The 10 Greatest Television Shows: Season 2
Around about one year ago I wrote a not insubstantial essay/blog piece outlining what I considered to be the 10 greatest television shows of all time. Needless to say, this entirely subjective list didn’t exactly match up with what many other people thought and there were a few unpopular choices. Looking back on that list now, I can see that my opinions have changed somewhat – as opinions are bound to do – and that maybe some of my selections (and the arguments in support of those selections) were a bit of a reach. 
This is one of the reasons I chose to revisit this piece and reconsider my choices. 
The other reason I’m doing this all over again is the fact that I have seen a lot more television in the past year (most of it very enjoyable, some of it not so) and I feel that this list should be dynamic and evolving (kind of like television itself). If I can find the time and energy I plan on updating this list every year.
The format is pretty much the same and some of my thoughts on the shows retaining their spots in the top 10 remain unchanged. Still, there is plenty here to digest and I hope that you agree with some of my choices and disagree with some others. More than that though, I hope you at least give some of my selections a go before dismissing them. Finally, should you have your own opinion as to what some of the best television shows of all time are, maybe some that I’ve neglected to mention here, I hope that you let me know about them and give me good reason to give these a go in turn.
Here we go.

Honourable Mentions

This year I have four categories worth of honourable mentions and they are as follows:
Category (a) the shows that I haven’t see but have heard almost unanimous good things about.
In this category we have Battlestar Galactica, which I have actually seen the first episode of and was very impressed with yet still remains atop my intended watch list, and Six Feet Under, which I don’t actually know all that much about other than it was critically acclaimed.
Category (b) the shows that I have seen but have not seen enough of – either due to me being too lazy/never in the right mood to watch or the show still being its infancy.

Here we have Girls and The Walking Dead, both of which I have seen every available episode and both of which were very close to nabbing the number 10 spot on my list, that’s how high I rate them. Also in this category are Boardwalk Empire and Breaking Bad, 2 shows in which I am 2 and a bit seasons through and only mildly excited about continuing, thus reserving judgement on. Incidentally, every 2nd person telling me just how crazy good Breaking Bad is has not made me want to continue watching it any more. 
Category (c) the shows that I have seen and enjoyed but were not quite good enough or possibly not quite long enough to work their way into the top 10.
This is quite a big category and so I will attempt to sum up my thoughts on each show in just a few words – Deadwood never really got a satisfactory conclusion, Serenity and Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip only had the one season, Futurama hasn’t been as clever or funny since it came back, Community was always a bit uneven, Spaced was all too brief and lacked some of the substance of the top 10, Flight of the Concords was perhaps, pound-for-pound the funniest show on television but only lasted two seasons and Archer, for all its brilliantly crafted humour, isn’t quite human/compelling enough.
Category (d) the shows that made the list last year but, upon strenuous reconsideration, could not hold onto their spot. One of these was a nostalgia pick and the other was a ‘getting carried away with the latest thing I’ve seen pick’. You should be able to work out which was which. Here is what I said about them last year:

It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia

So delightfully non-pc. This one will probably surprise/rankle quite a few people, particularly when I reveal that it actually took Seinfeld’s spot, but permit me to explain why it’s on the list. It’s Always Sunny ostensibly follows the Seinfeld blueprint – it’s a show about nothing (read: everything), no hugs, no lessons etc etc. The boys from Philly though turn everything up to 11. Nothing is sacred and there is not 1sympathetic character to be found. For me, even if they are just reproducing Jerry Seinfeld’s greatest hits for a more broadminded audience, It’s Always Sunny still gets the nod because of the flat out gall displayed by the writers/creators. Seinfeld would never feature an episode where the gang put on a play based on not so subtle references to one of the character’s’ encounters with paedophilia; as hilarious as it is tasteless. 

Survivor

That’s right I have a reality show in my top 10. Well, a “reality” show really.  Survivor wasn’t the 1st reality based show and a half dozen at least have proven to be more popular. Nevertheless, it gets the nod here because (a) it was the first one to capitalise on reality televisions rightful position as the natural progression of the game show and (b) at its best, in the first 4 or 5 seasons, it was dangerously addictive without relying on exploitation, cynical editing (okay there was some of this), or forcing people all inspiring backstories down our throats in order that we start rooting for them. Jeff Probst, who I initially hated, handled the hosting duties particularly well and the exotic locations were interesting and exciting but for me the best part about Survivor was and is watching the contestants match wits and strategies in a desperate attempt to earn the million dollar prize. Alliances, back-stabbing and double-crossing, this show had all the qualities that make up an excellent drama. 

The Top 10
One final thing before I get into this thing. The criteria for selection remain the same as last year. That is to say confusingly vague and entirely subjective but based on things such as, ability to engross, believability, cultural impact and significance and, of course, entertainment value.
10. Game of Thrones

I really didn’t want to include Game of Thrones (GoT) in my top ten just yet but, in the end, I just couldn’t help myself. I knew with utmost certainty that it would end up on this list eventually but two and a half seasons didn’t seem like a long enough gracing period. I was wrong. I’ve as up to date with GoT as you can get. I’ve watched the 1st season three times and the second season twice and I watch every new episode of the third season as soon as it comes out. I’ve even read each of the books that have been released. I think those few facts speak for themselves; I love this show.

As this list goes on I am going to commenting on just how clever/smart/intelligent each of the shows in my top ten is; not with this one though. I love GoT because it is captivating and enthralling but I love it more because it looks amazing, it is dirty and bloody and it is full of sex and violence. The first ever episode features multiple beheadings and just a little bit of twincest (not my term but brilliant). It got better from there.

There are probably far too many characters than there should be for a television show and the plotting is confusing more so than it is intricate but it hooks you nonetheless. If you give it the time of day it won’t be long till you’re caught up in the various schemes of GoT’s almost entirely reprehensible characters. The pace is generally pretty quick but you do need to pay attention to the slower, talkier episodes for fear of missing something important. Fortunately the ratio of slower, talkier episodes to faster, action heavy episodes is pretty good episodes and when it comes to those big action set pieces; there isn’t a show on television that can touch it.   
9. South Park

I still consider South Park to be one the ten best television shows of all time and no, it has nothing to do with the non-pc shock value that had teenagers flocking to it in its first couple of seasons. The reason South Park has managed to keep going so long (17 seasons and counting) is that it has brains to back up its bravado. Sure it’s shocking and lewd. Sure nothing is sacred and everyone is offended. Sure Parker and Stone (South Park’s creators) can’t seem to shake the immature school boy humour tag. Still, each 25 minute episode of South Park features a thoroughly subversive look at important issues within our society and encourages us to start asking questions. There are no agendas to be had on South Park. Like I said, nothing is sacred and everyone/everything is a target. If Parker and Stone see something that seems just a little fishy they will satirise it with malice aforethought. South Park keeps its spot ahead of the more popular Family Guy and American Dad because it’s more than just a series of gags poking fun at celebrities and minorities; it has real things to say. Not bad for something that started out as a crudely animated and even more crudely scripted riposte to teenage boys who wanted something a little more crass and explicit than The Simpsons
8. The Sopranos
86 episodes of The Sopranos aired on HBO between January 10 1999 and June 10 2007. Eight years, 86 episodes; it doesn’t seem like that many. Not when you realise that standard network dramas have something like 24 episodes per season. The same goes for network sitcoms and some of them run for 10 years plus. I’ve seen approximately half of the 86 episodes of what is widely regarded as the benchmark for television drama. Not the first half either. I’ve seen all of season one, most of season two and then an assortment of the best episodes from the remaining four seasons. 
Is that enough episodes for me to have it ranked in my top ten?
I think so. 
For some people there still hasn’t been anything close to challenging The Sopranos for its all-round brilliance. Top level modern television drama is careful and considered in its plot reveals and character development. This approach began with The Sopranos. Every word spoken or action undertaken by a character in The Sopranos tells us a little bit more about who they are and what their place in the world happen to be. Nothing is superfluous. Creator/writer/show-runner David Chase oversaw everything on the show expertly and it resulted in the most believable and, dare I say, relatable American gangster family (or is that ‘family’) we have ever seen. This was the benchmark folks.
7. The West Wing
What do selections seven and eight on this list have in common? Think about it for a second. It’s not something vague and subjective like ‘they’re both intelligently written’ although, I think they are. It’s something rather simple and probably irrelevant. Give up? They both started in 1999. That’s it. Why is this important you ask? Well, to be honest I don’t know. What was happening in America in ’99 that helped give birth to a new era in high level television drama? Could it have been something to do with the Al Gore vs. George W. Bush election? How about the impending Y2K scare? The NBA lockout? Okay I’m reaching now. Regardless, The West Year premiered in ’99 and, for about 11 years I couldn’t give a toss. Yep, that’s right, for 11 years I had no interest in watching, even for an episode, what is now my 7th favourite show of all time. 
And then I did watch an episode, the pilot episode, and it was good. Actually, it was better than good it was great. I was immediately hooked on the snappy, smart dialogue and the interplay between the characters. It made me feel smart and it made me feel confident that there are people out there that are smarter than me and that a lot of these people actually do give a crap about the world. It made me hate politicians just a little bit less; just a little bit but enough. It made me care not only about the big and the small issues affecting our lives but also how people in power go about addressing these issues. It made me feel that the world can be changed for the better and most of all it made me happy. As I continued to watch the series I inevitably began to notice its flaws – half the time the characters are no more than mouth pieces for writer Aaron Sorkin’s soapboxing, there are too many walk and talk corridor scenes, the whole world is implausibly optimistic – but this didn’t deter me from continued viewing. Besides, a little idealism can be a good thing, especially when you consider some of the dramas on this list. 

6. Buffy the Vampire Slayer
A friend of mine recently started re-watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer (BtVS) from season one episode one. On top of this he is sporadically Tweeting his thoughts on his viewing experience and, to be perfectly honest, I cannot think of a better television show/social media mash-up than BtVS and Twitter. There is just something about the unexpected plotting and self-aware one-liners from the original (and best) teen vampire series that just seems perfect for Twitter. It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to suggest that BtVS was about 15 years before it’s time. The whole vampire thing blew-up sometime in the naughties and shows sign of waning (okay, maybe some sign) and now, thanks to that little Marvel superhero team-up movie released last year, fanboy god Joss Whedon is just about the hottest property going around.
Joss Whedon has always been a bit underrated. Sure BtVS had a cult following and its cultural impact was far greater than non-Whedonites would car to admit, but none of his other shows really took off. And it’s a shame they didn’t because chances are, if they were given extended runs, there would be a lot more of them on this list. Nevertheless, BtVS, for all its nerd chic flavouring, has stood the test of time because, at its core, it’s simply about friendship, not just friendship in the face of overwhelming evil but also in the face of the little things, the everyday problems. Buffy herself  is, yes, a superhero but she is also a teenage girl (to begin with anyway) and every episode of the show managed to devote equal time to watching her kick evil’s arse and struggle with teenage girl problems.
5. Arrested Development

I was a latecomer to Arrested Development. I’m happy to admit that and I’ll go on record right now as saying that hell will freeze over before I let that happen with the long awaited new series. I know I say this about just about every show on this list but Arrested Development is clever. Uber-clever. It’s not clever in the same way as The West Wing is and it’s not clever in the way South Park is. Arrested Development is clever in the way it’s put together. You actually might not get just how clever it is on first viewing because you’ll be too busy laughing but trust me, it is. On the second viewing (and trust me you WILL want a second viewing) you will start to notice the writers skilful weaving of past storylines into future ones, the brilliant foreshadowing and the ‘blink and you miss them’ background gags.
The 53 episode first run of Arrested Development did not feel long enough; it felt like we were only scratching the surface of these characters and the way the addressed the world. And that was the key to the show in my opinion, how these characters addressed the world. Michael, GOB, Lyndsay et al were all so ridiculously out of touch with the wider world and the situations they found themselves in (or created for themselves) so ludicrous that, despite being obscenely flawed and superficial unlikable, you couldn’t help but find the endearing. Also, they were downright hilarious which helped. I for one cannot wait for the Bleuths to return to our screens.
4. The Simpsons

I don’t know if there is anything else I can say about The Simpsons that I haven’t already said. The Simpsons is such a large part of my life and has been for nearly 20 years that anyone who has ever had a conversation with me will have heard at least 1 Simpsons quote or reference. I believe it to be well within the realm of possibility for myself and any one of a number of my friends to have a conversation using only Simpson’s quotes. In fact, I doubt there is any one situation or topic that exists that I cannot relate back to The Simpsons in some way, shape or form. It’s ridiculous.

My general thoughts on The Simpsons are these:

· I was too young to appreciate the early episodes and even the first season of the so called ‘golden age’
· That golden age, as far as I’m concerned, ran from season four in 1992 to about season eight in 1997

· The 5 funniest episodes of The Simpsons, in no particular order are: ‘Rosebud’, ‘Deep Space Homer’, ‘Homie the Clown’, ‘You Only Move Twice’ and ‘Homer’s Enemy’ 
· Despite about 15 years of declining quality it is still one of the better shows on television, easily more enjoyable than 90% of the live-action sitcoms out there.

It will be a sad day when The Simpsons finally does finish up; no other show has become so ingrained in popular culture. 
3. 30 Rock
I don’t know if there will ever be a show as consistently funny as 30 Rock. Yeah that’s a big call but, you know what, it’s the right one. From season one episode one(“Pilot”) to season seven episode 13 (“Last Lunch”) 30 Rock has delivered laugh out loud moment after laugh out loud moment (after laugh out loud moment). The show’s creator Tina Fey got her start on Saturday Night Live and obviously drew a lot of inspiration from her time on that show, not just in coming up with the premise behind 30 Rock but also in a lot of the gags. The show typically runs the full gamut on the (just invented by me) humour scale. You get everything from toilet humour and dick jokes to political satire. You get throw-away gags by the bucket load and you get the drawn out gags that make you feel part of the joke and pay off time and again. For me it combines everything good about your Family Guys and American Dads with your usual sitcom fair such as Friends and Cheers and throws in plenty of the Will Ferrell/ Saturday Night Live type humour for good measure. 

Most importantly, for me, 30 Rock gets its laughs is by investing so much time in character and not becoming too reliant on the conventions of typical situational comedy. The characters in 30 Rock are the reasons it works so well and the reason they can make just about any situation, no matter how outlandish or seemingly ill-conceived, flat out hilarious. Every single one of them is well rounded enough to play comic foil or straight man (or women) depending on the situation and it never feels like a character changes inexplicably just for the sake of a joke or to move the plot along. Each and every joke feels organic to the role. 30 Rock finished forever at the beginning of this year and it was a sad day. I look forward to seeing what Tina Fey can come up with next but in the meantime I will most definitely be revisiting 30 Rock whenever I need a good laugh.
2. Mad Men
If you had asked me this time last year what I thought of Mad Men, the best I could have done would be to tell you that I saw the second episode of season two and that it was slow and not much happened but that Don Draper seemed to be pretty cool. Just over 365 days (and five seasons) later I can tell you that it has the most well written characters of any show I have ever seen, that the attention to detail is without peer, that the pacing is so absorbingly spot on it’s scary and that, yes, Don Draper seems to be pretty cool.

Mad Men was created by one Matthew Weiner, the very same Matthew Weiner who served as supervising producer on season five The Sopranos and wrote 12 episodes of that series. Matthew Weiner is an incredibly meticulous man and watching just 1 episode of Mad Men will confirm this. This meticulousness has resulted in the best character development (or character reveals) in the history of television. It’s funny; everything you need to know about Mad Men and its impossibly charming lead character is in the main titles. These titles show a silhouette of who we can safely assume to be Don Draper plummeting slowly from the top of a tall building as old school, 50s and 60s style advertisements flash across the side of said building. When he gets to the bottom, as the credits finish, he is sitting coolly and comfortably in a chair with a glass of rye whiskey in hand.

I can’t remember who said it but the best summation of Mad Men I ever heard was that it feels surprising yet, simultaneously, entirely inevitable. We pretty much know what Don Draper is going to do every time he is offered a choice and yet we can’t help but be shocked and disappointed as we yell at him through our television screens. Why can’t he do the right thing this time? Does he not want to be happy? Mad Men is at its heart the chronicle of one man making the same mistakes over and over again because, well, he isn’t sure who he is exactly, but it also so much more than that. The rest of the cast is given ample opportunities to display their acting chops as they struggle with their own personal demons and the show seamlessly integrates plenty of other themes and motifs relevant to the period it is set and also still relevant to this day and age whether or not we’d like to admit it. Some of these include: adultery, sexist behaviour, alcoholism, smoking, countercultures, and racism.

If all of this is not enough for you then you could probably give Mad Men a go based solely on its historical authenticity and visual style. The show looks and feels amazing. It makes you yearn for the era in which it is set in a way that no other show I watch does. It makes the ugly side of their society so much more appealing than the ugly side of ours and the glamorous side, well…

1. The Voice

Umm, no. What kind of list do you think this is?

Please continue below.
1. The Wire
I consider myself to be a film geek and a book worm above and beyond anything else. I always considered television to be a lesser medium. I bought into the whole ‘idiot box’ labelling, fair or not, and tried to avoid as much of it as possible. For a time there I even became one of those ‘oh, I don’t watch television’ people. As if I thought I was better than the majority of the population because I didn’t spend innumerable hours of each day planted on the couch watching sitcom repeats and game shows. I still do think I’m better than the majority of the population but my reasoning has changed somewhat and the reason for this change in reasoning can quite easily be traced back to the moment I got hooked on The Wire.
Towards the end of the 1st season of The Wire there is an incident where a drug bust goes wrong and one of the lead characters is shot. This happens right at the end of the episode and the audience has to wait until the next episode to discover if the character in question survives. This is pretty standard stuff as far as television drama goes even if I think that it is handled just a little better by the writers of The Wire. Still, it’s the next episode that hooked me. As the characters and the audience await the outcome of the emergency surgery to save, let’s just say one of the more popular characters on the show, there is a scene between the character Jimmy McNulty (another popular although in a lovable rogue type way character) and his boss Bill Rawls. These two have been at loggerheads all season with McNulty being talented but brash loose cannon of a detective and Rawls being a by-the-book, strictly authoritarian and somewhat petty Lieutenant. McNulty is blaming himself for what has happened to his partner and has just finished throwing up in a garbage bin when Rawls offers this:

“Listen to me, you fuck. You did a lot of shit here. You played a lot of fucking cards. And you made a lot of fucking people do a lot of fucking things they didn't want to do. This is true. We both know this is true. You, McNulty, are a gaping asshole. We both know this. Fuck if everybody in CID doesn't know it. But fuck if I'm gonna stand here and say you did a single fucking thing to get a police shot. You did not do this, you fucking hear me? This is not on you. [McNulty nods] No it isn't, asshole. Believe it or not, everything isn't about you. And the motherfucker saying this, he hates your guts, McNulty. So you know if it was on you, I'd be the son of a bitch to say so. Shit went bad. She took two for the company. That's the only lesson here.”
It was at this moment that I realised that every single character in this show was going to have layers, was going to be a real person. I’d already got into the rhythm of the show – thanks in part to the opening chess game analogy used by D’Angelo in episode one, the pre-credits sequence in episode three, the McNulty/Bunk ‘Fuck’ scene (poor description but if you’re seen it you’ll know it) in episode four and just about anything involving Omar up to that point – but it was here that it became my favourite show. There are countless amazing scenes over the five seasons of The Wire, some big, some small. It is perhaps this ability to be both intimate and expansive that is really the calling card of The Wire. Like a good book it allows you to view the world from a big picture perspective without sacrificing any of the rich, in-depth character and setting details. 
Ultimately The Wire is a study of the institutions within society and the people that (a) govern these institutions and (b) function within these institutions. The world created by The Wire is populated by a bevy of brilliantly flawed characters whose stories cross paths on multiple occasions in ways both tiny and huge. Seemingly insignificant events end up having far reaching consequences, long standing conflicts come to inglorious ends and you never know what is going to happen next. The Wire manages to be both personal and epic and an entirely believable account of the evils that afflict society and, ultimately, all of us as human beings.
Some other lists
I did this last year, for comparison’s sake, and so thought I’d do it again. What I’d really like would be for anyone who happens to read this to submit their own top 10 with reasons.

TV Guide’s 10 Greatest TV Shows of All-Time (U.S.)
1. Seinfeld
2. I Love Lucy
3. The Honeymooners
4. All in the Family
5. The Sopranos
6. 60 Minutes
7. Late Show with David Letterman
8. The Simpsons
9. The Andy Griffith Show
10.  Saturday Night Live

UGO.com Top 10 TV Shows of All-Time

1. Buffy the Vampire Slayer
2. The Wire
3. Battlestar Galactica
4. The Sopranos
5. Arrested Development
6. The Muppet Show
7. Freaks and Geeks
8. The Simpsons
9. South Park
10. The Price is Right
IMDb’s Highest rated TV Series

1. Planet Earth
2. Game of Thrones
3. Breaking Bad
4. The Wire
5. Life
6. Sherlock
7. Arrested Development
8. Firefly
9. The Sopranos
10. Dexter
11. Twin Peaks
12. Freaks and Geeks
13. Avatar: The Last Airbender
14. Monty python’s Flying Circus
15. The Twilight Zone: The Original Series
