The Golden Age of Television
Week 01 - The Black Sheep
We live in a glorious age; an age of rapid technological advancements and everyday medical marvels.

They say that every art form has its ‘golden age’, a period of time during which the work produced for that art form is of a consistently higher standard, and of greater significance to society, than at any other time before or since.

I’m no expert on high culture, all the classical art forms one must be seen to appreciate if one is to be considered cultured, but I am aware that they each had their own periods of supreme triumph. Sure I can reel of names of playwrights such as Shakespeare and Marlowe; composers such as Beethoven, Bach and Mozart; and artists such as DaVinci, Rembrandt and Michelangelo but the truth is, I can’t tell you off the top of my head when these giants of high culture dominated their respective fields and how it came to be so.

No, I am much more comfortable talking about modern art, pop culture and the like. I’m a 20th century onwards guy and I’m definitely more comfortable conversing about the modern Western world’s contribution to the arts. To put it bluntly, I can hold my own (and sometimes more) in any conversation centred on cinema, the modern novel and, the black sheep of this triumvirate, Television.
It is this black sheep actually that I find myself more and more intrigued by and I intend to use a few hundred words every week to explain why.

The golden age for cinema, the Hollywood variety at least, occurred roughly between the late 1920s and the early 1960s. The advent of sound with The Jazz Singer in 1927 added that final element to the unique mix that is cinema and for the next 40 or so years filmmakers experimented and perfected the art form.  It could be argued that there was actually a second golden age from the late 1960s to the early 1980s when filmmakers such as Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese and Francis Ford Coppola pushed the boundaries even further but essentially they were just finding new ways to rework the techniques and stories of decades past.

Like cinema, the modern novel seemed to really come of age in the 1920s. This was the period when authors such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, James Joyce and Ernest Hemingway made their names and once again it continued up to the 1960s with authors as diverse as George Orwell and the members of the ‘beat’ generation, most notably Jack Kerouac.  As with the cinema, the remainder of the 20th century and beginning of the 21st century has seen many a brilliant new contribution to the art of the modern novel but no period to match that recognised golden age.

And then we have television, the youngest of the modern art forms and the one most uncomfortable with that label – ‘art form’.  As you might have guessed from the title of this column, I believe we are now in the golden age of television. It’s an exciting time, a glorious age. Comedy or drama, network or cable; there is a plethora of quality television out there to be experienced. I’ll expand on this in subsequent columns but for now why not check out some TV for yourselves? 
Research
http://www.guardian.co.uk/tv-and-radio/tvandradioblog/2010/jan/12/guardian-50-television-dramas
http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/elab/hfl0255.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_Hollywood_cinema
The Golden Age of Television

Week 02 – Why now?

Last week I made the claim that we are now living in what must be recognised as the golden age of television and, if you read the column and had the opportunity to subsequently converse with me about it, you would no doubt be asking me: why? What is it about this time period exactly that gives you cause to consider it a golden age? When did this so called golden age begin and how about you give me some examples to prove your claim?

I also referred to two other mediums in last week’s column – cinema and the modern novel – and made the claim that those two art forms had already seen their respective golden ages. That now we are finally seeing television – oft thought to be the lowest form of (popular) culture – come of age and deliver a consistent selection of high quality output that is able to not only entertain, but to contribute to society in terms of holding up a mirror and questioning some of the very values that we hold sacred.

So going back to those questions: the whys and the whats. I could be cheeky and simply write the letters HBO as if that could (and probably does) explain what is so great about television right now.  I won’t though. I figure I can do better than that.
The year was 1999, the Euro currency was introduced throughout most of mainland Europe, Bill Clinton was facing an impeachment trial and Y2K hysteria was gearing up. None of these events or occurrences however could match what was happening on the old idiot box. It was in 1999 that television producer David Chase, perhaps best known at that point for his contributions to quirky Canadian drama ‘Northern Exposure’, introduced the world to an Italian American mobster named Tony Soprano and the myriad of problems he faced in his dual roles as family patriarch and ‘family’ patriarch.

The Sopranos was the game changer for television, it was ground-breaking in innumerable ways. The production values were a level above what was usually seen on television, the writing was consistently sharp and compelling, the direction was a cut above the standard and perhaps most importantly, the show didn’t shy away from any topic so long as it was relevant to the world it inhabited. It dealt with issues both small and large in a mature and realistic manner.

After The Sopranos, television was seen in a different light.  It didn’t happen immediately but the overall quality of television programs, particularly dramas, seemed to increase every year. Talented people from the world of film, both in front of and behind the camera, as well as noted authors, were all drawn towards the unique storytelling opportunities that television presented them.

So that’s how I see it. The golden age of television beginning just as we moved into a new millennium. A golden age that has seen the past 12 years and counting produce more and more quality shows year after year. Can it continue? It didn’t in the other mediums so I’m not holding my breath. How long will it last then? I have no idea. Let’s hope another 12 years at least.
