallace (Michael B. Jordan), each viewing the Game as the only career available to them. The Wire treats each character as worthy of being at the center of his or her own story rather than orbiting someone else’s. As one of the show’s more unabashedly heroic characters, wily detective Lester Freamon (Clarke Peters), puts it to a colleague, “All the pieces matter.”


The Wire grants abundant humanity to all but the most minor characters, insisting that they were all connected, and that the only thing stopping them from walking in one another’s shoes is a simple twist of fate. And it locates them in mundane reality. The world of The Wire is not a clichéd or stylized TV world. It strives to approximate this one. The first season’s cops-and-robbers routine is a Trojan horse gambit. It upends our expectations about its detectives and drug dealers, as evidenced by how it lends its ultimate sympathy to Daniels the traditionalist rather than McNulty the wild card. And it poses questions about police tactics, and the drug war in general, that would resonate beyond the projects and precinct houses of season 1. Both sides of the conflict are shown to be prisoners of a system interested only in perpetuating itself, a grim farce in which idiocy becomes policy because that’s how life works.


Such a grim and unrelenting worldview should have made the show unwatchable, but its message about the fundamentally broken system of America came intertwined with abundant humor, suspense, action, and revelatory human drama. It lectured, but it entertained, too. It was a show that could bring us to the edge of despair as D’Angelo repeatedly asked Stringer, “Where’s Wallace?” in response to news that his young friend had been murdered, but also one that could put us in stitches watching Stringer run drug distribution meetings according to Robert’s Rules of Order (“Chair recognize Slim Charles”), and watching Omar talk rings around Barksdale attorney Maury Levy (Michael Kostroff) in open court. “I got the shotgun; you got the briefcase,” he says. “It’s all in the Game, though, right?”


The characters were so sharply delineated and imaginatively acted that we came to care about the likes of beleaguered union leader Frank Sobotka (Chris Bauer), his aggressively stupid son Ziggy (James Ransone), parolee Dennis “Cutty” Wise (Chad L. Coleman), police district commander Howard “Bunny” Colvin (Robert Wisdom), and middle schooler Randy Wagstaff (Maestro Harrell) as deeply as we did about the core group. We could even understand, if not feel much sympathy for, people who seemed to have no soul, like the dead-eyed young kingpin Marlo Stanfield (Jamie Hector) and the egomaniacal politician Tommy Carcetti (Aidan Gillen).


Once you know that the show’s cocreator, David Simon, was a crime reporter for the Baltimore Sun, this worldview makes sense. We’re seeing things through the eyes of someone who simultaneously has the sensibilities of a journalist and a novelist (not for nothing is a season 5 episode titled “The Dickensian Aspect”), and whose age and life experience shaped his sense of what storytelling could and should do. Simon came of age in the post-Vietnam era, a transformational time for the Fourth Estate. Before the 1970s, journalism was a blue-collar profession inhabited by observers who tried to capture the human circus in terse but lyrical prose; afterward, it became a middle-class profession filled with university-educated baby boomers who thought of journalism not as a job but as a calling. Some of these younger writers, especially ones who covered city politics and policy, were equally concerned with describing how things were and envisioning what they could be if readers could only be made to care.


Simon shared that mind-set, but he tempered it with an old-school newspaperman’s sensibility that prized hard-won emotion over pandering sentiment. He teamed up with Ed Burns, a Vietnam veteran and Baltimore police detective. Burns knew Simon from his work at the Sun and would eventually collaborate with him on The Corner: A Year in the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood. Burns’s knowledge of police work and the drug trade lent a grubby reality to the cat-and-mouse games between dealers and cops, and his exasperation with police bureaucracy mirrored Simon’s frustrations with the Sun. Because both creators came into television through the side door, they had little patience for the simple black-and-white morality and hermetically sealed storytelling that typified TV crime shows.


The Wire’s structure owed a bit to both journalism and police work. Throughout its run, it kept adding new characters, stories, and communities that were at once separate from and connected to the rest, like precinct maps or sections of a newspaper. Season 2 revisited the dope slingers of season 1, but mixed in stories set at the docks, where contraband (including sex workers) was shipped in from overseas. Season 3 moved up one layer in both the police department and the local drug trade, showing how ego battles and turf wars affected the rank and file on both sides of the law. There was also a prominent subplot about Bunny Colvin conducting an unauthorized drug legalization experiment by establishing a free-market zone called Hamsterdam. Season 4 focused on a group of children moving through Baltimore’s understaffed, underfunded, crime-ridden public schools; watching it, you understand how the next generation of criminals was formed through economic deprivation and societal neglect. Season 5 pivoted into broad media satire, showing how the decline of daily newspapers (including Simon’s old employer the Sun) inspired them to concentrate on tabloid-type stories rather than the social-policy-driven reporting that Simon championed. He and Burns weren’t making episodic TV—watched in isolation, no episode (not even the show’s very first) makes much sense. They were building a novel for television, shaped by the aesthetics of big-city journalism and down-and-dirty crime fiction by authors like George Pelecanos, Richard Price, and Dennis Lehane (all of whom ended up writing for The Wire).


The show’s opening credits summed up its ever-more-elaborate ambitions. The season 1 opening was all images of cops and criminals and surveillance, but each successive credits sequence retained elements from earlier ones while adding new material, some of it playfully foreshadowing future twists. The effect was a bit like watching The Wire itself, a series that piled layer upon layer upon layer while somehow managing to check in with major characters from earlier seasons and tie their progress and their fates to what was happening in the dramatic foreground. Fittingly, the theme music was Tom Waits’s “Way Down in the Hole,” performed in successive seasons by the Blind Boys of Alabama, Waits, the Neville Brothers, DoMaJe, and Steve Earle—the peppiest, catchiest way of telling people that when they watched The Wire, they were hearing the same song sung in different voices.


The Wire’s great triumph is that for all of its detail, and all of its Cassandra-like prophecies of the moral damage done to society by institutionalized corruption and individual ambition, it is ultimately a restrained humanist work: a pointillist mural comprised of faces. It makes you care, often deeply, about what happens to every individual who passes before its lens—even long after it has become clear that the most sympathetic characters will suffer the worst. Conventional TV precepts about good and evil didn’t apply here. Evil was done to many people, and good to a few, but the motivations were far more complex, and had far more to do with the immutable nature of the various machines (the police department, city hall, the school board, and, of course, the drug corners) than with decisions made by individuals. We’re left to wonder if any of the four boys at the center of season 4’s devastating middle school arc, all of them with lives at least adjacent to the drug world, will manage to avoid being touched by it. In the end, only one escapes that life: not the smartest, or bravest, or even most likable one, but simply the one who was in the right place at the right time. The scripts showed how one tiny action could trigger a chain of tragic, unintended consequences, then observed the unfolding tragedy with a numbed sorrow that left its audience in tears, wondering why on earth they kept watching this show. They watched because of the level of craft exhibited by Simon and Burns and their collaborators, and because the stories had the sting of truth. In The Wire, good things rarely happened to those who deserved it, and terrible things often happened to those least suited to handle them, yet the show was so entertaining that we were willing to accept the heartbreak as the cost of doing business with it.


—AS & MZS



Cheers (NBC, 1982–1993) Total score: 112



As a baseball player for the Red Sox, Sam Malone (Ted Danson) was never seriously considered for the Hall of Fame. To begin with, he was a relief pitcher, and only the most otherworldly of those have any business in Cooperstown. “Mayday” Malone, on the other hand, had a career derailed by a drinking problem, not to mention a pitch nicknamed the “Slider of Death,” not because it was lethal to opposing hitters but because it tended to get hit back over the Green Monster. (Sam’s teammates coined the phrase.)


As the main character on a sitcom, though, Sam was part of a phenomenon so astonishing and unprecedented that you could split the series into halves, and each would be a plausible contender for a TV Hall of Fame like this one. The first five seasons of Cheers, which focused on the recovering alcoholic’s incendiary romance with the disdainful, Ivy League–educated, grammar-correcting waitress Diane Chambers (Shelley Long), are a guaranteed inner-circle member—a smashing ensemble comedy whose lead characters perfected the will-they-or-won’t-they model that has become a foundational cliché of television. But seasons 6 through 11, which locked Sam into a fitfully adult relationship with the bar’s new manager, Rebecca Howe (Kirstie Alley), then ruefully concluded that he was better off by himself, would be a lock for inclusion as well.


Rather than merely put Sam and his castmates through the usual paces over and over, the series dared to ask itself, and us, what might actually happen to such people were they to experience the situations devised by the show’s writers, taking into account the effects of age and disillusionment, the painful recognition (or denial) of failure, and the way the inevitability of death makes some people double-down on their pathologies and makes others work harder to subdue them and create something like a contented life. To put it in terms Sam would understand, Cheers had Sandy Koufax’s peak, but instead of retiring early, it kept going for the comedy equivalent of Nolan Ryan’s career—and damned if it didn’t achieve the impossible. No long-running series in TV history had a better idea of precisely what it was or articulated it so clearly over such a long span of time without any notable loss of inventiveness. And no long-running series has reinvented itself as vividly, much less as successfully.


As written by brothers Glen and Les Charles (who created the series and oversaw the first five seasons) and as directed by James Burrows (who helmed all but one episode of the show’s first four seasons, and more than 200 out of 275 episodes), Cheers was always content to be an intimate, even small sitcom—practically a weekly repertory stage production, confined mainly to the bar, Sam’s office, and the poolroom, with action on the street indicated by silhouettes, footfalls, and strategically overheard bits of dialogue. But there was nothing minor about Cheers’ artistry. Week in and week out, the show’s writers, directors, and cast pulled off tiny miracles of characterization and timing, and the scripts covered the spectrum of comedic possibilities in the space of a half hour minus commercials, moving from poignant barroom-loser melancholy (with nearly dramatic moments that evoked the lighter moments in The Iceman Cometh of all things) to literal bedroom-door-slamming farce to Abbott and Costello–style smart-dumb wordplay (often courtesy of Woody Harrelson’s good-hearted but dim-witted bartender, Woody Boyd, and John Ratzenberger’s know-it-all postal carrier, Cliff Clavin) to postgraduate cultural commentary (when Diane recuts Woody’s home movies, Woody says his dad liked it but thought it was “derivative of Godard”).


In its first incarnation, Cheers was a dazzling romantic comedy, pitting Danson’s streetwise ladies’ man Sam against Long’s pretentious but indomitable Diane. Both are prideful, even arrogant people, with frequent delusions of grandeur, yet at the same time vulnerable. They boast and preen because they’re not-so-secretly terrified by the possibility that their happiest years are behind them and they’re doomed to live lives that make no impression on anyone other than those who know them personally. They are the biggest personalities in the bar—but when the main stage of your life is a bar, how big are you, really? And yet they complete each other, as Jerry Maguire would say, even as they pick at each other’s scabs and drive each other batty. “Do you know what the difference is between you and a fat, braying ass?” Diane asks in the season 2 finale, where they break up for the first of many times. “No,” says Sam. “The fat, braying ass would!” Diane says. She slaps him; he slaps her back. “You hit me,” Diane says. “Well, not hard,” Sam says. “What does that mean?” Diane asks. “Not as hard as I wanted to,” he admits.


The volatility of their relationship would raise hackles today. They don’t just insult each other, to an extent that many would consider emotional abuse, they manhandle and strike each other. In the first-season finale, Sam promises to bounce Diane off every wall in his office; not that he would actually do it—it’s more of a Honeymooners’ “Pow, right to the moon!” type of pledge, made at the last possible cultural moment before the threat of domestic violence ceased being acceptable comedic fodder—but it still expresses a level of desperate, angry frustration rarely seen in TV romances now. “You disgust me,” Diane tells him, right before their first kiss. “Are you as turned on as I am?” Sam asks. “More!” she gasps. They are uniquely suited and unsuited to each other, natural enemies who can’t keep their hands off each other. There are few better TV examples of sexual attraction as a chemical phenomenon than Sam and Diane. “You two should not only not get married,” warns a marital expert played by John Cleese in season 5. “You should never see each other again… you have absolutely nothing in common… you have an appalling lack of communication.” Diane asks about the idea that opposites attract, and Cleese responds, “Ah, the song of the truly desperate!” Those two thoughts aren’t mutually exclusive. Sam and Diane keep proving this time and again, to the horror of their friends and colleagues, who want them to be happy but can’t stand their simpering when they’re enjoying each other or their corrosive rage when they’re at odds.


When her contract was up after five seasons, Long decided she wanted to be a movie star. This wasn’t a great choice for her, even if Troop Beverly Hills still has its nostalgic middle-aged fans, but it did wonders for Cheers. The show had gone through every iteration of the Sam-and-Diane relationship over five years, up to and including her being understandably afraid for her life whenever she was around him. There might have been another season or two’s worth of stories out of having them get married (instead of her leaving Sam at the altar in her final appearance as a regular character) and perhaps even having a baby, but that also would have pulled the focus away from the bar.


Though Rebecca was introduced as a would-be romantic conquest for Sam—an icy professional immune to his charms—the series abandoned the idea (and that initial characterization of Rebecca, once everyone saw how much funnier Kirstie Alley was at playing a mess) quickly and devoted its energy to building a full-on ensemble. The show’s back half took advantage of all the time it spent in early seasons turning Woody; the philosophical barfly Norm (George Wendt); Cliff; the sarcastic but fertile waitress Carla (Rhea Perlman); and Diane’s bitter psychiatrist ex Frasier (Kelsey Grammer) into characters the audience had come to love just as much as (if not more than) the central couple.


Sam’s relationship with Rebecca is less explosive, and therefore less superficially exciting, even though she’s even more highly strung than Diane was and more prone to burst into tears, à la Lucy Ricardo, when things don’t go her way. She enters his life when he’s getting over Diane, doubling-down on his womanizing as a reaction against losing a woman he assumed was the great love of his life. Their struggle to negotiate a working relationship is as fascinating as Sam and Diane’s almost entirely sexual bond, but thornier, because so much of it is about delaying gratification or finding middle ground in a dispute, rather than continuing to fight until one party either climbs into bed or storms out into the night.


The two phases, or ages, of Cheers (Diane and Rebecca) feel like childhood/adolescence and adulthood. Its binding narrative is the stop-and-start evolution of Sam Malone, who goes from arrogant peacock to grizzled old rooster, learning to stay in contact with his inner horny teenager without letting it rule his actions or his self-perceptions.


Shelley Long had worked miracles in making Diane lovable. And the sense of loneliness that underscored that relationship neatly fit the show’s slightly darker earlier seasons, where there was room for an episode like “Endless Slumper,” in which Sam candidly tells Diane about his fear of falling off the wagon again, or “Coach’s Daughter,” where the sweet but addled bartender Ernie “Coach” Pantusso (Nicholas Colasanto, who died midway through production of season 3) tries to convince his daughter not to settle for marrying a jerk out of a belief that she’s not pretty enough to do better.
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