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Introduction



It’s hard to pinpoint the exact moment our era of the “binge-watch” officially dawned. Was it with the advent of the DVR, a once magical-seeming technology that suddenly allowed us to gorge several saved-up episodes in a single endorphin-saturated viewing? Or was it with the arrival of the DVD box set, which shrank the time between cliff-hangers from a week to however long it took you to put in the next disc? Perhaps it began even earlier than that, flickering to life in the form of special double episodes and Saturday morning series marathons.


The very dawn of the binge era may be hard to pin down, but we can point to the precise moment we were officially living in it. Or, at the very least, the precise year.


In 2013, Netflix’s chief content officer, Ted Sarandos, told GQ magazine that the goal of his company was “to become HBO faster than HBO can become us.” It was a bold statement, especially considering that Netflix had only just the year before launched its first original series, Lillyhammer, largely to a collective shrug, and faced huge skepticism about its move from DVD-mailer to online streaming service. But then came House of Cards in February, followed by Orange Is the New Black and the rebooted Arrested Development. Like Lillyhammer, all episodes of those series were available at once. Unlike Lillyhammer, the series were huge hits.


People seemed to take to this idea of “bingeing.” By October of that year, Netflix hit 40 million subscribers, surpassing HBO; today, it has more than 200 million subscribers worldwide.


Another little bit of history was being made in 2013, if we may be so bold. That September, after 15 years of focusing only on movies, we at Rotten Tomatoes began to publish Tomatometer and Audience Scores for TV shows. That meant welcoming some of the best TV journalists in the world into our pool of Tomatometer-approved critics, collecting their Fresh and Rotten reviews, and generating scores for series, seasons, and episodes of television.


In addition to sourcing reviews for every new scripted show released—a huge task, considering that the number of original scripted series on US TV soared past 500 in 2019 alone—our team of review “curators” worked to find reviews for series from as early as the 1940s and ’50s. Today we’re proud to offer the most comprehensive collection of TV criticism available anywhere, one where you can see just how much critics loved the very first season of I Love Lucy—well, liked: Desi and Lucy failed to amuse the The Washington Star—and just how much they hated the very last season of Game of Thrones, Rotten at 55% on the Tomatometer as we go to print.


The move into TV was core to our central mission as a brand, which we’ve worked toward since we first came online back in 1998: to help you discover the best things to watch, period. And with TV and streaming proving with every grizzled antihero and epic space saga to be just as good as anything on the big screen—arguably better—and so much of it now to choose from, we wanted to help potentially overwhelmed viewers sort the amazing from the merely meh, the Fresh from the Rotten.


Which is where this book, The Ultimate Binge Guide, comes in. Think of it as eight years’ work, covering seven decades of television, so you can choose something to watch in minutes. Of course, we’d encourage you to stick with it a little longer than that, and to return when the credits roll on the final episode of the latest great binge you discovered within. Because we haven’t just assembled what we consider the 296 most binge-worthy shows of all time, we’ve dug into what makes them so compulsively watchable, widely beloved, and, in some cases, criminally underrated.


In these pages you’ll learn about the shows that shaped TV as we know it today: series that established formulas and series that bent them brilliantly to their will; showrunners who brought a cinematic quality and new ways of telling stories to the small screen; formidable fresh talents who turned genres on their heads; and shows whose cultural impact was so mammoth they changed the way we think and talk. (For the record, I’m a Miranda… and I think I know a tad more than Jon Snow.)


Each had to clear a high bar for entry: they had to be not just good, they had to be Can’t stop watching, Screw it I’m calling it an all-nighter, Where did my weekend just go? binges.


We organized the book into 10 chapters that focus both on specific genres and eras of TV and streaming. You will find an epic section on comedy—seriously, it’s huge—and a chapter devoted to sophisticated sci-fi, fantasy, horror, and superhero TV. There’s a collection of the antihero-driven series, developed as cable networks and streamers chased HBO’s Sopranos success, and a tribute to animated shows that respected—and challenged—their audiences, no matter how old they were.


We write a lot about some shows. Want to know why It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia is the longest-running sitcom on American TV? We’ve got a couple of pages on that. And we write much less about others, because, well, hasn’t everything already been said about the show about nothing? (OK, we find a teensy bit more to say.) And we feature several “binge battles” along the way, settling the score on some heated, not-quite-settled TV debates, like which version of The Office is better—the UK’s or America’s?—by Tomatometer, Audience Score, and other categories.


While this guide is no academic history of TV as technology or art form—we’re fans at Rotten Tomatoes, not professors—our chapters do trace evolutions in small-screen storytelling and tap into many of the defining moments that led us to the binge era. Crucially, they also chart the change in the diversity of the faces we see on our TV screens, and the backgrounds of those in the writers’ rooms and sitting in the directors’ chairs. That change has not been dramatic enough, but it has enriched the quality and range of stories being told on TV more than any technological development.


To help you follow the path from some of the earliest network classics of chapter 1 to our final chapter on foreign-language series now accessible across the planet, we’ve peppered the book with infographics, essays, and even a comic strip, all of which illustrate the evolution of TV technology, fandom, and our viewing habits. We even have a few pages on how Netflix did exactly what Mr. Sarandos said it would back in 2013—and then some—changing TV forever.


Just as there are a few boxes to check before you start a good binge—got your snacks ready and a good excuse for coming in late tomorrow?—there are a few things to note before diving into our Ultimate Binge Guide. The first is that at Rotten Tomatoes, we have Tomatometer and Audience Scores for TV shows at the series, season, and episode level. The Tomatometer score you see with each entry in this book is the overall series Tomatometer score—which averages out a show’s season scores—unless otherwise noted. Ditto for the Audience Scores. If there isn’t a score for a show, it just means not enough Tomatometer-approved critics have reviewed the title to generate one, or not enough users have left a rating for the Audience Score. (Confused? Or just want more details on how our scores work and definitions of some of the Rotten Tomatoes and TV industry terms used in this book? Check out our glossary here.)


The second thing to note is that things change. That applies to our scores, which shift as new reviews and ratings are added. So if you notice that a score in this book is different from what you see on our site, it’s because more reviews were added to that title since we went to print. And it also applies to where you can watch certain shows. Each entry in this book includes the original network, cable station, or streaming service on which the series first aired—with the original overseas network noted if applicable. But with rights issues and streamers scrambling to buy up popular series, be sure to check out rottentomatoes.com for the most current info on where to access something you want to watch.


You might want to go to the website anyway. Or follow us on our social channels. Or, hey, check us out on your TV—we have our own streaming channel, too, and we think you’ll find it pretty Fresh. Our dedication to covering television and streaming has only expanded since 2013. Along with guides to the best-rated shows on every streaming service out there—as well as hidden gems to discover on them—we produce handy, bite-sized video binge guides and oral histories of some of your favorite series, and go deep on the creative process of the showrunners behind some of the most groundbreaking new shows being produced.


Also, the website is where you’ll find my favorite thing to read—and the thing that, frankly, Rotten Tomatoes wouldn’t exist without: reviews. Behind every score you read in this book is a battalion of written and spoken reviews from professional critics and fans alike, all packed with thoughtful insights to help you choose what to watch and add meaningful context to the thing you are watching.


The story told in these pages brings us to 2021, but the evolution is ongoing. Technology is constantly changing, new voices are telling new types of stories, and the line between TV and cinema is blurrier than ever.


These are exciting times and we’re glad to be bingeing through them with you.


—Joel Meares Editor-in-Chief, Rotten Tomatoes
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It’s hard to believe that not too long before a series as sophisticated and modern-feeling as The Twilight Zone first aired in 1959, television was still a primitive technology. Until then, it was a passion for tech lovers and hobbyists who were mostly limited to sporadic lo-fi broadcasts only viewable within a short range of a broadcast tower. For most others, it was a futuristic curiosity to read about in magazines. By the 1950s, though, the technology had come a long way, and Americans embraced it—many bought their first set to watch the first-ever televised World Series, between the Yankees and Dodgers, in 1947. The strange new box in the living room was on its way to replacing the wireless as America’s primary form of entertainment.


The rush of scientific experimentation that led to that point would only be matched by the creative experimentation that came in the decades that followed. The world now had moving pictures in its homes, but what stories would they tell? Minds like Rod Serling, Joe Connelly, and Alfred Hitchcock went to work on their answers to that question early, producing some of the first examples of genre TV, the sitcom, and more. In the decades that followed, the likes of James L. Brooks, Gene Roddenberry, and Norman Lear would build upon their efforts, creating long-cherished favorites, and establishing and expanding upon a new art form.


In this chapter, we’re honoring the classics that laid the foundations for the stories and storytelling formats that dominate TV and streaming today. (And we’re stretching that term classics a little to include series that graze decades as late as the 1990s, like The Golden Girls and Dallas.) These shows established the formulas that networks still use (like America’s first hour-long drama and the granddaddy of the courtroom procedural, Perry Mason); ambitiously pushed the envelope of what was even possible to show in the new medium (The Twilight Zone); seized upon TV’s place in the heart of so many homes to challenge prejudice and push for national introspection (like Lear’s pioneering work); and introduced the tropes today’s writers still utilize and audiences still love.


Best of all: They’re still just as binge-worthy as the current TV greats for which they paved the way.


I Love Lucy


[image: image] GAME-CHANGER


CBS / 1951–1957


6 SEASONS / 180 EPISODES


[image: image] [image: image] 98%


Just how influential was I Love Lucy? Well, without this sitcom, starring real-life husband and wife Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz as the oft-quarreling and always-loving New York couple Lucy and Ricky Ricardo, TV as we know it might look a lot different. Consider that the show introduced the concept of shooting in front of a live studio audience, its star-producers renovating two Hollywood studios in compliance with stringent fire safety regulations to make it happen. Or that it pioneered the now-standard three-camera setup, utilized so that Ball, Arnaz, and costars Vivian Vance and William Frawley (so beloved as the Ricardos’ friends and landlords, Ethel and Fred) could perform full sequences for their live audience in single takes, just as they would for a play. And then there was the time Lucy accidentally invented the rerun when, with Ball pregnant while shooting the second season, the production couldn’t meet its 39-episode order, forcing CBS to air past favorites. Of course, those innovations aren’t what made Lucy a smash back then—number 1 for five of its seasons—and a perennial, still totally bingeable favorite now. We continue to love Lucy, along with the 13 hour-long episodes of The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour that followed it, because of its two stars—the always-game Ball, still the greatest slapstick comic to tumble across our screens, and Arnaz, her patient and quick-witted foil—and the rom-com chemistry they shared.


Alfred Hitchcock Presents / The Alfred Hitchcock Hour


CBS, NBC / 1955–1965


10 SEASONS / 361 EPISODES


[image: image]


The silhouette, the music, the wry introductions—even the opening sequence of Alfred Hitchcock Presents is itself the stuff of legend, mimicked and parodied countless times since it first aired in 1955. Thankfully, the anthology series was more than just a proto-meme, offering home viewers a taste of the mystery and intrigue that had become Hitchcock’s trademark on the big screen. Of course, he was rather busy at the time, churning out cinematic treasures like Vertigo and Psycho, so he left the lion’s share of directorial duties on Presents—and on The Alfred Hitchcock Hour, as the show was rebranded when it outgrew its half-hour runtime—to others.


Episodes that “Hitch” helmed himself are among the show’s best, like “One More Mile to Go,” which feels like a spiritual precursor to Psycho.


But the episodes that “Hitch” helmed himself are among the show’s best, like “One More Mile to Go,” which feels like a spiritual precursor to Psycho, or “Breakdown,” an inventively shot piece of psychological horror, starring Joseph Cotten. It wasn’t the first anthology series of its kind, but it was among the best, establishing the Master of Suspense’s famous persona and paving the way for series like The Twilight Zone and Black Mirror.


Perry Mason


[image: image] GAME-CHANGER


CBS / 1957–1966


9 SEASONS / 271 EPISODES


[image: image]


Characters don’t get much more iconic than Perry Mason. Percolating through pop culture even before every living room had a television, he first came to vivid life in 1933 with Erle Stanley Gardner’s series of novels and was then adapted to radio 10 years later. But it was the 1957 screen adaptation for CBS that solidified the character’s staying power. Unlike anything before it, Perry Mason became the small screen’s first-ever weekly, hour-long drama, and helped lay the groundwork for courtroom procedurals for decades to come. Embodied by the formidable Raymond Burr (who took home two Emmy Awards for his performance), Perry Mason was etched in stone as a titan of the genre: a brilliant and relentless defense attorney of wrongfully accused murderers and more. Everyone from Christine Baranski’s Diane Lockhart (The Good Wife) to James Spader’s Alan Shore (Boston Legal) owe a little something to the original legal noir great.


The Twilight Zone
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[image: image] HIGHLY ADDICTIVE


CBS / 1959–1964


5 SEASONS / 156 EPISODES


[image: image] 82% [image: image] 95%


There are shows that are ahead of their time; then there’s The Twilight Zone. Rod Serling’s thought-provoking and unnerving sci-fi fables feel as fresh today as they did when they were first spooking audiences 60 years ago. (Don’t believe us? Press PLAY on “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.”) Serling, who worked himself to exhaustion as creator and a writer on the bulk of Zone’s episodes, came to the genre out of frustration. On projects like his acclaimed TV play Patterns (broadcast as part of NBC’s Kraft Television Theatre) and Noon on Doomsday (which had attempted to skewer the lack of national outrage at the murder of Emmett Till), his work had been compromised. He wagered that sci-fi and fantasy stories might be just the stealth vehicles he needed to say something without network and sponsor interference. It was a solid bet—critics loved it so much that season 1 is Certified Fresh at 100%—and still is: Jordan Peele’s reboot proved a hit recently for CBS All Access (now Paramount+). Welcoming us into the place that “lies between the pit of man’s fears and the summit of his knowledge,” Serling challenged and terrified us, changing TV forever in the process.


Bewitched


ABC / 1964–1972


8 SEASONS / 254 EPISODES
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Few series evolved quite so much as this relentlessly syndicated favorite about powerful witch Samantha Stephens (Elizabeth Montgomery), mortal husband and ad man Darrin (Dick York), and spell-happy mother Endora (Agnes Moorehead), who can’t believe her pride and joy has abandoned a life of hedonistic sorcery to play housewife in the suburbs. The series’s biggest evolutions were born of necessity. To keep up with the times, Bewitched began filming in color in its third season. Dick Sargent famously took over the role of Darrin in the fifth season after Dick York left due to recurring back problems. Other off-screen events also influenced on-screen happenings, including Montgomery’s pregnancy, which led to the season 5 episode “Samantha’s Good News” and ultimately a baby brother for the Stephenses’ daughter Tabitha. But as much as the real-world lives of its cast and crew prompted the resourceful Bewitched to change things up plot-wise, the show also thoughtfully embraced and reflected on changes in television and America more broadly.




Police Squad!


[image: image] GONE TOO SOON


ABC / 1982


1 SEASON / 6 EPISODES


[image: image] 90% [image: image] 76%


[image: image] CRITICS CONSENSUS Wacky, inventive, and endlessly quotable, Police Squad! is a hysterically funny leap forward for TV comedy that was tragically ahead of its time.


[image: image] WHAT IT’S ABOUT Lieutenant Frank Drebin (Leslie Nielsen); his superior, Captain Ed (Alan North); and other members of the task force known as Police Squad tackle crimes plaguing their fair city in the most illogical ways possible.


After creating the funniest spoof movie ever, surely the guys behind Airplane!—David Zucker, Jim Abrahams, and Jerry Zucker, or “ZAZ” as they’re collectively known—would have no problem crash-landing their next anarchic comedy into theaters. Studios were receptive to whatever the trio could come up with, but the trouble came from the project they were developing itself. They had their star: the dramatic thespian turned comedy god, Leslie Nielsen. They had the concept: a parody of 1950s and 1960s cop movies, replete with deadly dames and overwrought, hard-boiled narration. But ZAZ couldn’t fit all the pieces together in the shape of a clean, theatrical-length film.


A pre-Disney Michael Eisner, then CEO at Paramount, offered them a TV contract instead. Soon, Police Squad! was on ABC as a spring addition to their 1981–1982 lineup, ready to start building a small but dedicated legion of comedy fans, but otherwise confounding viewers as they clicked their way past to get to Magnum, P.I., which aired during the same time slot on CBS.
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Each episode of Police Squad! is like a violently shaken comedy snow globe, a flurry of choreographed slapstick, wordplay, visual puns, and non sequiturs, all swirling around the unflappable police officer Frank Drebin (Nielsen). There are so many jokes in each 25-minute slice of Police Squad! that they even spill over into the opening credits: First, when the title of the episode appears, the narrator reads something completely different; then, the opening sequence over which the credits are announced reveals a guest star (the likes of William Shatner and Robert Goulet), only for that actor to be immediately killed off just as they’re announced (by firing squad, or getting crushed by a safe, or…) never to actually appear during the episode itself.


Even during scenes of exposition, ZAZ can’t help but insert hilariously distracting jokes in the background; if you’re not concentrating, it’s easy to lose the narrative thread. Not to say the plot is all that important in a show like this. But, like Arrested Development or The Simpsons after it, it’s a comedy that only improves on rewinds and repeat viewings, an impossibility in the early 1980s when audiences watched as it aired or expected never to see it again.


So it was that ZAZ, who had captured the movie comedy zeitgeist with Airplane!, got slapped with a new label on TV, one that’s catnip to critics but a kind of death knell when it came to actually keeping your job: They had become “ahead of their time.” The then-president of ABC famously criticized the show as something that forced people to pay attention—God forbid!—and canceled it after four episodes in March 1981, airing the remaining two that July.


ZAZ would return to the movie space, releasing Top Secret in 1984, and Ruthless People two years later. Meanwhile, ABC released Police Squad! on home video in 1985, taking advantage of the exploding VHS market. Suddenly, people could watch episodes on repeat and hit that REWIND button. A fan base grew, clamoring for more, and Police Squad! emerged as one of the earliest properties to be saved by the home aftermarket. When David Zucker returned to Paramount with the idea to bring back the series as the movie The Naked Gun, it was a no-brainer.


[image: image] BEST EPISODE Season 1, Episode 1—“A Substantial Gift (The Broken Promise).” The show comes roaring out of the lineup—complete with a prolonged pun-based conversation worthy of Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on First?”—plus a ridiculous close-quarters gunfight and a decent mystery behind it all.
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[image: image] CHARACTER WE LOVE Johnny the Snitch (William Duell), who appears in each episode as a parody of the shoeshine guy who seems to know everything. And we mean everything, from the whereabouts of the kidnapped girl to how the Dodgers can fix their pitching game.
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Bewitched thoughtfully embraced and reflected on changes in television and America.


Samantha was someone exceptional for the airwaves at the time, a woman stronger and smarter than her husband, and Endora’s disappointment in the marriage had a sharply feminist edge: Why wouldn’t she turn Darrin—or “Derwood” as she derisively refers to him—into a goat when he was asking her daughter to hide her true self? That theme of repression resonates, and many have wondered if Bewitched was an allegory for the struggles of the closet for gay men and women. (Notably, the show featured many LGBTQ+ people in its cast and crew—including Sargent, who would come out in 1991, and a fabulous Paul Lynde as warlock Uncle Arthur.) Asked about this by The Advocate in the early ’90s, Montgomery said: “Don’t think that didn’t enter our minds at the time… If you think about it, Bewitched is about repression in general and all the frustration and trouble it can cause.”


Get Smart


NBC, CBS / 1965–1970


5 SEASONS / 138 EPISODES
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When he was thinking about developing a TV show in the 1960s, comedy legend Mel Brooks observed that “No one had ever done a show about an idiot before.” With Get Smart, he says, “I decided to be the first.” While Maxwell Smart (Don Adams), agent 86 for the US counterintelligence agency CONTROL, is hilariously slow on the uptake, there’s nothing stupid about the show around him, a shrewd satire of the espionage genre. The pratfalls and sight gags hold up—the hilariously impractical shoe phone was once displayed in the corridors of CIA headquarters—but Get Smart remains vital because, like covert agents of KAOS, Brooks and co-creator Buck Henry stealthily pushed the genre of TV comedy into the future, even as they tickled out big guffaws. There are digs at government bureaucracy that feel fresh even today; blink-and-you’ll-miss-them 30 Rock–style inside jokes about the TV industry; and a single-camera look that distinguished Get Smart from the blander sitcom fare that kept it out of the nation’s top 10–rated TV programs throughout its run. The show also featured one of small-screen comedy’s first working women, Barbara Feldon’s iconic—and not-at-all idiotic—Agent 99.


Batman


ABC / 1966–1968


3 SEASONS / 120 EPISODES


[image: image] 79% [image: image] 62%


Before moviegoing audiences knew him as a brooding vigilante, ABC took a chance at turning the exploits of the Caped Crusader into a colorful, campy adventure show, largely aimed at teens. It was a gamble that paid off, providing a much-needed dose of upbeat escapism during the tumultuous mid-1960s, and it remains a beloved part of the character’s legacy. Adam West’s Bruce Wayne and Burt Ward’s Dick Grayson are responsible for some of the most memorable superhero tropes—think Robin’s “Holy [insert object here], Batman!” or the brightly animated “BAMs” and “POWs”—and their earnest heroism amid all the Pop Art chaos has endeared them to even the most die-hard fans of Wayne’s darker incarnations. Full of silly, self-aware performances by heavyweights like Cesar Romero, Burgess Meredith, Eartha Kitt, and Julie Newmar, it’s difficult to imagine what the Dark Knight’s canon would look like without this goofy splash of pure joy.


Columbo


ABC, NBC / 1968–1978, 1989–1990, SPECIALS ON AND OFF UNTIL 2003


9 SEASONS / 69 EPISODES


[image: image]


Columbo is the comfiest, coziest show about murder ever made. Every episode, a guest celebrity (ranging from Leonard Nimoy to Ruth Gordon) offs another member of high society out of passion or premeditated personal gain. And every episode, the murderer comes up against LA Police Lieutenant Columbo, played to bumbling perfection by Peter Falk, whose insistently circuitous speech and drab appearance lull crooks into a haughty sense of false superiority. The show reverse-engineers the whodunnit structure by revealing the murderer and motive in the opening of each episode, with most of what follows framed from their point of view. The joy is in watching how they’ll get caught. The other joy is, of course, Columbo himself. The brilliant conceit of his titular detective is that he is always in “character”—how much of Columbo’s lack of social graces and apparent incompetence are real, and how much of that is a front to lure suspects out? You never see any of Columbo’s personal life (though he frequently mentions a never-seen wife); he exists only within the context of the crime. The series’s break from the whodunnit format and Columbo’s offbeat, unorthodox approach expanded the field for comedic detectives, paving the way for shows like The Rockford Files and Monk. Each episode of Columbo is movie-length and since they can be watched in any order, why not start with the best? We recommend “Murder by the Book” (directed by a 24-year-old Steven Spielberg), “Suitable for Framing,” and “Try and Catch Me.”


The Mary Tyler Moore Show


[image: image] GAME-CHANGER


CBS / 1970–1977


7 SEASONS / 168 EPISODES
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The character of Mary Richards, actress Mary Tyler Moore’s sweet-natured Minneapolis-based TV news producer, makes quite an entrance in the first episode of James L. Brooks and Allan Burns’s CBS sitcom. We first meet her when she’s newly single (having dumped the doctor who happily took her support but would never set a wedding date) and touring an empty apartment in a brand-new city, ready to start anew. The understated, deliberate intro established two things: It succinctly separated Moore from her other well-known TV part—Laura Petrie, devoted wife and mother on The Dick Van Dyke Show—and it spoke to legions of single women who were wondering if they, too, could make it after all. The series’s run coincided with, and reflected, the second-wave feminist movement in the United States and grappled with subjects that may seem tame now but were then taboo. In the third-season premiere, “The Good-Time News,” Mary (tactfully) tackled wage inequality; “Just Around the Corner” and “You’ve Got a Friend” dealt directly with the idea of premarital sex (in the latter, the show famously made a sly reference to contraception when Mary’s mother told her father, “Don’t forget to take your pill!,” and Mary reflexively responds, “I won’t!”). A pioneer for female representation, TMTMS is equally remembered for how it upended and established so many of TV’s well-known tropes. Standout “Chuckles Bites the Dust,” the Emmy-winning sixth-season episode in which Mary can’t keep a straight face while reporting on a dead clown, relaxed the way television depicted and discussed death. The will-they/won’t-they shtick present in so many series also has some roots in the relationship between Mary and her boss, Ed Asner’s spunk-hating Lou Grant.
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It’s the ultimate knock-down, drag-out, catfight: Ewings versus Carringtons, Alexis versus J. R., outrageous cliff-hanger versus even more outrageous cliff-hanger.









	Dallas

	Dynasty






	CBS / 1978–1991

	ABC / 1981–1989






	14 SEASONS / 357 EPISODES

	9 SEASONS / 220 EPISODES
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[image: image] WHAT IT’S ABOUT Big state, big hair, and big drama proved a very successful formula for this Shakespeare-via-the-ranch story of a Texas oil family, the Ewings, and their feud with the Barnes clan—a feud that heats up when idealistic youngest brother Bobby Ewing (Patrick Duffy) marries Pamela Barnes (Victoria Principal). Famous for its high-rated cliff-hangers and daring stunts—it’s revealed that one season was entirely a dream—Dallas redefined primetime soaps.

	
[image: image] WHAT IT’S ABOUT ABC set up Dynasty as a direct rival to the ratings-dominant Dallas, and it didn’t tinker much with the formula. Enter the Carringtons, headed by John Forsythe as patriarch Blake (yes, you guessed it, an oil tycoon) of a super-rich Denver family, whose secrets, rivalries, and tensions come to the fore when Blake’s young new wife Krystle (Linda Evans) enters the picture. After a moderately successful first season, Dynasty hit its stride when Blake’s ex-wife Alexis (Joan Crawford) arrived at the start of season 2.
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[image: image] OUR PICK We know Dallas was the original, the longest-running, and the (slightly) more grounded, but we’re a sucker for Dynasty’s wild story lines, outrageous fights—remember the lily pond?—and the glamorous schemer at the center of it all. Sometimes the print just pops a little brighter than the original.





M*A*S*H


[image: image] GAME-CHANGER


CBS / 1972–1983


11 SEASONS / 256 EPISODES


[image: image] [image: image] 93%


Lasting nearly four times as long as the Korean War during which it’s set, creators Larry Gelbart and Gene Reynolds’s story about the medical staff at the United States’ 4077th Mobile Army Surgical Hospital was a rarity of its time. It showed that the heroic military doctors and nurses risking their lives defending our country can also be bored pranksters—see Alan Alda’s functioning alcoholic, cut-up Captain Benjamin Franklin “Hawkeye” Pierce—or folks who just don’t want to be there at all. It was also rare for being one of the earliest TV examples of what we now know as a “dark comedy,” laying the groundwork for Orange Is the New Black, Scrubs, and other shows that threw ice-cold humor onto deadly serious situations and locales.


One episode features a character death so shocking even the show’s actors didn’t know it was coming.


Important episodes like season 7’s “Point of View,” shot from the vantage of a wounded soldier, or season 5’s “The Nurses,” where Loretta Swit’s head nurse Major Margaret “Hot Lips” Houlihan gets to speak for underappreciated bosses everywhere, remain noteworthy. As does season 3’s “Abyssinia, Henry,” which features a character death so shocking even the show’s actors didn’t know it was coming when the cameras were rolling.


Happy Days


ABC / 1974–1984


11 SEASONS / 255 EPISODES


[image: image]


TV has always trafficked in nostalgia. Case in point: This classic 1974 sitcom created by Garry Marshall, which showcased an idyllic slice of 1950s Midwestern life. While the show revolved around Ron Howard’s innocent Milwaukee teen Richie Cunningham at first, it was his leather jacket–wearing, motorcycle-riding bad boy pal Arthur “Fonzie” Fonzarelli (Henry Winkler) who really caught the audience’s attention, joining the cast full-time in season 2 and anchoring the series long after Howard left to pursue his burgeoning directorial career. Happy Days inspired five spin-offs, including two important sitcoms in their own right: Laverne & Shirley and Mork & Mindy. And Howard and Winkler aren’t the show’s only major contributions to the industry: The sitcom is responsible for the term “jumping the shark,” coined following a special episode that featured Winkler literally jumping over a shark while waterskiing—a tonal shift now synonymous with the moment the quality of a series shifts for the worse.


Cheers


NBC / 1982–1993


11 SEASONS / 275 EPISODES
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Co-created by the legendary director James Burrows, this NBC favorite is beloved for its titular Boston bar setting, stable of Emmy-winning stars, all-time-great theme song, and an array of scene-stealing supporting actors that would go onto staff several series of their own. (Kelsey Grammer’s Frasier became one of the rare spin-offs that equals the excellence of its origin series.) The romance between arrogant bar owner Sam (Ted Danson) and snooty waitress Diane (Shelley Long)—the standard for the enduring will-they/won’t-they trope—took center stage in the beginning, but superb writing and those standout performances from the rest of the gang at Cheers helped turn a workplace comedy into a deeper story about a de facto dysfunctional family that is never more at home than when sitting together on saloon stools.


Murder, She Wrote


[image: image] HIGHLY ADDICTIVE


CBS / 1984–1996


12 SEASONS / 264 EPISODES (PLUS 4 TV MOVIES)
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This Sunday night CBS favorite, like Columbo before it, mixed murder and mayhem with warm and fuzzies. Nix that: murders, plural, because there were a ton of dead bodies showing up in Cabot Cove, the fictional Maine enclave in which the series was set, in the ’80s and ’90s. In fact, a 2012 study claimed that with 274 killings across the course of the series and a population of just 3,500, this idyllic hamlet would have been “murder capital of the world” if it actually existed.


A study claimed that this idyllic hamlet would have been “murder capital of the world” if it actually existed.


Thank God, then, for local widow Jessica Fletcher (Angela Lansbury), the former English teacher turned successful mystery novelist who may not be able to prevent the bloodshed but is awfully good at deducing who did the spilling. Warm, disarming, and packing a stockpile of GIF-able expressions, Fletcher became the career-defining role for Lansbury, who had dabbled in “charming sleuth” before—she played Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple in 1980’s The Mirror Crack’d, the first of four planned Lansbury-Marple movies. The decision to kill those subsequent projects, freeing up the Broadway and screen legend to step into Fletcher’s sensible pumps, is frankly a murder we cheer.





Those Were the Days



THE GROUNDBREAKING 1970s COMEDY OF NORMAN LEAR


If every generation gets the TV it deserves, audiences in the 1970s must have been doing something right to earn the work of producer Norman Lear.


Lear had long been a supporter of liberal political and social causes in his personal life, and he thought America deserved to see those topics presented in a realistic, humorous way on television. Enter one of the medium’s most transformative series, All in the Family. The Lear-created CBS sitcom pits conservative working-class bigot Archie Bunker (Carroll O’Connor) against his son-in-law Mike (Rob Reiner), a liberal hippie whose ideas Archie finds so repulsive he refers to Mike as “Meathead.” Women’s rights, race, Richard Nixon, abortion, anti-Semitism, and homosexuality are but a few of the subjects the two men tussle over, with Mike appearing more morally and logically sound—though just as loud and stubborn as Archie. After a slow start, the show spent five seasons as the number 1 series on TV.


All in the Family directly begat a pair of similarly influential, pioneering Lear classics with the premieres of spin-offs The Jeffersons and Maude. The Jeffersons—George (Sherman Hemsley) and Louise (Isabel Sanford)—are, as their infectious theme song (a hallmark of all of Lear’s ’70s hits) says, “movin’ on up,” out of Queens (where they were the Bunkers’ neighbors) and into Manhattan, thanks to the success of their chain of dry cleaning stores. African American George, the Archie of his household, is unafraid to share his often offensive POV, especially when it comes to his neighbors, Tom and Helen Willis, the first interracial couple prominently featured on TV. George’s main foil: wisecracking live-in maid Florence (Marla Gibbs), one of the best representatives of another Lear comedy trademark—the scene-stealing supporting character.
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Meanwhile, in her pre–Golden Girls days, Bea Arthur stars in another All in the Family spin-off as wickedly sharp-tongued Bunker cousin Maude Findlay, “that uncompromisin’, enterprisin’, anything but tranquilizin’” feminist (as Donny Hathaway sings in the theme song), who rules her home as iron-fistedly as Archie and George do theirs. Maude is a frequent drinker and pill taker, the victim of domestic abuse, and in the series’s most controversial episode, gets an abortion. Maude just as importantly gave us Lear’s Good Times, the spin-off series about the Evans family, led by mom Florida (Esther Rolle), who had been Maude’s housekeeper. In Good Times, the family lives in a poor, Black housing project in Chicago, with three kids and a constant struggle to find work and pay their bills.


Lear’s reign of influential ’70s sitcoms continued with Sanford and Son, the Redd Foxx vehicle about a Black father and son who live together and run a Watts junkyard. Fred is the narrow-minded, scheming father, while Lamont is the calmer, hardworking son who tries to keep Fred out of trouble and out of fights with (scene-stealer alert) Lamont’s feisty, Bible-quoting aunt Esther (LaWanda Page).


And then there’s One Day at a Time, with Bonnie Franklin as the newly divorced Ann Romano, who moves to Indianapolis with two teen daughters (Valerie Bertinelli and Mackenzie Phillips) to start her life as an independent woman. That’s the signature Lear premise, and it has an infectious theme song and breakout supporting character, too, in Emmy-winning Pat Harrington as Schneider the superintendent. All elements were intact in the critically acclaimed 2017 remake of the series that ran on Netflix and then for a season on Pop TV.


Many of those same core Learisms appear, too, in dozens of series that followed, many of which don’t bear his name. Some are still on the air today. The Lear DNA lives in just about every TV family we meet (in black-ish, Modern Family, and even in The Simpsons and Family Guy, albeit with sharpened edges). Below are some of Lear’s finest and most envelope-pushing moments.




SIX ESSENTIAL LEAR EPISODES


All in the Family


CBS / 1971–1979


9 SEASONS, 205 EPISODES


Season 2’s “Sammy’s Visit,” in which Sammy Davis Jr. retrieves a misplaced briefcase from Archie and thanks him with a big kiss.


The Jeffersons


CBS / 1975–1985


11 SEASONS, 253 EPISODES


Season 7’s “Sorry, Wrong Meeting,” in which George is called upon to save the life of a white supremacist who used an ugly racial epithet.


Maude


CBS / 1972–1978


6 SEASONS, 141 EPISODES


Season 1’s two-part “Maude’s Dilemma,” in which she gets an abortion two months before the landmark US Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade.


Good Times


CBS / 1974–1979


6 SEASONS, 133 EPISODES


Season 1’s “Too Old Blues,” in which the family prematurely plans a celebration when James is sure he’s getting a high-paying new job.


Sanford and Son


NBC / 1972–1977


6 SEASONS, 136 EPISODES


Season 1’s “We Were Robbed,” in which Fred claims he was robbed to cover up accidentally breaking Lamont’s figurine collection.


One Day at a Time


CBS / 1975–1984


9 SEASONS, 209 EPISODES


Season 1’s “Ann’s Decision,” in which her rebellious teen helps frightened Ann find the courage to deal with being a single mom for the first time.










The Golden Girls


[image: image] HIGHLY ADDICTIVE


NBC / 1985–1992


7 SEASONS / 180 EPISODES
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[image: image] CRITICS CONSENSUS Worth its weight in laughs, The Golden Girls brings together an outrageously talented cast of television veterans and a raunchy sensibility that proves that youth needn’t be wasted on the young. (Season 1)


[image: image] WHAT IT’S ABOUT Four women in southern Florida end up living together after homeowner Blanche Devereaux (Rue McClanahan) posts an ad on a bulletin board at a local grocery store: sarcastic substitute teacher Dorothy (Bea Arthur); her sharp-tongued mother, Sophia (Estelle Getty); dotty but endlessly kind Rose (Betty White); and Southern belle with an eye for men, Blanche.


By any measure, The Golden Girls had a dream sitcom run—and is still having it. The series premiered as the number 1 show on TV in its first week—on a Saturday night at 9 p.m., no less—and continued to be a smash through seven seasons, its finale drawing 27 million viewers to Dorothy’s wedding. The show racked up 11 Emmys, drew high-profile fans (Princess Diana and Freddie Mercury among them), and eventually spawned two spin-offs, Empty Nest and The Golden Palace, which featured Blanche, Rose, and Sophia running a Miami hotel, sans Dorothy, the newly minted Mrs. Hollingsworth.


The original series has, over four decades, become a syndication staple, a streaming favorite, and a genuine “pop-culture phenomenon.” Don’t believe us? Type GOLDEN GIRLS into Etsy and enter a wild, pastel-licked world of homemade Blanche bodega candles and “Zbornak/Petrillo 2020” mugs. Still don’t believe us? Visit your town’s next Gay Pride parade.
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But in the lead-up to its debut, The Golden Girls was anything but a sure bet. TV had not really had a hit show that rested on the shoulders of four women, and it definitely had not produced a hit show about four older women. It was a risk, but that was part of what appealed to creator Susan Harris, whose résumé included Soap and who had written “Maude’s Dilemma,” the groundbreaking episode of Maude in which Bea Arthur’s title character gets an abortion. Harris told Entertainment Weekly that she was drawn to Golden Girls because it spoke to a “demographic that had never been addressed.” (She also told Yahoo that NBC’s idea of “older” had initially meant women in their forties, and the show she wrote shifted that out by about 20 years—though the characters’ ages aren’t mentioned.)


The Golden Girls established a new mold and showed how successful that mold could be. Marc Cherry, who worked on the series and would go on to create Desperate Housewives, has described it as “the model for any female ensemble show,” and said, “You can trace Gabrielle [Eva Longoria’s Housewives character] right back to Blanche.” You might also trace Sex and the City’s Carrie Bradshaw back to Dorothy, or Girls’ Shoshanna Shapiro back to Rose.


None of it would have worked without genuinely sharp scripts by the likes of Cherry and the writing team, which also included Arrested Development creator Mitchell Hurwitz. Golden Girls’s best episodes weren’t just rich with zingers about Blanche’s boudoir and running jokes about Sophia’s possible Mafia connections in Sicily; they thoughtfully grappled with issues dominating the late-1980s national conversation. And wisdom often came from the unlikeliest places: It’s Rose who gets surprisingly deep on the issue of nuclear disarmament in the fantastical season 3 episode, “Letter to Gorbachev,” and it’s fiercely Christian Southern belle Blanche who, in season 5, tells Rose that “AIDS is not a bad person’s disease… It is not God punishing people for their sins” as the latter awaits test results after a mishap with a blood transfusion.


It wouldn’t have worked without the women bringing those scripts to life, either. The actors’ characterizations mix played-for-laughs (and to the rafters) exaggeration—Blanche’s Southern accent is delivered as if in competition with every other Deep South drawl ever committed to screen—and emotional complexity. And the chemistry between the women, despite gossip of behind-the-scenes frostiness between White and Arthur, is singularly warm. It’s why that finale, in which the foursome split, is so heartbreaking, and why more than 10 million people a month still tune in on Hulu to catch up with Blanche, Dorothy, Rose, and Sophia to this day: The Golden Girls is both a history-making groundbreaker and—like a late-night slice of cheesecake in your nightie with friends—the ultimate TV comfort food.


[image: image] BEST EPISODE Season 2, Episode 5—“Isn’t It Romantic?” Dorothy’s friend Jean (Lois Nettleton) visits the girls after the death of her partner and develops feelings for Rose—who has no idea of Jean’s sexual orientation. Daring for the time, funny—yes, Blanche gets hilariously jealous—and sensitively handled, the episode won director Terry Hughes an Emmy.
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[image: image] CHARACTER WE LOVE Sophia, who was never meant to be a series regular but tested so well with audiences that the creators quickly changed that. Which meant Getty—younger than two of her costars—would spend seven seasons in three-hour hair and makeup sessions and battle a reportedly crippling case of stage fright to deliver one of the all-time sitcom standouts.
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J. R. Ewing. How good was Larry Hagman as J. R,,
the always-scheming, Barnes-hating, money-
hungry, marriage-undermining eldest brother of
the Ewing fam? So good that though he began
as something of a side character, he would even-
tually become the series’s driving force, the only
character to appear in every single episode,
and get top billing in the first Dallas reunion TV
movie, J. R. Returns. Sorry, Bobby, nice guys do
finish last.

Being the resident bad guy does have it down-
sides: like being so hated that everyone is a sus-
pect in your attempted murder. This definitional
TV cliff-hanger began in the season 4 finale,
“A House Divided,” at the end of which J. R. is
shot by a mystery assailant in his office, and was
resolved in “Who Done It,” the fourth episode of
the next season, which drew an estimated 90 mil-
lion viewers.

CLIFF-HANGER

Alexis Carrington Colby. Joan Crawford is cred-
ited with almost single-handedly driving Dynasty
from the 28th-ranked show on US TV when it
launched —without her deliciously evil Alexis—to
number 1. The series’s writers have lamented that
her introduction changed the tenor of the show,
but audiences were too busy soaking up those
nasty zingers, giant hats, and infamous catfights
to notice. She was the very definition of the char-
acter we “love to hate.”

THE MOLDAVIAN

MASSACRE:

ABC pinched Dallas writer Camille Marchetta—
who’d come up with the “Who Shot J. R.?” story
line—and installed her as head writer and pro-
ducer in season 5. No surprises then that the
season would end with a bang. Well, bangs,
actually: The wedding of Amanda (Catherine
Oxenberg) and Prince Michael of Moldavia
(Michael Praed) is thrown into chaos when a
terrorist group peppers the chapel with bullets.
Who lived? Who died? Let’s just say the season
6 payoff was not quite as thrilling as the setup.
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