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Diahann Carroll with Kerry Washington at the Emmy Awards in 2013

















INTRODUCTION



Olivia Pope, the formidable fixer at the center of Shonda Rhimes’s internet-breaking ABC drama Scandal, assigned aliases to several of her clients over the course of the show’s seven-season run. But it was rare that the character, played by Kerry Washington, would use one herself. So when the show’s fourth season premiere revealed that its gutsy protagonist was living under the alias “Julia Baker,” Shondaland fans knew there had to be a deeper meaning behind the nom de guerre.


Washington herself had offered a hint of sorts a year earlier at the 65th Primetime Emmy Awards, where she presented the award for Outstanding Supporting Actor in a Drama Series alongside veteran actress Diahann Carroll. The pairing was poignant: Washington was up for best leading actress in a TV drama, a category that had not included a Black woman since 1995 when Cicely Tyson earned a nod for Sweet Justice. Carroll had made history decades earlier as the first Black woman to receive a best leading actress Emmy nomination—for her role as Julia Baker in the 1968 sitcom Julia.


With Julia, Carroll became the first Black woman to lead a prime-time network series as something other than a servant. Julia Baker was a nurse whose husband died in the Vietnam War and the show’s drama revolved partly around her raising their young son as a single mother. Four decades later, Scandal became only the third prime-time network series to center a Black woman—and the first to air since the short-lived 1970s cop procedural Get Christie Love!


When Carroll died in 2019, Rhimes said in a statement that her pioneering role had “escorted the tv drama into the 20th century,” calling Julia Baker “queen mother to Olivia Pope’s existence.” It was a fitting line of succession—both Julia and Scandal represent the dawns of two distinct eras in the history of Black television.


Black television can be a somewhat ambiguous term. After all, the first TV series to feature an all-Black cast was The Amos ’n Andy Show, which was slammed for its copious use of stereotypes—and adapted from a radio show starring two white vaudeville performers in blackface. That’s not the Black television we’re talking about in this book. This is a celebration of shows that center Black people and their experiences, without tethering those experiences to the white people in their midst. So Julia gets a chapter, but Beulah—which starred Ethel Waters as the benevolent problem-solving maid to a white family—does not. As we get into the ’90s, the definition of Black TV gets more fluid as the expanding TV grid features more Black people on-screen (and behind the scenes) than ever. From there, the emphasis shifts to shows created by Black writers or featuring a predominantly Black cast, or both. David Simon’s The Wire portrayed Baltimore’s Black communities with largely unprecedented nuance—and marked Idris Elba’s breakout—but it’s not a Black TV show. Our focus is primarily on sitcoms and dramas that aired during prime time, in addition to variety/sketch/late-night series that helped increase the visibility of Black entertainers.


Julia is the beginning of our journey—a left bookend if you will—through five decades and counting of iconic Black TV. We’ll talk about the ’70s as an era of unprecedented representation, hampered by largely white writers’ rooms that sidelined or refused to hire Black talent. We’ll also recall it as the decade that gave us Soul Train and Roots. From there, we’ll look at the increasingly nuanced comedies of the 1980s—some of which hold up better than others—paving the way for the Black sitcom boom of the ’90s and early aughts. We’ll revisit iconic scenes, breakout performances, important guest appearances and theme songs, delivering some overdue flowers along the way. And we’ll discuss efforts in, and out of, Hollywood to ensure the stories told on our screens are more inclusive and more authentic than ever.


Which brings us back to Scandal. Rhimes’s political thriller followed decades of progress and innovation on the part of Black creators, writers, and actors—a legacy Rhimes had long infused into her work. Scandal went a step further, helping define an era that made social media integral to the TV viewing experience—it was on Twitter, of course, that viewers (dubbed gladiators) put forward theories about the significance of Julia Baker.


In the years since, TV shows from Black creators have proliferated. In 2014, Rhimes added another drama led by a Black woman to her roster. Viola Davis became the first Black woman to win the Emmy for lead actress in a TV drama for her role as defense attorney Annalise Keating in How to Get Away with Murder. Accepting the award at the 2015 ceremony, Davis declared: “You cannot win an Emmy for roles that are simply not there.”


Increasingly, they are. The last few years have seen influential TV debuts from storytellers including Issa Rae (Insecure), Donald Glover (Atlanta), and Ava DuVernay (Queen Sugar). These and other unapologetically Black shows have honored their forebears while reflecting many different Black experiences. This book will take you from Julia to what will likely be remembered as a golden age for Black television.


So put on your Hillman sweatshirt, make some popcorn, and get ready for a dyn-o-mite retrospective of some of the most groundbreaking, iconic Black TV shows of the last fifty years.
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Actress, singer, model, and activist Diahann Carroll is shown here in 1968.
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PIONEERS UNDER PRESSURE


Issa Rae was making her way down the red carpet at the 69th Primetime Emmy Awards in 2017, when a Variety reporter stopped the Insecure creator to ask about her beloved HBO dramedy. During the exchange, Rae had recounted frustrating meetings she’d had with TV executives before Insecure landed at HBO. Rae was intent on creating a series that shared the same witty and relatable DNA of Rae’s viral web series, The Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl. One exec wanted to cast celebrities who weren’t, in Rae’s view, “awkward Black women.” Another, hilariously, told Rae she didn’t “have an audience.” Rae’s publicist had already given the signal to wrap up the interview when the reporter asked one last question: “Last but not least, who are you rooting for tonight?”


“I’m rooting for, ummm, everybody Black,” Rae said, inspiring a cascade of internet memes, rap songs, T-shirts, and other unauthorized merch bearing the phrase, which conveyed a sentiment deeply familiar to just about everybody Black. The “ummm” that punctuated Rae’s response—delivered amid a backdrop of mostly white faces—felt less like hesitation and more like taking a deep breath before doing a cannonball at a poolside party. At the ceremony, Lena Waithe became the first Black woman to win an Emmy for best comedy writing (for cowriting an acclaimed episode of Netflix’s Master of None) and Atlanta creator Donald Glover became the first Black director to win an Emmy in the TV comedy category. Amid the celebration, some critics pointed out the perennial elephant in the room: These milestones could—and should—have happened long before 2017.


JULIA


CREATED BY: Hal Kanter


STARRING: Diahann Carroll, Lloyd Nolan, Marc Copage, Betty Beaird, Michael Link


PREMIERED: September 17, 1968


EPISODES: 86


BLACK TV HISTORY is full of overdue milestones. Julia, the first TV show to feature a Black family—in this case, a single mother and her young son—didn’t premiere until 1968. Starring Diahann Carroll as the titular Julia Baker, the series introduced a decidedly middle-class protagonist: a registered nurse raising her five-year-old son, Corey (Marc Copage), following the death of her husband, an army captain who died in combat in the Vietnam War. Julia, which premiered just months after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and the anguished riots that followed, was criticized for depicting Julia’s Blackness as incidental.


Nothing about the scripted television landscape of the 1960s (or adjacent decades) facilitated an authentic dive into Blackness in America. “It meant something any time a Black person was on television—there were so few of us,” says Tim Reid, a veteran actor and director, who helped create a couple of the series you’ll read about in this book—and later starred as Ray Campbell in Sister, Sister.


“Way before the internet,” Reid says, “Black people had a personal net” that would spread word—through families, churches, or social organizations—of Black entertainers appearing on prime time. Rooting for everybody Black, basically.


As historian Donald Bogle noted in his 2001 book, Primetime Blues, the few Black actors who had prime-time breakthroughs in the 1960s played characters often or entirely removed from the racial politics of the United States. This included Bill Cosby’s secret intelligence agent on I Spy and Nichelle Nichols’s Uhura on Star Trek. Julia was the first weekly series to break that tradition.


Even as Carroll accepted some of the criticism around Julia, she bristled at the pressure inherent in being the first. “I felt even before the show went on the air that there would be some impact, just from the fact that black people are on TV, in a setting of banality or not,” she told Time magazine. “Why are we singled out as a TV show? The fact that the show went on the air at all is a plus, and a plus long overdue. Somebody decided, ‘Let’s have a black lady starring on TV in 1968’—in 1968. Why not attack that? That it took so long? Isn’t that an outrage?”
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Diahann Carroll broke racial barriers with the title role of Julia. It was the first American television series to feature a Black woman in a nonstereotypical role.
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The characters Julia Baker and Corey Baker constituted the first Black family portrayed on television.








Julia would become, along with Dynasty, a career-defining role for Carroll. But series creator Hal Kanter had initially been skeptical about making her the sitcom’s lead. Carroll headlined Vegas clubs before appearing in the 1954 film Carmen Jones. She shared the screen with Dorothy Dandridge and Sidney Poitier in Porgy and Bess and went on to win a best actress Tony in 1962 for playing fashion model Barbara Woodruff in No Strings. Kanter, Carroll wrote in her 2008 memoir, “felt my image was too worldly and glamorous” to play a single mother.


Carroll had been somewhat tentative about the role herself. For one, the Bronx native—who grew up in Harlem—wasn’t interested in relocating to Hollywood. But as Carroll revealed in a 1998 interview with the Television Academy Foundation, she also didn’t expect the show to be on the air long. “I really didn’t believe that this was a show that was going to work. I thought it was something that was going to relieve someone’s conscience for a very short period of time,” she said. “And I really thought, ‘Let them go elsewhere.’”


Carroll recalled that it was longtime NBC exec David Tebet who convinced her to audition for Julia. Kanter’s doubts about her—and whether housewives tuning in could relate to her chic presence—added some excitement to the mix. The actress flew to Los Angeles a few days before she was set to meet with Kanter to rehearse the script and figure out the character’s aesthetic with the help of a makeshift glam squad that included her assistant and two friends.


Kanter had already expressed, in a 1967 letter to NBC programming head Mort Werner, that he “was disappointed” by Carroll as a prospective Julia. But when Carroll walked in to meet Kanter on the day of her audition, the TV producer pointed out how much “that woman”—in a simple black dress1 and trendy updo—matched what he envisioned for Julia Baker.


That woman, he soon learned, was Diahann Carroll.


Kanter was a veteran radio-turned-film-and-TV scribe, who pitched the series after hearing Roy Wilkins, then head of the NAACP, lament the lack of positive portrayals of Black people in entertainment. As he acknowledged in a 1997 interview with the Television Academy Foundation, Kanter felt partially responsible for that bleak landscape—having worked on both Amos ’n Andy and Beulah. Those popular early 1950s sitcoms drew protests for stereotypical and demeaning depictions of Black people even as they marked pioneering roles for Black actors.


Julia pointedly rejected such stereotypes but it also did little to reflect the cultural atmosphere of the late 1960s. “As a slice of Black Americana, Julia does not explode on the TV screen with the impact of a ghetto riot. It is not that kind of show,” Ebony magazine asserted in a 1968 cover story about the series. “Since the networks have had a rash of shows dealing with the nation’s racial problems, the light-hearted Julia provides welcome relief, if, indeed, relief is even acceptable in these troubled times.”


In 1968, “the networks” referred to the three national broadcasters that existed at the time: ABC, CBS, and NBC. And “the rash of shows dealing with the nation’s racial problems” referred not to other sitcoms but to a news cycle that had been jolted by the civil rights movement. It had been just over a decade since NBC had struggled to land a national sponsor for Nat King Cole’s eponymous variety show, one of the first TV shows to be hosted by a Black entertainer.


Cole was at the height of his fame when The Nat King Cole Show premiered, and the fifteen-minute program boasted a diverse rotation of similarly popular guests, including Harry Belafonte, Peggy Lee, Ella Fitzgerald, Sammy Davis Jr., Tony Bennett, Eartha Kitt, and Mahalia Jackson. But by the summer of 1957, The Nat King Cole Show still had not found a sponsor, forcing the network to rely on a mix of regional sponsors to help finance it. (Cole also put his own money into the show, while forgoing much higher-paying gigs.) NBC adjusted the show’s time slot several times before announcing it would be dropped from the schedule.


Julia’s smoothly integrated, middle-class life may not have fully reflected the struggle that Black Americans faced in the civil rights era (and certainly not the burgeoning Black Power movement), but the groundbreaking series wasn’t completely removed from the social justice movement that unfolded—and was regularly televised—in the years following Cole’s pioneering but short-lived variety show. “Part of what opened the door for Julia was the fact that civil rights activists were so skilled at using television to make their case and to dramatize their struggle,” said historian Matthew Delmont, a distinguished professor of history at Dartmouth University.


The advances that preceded Julia “really forced networks to understand that there are Black consumers who are interested in seeing TV shows and have money to spend,” said Delmont, noting that there were also several prominent Black ad agencies by this time. “There’s also an understanding that white consumers and white viewers may be interested in these shows as well.”


Julia had three national sponsors when it premiered on September 17, 1968: General Foods, Menley & James Laboratories, and Mattel, which would later release a line of Julia dolls in Carroll’s likeness. The design gave nods to Carroll’s glamorous profile and her famed character’s occupation, with a crisp white nurse’s uniform for the daytime Julia and a chic culotte jumpsuit for the evening version.






[image: image]

eBay is full of vintage Julia memorabilia, including a talking doll, a lunchbox with a companion thermos, and paper doll collections by Saalfield Publishing Company. Some items are on display at the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture.








Julia’s prospective job—at an aerospace company’s on-site clinic—is at the center of the pilot, titled “Mama’s Man” (Kanter’s original title for the show). The episode also introduces two recurring characters: Corey’s friend Earl J. Waggedorn (Michael Link) and his mother Marie (Betty Beaird), who—like most of the people in their building—are white. Julia and Marie become friends (the kind that watch each other’s kids in a pinch) after their sons become close, with the younger generation virtually clueless about their differences.


“There are aspects of the TV pilot I could criticize. But I’m not going to criticize them because we have a dialogue now that is positive toward correction,” Carroll told the New York Times ahead of the series premiere. “We want to make Julia more black and not just a character who is colorless. I think I’ve made that clear and I think everyone agrees that if Julia has no racial consciousness at this time, the fact that I’m starring in my own series is of no consequence.”


From the beginning, Julia made references to racism, at times more pointedly than others. But in typical sitcom fashion, issues were neatly addressed, if not resolved, within the span of an episode. In the pilot, the personnel manager who arranges for Julia to come in to interview is visibly stunned to discover that Julia Baker is a Black woman and a registered nurse (a highly recommended one at that), and their brief pre-interview finds them dancing around Julia’s race. The clinic’s Black janitor is more direct: “You’re not going to register with Mr. Colton,” he says upon learning Julia’s vocation.
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A scene from Julia with the main cast. From left, Ned Glass, Michael Link, Marc Copage, Betty Beaird, and Diahann Carroll.








The edgiest dialogue arrives when the gruff Dr. Chegley (Lloyd Nolan) calls Julia directly to come in for an interview and she asks if Colton has informed him that she’s “colored.”


“What color are you?” Chegley asks.


“I’m a Negro,” Julia replies.


“Have you always been a Negro, or are you just trying to be fashionable?” Chegley jokes before telling her to “try and be pretty,” which was, abhorrently, a socially acceptable thing to say at the time.


Kanter chose this scene to promote the episode ahead of Julia’s debut. The exchange “was startling in 1968,” Carroll recalled. She and Kanter disagreed on whether to say “colored” or “Negro,” and while the dialogue ultimately contained both, this was one of many disagreements she and Kanter would have over the course of the show’s three seasons.


There was one thing on which Carroll and Kanter adamantly agreed: Julia should present the Black middle class. “We were allowed to put this point of view on the air. We were allowed to have a comedy about a Black middle-class family,” she said. “Television was going to have the kind of scope in time that would allow the ghetto situation, the middle-class situation, the upper middle-class situation.”
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Lloyd Nolan portrayed Dr. Chegley, seen here with Diahann Carroll in the pilot episode of Julia.
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Diahann Carroll was the first Black woman to win a Golden Globe in 1969.








“Hal and I were of a like mind about that,” Carroll added. “So while the criticism was heavy and sometimes very, very unkind—sometimes threatening—we stuck with that premise.”


Early reviews for the show proclaimed the milestone in Carroll’s starring role but took issue with the show’s authenticity or lack thereof: “Watts it ain’t,” Variety declared. “Orange County maybe?” “The inconsistencies of Julia abound,” New York Times critic Jack Gould wrote, noting the “luxuriously appointed apartment” in which the Bakers lived. Julia’s swanky living space was a recurring thread of criticism—one Carroll seemed to poke fun at when she appeared on Tom Jones’s variety show, This Is Tom Jones, a month after Julia premiered. Carroll appeared as a nurse in a sketch that featured her and Jones as a couple. A costume change—into a white cutout number with glittery accents—prompted Jones to quip: “How can you afford a dress like that on a nurse’s salary?”


Julia quickly became a hit, landing among the season’s top-rated shows and winning its time slot opposite The Red Skelton Show on CBS and ABC’s It Takes a Thief. The first season was nominated for four Emmys—including Outstanding Comedy Series and a historic best actress nod for Carroll, the first Black woman to be nominated for leading actress in a TV comedy. She became the first Black woman to win a Golden Globe—for best female TV star in 1969—and was nominated for that award’s updated equivalent—best actress in a TV comedy—the following year.


Amid the accolades, Julia faced relentless criticism over the decision to make its pioneering lead a single mother. As Bogle noted in Primetime Blues, Kanter justified the choice as a TV trend amid a fall season that featured several widowed TV mothers: Lucille Ball in The Lucy Show, Hope Lange in The Ghost & Mrs. Muir, and Doris Day in The Doris Day Show. The difference, of course, is that there had been many examples of white nuclear families on TV by the fall of 1968. The same could not be said for Black families.


The show did hire a handful of Black writers, including Harry Dolan, Gene Boland, Ferdinand Leon, and Robert Goodwin.


“There was no question in my mind that Julia had a responsibility to set a positive example in the way it presented the Black family. And it didn’t take long to realize that it was largely up to me to try to make that happen.”


—DIAHANN CARROLL, FROM HER 1986 AUTOBIOGRAPHY DIAHANN!


Goodwin was a prolific writer who penned episodes for dozens of shows, such as Bonanza, The Outcasts, and Mod Squad during the mid to late 1960s. But he often felt sidelined in the industry, telling Ebony in 1969, “There are a number of places in Hollywood where I’m not even considered.”


“In the beginning, I thought if a guy wrote well, that’s all it takes. Well, it’s not all it takes,” he continued. “You go in to see a producer and pitch a story idea and you don’t realize it, but for the first time he may be sitting down listening to an original, creative piece of work from a Negro. All his conditioning tells him you can’t possibly do this as well as a white man.”


Goodwin wrote an early episode in which Julia quits her job in protest after being restricted to the clinic because of an issue with her security clearance. One scene finds Julia confronting a bigoted security supervisor with a withering monologue alluding to slavery. In the same episode, Julia is horrified to discover that Corey and Earl J. Waggedorn (as Corey always calls him) started a shoe-shining business at the suggestion of Earl’s mother. “I want you to promise me you will never ever shine shoes again,” she tells Corey before marching down to talk to Marie. “I don’t want my son shining shoes in this building or anywhere else,” Julia tells her. “I put myself through nursing school to ensure his future, and his father’s insurance money is in a trust fund to educate him for a life of dignity and pride.”


“But what’s wrong with two little boys shining shoes to earn money for some silly little toy?” a clueless Marie asks.


“Because there was a time when that was the only work our men could get—shining shoes, waiting tables, menial jobs,” Julia says.


“Times have changed,” Marie pipes, rattling off a list of successful Black men, including Thurgood Marshall, A. Philip Randolph, and Edward Brooke. She concludes that “little boys are little boys and nothing carries a stigma unless we put it there.” The term “whitesplaining” hadn’t yet entered the public lexicon, but the scene certainly fits that description.


In the end, though, Julia goes back to work at the aerospace clinic after Dr. Chegley pays a visit to her apartment building to tell her she has been cleared and that he appreciates her good work. He also gets a shoeshine from Corey and Earl, which seems to imply that Marie’s “times have changed” spiel had shifted Julia’s perspective.


Dolan, who for years served as director of the storied Watts Writers Workshop, cowrote a first-season episode that guest starred Susan Olsen (before the world knew her as Cindy on The Brady Bunch). Olsen played Pamela, the granddaughter of a couple in Julia and Corey’s building. The episode, “Paint Your Waggedorn,” is one of the show’s more pointedly race-related installments. Corey and Earl are invited to play with Pamela, but it’s clear that Mrs. Bennett is uncomfortable with her granddaughter playing with Corey. Julia later overhears Mrs. Bennett insinuate that Corey colored on a wall in their apartment building. “This place is turning into a ghetto,” she says. “Because of a few pictures on the wall?” her husband protests. Mrs. Bennett, unaware that Julia is behind them, worries aloud that the building is turning into “a tenement,” and says “it always happens when those people move in.” “What people?” her husband asks.
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Julia had many guest stars over its three-season run, including Sugar Ray Robinson and Diana Sands in 1970.








“I believe, Mr. Bennett, the reference is to me and my son,” Julia says, making her presence known. Mrs. Bennett sputters into silence, but it’s clear she thinks Corey is responsible for the unauthorized artwork.


Back at home with Corey—who has picked up on the fact that Mrs. Bennett doesn’t like him—Julia tenderly explains that their neighbor “is a sad lady” who thinks she and Corey are different from her. Corey doesn’t quite understand. “What I mean is we have dark skin,” Julia says, “and people like Mrs. Bennett think that Afro-Americans like you and me and Uncle Lou and Aunt Emma—that we’re different.”


Corey tells Julia he overheard Mrs. Bennett say that Black people “move into nice clean places and make them dirty.” But, he says, “our house isn’t dirty.”


“Of course not, but Mrs. Bennett doesn’t know that—she’s never been to our house,” Julia tells Corey. “And it’s up to you and me, and all of us, to help teach her and other prejudiced people how wrong they are.”


Indeed, that’s the problematic message of the episode—it turns out that young Pamela is the graffiti culprit, which Mrs. Bennett discovers when her granddaughter attempts to swallow the crayon she used to decorate the lobby (and several of her grandparents’ walls). Pamela begins choking and Mr. Bennett runs upstairs to ask their neighbor, a nurse, for help. Julia immediately runs down to the Bennett’s apartment, where she successfully dislodges the crayon.


“Mrs. Baker, I’ve been a very stupid woman,” Pamela’s grandmother tells Julia. “You’ve opened my eyes. I hope you can open your heart enough to forgive me.”


Despite its kumbaya ending, “Paint Your Waggedorn” was more effective at addressing racism than another episode in which Julia tells a neighbor about the first time she experienced prejudice—at a high school dance. In Diahann!, Carroll recalled that “the whole story was so naive, so completely unreal,” she “struggled to take it seriously.”


Even before Julia aired its first episode, Carroll offered suggestions to make Julia more authentic—including having Julia wear her hair natural (which never happened) and introducing family members to give the Bakers a sense of community (which, to an extent, did happen—most notably, with Diana Sands playing Julia’s cousin in several episodes). “If a Black child doesn’t get a sense of himself and his history from the beginning, his self-image is destroyed,” Carroll told the Times.


One area in which Carroll advocated successfully for her character was when it came to Julia’s dating life. It rightfully made no sense to Carroll that an attractive, young working mother like Julia Baker wouldn’t have men pursuing her. And it made little sense to her that the idea of Julia dating “was problematic” for producers initially, Carroll recalled. The show had tepidly approached its lead character’s social life in early episodes—the first episode found Corey innocently trying to set his mother up with a repairman who frequented their building; in another episode, Julia won a date with a champion boxer while appearing on a TV game show. “But eventually, we allowed Julia to date. It was a major event.”
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Fred Williamson played Steve Bruce, one of Julia’s love interests. Carroll insisted that her character be shown to have a dating life.
















Paul Winfield, of Sounder and Picket Fences fame, Land of the Giants star Don Marshall, and NFL player–turned–actor Fred Williamson played memorable love interests. Carroll and Williamson’s chemistry was captured for the cover of TV Guide in 1971.


At times, the debate around how progressive Julia was—or wasn’t—has overshadowed what a significant moment the series was for television. In a 2014 episode of PBS’s Pioneers of Television, Carroll recalled that the studio did not even have makeup for her complexion on her first day on set.


Criticism about the show’s lack of father figure notwithstanding, Julia was the first to regularly let viewers into the home of a Black family. The first episode begins with Julia and Corey having breakfast together. It ends with Julia telling Corey, her “little man,” that she loves him before the two collapse into a pile of giggles on the couch in their apartment.


But after three seasons, the criticism—and the pressure to represent an entire race of underrepresented people—took its toll. “I cannot spend every weekend studying each word, writing an analysis of everything I think may possibly be insulting, then presenting it to you in the hope that we might come to an understanding,” she recalled telling Kanter. “You can see it—I’m falling apart.”


Carroll understood from the beginning that her trailblazing role would have implications for decades to come. “Black children are going to have a marvelous time now,” she told Ebony in 1968. “Their self-image is going to be so much greater.”


In addition to the famed Julia dolls—created on the heels of the first mass-produced Black baby doll—the series inspired coloring books, playing cards, a Julia-themed lunchbox and thermos, among other nostalgia-inspiring merchandise.


Arguably, what—and who—followed Julia is the best measure of the show’s influence. When Halle Berry became the first Black woman to win best actress at the Academy Awards in 2002, she dedicated her trophy to Carroll and other Black women who helped pave the way for that (overdue) moment.


Carroll’s death in 2019 prompted an outpouring of tributes to the actress and her groundbreaking work across film, TV, and Broadway stages. “Seeing Diahann Carroll being the star of a show and playing a mother who was a nurse, who was educated, who was beautiful, just rearranged me,” Berry said on a 2021 episode of PBS’s American Masters. “And it made me realize that I had value and that I could turn to every week a woman that looked like who I would aspire to be when I grew up.”


“Diahann Carroll you taught us so much,” said Debbie Allen, who directed the actress in her recurring role as Whitley Gilbert’s mother on A Different World. “We are stronger, more beautiful and risk takers because of you,” Allen added. “We will forever sing your praises and speak your name.”


Shonda Rhimes, who tapped Carroll to play the mother of Isaiah Washington’s Preston Burke on the long-running ABC medical drama Grey’s Anatomy, said Carroll “escorted the tv drama into the 20th century. Her Julia Baker is queen mother to Olivia Pope’s existence.”


“I love you for eternity. With all my heart,” said Kerry Washington. “I am because of you.”


Footnote


1 Let it be known that the dress was Givenchy. Because this is Diahann Carroll we’re talking about.
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Flip Wilson was the first Black person to host a successful variety show on network television.
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BLACK ENTERTAINMENT


Julia brought overdue representation to the sitcom space, but the series, which ended after three seasons, was criticized for presenting a whitewashed view of Black life. It would take years for scripted television to present anything resembling an authentic Black experience—and longer still for any nuance in telling those stories. But the 1970s still brought breakthroughs for Black entertainers, including unprecedented—though not uncomplicated—platforms for Black humor. Around the same time, a Chicago producer named Don Cornelius launched a local show that would showcase the beauty and joy of Black culture for generations to come: Soul Train.


THE FLIP WILSON SHOW


CREATED BY: Flip Wilson (produced by Bob Henry)


STARRING: Flip Wilson and various celebrity guests


PREMIERED: September 17, 1970


EPISODES: 95


REDD FOXX WAS ON The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson in the summer of 1965 when the venerated late-night host asked Foxx—appearing on the condition that he tone down the notoriously raunchy stand-up that had made him famous—to name “the funniest comedian out there right now.”


“Flip Wilson,” Foxx said.


For most of Carson’s viewers, the brief exchange was largely unremarkable. But Foxx’s shout-out on the popular late-night show was pivotal for Clerow “Flip” Wilson. Wilson was a struggling comic, though not completely unknown; he had honed his stand-up along the Chitlin’ Circuit, a network of segregation-era clubs where Black entertainers performed for Black audiences. He had also released two comedy albums, the latter of which was recorded at New York’s famed Village Gate in 1964.
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Wilson’s first special, The Flip Wilson Special, aired in 1969 and featured guests like the Pointer Sisters.








Carson took Foxx’s recommendation seriously: Wilson made his Tonight Show debut that August, telling a joke he’d spent years finessing—one that would end up on his Grammy-nominated 1967 comedy album Cowboys and Colored People—about Christopher Columbus trying to convince Queen Isabella to finance his journey to the Americas. Only in Wilson’s anachronistic retelling, it was Queen “Isabelle Johnson” holding the purse strings. And it wasn’t the promise of acquiring new lands (or colonizing populations) that motivated the Spanish crown, it was the threat of a future without Benjamin Franklin, “The Star-Spangled Banner,” or—to Queen Isabelle Johnson’s particular horror—Ray Charles. “Chris gonna find Ray Charles!” Wilson said, delivering the punchline in a snappy falsetto that prompted laughter from the audience and Carson himself.


Wilson’s career picked up swiftly after that. The comedian, then thirty-one, was invited back to The Tonight Show the following month, and quickly became one of Carson’s go-to guests. That affiliation found its way into ads touting the comedian’s increasingly high-profile gigs. Ahead of an October 1965 stop at San Francisco’s storied hungry i club, an ad in the San Francisco Examiner billed Wilson as “Johnny Carson’s Comedy Find” (feel free to cast a side-eye on behalf of the late great Redd Foxx). By that December, Wilson was the “hot new comic of the Playboy circuit,” per an ad in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, which noted “Johnny’s used him 3 times since August.”


Over the next few years, Wilson would make dozens of appearances on The Tonight Show—even filling in as a guest host when Carson was away—along with semiregular showings on The Ed Sullivan Show. He became one of several Black entertainers—including Carroll, Harry Belafonte, Lena Horne, Sammy Davis Jr., and Leslie Uggams—making the variety show rounds (The Dean Martin Show, The Kraft Summer Music Hall, Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, among others) in the mid to late 1960s. He also signed with Monte Kay, a prominent agent (who was previously married to Diahann Carroll), and landed a lucrative development deal with NBC.


From the outside, it may have looked like overnight success for Wilson, a Jersey City native who enlisted in the air force at sixteen (after lying about his age) to escape the poverty and instability of a childhood spent navigating foster homes and reform school. But Wilson had been very intentional about his comedy success. In interviews, he often spoke about the fifteen-year plan he’d established in the late ’50s, promising himself he’d make it big by 1973. If he wasn’t famous by then, he’d give up the dream. Wilson became known for toting around a notebook filled with comedy rules such as “Make them remember Flip Wilson as a self-confident man of the world, projecting an ‘I Don’t Care If You Laugh’ attitude.”


“I’m about a year and a half ahead of schedule,” Wilson told the New York Times in 1968, referencing his fifteen-year plan. “I’ve got more offers than I have time to take.”


The writer of the article, Tom Burke, noted that “at a time when virtually every Negro speaks bitterly of his past and present, and uncertainly of his future, Flip Wilson’s story is told without a shred of racial rancor.” Amid his rise to fame, Wilson told Burke, “I don’t have anything to kick about.”


“His best comic routines are subtle but pungent expressions of black versus white America, yet when the topic is introduced off-camera he shrugs and stares blankly,” Burke wrote.


This approach was, at least partly, strategic on Wilson’s part. Another comedy law he followed was to “be topical, but not too topical.” In the 2013 biography Flip: The Inside Story of TV’s First Black Superstar author Kevin Cook notes that Wilson joked about his “riot outfit,” while performing for a racially mixed crowd after the race riots of 1967. “Got it in Detroit, right out of the window,” Wilson riffed. He didn’t do the searing racial humor for which Richard Pryor—whom Wilson met along with a young George Carlin during his Kraft Summer Music Hall days—would become known. But Wilson also eschewed the respectable, seemingly curated-for-white-audiences comedy of Bill Cosby. Wilson had decided early on in his career that his act didn’t need to be political or blue, the preferred term of the era for notoriously vulgar or profane comics. It just needed to be funny. “I began to think it was better to lose four or five people and get across to fifty,” Wilson would later recall.


In 1969, NBC paired Wilson with Bob Henry, a veteran producer whose previous credits included Nat King Cole’s short-lived variety show, to plan a special that would capitalize on the comedian’s popularity with Black and white viewers. When The Flip Wilson Special aired that September, it was clear the network was testing the comedian out for his own show. The Labor Day special, featuring Jonathan Winters and Arte Johnson, introduced two of Wilson’s most beloved comic personas: the fast-talking Reverend Leroy and the effervescent Geraldine Jones, for whom Wilson donned a shoulder-length wig, a Pucci dress, and pantyhose.


The Flip Wilson Special drew 42 percent of TV viewers in its time slot, ranking eighth among all shows that aired that week. Wilson leveraged the special’s success to broker an unparalleled deal for his own variety show. Most notably, he insisted on owning the syndication rights himself—a provision most variety show hosts did not achieve—making him both a producer and the star of The Flip Wilson Show.
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David Frost appeared on The Flip Wilson Show several times.








The groundbreaking variety show premiered with James Brown, David Frost, and—perhaps the clearest indication that Wilson had reached mass appeal—Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch (yes, the Sesame Street Muppets) among the guests. Wilson performed a duet with Oscar about their shared affinity for trash. Frost interviewed Geraldine, who sashayed to her seat as brassy horns played and audience members whistled. She primped for the camera and said hello to her boyfriend, “Killer.”


The reviews were stellar. “The burgeoning talents of Mr. Wilson, whose energies are matched by a felicitous sense of timing in rolling eyes in his own form of a delayed double-take, had been increasingly obvious in his many guest appearances,” wrote the


Times’s TV critic, Jack Gould. “But for the debut of his own show he and his producer, Bob Henry, were truly astute showmen. They worried first about the overall production, and by generously sharing the stage with others Mr. Wilson had it made.”


The show was also an instant ratings hit, ranking second only to Marcus Welby, M.D. (ABC’s first TV hit) for the fall season of 1970. The variety series occupied the same spot the following season, landing behind All in the Family, which would top Nielsen’s ranking for five consecutive seasons. The Flip Wilson Show earned eighteen Emmy nominations across its four-year run, winning two—Outstanding Variety Series and Outstanding Writing Achievement in Variety Series—in 1971.


America’s collective favor, though, went to Geraldine, who appeared opposite Wilson on the December 1970 cover of Ebony. “The entire transition from Flip Wilson to Geraldine Jones takes only 20 minutes,” noted an inside photo spread detailing Wilson’s transformation. In the accompanying article, Wilson explained that the voice he lent to Geraldine (and other female characters) was a spin on a trend he noticed among other comics who would reference significant others or a mother-in-law in their acts. But other comics “were knocking women,” Wilson told the magazine. “I wanted to make my character the heroine of the story.”


“I had to use words to sustain interest. All these years I’ve been preparing myself. I’m a story-teller, rather than a comedian, because story-tellers last longer.”


—FLIP WILSON


In the decade and a half following the ill-fated Nat King Cole Show, only two Black entertainers—Sammy Davis Jr. and Leslie Uggams—hosted their own (short-lived) variety shows. Wilson was the first Black person to host a successful variety show on network television. Fifteen years after Cole’s show failed to secure a national sponsor, NBC quickly raised the advertising rates for its newest hit—upping the cost per minute of advertising on The Flip Wilson Show by nearly $20,000 over the course of the first season.


Eddie Murphy once called Wilson an “unsung hero” for Black comics. “He’s in Middle America’s living room. He’s not assimilating,” Murphy recalled during a conversation with Jerry Seinfeld and MSNBC’s Joy Reid, in promotion for Netflix’s Comedians in Cars Getting Coffee. “He’s being him. He owns his fucking show.”
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Flip Wilson’s character Geraldine Jones was a fan favorite. While other comedians disparaged women, Wilson “wanted to make my character the heroine of the story.”
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