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INTRODUCTION


“No flipping!” – Larry Sanders.





Previously . . . it was all about cinema. Yet the twenty-first century has increasingly seen many of us switch our preference to long-form TV, where the stories, characters and talent are now centred. From The West Wing to Spiral, from Hill Street Blues to True Detective, from Six Feet Under to Succession, from The Shield to Top Boy, from Friends to Fleabag . . . the television is being revolutionary.


You can go much deeper in (for example) a rich, rewarding 16-hour series than you can in a kiss-kiss-bang-bang blockbuster. The experience of watching an addictive, smartly-written, well-acted, top-level series is akin to immersing yourself in a book aimed at adults rather than dipping into a short story pitched at popcorn-munching kids. The stylised pictures come into your home, insistent on intimacy, forming a personal bond.


Creation and response are perhaps closer in sensibility to a Victorian serialised novel than the CGI-laden multiplex; at its finest the new TV is more Dickens/Trollope meets Scorsese/Altman than “Transformers Blow Up Hero-Man After A Car Chase”. Extended suspense often comes as much through character as cliffhanger. Across a vast canvas, intertwining stories twist and shimmy and jack-knife to progress and obsess. Characters grow, shrink, dilate, reinflate. The three-arc structure becomes a 30-axis pyramid. And this paradigm shift helps the tales address the big issues of our time, whatever period costume is being worn.


We watch differently. No longer content to wait a week sitting through ads for the next episode, we stream a series in its entirety and “bingewatch” in a few sittings, mainlining the adrenalized complexity. Knowing the audience has elastic time to get to grips with its narrative, as opposed to a mere two hours in a movie, producers of these marathons can afford to carve characters as nuanced and contradictory as any human being.


Which is not to say we can’t all enjoy a short, sharp, wickedly funny Cheers or Family Guy session now and again. Sometimes levity is the role of wit. Plenty of drama-steak in this book, but generous helpings of comedy-candy too.


Size isn’t everything: the new generation of shows has pushed boundaries and broken taboos. (The 1970s is widely regarded as the peak of grown-up, articulate cinema, and that too didn’t shy away from sex, drugs and the rebel music of its day.) From artful credit sequences to treated sound-beds, these visions offer an alternative reality, another world, where the viewer is invited to live, learn, laugh, cry, relate and escape; titillated, tantalised. And in an age of media fragmentation, for once we find ourselves all wanting to talk about the same thing around that mythical water-cooler . . .


In “the TV years”, the award-winning, game-changing giants of the format – The Sopranos, The Wire, Mad Men, Breaking Bad – have been more chatted about, argued and tweeted about than any movie, with new shows constantly raising the bar. Comedy, too, has seen a golden age on both sides of the Atlantic, from 30 Rock and Modern Family to The Office and Girls. Fantasy and science fiction have broken fresh ground, from Joss Whedon’s wit and wisdom in Buffy the Vampire Slayer to the dark, brooding heart of Game of Thrones or Battlestar Galactica. Inspired by the US front-runners, intriguing shows have emerged from the UK and across Europe, with Scandinavia patenting a new genre of crime thriller. From Tony Soprano to Omar Little, from Saga Noren to President Bartlet, from Walter White and Jack Bauer to Carrie Mathison and Fleabag herself, we hail the multi-faceted heroes and villains who have demanded our loyalties.


The renaissance and easier accessibility has also encouraged us to revisit old favourites in full – the influential classics and the vintage greats which have aged best are here too. It’s not like TV began with HBO then Netflix, it’s just that HBO then Netflix remembered how great it could be if you ignored family-friendly focus groups.


This book gathers and discusses more than 100 of the most important, resonant and outstanding TV shows of recent decades. It might make you want to catch the shows you haven’t yet seen and revisit the ones you have. The selection aspires to be an even-headed blend of universally acknowledged, popular landmarks and undervalued personal favourites. I accept that you can’t ignore, say, Doctor Who or Blackadder – massive pop-culture monoliths even if I personally don’t “get” them – but also feel it’s somehow important not to let the likes of Soap or NYPD Blue languish in relative obscurity. The Sopranos or Game of Thrones don’t really need anyone else championing them, but overlooked anti-crowdpleasers like Nip/Tuck, Southland and Boss just might. So it’s the big hits and the near misses, and some food for debate.


Arguments will be unavoidable: to appease the aggrieved, a list of nearly-made-its appears at the end of the hall-of-famers. TV being the most vibrant artistic medium of our time, hot new “buzz” shows will of course leap front and centre between my writing this and you reading it. (I know, I know, Giri/Haji is intense). We will be “so over” others. That only reaffirms the genre’s vitality. Box sets will continue to think outside the box.


Frank Lloyd Wright may have dismissed television as chewing gum for the eyes, but he was an architect, and didn’t have fibre broadband. Tune in, turn on!





You may now flip . . .


Chris Roberts, London 2020
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	CREATED BY:


	Sydney Newman, C.E. Webber, Donald Wilson







	STARRING:


	Matt Smith, David Tennant, Jenna Coleman, Billie Piper







	DATES:


	November 1963 – December 1989; March 2005 – present







	SEASONS:


	26 from 1963-1989, 7 from 2005 – present







	EPISODES:


	800 (97 missing)
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SOUNDBITE:


“Do you want to come with me? If you do then I should warn you: you’re going to see all sorts of things. Ghosts from the past, aliens from the future, the day the Earth died in a ball of flame. It won’t be quiet, it won’t be safe, and it won’t be calm. But I’ll tell you what it will be – the trip of a lifetime.”


The Ninth Doctor (Christopher Eccleston)


REVIEW:


“It’s family-friendly and adult-pleasing, over-the-top and nightmarish, witty and deep all at the same time.”


Hollywood Reporter
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The best British TV export of all time . . . and space?


Recognised as one of Britain’s finest exports (as the longest-running, most broadcast science-fiction series in the world), Doctor Who has travelled a long, long way in space and time since emerging in 1963. His Tardis then was a blue police box. Now, the special effects are rather more dazzling and cutting-edge.


The show has a proud history of imaginative tales, fanned mythology and creative renewal, regenerating across the tenures of William Hartnett, Jon Pertwee and Tom Baker through to its 2005 revival via Christopher Eccleston and David Tennant. In 2013, Matt Smith passed the baton on to Peter Capaldi, and since 2018 Jodie Whittaker has played the thirteenth Doctor. The Daleks, Cybermen and The Master are infamous adversaries.


A popular institution, Doctor Who has even prompted Steven Spielberg to say, “The world would be a poorer place without it.” The modern-day trip, with labyrinthine plots, heavy symbolism and feisty companions, has become the BBC’s flagship show, with hype and discussion reaching levels of hysteria (notably when Whittaker’s casting was announced). Ron Grainer’s electronic theme music quivers in and a nation cowers behind the sofa, hooked on the hokum which Digital Spy called “the scariest TV show of all time”. (They need to stay in more.) Sadly, 97 episodes were wiped or lost between ’64 and ’73, but there’s more than enough for you to be carrying on with.
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	CREATED BY:


	Gene Roddenberry







	STARRING:


	William Shatner, Leonard Nimoy, Deforest Kelley







	DATES:


	September 1966 – June 1969







	SEASONS:


	3







	EPISODES:


	79
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SOUNDBITE:


“Scotty, beam us up.”


(Kirk never actually says, “Beam me up, Scotty.”)


Captain James T Kirk


REVIEW:


“Star Trek was a very inconsistent show which at times sparkled with true ingenuity.”


Rod Serling
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Light years ahead of everything else on TV . . .


Now a seemingly limitless franchise of spin-offs, extensions, reinventions and blockbuster movies, it’s easy to forget that the original, iconic Star Trek series only lasted three seasons and was cancelled for low ratings. Those three seasons are still repeated around the world, their kitsch and nostalgia factors countered by the undeniable presence of the seed of something prescient. “The City on the Edge of Forever” is generally acclaimed as its finest episode.


Space: the final frontier. The 1960s were obsessed with boldly going where no man had gone before, and for all the hokey plots and low-budget effects, Star Trek struck a chord with fans, who begged NBC to keep it going. Roddenberry’s vision has since been vindicated, as the show has had a vast impact on popular culture, from stock characters to catchphrases. The USS Enterprise whisked around the Milky Way, sometime in the mid-twenty-third century, meeting aliens of all shapes and sizes and generally trying to do more good than harm. It was, of course, the lead characters who lent it longevity. William Shatner’s Captain James T. Kirk, pompous, preening and – as Roddenberry put it – “Horatio Hornblower in space”. The highly logical Commander Spock (Nimoy), half-Vulcan, all-knowing. And Bones, Scotty, Uhura, Sulu and Chekhov: a righteous rainbow of ethnicities. (Less well known are guest appearances by Joan Collins and David Soul.) Warp speed ahead . . .
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	CREATED BY:


	Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Eric Idle, Terry Jones, Michael Palin







	STARRING:


	As above







	DATES:


	October 1969 – December 1974







	SEASONS:


	4







	EPISODES:


	45
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SOUNDBITE:


“We interrupt this programme to annoy you and make things generally irritating.”


BBC announcer


REVIEW:


“Their writing threw away the rulebook of traditional sketch writing, dispensing with punchlines and allowing sketches to blend into each other or simply stop abruptly. It was a technique already pioneered by Spike Milligan, but the ruthlessly self-critical Pythons mastered it.”


BBC Online
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“And now for something completely different . . . ”


The dead parrot, the Spanish Inquisition, the Ministry of Silly Walks, Spam, “nudge-nudge” and “The Lumberjack Song” are part of the fabric of our popular culture now, though few would have predicted their impact and longevity as the Sixties became the Seventies. Surrealism, innuendo and “pythonesque” logic were pitched at the idiosyncratic mores of a rapidly evolving British society.


Mostly Oxbridge graduates, the intellectual yet wilfully daft Python team dropped in political and class references, name-checked philosophers, and adventured off into uncategorisable quasi-psychedelic tangents. Spike Milligan’s Q5 had debuted some months earlier, scrambling the conventions of television, and along with Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s shows, is thought by many to be the John The Baptist to the Python’s very naughty Messiah. Cleese has said, “When we saw Q5 we were very depressed because we thought it was what we wanted to do and Milligan was doing it brilliantly. But nobody really noticed Q5 . . . the fact that Spike had gone there probably enabled us to go further than we otherwise would.”
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	DEVELOPED BY:


	Larry Gelbart (adapted from the 1970 Robert Altman film)







	STARRING:


	Alan Alda, Mike Farrell, Loretta Swit, Jamie Farr







	DATES:


	September 1972 – February 1983







	SEASONS:


	11







	EPISODES:


	256
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SOUNDBITE:


“War isn’t Hell. War is war, and Hell is Hell. And of the two, war is a lot worse.”


Hawkeye


REVIEW:


“In its initial season, M*A*S*H was in danger of being cancelled due to low ratings. Its final episode was a two-and-a-half-hour special which attracted the largest audience to ever view a single television programme episode.”


tv.com
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Tonic for the troops which resuscitated comedy


Robert Altman’s satirical black comedy movie, starring Donald Sutherland and Elliott Gould, was an unlikely hit, depicting a medical unit (doctors and support staff) stationed at a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital during the Korean War. Its subtext, of course, was the Vietnam War, then ongoing, and it won an Oscar for Ring Lardner Jr.’s screenplay. When a shot at filming the original Richard Hooker book’s sequel fell through, this TV spin-off came about. By the end of its eleven-year run, its finale “Goodbye, Farewell and Amen” drew a staggering 125 million viewers.


Fundamentally an oft-told tale of how laughter is the best medicine for adversity, M*A*S*H upped the stakes so that gallows humour was the antidote for bloodshed and horror. Many of the absurd stories were based on true recollections of real army surgeons, and could leap from farce to sobriety from one episode to the next. Wisecracking leads, such as “Hawkeye” (Alda), Klinger (Farr) and “Hotlips” (Swit) became as iconic as the ‘Suicide Is Painless’ theme song. Hawkeye was considerably more liberal-leaning in the series than in the books, wherein he spoke of, “Kicking the bejesus out of the lefties just to stay in shape”. Here, he was the smirking, waggish sage, declaring, “Insanity is just a state of mind”.
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	CREATED BY:


	Danny Arnold, Theodore J. Flicker







	STARRING:


	Hal Linden, Max Gail, Steve Landesberg, Ron Glass







	DATES:


	January 1974 – May 1982







	SEASONS:


	8







	EPISODES:


	168
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SOUNDBITE:


Dietrich: “Was that Mrs. Miller?”





Barney Miller: “Yeah.”





Dietrich: “Past tense was unintentional.”


REVIEW:


“The humour often plays on the multi-ethnic nature of the cast, with some stereotyping, but the writing evidences a mutual respect and co-operation, and shows sensitivity for the issues of the day.”


Digitally Obsessed
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The great Seventies cop/workplace sitcom


One-act episodes occur almost entirely within the detectives’ squad room and Captain Miller’s adjoining office in a run-down, beat-up, Greenwich Village police station. We rarely intrude upon their home lives. Instead, we get to know them through economical writing and deftly-acted scenes. Typically, complainants or suspects will drop in or be dragged in, giving different cops various sub-plots. Barney (Linden) tries to keep his composure despite the eccentricities of his staff and a mountain of bureaucracy.


At times the show is as dramatic as it is comedic, as developing narrative arcs (like Barney’s frustration with red tape and his delayed promotion, Fish’s ailments and reluctance to retire and Harris’ desire to write a novel) could have easily been grafted on to Hill Street Blues. The credit sequence suggests a grimier New York. However, the charm of Linden and his ensemble made laughs inevitable, especially after Danny Arnold re-wrote scripts over and over. Taping the show in front of a live audience was dropped early on, as the actors were frequently waiting around for their lines until 2 a.m. the night before. The New York Times has reported that many police officers cite this as the most realistic of all cop shows: most of the “action” hides off screen, and none of the cast are pin-ups – they just work hard and crack jokes.
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	CREATED BY:


	John Cleese, Connie Booth







	STARRING:


	John Cleese, Prunella Scales, Andrew Sachs, Connie Booth







	DATES:


	September 1975 – October 1979







	SEASONS:


	2







	EPISODES:


	12










[image: images]


SOUNDBITE:


“You’ll have to forgive him. He’s from Barcelona.”


Basil Fawlty


REVIEW:


“Long John Short On Jokes.”


Daily Mirror, a review of the first episode
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The hotelier from Hell . . . via Torquay


Voted the best British TV series of all time by the BFI’s industry poll in 2000, Fawlty Towers’ stock may have slipped just a touch since then but it still retains its “legendary” status. The show’s comic reputation stands on just two six-episode runs, four years apart: it never allowed itself to jump the shark. Set in the fictional titular hotel (on “the English Riviera”), it allows the viewer to cackle at the farcical antics and hyper-tension of epically rude owner Basil Fawlty (heyday Cleese). He’s dominated by his wife Sybil (Scales) (“my little piranha fish”), and takes out his Little Englander frustrations on put-upon maid Polly (Booth) and bumbling Spanish waiter Manuel (Sachs) (“Que?”), as well as the unfortunate, unimpressed guests. Cleese’s snobbishness and faux pas only push him to further depths of desperation. The show’s inspiration came from a Torquay hotel owner, Cleese had witnessed while the Monty Python team were staying there. So intrigued were he and then-wife Booth (who co-wrote the first script) that they stayed on longer to further observe him in action.


The couple divorced between the two series. When Richard Ingrams gave the show a bad review in The Spectator, Cleese exacted revenge in the second series by giving the critic’s name to the character caught with a blow-up doll in his room. The show was a global smash, even in Spain – once Manuel’s nationality was changed to Italian (or Mexican in Catalonia). Frequent targets included Edward Heath and Richard Nixon, but the influential Python, moving on to films and stage shows, has easily outlived both. Aptly, British citizenship exams now include questions regarding Python sketches.
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	CREATED BY:


	Ian Kennedy Martin







	STARRING:


	John Thaw, Dennis Waterman, Garfield Morgan







	DATES:


	January 1975 – December 1978







	SEASONS:


	4







	EPISODES:


	53
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SOUNDBITE:


“Look, slag, I don’t give a toss who you have in your bed, but don’t you try and run your numbers on me!”


DI Jack Regan


REVIEW:


“In the 1970s, this was the only cop show that mattered.”


The Guardian
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“Get your trousers on – you’re nicked.”


While now it might appear like a lot of shouting, fighting and boorish macho behaviour, this British police series revolutionised the genre in the Seventies. Jack Regan (Thaw, not yet the more restrained Inspector Morse) is with the Flying Squad (cockney rhyming slang: Sweeney Todd), a branch of the Met specialising in tackling armed robbery and violent crime. Regan and partner DS George Carter (Waterman) are often more underhand and thuggish than the villains, but they got the job done. Usually.


In the real world, The Flying Squad was being censured for corruption and bribery: the commander was jailed in 1977. Regan and Carter, in their kipper ties and stained suits, may have been too busy speeding around in Ford Consuls, brawling and boozing, to notice. However, much as it now looks and sounds like an easy-to-spoof relic, The Sweeney – influenced by the 1971 Michael Caine movie Get Carter! – broke new ground, scraping away the whitewash and portraying its coppers as real, fallible, men, getting their hands dirty and distinctly unlikely to offer any passers by a cosy “Evening, all.” They’d cut corners and cheat the system. The show’s action and humour also pushed boundaries, as long as those boundaries were within West London (budget constraints).

OEBPS/images/ct_004.jpg
M*A*S*H





OEBPS/images/ct_005.jpg
BARNEY MILLER





OEBPS/images/ct_006.jpg
FAWLTY
TOWERS






OEBPS/images/ct_007.jpg
THE
SWEENEY






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GAME [HRONES nod Br eaking
THUE CROWN Bad

the offic a MEN
THE ke

BINGE
WATCH

GUIDE
THE BEST

STREAMING SHOWS

AAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAA





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

BINGE
WATCH

GUIDE
THE BEST

STREAMING SHOWS
CHRIS ROBERTS

W

WELBECK





OEBPS/images/ct_001.jpg
-DOCTOR WHE-





OEBPS/images/table-dotted-rule.jpg





OEBPS/images/dotted-rule.jpg





OEBPS/images/ct_002.jpg
GTAR TREK





OEBPS/images/ct_003.jpg
CIRTYS






