Close-Up on History

Classic Prime-Time Programs


Classic television programs are those that have the most cultural significance.  They change society in some way, sometimes in the way people talk and sometimes in the way people look at things.  Some of the classics were news or news magazine programs.  “Camel Cavalcade of News” with John Cameron Swayze, which ran from 1948 until 1956, is considered the father of network television news.  News magazines started in 1968 with “60 Minutes,” which continues to be a ratings leader today.  (We’ll have more to say about classic news programs in Chapter 10.)  Other classics were children’s shows, such as “Bozo the Clown,” “Romper Room,” and “Sesame Street.” Some classics were sports programs: “Wide World of Sports” and some of the Super Bowl telecasts are often mentioned in that category.


When most critics talk about classic programs, however, they are talking about regularly scheduled, long-running, prime-time entertainment programs.  Several of these ratings champions that captured the imagination of the public widely and in unique ways: they changed what friends talked about over coffee the next day, and even the way people talked, with popular phrases from the series entering the national lexicon.  Everyone has their favorites in this category, but most critics would cite the following ten programs as especially important: 

“I Love Lucy” (1951-1957), the classic sitcom, featured a Cuban bandleader, his ditzy but determined wife and their nosey but benign neighbors.  The entire country waited for the birth of Lucy’s baby, which aired on the same day that Lucille Ball gave birth to her real-life son, Desi Arnaz, Jr.

“Gunsmoke” (1955-1975) was television’s longest-running prime-time series with continuing characters, which included Marshal Dillon, his deputy Chester, his unrequited love interest Miss Kitty and his friend Doc.  Dodge City and the local graveyard, Boot Hill, became part of the American vocabulary.

“Bonanza” (1959-1973) told of the adventures of Ben Cartwright and his three sons, Adam, Hoss and Little Joe, on their huge Nevada ranch, the Ponderosa.  The Cartwrights spent little time running their ranch, which they apparently did with just one employee, their cook Hop Sing.  Most of their time was spent helping neighbors and fighting for truth and justice.  Little Joe was played by Michael Landon, who went on to write, direct and star in “Little House on the Prairie” and “Highway to Heaven.”

“Laugh-In” (1968-1973) was a fast-moving hour of sight gags, one-liners, short skits, and blackouts.  This show changed the pace of television comedy, and brought such phrases as “Sock it to me,” “You bet your bippy,” and “Look that up in your Funk & Wagnall’s” into common usage.  Regulars included Ruth Buzzi, Henry Gibson, and Goldie Hawn.

“All in the Family” (1971-1983) was the first sitcom to deal successfully with bigotry, prejudice, and hot issues such as abortion, birth control and homosexuality.  Along with a number of taboo racial terms that had never been heard on television before, the show is remembered for Archie Bunkerisms such as “Dingbat,” “Meathead,” and “Stifle yourself!”    Meathead was Rob Reiner, who went on to a successful career as a movie director.

“Happy Days” (1974-1984) was a nostalgia piece set in the 1950s starring Ron Howard, who also went on to direct movies.  “The Fonz,” a leather-jacketed, ultra-cool biker, was one of the most popular characters.  Two minor characters were spun off into “Laverne and Shirley” (1976-1983) another successful show.

“Dallas” (1978-1991) was a prime-time soap opera about two generations of the oil-rich Ewing family, especially the good son Bobby (Patrick Duffy) and the roguish J.R. (Larry Hagman).  The “Who Shot J.R.?” cliffhanger was a national obsession during the summer of 1980.  The show was a runaway hit overseas, also.

“The Cosby Show” (1984-1992) appeared at a time when most critics insisted that the age of the sitcom had passed.  Bill Cosby played the doctor dad and Felicia Rashad the lawyer mom.  The show spearheaded last-place NBC’s drive to first place, which it held for several years. Cosby had earlier made television history by becoming the first black performer to star in a network dramatic series (“I Spy,” 1965-1968).

“Roseanne” (1988-1995) featured  “domestic goddess” Roseanne Barr as the head of a working class family that turned Cosby’s family values on their ear.  The kids had problems, their overweight parents seldom had the answers, and America thought it was looking at real life.

“Seinfeld” (1990-1998) a self-described “show about nothing,” was actually about the mundane aspects of the everyday life of four self-absorbed New Yorkers: Jerry Seinfeld (playing himself) and his friends George, Elaine, and Kramer.  Plot lines revolved around such issues as finding a parking space, waiting to be seated at a restaurant or “double dipping” a chip into the party dip.

