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Praise for David Bianculli’s


THE PLATINUM AGE OF TELEVISION


“Excellent…a rousing rundown of the history of the medium and how it became the pop-cultural, multiplatform programming colossus of today. Through thoughtful, engaging, entertaining essays…[Bianculli] guides readers through an ever-changing road map of themes, formats, stars and styles.” —Parade

“A wise, engaging celebration of a type of entertainment that’s as much of an art form as it is a pastime.” —NPR

“Wonderful….A must for anyone who has been enthralled by the images and stories on television.” —Associated Press

“[Bianculli has] a keen eye for crucial crossroads, missing links, and turning points….[The] interviews are truly a book within the book, funny, surprising, and enlightening.” —The Philadelphia Inquirer

“[A] wide-ranging personal tour of TV, genre by genre….An anecdotal road trip with refueling stops to flesh out ninety key programs, from I Love Lucy to Empire, so deftly summarized that it feels you’ve just watched them again (or now want to).” —Newsday

“[Bianculli] lays out his theory of how TV evolved to its current rarified form in engagingly written, well-organized detail.” —Toronto Star

“[The Platinum Age of Television] will make TV fans very happy indeed.” —The Buffalo News

“Bianculli, a television critic for over four decades, has a long history of intellectual television coverage, and his experience shines through in his book….He justifies his theory with deep and thorough knowledge of his subjects.” —The Free Lance–Star (Fredericksburg, VA)

“Always thoughtful and comprehensive….[Bianculli’s] passion shines throughout these pages.” —The Christian Science Monitor

“Bianculli intersperses interviews with some of TV’s greatest creators and performers…with insightful discussions about genres as varied as children’s programs, soap operas and medical dramas. His in-depth knowledge and conversational style will make you feel like you’re talking to an old friend.” —Paste

“An exhaustive and fascinating exploration of the medium.” —AM New York

“A compelling case to couch potatoes everywhere that television, past and present, can be informative, engaging and provocative.” —Tulsa World

“Impressively comprehensive….Simply a must-read for TV lovers.” —Booklist

“Complete, sharp-witted, and entertaining….This is history to get happily lost in.” —Yahoo! TV
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 INTRODUCTION

If you’re going to look at the history and evolution of television—quality TV in particular—there may be no better place to start than Mel Brooks. He was writing for Sid Caesar in TV’s early days in the 1940s and 1950s and teamed with his fellow Your Show of Shows veteran Carl Reiner in the 1960s to record the first of several classic comedy albums featuring his “2000 Year Old Man.” Brooks, in character as the oldest man alive, had seen everything and had his own funny spin on it all. And because Brooks, in real life, has been witness to the entire history of television, I asked him to put it all in perspective—his perspective.

“Hmmm,” he says, warming to the challenge. “Let’s begin. First of all, in the beginning, there’s a, like, four-inch picture tube that you have to look at with a magnifying glass, to begin with. And now, in Carl Reiner’s living room, there’s a hundred-inch screen which will blind you, you know? That has changed dramatically.

“At the beginning…there were only a few shows, and very quickly there’d be a thing called a test pattern, with a kind of whistle, a whine at the end of it. That meant for you to wake up and turn off the TV, you know, so they had that sound. And everything, of course, was in black and white. And fuzzy. It was all fuzzy, and then it was clear. I don’t remember when we went to color. We were in black and white for a long time…

“But today, all television has changed. I mean all television now—you can see really good writing. I mean really good writing…I love Breaking Bad. I love The Good Wife. I love Downton Abbey. I love Justified. I think these are wonderful. There are others, too, but these come to mind, and pop up, right away. They are ones that are wonderfully written and wonderfully acted, you know? I love that there are that many, and I’m glad that they’re around.”

As am I. As a TV critic for more than forty years, I find it’s always the good television, not the bad stuff, that keeps me going. But how did television characters evolve from the meek high school science teacher Wally Cox played in 1952’s Mr. Peepers NBC sitcom to the villainous one Bryan Cranston played in 2008’s Breaking Bad AMC drama? What inspired the writers, directors, producers, and performers of some of TV’s best shows to make their shows? And if the 1950s, because of the artistic achievements of such live anthology dramas as Paddy Chayefsky’s Marty (later remade as an Oscar-winning movie) and Rod Serling’s Patterns, are revered as “Television’s Golden Age,” what age are we in now? And when did that begin?

These questions turned out to be more difficult, more challenging, and ultimately more entertaining to answer than I originally thought. In evolutionary terms, you have to think both technologically (how advances in the medium, from videotape and color to satellite, cable, and streaming, impacted the product) and creatively (how, genre by genre and subject by subject, TV tended to become more sophisticated and complex). Then you have to define, and pinpoint the start of, your “new age” of television.

To test and advance my theories of TV evolution, I interviewed dozens of people whose work in television, over the decades, I have most admired, not only to learn what previous entertainers and programs had inspired and influenced their own, but also to ask about their early, formative relationships with popular culture. What did TV—and, for the more senior people, radio—mean to them when they were young? What, in particular, inspired them to do what they went on to do in the medium of television? And as I examined all these questions, I stumbled upon one more, which ended up informing and flavoring this book as well: What did television mean to me? Why had I become, and remained, a television critic, and what had that life given me in return?

The Platinum Age of Television addresses all those points. Starting right now.


The Platinum Age of Television

First, let’s establish the meaning of the phrase “the Platinum Age of Television” and why I’m comfortable both employing and defining it. One of the earliest printed uses of the term comes in my own 1992 book, Teleliteracy: Taking Television Seriously. “If the Fifties were the Golden Age of television,” I wrote then, “the quantity and quality of today’s TV offerings make the modern era worthy of the appellation ‘The Platinum Age of Television.’ ” And when we consider what was to come in the decades since, that “Platinum Age” term, which plays off the recording-industry standards awarding platinum records to indicate sales even higher than those of gold record sales winners, might have been prescient, but it was also a bit premature.

So when did “the Platinum Age of Television” begin? Eventually, I narrowed it down to three possible starting points. The earliest is 1970, when Grant Tinker created MTM Productions and launched The Mary Tyler Moore Show sitcom on CBS, starting a quality revolution in both comedy and drama. The next is 1981, with the debut of MTM Productions’ Hill Street Blues on NBC, which changed the look, pace, and content of weekly TV drama series. And finally, there’s 1999, the eve of the new century, when television gave us one of the last great dramas on broadcast TV, NBC’s West Wing, as well as one of the first great cable dramas, HBO’s hugely influential Sopranos. All three dates, and arguments, have merit, but I decided on the most recent as the most compelling. And I find that date persuasive because I’ve been an avid TV viewer through all those decades. Rather than reflexively arguing that the good old days were the best, I’m an old dog pointing out that the new tricks are even better. The Platinum Age of Television as I define it, therefore, is the period from 1999 to 2016 and beyond.



The Theory of Quality Television Evolution

Charles Darwin had his theory of evolution, and I have mine. Mine has to do with the concept of quality television: what it is, and, more crucially, how it got that way. Just as Darwin used fossil records to try to understand how today’s life-forms developed from yesterday’s ancestors, I’ll use examples from the fossil records of television history—from past TV shows themselves—to draw links to the present and even to identify some of the “missing links” along the way.

Take, for example, the topic of single working women on television. In the 1950s, the prototypical single working woman was embodied in the CBS sitcom Our Miss Brooks by Eve Arden, portraying a man-hungry, marriage-seeking schoolteacher. In the 1960s, the ideal was Ann Marie, the character played by Marlo Thomas in ABC’s That Girl: an aspiring actress in New York City, living alone but with a devoted boyfriend for the entire run of the series. By 1970, though, and The Mary Tyler Moore Show, things start getting more commendably complicated. Moore’s single working woman, Mary Richards, dumps her boyfriend and moves to Minneapolis in the series premiere, setting up herself, and her series, as an example of independent feminism: focusing on her career, dating a series of men, and taking the Pill. At the end of the 1980s comes another single working woman in television, this time as the on-camera star: Candice Bergen as the newscaster Murphy Brown on CBS, a character who famously inflamed a national debate when she chose to have a baby out of wedlock, enraging the then vice president, Dan Quayle, by her “lifestyle choice.” And in between Mary Richards and Murphy Brown, you have a key “missing link”: Blair Brown in NBC’s Days and Nights of Molly Dodd, playing a woman who has several serious relationships with men while trying to support herself in the publishing field in New York and define herself creatively and emotionally. Her status as a divorceé aside, Molly Dodd was a specific character type that would be explored again in the following decade in HBO’s Sex and the City, starring Sarah Jessica Parker as the sex columnist Carrie Bradshaw, and the decade after that in HBO’s Girls, starring Lena Dunham—who also created the show—as Hannah Horvath, an aspiring writer who, like Carrie in Sex and the City, surrounds herself with a cadre of friends to help her make her way through the trials and romances of life in the big city. From Mary Richards to Hannah Horvath is quite an evolution, but the steps along the way are clear and intriguing. And no matter the genre, this evolutionary pattern replicates itself as both the programs and the characters become significantly more complicated.



The Interviews

In seeking out people to interview to discuss the evolution of quality television, I restricted myself, first of all, to those who, in my observation as a lifelong TV critic, had contributed to that evolution. Start with those TV creators associated with the programs from the three possible starting points for the Platinum Age. From The Mary Tyler Moore Show, there’s the co-creator James L. Brooks; from Hill Street Blues, the co-creator Steven Bochco; and from 1999, the “winner” of the beginning of the Platinum Age of Television, we have the creator of The West Wing, Aaron Sorkin, and the creator of The Sopranos, David Chase. Or start chronologically, with Carl Reiner, the co-star and co-writer of NBC’s landmark Your Show of Shows sketch variety series and the creator of CBS’s Dick Van Dyke Show, and Norman Lear, the creator of All in the Family and so many other popular and formative sitcoms, and the aforementioned Mel Brooks. Or start in reverse chronological order, and begin with Amy Schumer of Comedy Central’s Inside Amy Schumer and Judd Apatow of NBC’s Freaks and Geeks and HBO’s Girls.

Along the way are dozens of other creators whose contributions to TV have been entertaining and important, from Carol Burnett, Tom Smothers, Bob Newhart, and Garry Shandling to Larry David, Louis C.K., Kevin Spacey, and Larry Wilmore. Series creators are well represented, including David Simon of HBO’s Wire, Matt Weiner of AMC’s Mad Men, Vince Gilligan of AMC’s Breaking Bad, David Milch of ABC’s NYPD Blue and HBO’s Deadwood, Tom Fontana of NBC’s St. Elsewhere and HBO’s Oz, David E. Kelley of Fox’s Ally McBeal and ABC’s Boston Legal, Ken Burns of PBS’s Civil War and Baseball, and many more. And as they speak, you hear, quickly and consistently, of the threads connecting quality television past and present.

Bob Newhart and Carol Burnett listened to the radio programs of Jack Benny. Both Newhart and Tom Smothers were inspired by the low-key natural comedy of George Gobel. Burnett adored the sketch comedy of Sid Caesar, as performed by Carl Reiner and written by Mel Brooks. James L. Brooks, when creating The Mary Tyler Moore Show, adopted as his quality template Reiner’s stellar script writing on The Dick Van Dyke Show. And so it goes, all through television history: David E. Kelley learned at the hand of Steven Bochco on L.A. Law, and Jason Katims of Parenthood and Friday Night Lights learned at the hand of Kelley on Boston Public. David Simon learned on the job from Tom Fontana, back on Homicide: Life on the Street. Matt Weiner watched the first episodes of David Chase’s Sopranos on TV, thinking there was finally a place and time for his unproduced script to be appreciated and sending it to Chase, who hired him. Eventually, Weiner earned enough clout on The Sopranos to get that script produced as a series. Its title: Mad Men. And many connections were purely inspirational, with TV writer-producers seeing The Larry Sanders Show or The Sopranos or The Shield and saying, “Hey, things are different now, we can do it our way!”

And even earlier, back in that Golden Age, old TV shows inspired the creators of new ones and sometimes even caused young viewers to dream of entering show business themselves. When Matt Groening was imagining the family and townspeople of what came to be known as The Simpsons, he thought of Homer Simpson as a grown-up Eddie Haskell from Leave It to Beaver and the town where the Simpsons lived as a sort of Mayberry from The Andy Griffith Show, where supporting characters could recur occasionally but still be familiar, like Floyd the barber. Or, in the case of The Simpsons, Moe the bartender. When Kevin Spacey was young and watching The Wild Wild West, the character of Artemus Gordon, the chameleonic master of disguise, made him want to become an actor. Aaron Sorkin says, “The first writers I wanted to be were Jim Brooks and Larry Gelbart,” and credits Gelbart’s M*A*S*H as “the show, I think, that has informed everything that I’ve ever written.” And throughout the decades, if one TV series inspired more of the people interviewed in this book than any other—inspired them to become writers and to make the sorts of TV shows they eventually did, or simply entertained them memorably when they were younger—it was The Twilight Zone. Mel Brooks cites it as a particular favorite, as do many of the writers and producers who followed him into television.

Each formative evolutionary step led to another, and by interviewing a galaxy of television’s most creative people, I can trace many of those early, formative steps.



Creative Evolution Explained

In nature, the cleverest creatures adapt to survive, and thrive, even in hostile environments. Throughout television history, truly creative writers, producers, and performers have done the same, dealing with the restrictions and dangers around them while finding ways to pursue their individual visions. In every phase of television, creativity has found a way to break through.

In the earliest days of television, the way to survive, regardless of audience levels, was to find a sponsor that would finance and back your shows. That’s how the TV pioneer Ernie Kovacs, despite bouncing from network to network over his career in the Golden Age, managed to keep going and to do all those crazy and wonderful things no one else on TV was even trying. His sponsor, Dutch Masters cigars, loved him, and that was enough. Once broadcast advertising in the United States went from single sponsorship to a spot-based model in the late 1950s, ratings counted for even more, but awards and acclaim still mattered. That’s how The Twilight Zone and The Dick Van Dyke Show, to name two acclaimed and influential CBS shows, managed to persist and generate high-quality work despite modest ratings. Once ratings became dominant, demographics were introduced, which allowed some TV shows to pursue the coveted young audience (paving the way, for example, for The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour). A new focus on demographics also made the lowest-ranked networks desperate enough to offer producers more freedom to generate the shows they really wanted to make, which was how NBC ended up with Hill Street Blues.

The launch of geosynchronous broadcast satellites in the 1970s sparked the creation and spread of cable networks. Eventually, some significant TV creators moved from broadcast to cable TV, like the first amphibians moving from water to land, and explored the freedom of their new environment. Tom Fontana, shifting from NBC’s St. Elsewhere and Homicide: Life on the Street to HBO’s Oz, was one of the very first (and, much later, was also one of the first to produce a series expressly for Netflix). Garry Shandling, Larry David, David Milch, Judd Apatow, Aaron Sorkin, Vince Gilligan—all of them evolved by shifting to cable and thriving in the freedoms found there. And with the advent of streaming services in the past decade, Kevin Spacey of House of Cards and Frank Spotnitz of The Man in the High Castle are among those staking early and impressive claims in a new environment. Broadcast television is not dead—Robert and Michelle King of The Good Wife on CBS proved that great work could still be done there—but these days there are many other places to seek, and find, quality TV. That’s part of the evolution, too. Yet according to some, it’s also fast becoming part of the problem, with a rising tide of available scripted television shows threatening to flood the landscape like the TV equivalent of climate change.



Does the Platinum Age Have “Too Much Television”?

Midway through 2015, John Landgraf, the CEO of FX, made national headlines at the semiannual Television Critics Association press tour trotting out facts and figures in support of his contention that the proliferation of new program providers, from Netflix and Hulu to basic cable networks such as AMC and his own FX, has resulted in a growth of scripted TV series too large to be sustained. He predicted that 2015 would finish with more than 400 original scripted series for the year, compared with 280 in 2010, just five years earlier. “There is simply too much television,” Landgraf told the assembled TV critics, in perhaps the ultimate example of preaching to the converted. And while the median scripted show may be better than before, the sheer glut of them may be making it harder for the best new shows to be found and sampled, much less supported and embraced. And Landgraf was right: in January 2016, his network researchers estimated the total number of prime-time scripted series on broadcast, cable, and streaming services in 2015 to be 409—the most in television history.

It was enough of a shot across the bow, and a thoughtful historical perspective, for me to contact Landgraf to discuss my Platinum Age of Television theory, and my start date of 1999, with him directly. After all, he was at NBC then as a programming development executive, when Aaron Sorkin created The West Wing there, as was David Nevins, the current president of the Showtime networks.

“We were both advocates,” Landgraf says. “And we were facing a stiff wind, to tell you the truth, because the perception for most, at that time, was that politics was not suitable subject matter for an entertainment program on a broadcast network…

“But I think that’s the date. I think you’ve picked the right date,” he continues. “As much as I am a fan, and I hope a connoisseur, of many great television programs that preceded The Sopranos—all the way back to Playhouse 90 and Lucy and Mary Tyler Moore and M*A*S*H, and certainly the important dramas like St. Elsewhere and Hill Street Blues—I really do think The Sopranos was the sort of tectonic shift in the industry.” It was the first time, Landgraf confesses from the perspective of a former insider, that the broadcast networks looked at the audience levels for a cable drama, on the all-important, ultracompetitive Sunday night of television, and became worried that a show on an alternative programming source “could make a dent.”

Competitively, HBO’s Sopranos, and programs like it, had some distinct advantages, as Landgraf saw it. “They had certain arrows in their quiver that we at NBC didn’t have. That is to say, they could portray language and nudity and sexuality and violence at a level that exceeded what was acceptable on broadcast television.” They could also work at a less grueling pace: rather than being required to churn out twenty-two episodes per season (which, itself, was a reduction from the Golden Age’s more common, almost unthinkable thirty-nine), HBO presented The Sopranos in chunks of thirteen episodes or fewer, often taking lengthy breaks between seasons, at the insistence of the show’s creator. “What David Chase was able to do,” Landgraf says admiringly, “was fit the number of episodes to the story, rather than fitting the story to the number of episodes. And that made all the difference in the world.” Chase, for his part, admits his embrace of the British model of making television was as much a practical decision as a creative one (“The short season was welcomed by me,” he says, “because I’d had enough of television completely”). But it began to catch on and eventually make possible such new TV innovations as the single-season anthology shows, such as FX’s own American Horror Story and Fargo or HBO’s True Detective, that would tell new self-contained stories every season.

Aaron Sorkin, who created Sports Night and The West Wing for broadcast TV before finally moving to HBO for the smaller-season orders of The Newsroom, had a running joke with the director Thomas Schlamme, his collaborator on both Sports Night and The West Wing. “When I was working on episode 14 of twenty-two of those shows,” Sorkin says, “I would always say to Tommy, ‘If we lived in the U.K. and this was on the BBC, we’d be done already.’ And he’d say, ‘Yeah, but we’d all be living in smaller houses.’ ” Sorkin laughs heartily and adds, “I’ll take a smaller house. My last season of The Newsroom was six episodes, and it seemed worth it to me.”

John Landgraf cares more about quality than quantity, too, and that’s why his number crunching got so much attention in 2015. And in our conversation for this book, he crunched even more numbers and made another very valid point about the speed at which scripted television was multiplying, along with its imitators.

“In my head,” he says, “there’s a pantheon of greats that does, in fact, go all the way back to Ernie Kovacs and leads through Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, and through Norman Lear and through Steven Bochco…Essentially, it’s about the people who took this medium and did something new and innovative, so that when we, the audience, were watching it, we were not only able to experience something great; we were able to experience something new, something breathtaking. Archie Bunker, saying what he was saying out loud, right? Lucille Ball, in that candy factory—it was an experience that was, in that moment, like nothing we had ever had before that television was giving to us.”

Then came the numbers. “The modern era—the era in which television became an important thing in a room—roughly coincides with a few years after the end of World War II,” Landgraf says. “So just for round numbers for a second, let’s start it in the year 1949. And then let’s say that The Sopranos came along in 1999 so we get a nice, round number, which is fifty years. And let’s say that in fifty years, on average, there were about one hundred scripted television shows made a year—probably a lot less, in the early going.

“You and I are sitting here, having this conversation, in 2015. So it’s been sixteen years since The Sopranos came out in 1999. Not fifty years. Sixteen—about a third of that amount. And we have now made as many [scripted] television shows in sixteen years as we made in [the previous] fifty.” That exponential growth allowed for “an explosion of newness,” as Landgraf calls it, but also, by this point, has encouraged a lot of new TV that “feels at least tangentially derivative of everything else.” He acknowledges that wonderfully original programs continue to emerge on occasion, mentioning Amazon’s Transparent in particular, but worries that with so many scripted TV slots to fill across the broadcast and cable and streaming playing field, “we now have people…making the clone of the clone of the clone.” David Simon, who’s spent his career making daringly original scripted dramas, agrees but, like Landgraf, is quick to point out some high-quality exceptions.

“I still think there’s still an enormous amount of shit,” Simon says bluntly. “But there’s also an enormous number of channels: it’s inevitable that there would be a lot of shit. But I’m, I think, a much harsher critic of a lot of television. I see a lot of shows that are put together as if they are thoughtful, premium narrative, and they have all the elements, but it’s real ugly sewing, and I can see the seams. They’re almost chopped together, as if they’re thinking, ‘If we put this much DNA of The Sopranos and this much of Breaking Bad and a little bit of The Wire…,’ ” he says, and sighs. “But they’re not starting with somebody’s burning desire to tell this story and to have this take. And I think the best storytelling, not just TV, but in anything, begins with that.” And he sees flashes of brilliance amid the clutter, from the first season of Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black all the way back to the Canadian import Slings & Arrows, about a small Canadian troupe putting on Shakespeare. “That was magical,” he says approvingly.

While I understand and accept the complaints of both Landgraf and Simon about TV’s imitative and multiplying nature, I find myself thrilled by all the new programming venues and efforts—no matter how absurdly difficult it makes my job as a television critic. The expansion of available networks and the explosion of scripted programs have resulted in an ideal environment for creative growth—the TV equivalent of a biodiverse ecosystem, with the more species the better. I started my job in 1975, back when there were three broadcast networks and PBS and a brand-new cable “superstation” called TBS, the first of its kind. Now TV is everywhere, on every one of the screens in our lives, but so are excellent television programs unlikely to have ever surfaced on old-fashioned broadcast television, up to and including Amazon’s new Frank Spotnitz series, The Man in the High Castle, based on the novel by Philip K. Dick, and Fargo, the Noah Hawley expansion of the Coen brothers’ all-midwestern movie weirdness, televised by Landgraf’s own FX. So long as scripted TV this excellent fights its way to the surface, regardless of the delivery system, there will never, in my mind, be too much television.



My Evolution with Television

Because what you’re about to read are my theories and demonstrations of quality TV evolution, I feel you should understand my relationship with television, and I only began to understand that myself, to be honest, a year or so ago. That’s when Steven Rand, executive director of the apexart gallery in New York’s Tribeca district, invited me to be guest curator of an art show about TV—with, at first, no more guidance than that. My original idea was to mount five TV screens, each showing a chronologically displayed and synchronously timed video from television history, so you could watch the evolution of various television genres and subjects at once. And I did that, thanks to some invaluable assistance on both the video-editing and technical end. But the exhibit kept growing beyond that original “TV wall” as Rand kept pushing me to get more personal. By the time it opened, in November 2014, Bianculli’s Personal Theory of TV Evolution was very personal indeed. I had reached out and borrowed such exciting artifacts as Rod Serling’s typewriter, Ernie Kovacs’s scripts, Fred Rogers’s sweater and sneakers, and Vince Gilligan’s scene-by-scene finale breakdown on the writers’ room corkboard of Breaking Bad. But I’d also acknowledged, and displayed, my own lifelong relationship with television, including how and why I became a TV critic and how I was lucky enough to meet, and even interview and work with, some of the people whose television work impressed me the most. This book is a further outgrowth of that and—with the artists I was able to reach and the fact that I could publish the book at all—my culminating achievement as a television aficionado, critic, and historian.

One of the “artifacts” in that New York art exhibition was my diary, at age seven, containing such December 1960 entries as “Was PETER PAN good today!” and “Today at 6:00 I saw THE WIZARD OF OZ.” Another was a reprint of my first professional TV review, from Florida’s Gainesville Sun, in which I reviewed the first few episodes of a then-new NBC late-night series that had premiered in 1975: Saturday Night Live. “If you accept Malcolm Gladwell’s concept of the ‘10,000-Hour Rule,’ that it takes 10,000 hours working in a specific field before a person can be considered an expert,” I wrote in the brochure to that apexart exhibit, “then, by that yardstick, I’m about four experts. I’ve been a professional TV critic for almost 40 years—and a TV viewer for 60.”

Over those decades, the television I’ve enjoyed the most has rewarded me in other ways as well. I watched The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour with my father each Sunday night and then, thirty years later, wrote a book about them and their show, spending hours and hours interviewing them in the process. I got to know Fred Rogers, Ken Burns, and Mel Brooks and interview Dennis Potter, Kurt Vonnegut, Jack Paar, Paul McCartney, and most of the people who shaped my tastes, interests, and politics. Thirty years ago, I fell into a job doing TV criticism for NPR’s Fresh Air with Terry Gross and proudly remain associated with the show, and everyone working on it, today.

“I enjoy being a TV critic,” I wrote elsewhere in that 2014 brochure. “It’s a job that always changes, that demands you flex different muscles on different days, and that occasionally rewards you with brilliant, wonderful programs, some of which can enrich, and even change, your life. I’ve said for decades that sooner or later, everything I care about shows up on television, giving me the opportunity to write about music, theatre, politics, literature, comedy—anything telecast by anyone is fair game.”

Streaming sites and the Internet have made that game more complicated than ever, but television critics, like TV itself, must adapt or die. In the 1970s, I used to have to drive an hour to sit in a Miami TV station’s conference room to have videotapes of shows screened for me in advance. In time, I intercepted satellite transmissions, then received VHS tapes, then DVDs, and currently get e-mails with links for password-protected press website “screening rooms.” Methods of writing and transmitting stories have changed just as dramatically, from electronically scanned typed pages to reviews typed on mini-monitors, on bulky “portable” machines called Telerams, and sent via a modem connection. And then came the laptops and relative freedom, but nothing was as freeing as the technical advancements on the home-viewing side of things. When I bought my first VCR the year I became a full-time TV critic, that Sony Betamax cost 10 percent of my gross annual salary but was worth it, because I could leave the house and still see a show I taped once I returned. Fast-forward a generation, and the DVR has loosened things up so much it’s changed what, when, and how people watch television. I’d like to say I saw it coming, and I did.

In my 1992 book, Teleliteracy: Taking Television Seriously, in addition to using the term “the Platinum Age of Television,” I laid out my prediction for the future of television:


I suspect “real time” television will not vanish entirely. The instant availability of all types of music—on record albums, singles, cassettes, and CDs—hasn’t killed radio…There’s a lot to be said for the shared communal experience of a simultaneous national broadcast. Radio used to provide it; now television does. Even if tomorrow’s version comes via satellite, or fiber-optic transmission, or a massive home-entertainment database, there will always be room for “real time” transmission and enjoyment of entertainment—not just news, sports, and weather. The likelihood is that viewers at home eventually will be able to call up any program they like—at any time—from a massive national network of databases, and store it on disc or tape (at a set fee, naturally) for retrieval and reviewing at their own leisure.


This was years before TiVo and Netflix were founded, but when I dug out and read that prescient passage to my son, Mark, recently, all he said was, “If you’re so smart, why didn’t you invest?” Damn good question.

Meanwhile, the four networks that were around when I wrote my first TV reviews in the mid-1970s have increased to hundreds, literally, making it more of a challenge, but more important than ever, to seek out and support the best that TV has to offer. The website I edit, TV Worth Watching, aims to do precisely that, with help from many other veteran TV critics, but John Landgraf is right. It’s getting tougher to watch all the good television, much less cover it.

One final quotation from my art show brochure about television: “By 1988, when PBS presented Bill Moyers’ six-part interview with mythologist Joseph Campbell under the title Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth, and Campbell distilled his lifetime of research and teaching into three inspirational words of advice (‘Follow your bliss’), I realized I already was following mine. I not only got to watch that fantastic TV series in advance and write about it for a New York newspaper in hopes of encouraging others to watch it, but got to interview Moyers about it in the process.”

If my lifetime of research and teaching were distilled into a single phrase, it would be five words, not three—the same five words uttered by Chance the gardener, played by Peter Sellers, in the 1979 movie adaptation of the Jerzy Kosinski fable Being There. “I like to watch TV,” Chance said simply.

When TV is good, I feel exactly the same way. Always have. And on the pages that follow are many of the programs, and the artists, who made me blissful.
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1 CHILDREN’S PROGRAMS

KEY EVOLUTIONARY STAGES

	The Mickey Mouse Club	
1955–59, ABC

	Captain Kangaroo	
1955–84, CBS

	Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood	
1968–2001, NET/PBS

	Sesame Street	
1969–, PBS; 2016–, HBO

	Pee-Wee’s Playhouse	
1986–91, CBS





No matter where you grew up, and for the most part no matter when, your TV was most likely populated by local shows made especially for children. The earliest ones were hosted by earnest, often costumed adults, presenting old theatrical cartoons and/or interacting with puppets or marionettes. Some of these early homegrown pioneers “matured” into national shows presented by one of the major broadcast networks, such as NBC’s Kukla, Fran, and Ollie, which had begun on local TV in Chicago in 1947. But others, from 1948’s Junior Frolics (a cartoon showcase from Newark, New Jersey, hosted by “Uncle Fred” Sayles) to 1950’s Popeye Theater (a weekday afternoon Philadelphia children’s show hosted for more than twenty years by the “cowgirl” Sally Starr), remained proudly local for their entire runs. Wherever you lived, if television was a part of your early life, so was children’s TV. I was born in Pittsburgh in 1953, and one of my first TV memories is of watching a local public television show called The Children’s Corner, hosted by Josie Carey starting in 1954, and featuring her interacting with such puppets as Daniel Striped Tiger and King Friday XIII—puppets created and voiced by the show’s producer and music composer, Fred Rogers, years before he would launch his own successful children’s series, Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood.

Technically, the earliest TV children’s show host might have been Burr Tillstrom, the puppeteer creator and voice of the clown-like Kukla, the friendly dragon Ollie, and other whimsical hand-puppet characters. He and his puppets appeared on TV before there was broadcast TV, as featured players during RCA’s television exhibition at the 1939–40 New York World’s Fair. After World War II, when television production began in earnest, Tillstrom teamed with the Chicago radio personality Fran Allison in 1947 on a local children’s show, giving her equal billing with two of his puppet creations. Within a year, Kukla, Fran, and Ollie was a popular national offering on the NBC network, where it lasted for an entire decade.

That show’s NBC lead-in, running at five o’clock weekdays on the East Coast, was even more popular and ranks as TV’s first runaway children’s TV hit. It began as Puppet Playhouse in 1947, back when NBC’s “network” of stations was limited to a few cities along the northeast corridor, and premiered at a time when the concept of using television as a babysitter, previously unheard of, was instantly embraced. In a rave review of the debut of Puppet Playhouse that today would incense child advocates and women alike, Variety wrote, “In the middle-class home, there is perhaps nothing as welcome to the mother as something that will keep the small fry intently absorbed and out of possible mischief. This program can almost be guaranteed to pin down the squirmiest of the brood.” Puppet Playhouse was created and hosted by “Buffalo” Bob Smith, but the show was quickly renamed Howdy Doody, after his marionette co-star. Like many children’s shows that followed it, Howdy Doody featured a studio audience of overstimulated, sugar-engorged kids (called, in this case, the Peanut Gallery). It also featured a silent, horn-honking clown named Clarabell (played, over the course of the series, by three different actors, including the future Captain Kangaroo host, Bob Keeshan); the beautiful princess Summerfall Winterspring (played by Judy Tyler, who would go on to star in Jailhouse Rock opposite Elvis Presley); and a spineless character named Gumby, who was soon spun off into his own series. Give Howdy Doody credit, too, for the most unsettling finale in TV history: On the final show, Smith kept promising that Clarabell, then played by Lew Anderson, would have a special surprise. After thirteen years of silence, Clarabell ended the show, and the series, by staring into the camera and, in a choked whisper, saying, “Good-bye, kids.”

Other early TV children’s hits included ABC’s Super Circus (like Kukla, Fran, and Ollie, going national in 1949 after starting in Chicago), hosted by Claude Kirchner and, later, Jerry Colonna and featuring the baton-catching, and eye-catching, baton twirler Mary Hartline. A singular children’s star from the 1950s was Milton Hines, a.k.a. Soupy Sales, who had a unique career path by not only succeeding on network TV and in syndication but moving from one local market to another and conquering them individually. He started in Cincinnati, on a local 1950 show called Soupy’s Soda Shop, then moved in 1953 to Detroit, where he simultaneously hosted a daytime kids’ show (Lunch with Soupy Sales) and a slightly more mature late-night effort (Soupy’s On, the surviving kinescopes of which include rare performance footage of the great jazz trumpeter Clifford Brown from 1956). The daytime show, with its pie-in-the-face comedy style (and I mean that literally), was so popular with kids ABC picked it up, renaming it The Soupy Sales Show. And when the host moved his base of operations again, this time to Los Angeles, the split-personality approach he had tapped in late-night Detroit TV sprouted in full bloom on his L.A. series. Even though he had the same furry, kid-friendly puppet sidekicks as always—including Pookie the little lion and the giant “dogs” White Fang and Black Tooth, who, except for their huge paws and arms, were heard but not seen—Soupy Sales attracted amazingly A-list adult guests, all of whom lined up eagerly to get cream pies in the face. Bob Hope, Sammy Davis Jr., Dean Martin, even Frank Sinatra, all came by to support the show’s antic level of anarchy, as well as to get pies in the face.

Other approaches to children’s TV evolved as well, not just from local to national, but in substance as well as style. There were the anything-goes “clubhouse” shows for children, typified by 1950’s Smilin’ Ed McConnell and His Buster Brown Gang, which bounced around several networks and time slots, with as many titles, throughout the decade. When the host died, his Western sidekick Andy Devine was cast as his replacement, and the series was renamed Andy’s Gang. The content remained the same, though, with affable Andy entertaining little kids by reading stories, showing old cartoons and film shorts, and interacting with puppets, including Froggy the Gremlin, who would bedevil poor Andy after being summoned by the same rude-sounding catchphrase uttered by the previous host: “Pluck your magic twanger, Froggy!” Elsewhere, the vaudeville spirit thrived when channeled, literally, to a children’s TV audience, thanks to the wild shenanigans of Pinky Lee, a veteran comic whose Pinky Lee Show, an NBC offering from 1954 to 1956, had him entertaining kids while sporting a bow tie, a checkered suit, and a very childish attitude. Yet another popular children’s TV franchise literally became a franchise, with a 1949 Los Angeles show, Bozo’s Circus, evolving into Larry Harmon’s Bozo the Clown broadcast business model in the mid-1950s, with each local station buying the rights to cast, produce, and present its own Bozo the Clown program.

Children’s TV was full of such shows, emulating the basic formula and energy of Howdy Doody locally and nationally, but there were specialty shows, too. Live-action Westerns and sci-fi shows were big, from 1949’s Lone Ranger on ABC to the same year’s Captain Video and His Video Rangers on DuMont, a laughably cheap yet impressively durable weekday series that ran until the DuMont network itself collapsed in 1955. Captain Video encouraged its young viewers to sign up and receive special mailings—a practice copied by Captain Midnight on CBS, where a quarter and the seal from a jar of Ovaltine would get viewers a special decoder ring, which could be used to decipher special on-air messages.

From the beginning of network television, in addition to Westerns and science fiction and puppet shows, there was a subcategory of children’s shows that could loosely be grouped under the term “educational.” The earliest of these TV shows for children were offshoots from existing radio programs: NBC’s Juvenile Jury, starting on television in 1947, featuring a panel of problem-solving youngsters, and the same network’s Quiz Kids, which came to TV via Chicago in 1949 and featured kids answering the same sorts of increasingly tough queries in their chosen categories as adult contestants on The $64,000 Question. Those were shows that tested and rewarded knowledge; other shows set out to impart it.

These were sincere, gentle shows, in which the hosts talked slowly and sweetly, either directly to the viewers at home or to an in-studio surrogate. The former public school science teacher Don Herbert explored and explained the wonders of science on television for decades, starting with Chicago’s Mr. Wizard in 1950, which moved to NBC a year later. Yet another show originating from Chicago, aimed at an even younger audience, was Ding Dong School, hosted by a soft-spoken, matronly hostess identified as Miss Frances. At the time, she was chair of what is now Roosevelt University and felt strongly that the new medium of television had a special responsibility to preschool viewers. She stared straight into the camera and addressed viewers directly, pausing to give them time to answer. “Do you remember the three ingredients to the sandwich we made today, besides bread?” she asks, waiting patiently for the unheard interactive reply. “That’s right. Peanut butter. Lettuce. And…banana!” (Was Elvis watching?) NBC began broadcasting Ding Dong School nationally in 1952, only a few months after it premiered in Chicago.

Another preschool TV show that broke the fourth wall was Romper Room, which began as a local show in Baltimore in 1953. The producer Bert Claster had the simple but ingenious idea of letting his wife, Nancy, a nursery school teacher, bring her young students into the TV studio to play and work, with youngsters at home invited to watch as part of the action. “Miss Nancy” would do arts and crafts, sing songs, tell stories, and even advise on proper and improper social behavior, which would earn the classification of a “Do-Bee” or a “Don’t-Be.” And when, at the end of each show, “Miss Nancy” held up her magic mirror and looked through it, she would call out names of some of the children she “saw” watching Romper Room on her TV set. “I see Bobby, I see Cindy…” For the next several decades, Romper Room would be franchised, like Bozo the Clown, with each local TV market presenting its own Miss Somebody. The show’s “magic mirror” gimmick made it seem interactive to young viewers at home, even if your name was never called.

For interactive TV gimmickry, though, nothing came close to Winky Dink and You, which ran on CBS from 1953 to 1957. It’s described in detail in the chapter “Animation,” but it armed young viewers with a “Winky Dink” kit—a cloth, a box of crayons, and a see-through plastic sheet—and encouraged them to draw missing details from the show’s animation onto the sheet, which covered the TV screen.

Of all the programs and people associated with children’s and family TV programming in the 1950s, one name rises above all others—a man whose name was already established, and beloved, in the world of theatrical cartoons and full-length animated movies and who would very quickly achieve amazing success as host of a prime-time anthology series, co-creator of a daytime children’s series, and the visionary behind a wildly popular family theme park. In time, the empire he built would launch its own cable channel for children, purchase and run the ABC network, and establish a powerful cinematic studio operation that, in time, would absorb and present the latest offerings from Pixar, the Muppets, and Star Wars. That man, of course, was Walt Disney, who had made his name with his first Mickey Mouse theatrical cartoon, Steamboat Willie, in 1928. In 1950, the year he first came to television, Disney’s big-screen releases included not only a dozen cartoon shorts but the full-length movie Cinderella and the live-action feature Treasure Island. To cap off that very fruitful year, Disney co-hosted, with the ventriloquist Edgar Bergen and the dummy sidekick Charlie McCarthy, his first foray into TV: an NBC Christmas Day special called One Hour in Wonderland. The next year, he presented another Christmas Day TV special, this time for CBS, and this time with himself as the sole host: The Walt Disney Christmas Show.

Disney was eager to get into television because he recognized the value of cross promotion and being able to show clips from, and stoke audience interest for, his upcoming movies. He also had another pet project in mind, a massive theme park, and television could be a major source of both revenue and free publicity. NBC and CBS had already broadcast his Christmas specials, and when he proposed a weekly prime-time series, all the networks, even fledgling, low-rated ABC, were interested. Until that time, the major studios were boycotting television, and to get a regular TV series produced by the Walt Disney Studios would be a breakthrough. What resulted from Disney’s interest in TV turned out to be revolutionary for children’s programming as well.

Disney’s first regular series on television, produced for ABC, was a 1954 prime-time anthology series called Disneyland, named after a California theme park of his that wouldn’t open for another year. The opening installment of Disneyland was little more than a one-hour infomercial, but like almost everything else Disney presented in the 1950s, it caught on quickly and massively. One of the anthology show’s first-season offerings was Davy Crockett, a Fess Parker miniseries that sold millions of coonskin caps to impressionable young kids and helped ABC land its first Top 10 series of that decade. By the end of the 1954–55 TV season, Disneyland was the No. 6 series on the air, proudly nestled between two long-established CBS hits, Ed Sullivan’s Toast of the Town and The Jack Benny Program. And in the last half of 1955, Walt Disney enjoyed two other instant successes: his Disneyland theme park, which opened in July, and a new daytime children’s show, which premiered in October and revolutionized children’s television significantly.


THE MICKEY MOUSE CLUB

1955–59, ABC. Creators: Walt Disney, Bill Walsh, Hal Adelquist. Host: Jimmie Dodd, aided by Roy Williams. Stars: Annette Funicello, Bobby Burgess, Darlene Gillespie, Cubby O’Brien, Karen Pendleton, Doreen Tracey, others.

To help create The Mickey Mouse Club, Walt Disney turned to Bill Walsh, who had written and produced Disney’s two TV holiday specials. For inspiration, he reached back much further into his company’s past—to 1930, when the success of Mickey Mouse as a theatrical cartoon character had sparked a series of local Mickey Mouse Clubs all over the country. More than two million kids signed up during the Depression before Disney stopped the enterprise, but clearly he never forgot it. In the mid-1950s, ABC, already giddy over the success of Disney’s prime-time series Disneyland, asked Walt Disney to produce a weekday children’s show for late afternoons. He planned on a fifteen-minute feature, but ABC wanted an hour show, Monday through Friday, and got it.
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The genius of The Mickey Mouse Club was present in almost every element. The opening, including the theme song and lots of lively animation, was packed with most of the Disney studio’s most popular cartoon characters, from Mickey and Minnie Mouse to Donald Duck and Dumbo. It was more expensive and complex than any animation yet seen on TV and was longer, too, eating up close to two minutes of screen time, but those costs were amortized every single day, making it a wise investment indeed. Another wise investment was to shoot the series on 35-millimeter film, making it look crisp and fresh in 1955 (and, on DVD, in 2015 as well).

Other advancements were made in the casting and presentation. The Mickey Mouse Club, like so many children’s shows before it, had adult hosts presiding over the fun—in this case, Jimmie Dodd (who wrote much of the show’s music, including the opening and closing theme songs) and the Disney staff animator and illustrator Roy Williams. But the kids, instead of being relegated to a peanut gallery, were very actively involved: presenting cartoons, starring in live-action serials, and singing and dancing as part of their regular duties as Mouseketeers. There was a roll call at the start of each show, where the Mouseketeers, wearing big mouse-ear caps and with their first names emblazoned on their costumes, would walk right up to the camera and loudly and proudly identify themselves: “Annette!” “Bobby!” “Cubby!” “Darlene!” (That would be, in order, Annette Funicello, Bobby Burgess, Cubby O’Brien, and Darlene Gillespie, four of the original cast members.) They, and the other Mouseketeers, would be put through their paces on the show, because each day had a different theme: “Fun with Music Day” on Monday, “Guest Star Day” on Tuesday, “Anything Can Happen Day” on Wednesday, “Circus Day” on Thursday, and “Talent Round-Up Day” on Friday. Also included in the regular mix were newly made serials, echoing the Saturday morning movie matinee adventures or the Davy Crockett adventures from Disneyland, but starring young actors, as in The Adventures of Spin and Marty and The Hardy Boys. And, of course, there were loads of cartoons from the Disney vault, promotions for upcoming Disney movies, and other features as well. By the end of each one-hour episode, it was no wonder an overworked Jimmie Dodd slowed things down to lead the Mouseketeers in a tender, quiet spell-and-response reprise of the show’s theme song. “M-I-C,” Annette and the rest would sing in soft unison. “See you real soon,” Jimmie would purr back. “K-E-Y,” the Mouseketeers would continue. “Why?” asked Jimmie, looking directly into the camera and seemingly making electronic eye contact with every kid at home. “Because we like you!” And the Mouseketeers would bring it home with a lullaby-like, elongated “M-O-U-S-Eeeeee­eeeee­eee…”

In terms of content, The Mickey Mouse Club was one of the most dizzyingly diverse children’s shows in the history of television. In terms of ethnic diversity, not so much: the cast was overwhelmingly, completely white, which in the 1950s, on TV, didn’t appear that out of place. When the series would be updated for newer generations, that would change, and so would the level of young talent. The old Mickey Mouse Club might have given us America’s sweetheart in Annette Funicello, who grew up to star in a series of Beach Blanket Bingo movies, but the Disney Channel’s own 1989–94 The All New Mickey Mouse Club claimed such Mouseketeer future stars as Britney Spears, Justin Timberlake, Christina Aguilera, Keri Russell, and Ryan Gosling. But that was many ears later. In the 1950s, the original Mickey Mouse Club burned brightly for four years, then stopped. But like Disneyland in prime time, it upped the standards considerably for what was possible, and expected, in family TV programming.

—

By 1961, when Walt Disney’s prime-time anthology series showcase moved to NBC as Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color, it was to help spearhead the spread of color TV, which NBC’s parent corporation at the time, the electronics manufacturer RCA, was pushing heavily, with such early full-color hits as 1959’s Bonanza. Fewer than one million color TV sets had been sold at the time NBC acquired the Walt Disney prime-time series, but there were no more persuasive reasons to buy one, in 1961, than to watch vibrant, full-color cartoons, nature specials, and other offerings presented on Disney’s newly evolved anthology show. “The world is a carousel of color,” boasted the new show’s theme song, and as Disney presented it, it was. Each week, an animated Tinker Bell would wave her magic wand and sprinkle fairy dust all over the place, and the place was Disneyland. Walt Disney died in 1966, but his vision, and series, kept going and kept growing in importance. Television in general, and Walt Disney in particular, are seldom given credit for helping spawn the environmental movement, but is it so far-fetched to imagine that the inclusion of all those nature-film excerpts and features, on Disneyland and its successors, infused a new generation with an enhanced sensitivity toward, and appreciation of, the world around them?

The Disney flagship TV show, over the decades, would switch networks and titles several more times, eventually settling at ABC, which had been bought by the Walt Disney Company, and settling for the same title it had on NBC from 1969 to 1979: The Wonderful World of Disney. It was canceled, finally, in 2008, but that was twenty-five years after the 1983 launch of the Disney Channel.

Meanwhile, quality children’s TV kept maturing and metamorphosing. Just as Disneyland and The Mickey Mouse Club were starting out nationally, Josie Carey and Fred Rogers were starting out locally, in Pittsburgh, on The Children’s Corner. And in 1955, CBS got into the children’s TV business in a big way, by hiring Bob Keeshan to play an amiable, soft-spoken character named Captain Kangaroo—a role he would play, to generations of rapt preschoolers, for three decades.



CAPTAIN KANGAROO

1955–84, CBS; 1986–92, PBS. Creators: Bob Keeshan, Bob Claver. Stars: Bob Keeshan, Hugh Brannum, Cosmo Allegretti.

On Howdy Doody, as “Buffalo” Bob Smith’s clown sidekick Clarabell, Bob Keeshan clocked several years as a silent second banana. But after watching the less antic, more central performances by the hosts of Ding Dong School and other shows, Keeshan set out to create a hybrid of the two children’s TV approaches. His Captain Kangaroo, an almost timid fellow with a big mustache and bigger jacket pockets, used his jangling ring of keys to gain access to his Treasure House, a playhouse every bit as populated as those on Howdy Doody and Andy’s Gang. The Captain’s approach, though, was more like that of Miss Frances or Miss Nancy: soft-spoken, focused on preschool viewers at home, and more interested in educating and soothing than simply entertaining. The puppeteer Cosmo Allegretti did multiple duty, embodying everything from the silent, carrot-fixated Bunny Rabbit and the joke-telling Mr. Moose to the gentle giant Dancing Bear. Hugh Brannum, as the sidekick Mr. Green Jeans, brought a variety of common and exotic animals with which the host could interact—long before Johnny Carson did the same thing with San Diego zookeepers on The Tonight Show. The Captain also read picture books to children at home, decades before PBS’s Reading Rainbow, hosted by LeVar Burton, did the same, and the popularity of those segments could be measured by surges in sales, and library demand, for Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel or any other book featured on Captain Kangaroo—like a preschool Oprah Winfrey book club.

There were also cartoons, but these were deliberately basic and nonviolent, with Tom Terrific, and his faithful companion Mighty Manfred the Wonder Dog, having “adventures” that barely qualified as such but enchanted young viewers anyway, as did the Treasure House’s talking Grandfather Clock and sudden hailstorms of Ping-Pong balls. Over its very lengthy run, Captain Kangaroo collected six Emmy Awards and three Peabodys and was eventually undone on CBS not because of falling popularity among the youngest TV demographic but because of a rise in deregulation regarding programming requirements for networks and local stations and a simultaneous rise in the value of network morning news operations. CBS cut back Captain Kangaroo from one hour to thirty minutes in 1981 and canceled it completely, after a thirty-year run, three years later. Keeshan and his show moved for an additional six-year run to PBS, which had proven itself, over the decades, much more fertile ground for serious-minded children’s television.
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MISTER ROGERS’ NEIGHBORHOOD

1968–69, NET; 1969–2001, PBS. Creator: Fred Rogers. Host: Fred Rogers. Cast: Betty Aberlin, David Newell.

Fred Rogers, on and off camera, was intensely dedicated to children and, like the hostess of Ding Dong School, unusually qualified to appear on a TV show speaking to and about youngsters. While spending days producing one of public television’s first local children’s shows, Pittsburgh’s Josie’s Corner, Fred McFeely Rogers spent much of his downtime becoming ordained as a Presbyterian minister and taking classes at the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of Child Development. The same year he was ordained, he accepted a job offer from Canada’s CBC to test his theories and approaches to children’s TV, with a new show called Misterogers. In 1966, Rogers was wooed back to Pittsburgh, where he created another local show, this time, as in Canada, with himself as the host. That program went national in 1968, on public television’s NET network (and, upon its formation, PBS), as Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, where it spanned six decades, winning four Emmy Awards and a Peabody.

The Rogers approach, to TV and to children, was to slow things down, be honest and intimate, and discuss and examine joys and fears with equal frankness and reassurance. He hit the airwaves just as concerns about televised violence and unchecked advertising tie-ins were attracting increased attention from watchdog groups and Congress. Rogers, in contrast, took the “Miss Frances” Ding Dong School approach to talking to the young viewer at home and extended it significantly. For Fred Rogers, as the host of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, there was always time. Time to change, as he did at the opening of every show, from dress shoes and suit jacket to sneakers and a cardigan, while singing his all-inclusive invitation of a theme song: “It’s a beautiful day in this neighborhood / A beautiful day for a neighbor / Would you be mine? / Could you be mine?” His home was open to an endless parade of guests, from everyday kids and his neighborhood deliveryman (David Newell’s Mr. McFeely) to such world-class musicians as the cellist Yo-Yo Ma. Rogers went on field trips, to factories and theaters, to show how people made objects and made art. And, thanks to a quick trip following a toy trolley, there were visits to the Neighborhood of Make-Believe, where Rogers’s childlike puppets would work their way through various problems. Most weeks were devoted to specific topics, which could be whimsical or serious, and addressed children’s most basic concerns, as well as concepts fundamental to their development of a healthy self-image.

In 1968, the year he started with his national show, Fred Rogers asked for, and got, a prime-time special to discuss children’s fears at a volatile time for the entire country. He addressed parents directly and encouraged them to watch, with their young children, a segment in which the whispery, childlike hand puppet Daniel Striped Tiger watched as Lady Aberlin (played by Betty Aberlin as a human interacting with puppets, as Fran Allison did on Kukla, Fran, and Ollie) inflated and deflated a toy balloon. After asking where the air inside the balloon had gone, and where the air inside Lady Aberlin went when she breathed out, Daniel Striped Tiger asked a question that no other children’s show dared to ask: “What does assassination mean?” Robert F. Kennedy, running for president in 1968, had been shot and killed the day before, and Rogers was worried enough about the effect on preschoolers to address them, and their parents, directly. It was a stunning TV moment, and every time I rewatch it, showing it to my college students, it still is.

[image: Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood  host and creator, Fred Rogers, got his start in children’s television as an off-camera writer, composer, and puppeteer for a local Pittsburgh public TV children’s show,  The Children’s Corner,  hosted by Josie Carey.][image: Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood  host and creator, Fred Rogers, got his start in children’s television as an off-camera writer, composer, and puppeteer for a local Pittsburgh public TV children’s show,  The Children’s Corner,  hosted by Josie Carey.]


Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood host and creator, Fred Rogers, got his start in children’s television as an off-camera writer, composer, and puppeteer for a local Pittsburgh public TV children’s show, The Children’s Corner, hosted by Josie Carey.




The following year, in May 1969, Mr. Rogers goes to Washington to testify in support of federal funding for public television. The Senate was considering cutting twenty million dollars in funding, and Fred Rogers appeared before Senator John Pastore, who had led an earlier investigation into violence on TV, to plead his case. He described to the Senate Committee chairman his Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, which Pastore had never seen, in terms as slowly, simply, and honestly as he addressed kids in his TV audience. “I give an expression of care every day to each child,” Rogers told Pastore, “to help him realize that





SESAME STREET





[image: Sesame Street,  from its start as a public television show for preschoolers, has relied on the same mixture of comedy, numbers, vocabulary, guest stars, everyday children, music, and Muppets.][image: Sesame Street,  from its start as a public television show for preschoolers, has relied on the same mixture of comedy, numbers, vocabulary, guest stars, everyday children, music, and Muppets.]
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PEE-WEE’S PLAYHOUSE




[image: Pee-Wee’s Playhouse  was an antic children’s show, as popular with adults as with youngsters, starring Paul Reubens as the agelessly immature Pee-Wee Herman.][image: Pee-Wee’s Playhouse  was an antic children’s show, as popular with adults as with youngsters, starring Paul Reubens as the agelessly immature Pee-Wee Herman.]
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