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By Steve Weinstein
Entertainment News Service

60-YEAR-old woman is
implanted with an allen
seedling. When she gives
birth, the Infant iz offered up lo
the Eternal — a hideous
pulsating monster s
«hild's worsl nightmare.

A human cop meets, dates and
copulates with his neighbor, an at-
tractive female scientist [rom outer
space who is endowed with a bald,
leopard-spolted head and some pe-
cu]lavlzr:)gt: uS ZONES.

A physicist whose experiments
have gone just a little haywire can
be found leaping back through time
to assume the identities of a gor-
geous woman, an elderly black
man, a baby and maybe even a dog,

Sclence fiction is alive and well —
and outrageous and crespy — on
television this season. Aliens from
the planet Morthral are vving to
take over Earth in the second sea-
sen of Paramount's syndicated War
of the Warlds. An entire community
of some 250,000 bald-headed "'new-
comers' from the planei Tenclone
are intermingling with the human
population of Los Angeles in Fox's
new series Alien Naticn, A
plexed scientist and his mischie-
vous hologram sidekick are travel-
ling through lime apd swapping
identities in NBC's Quantum Leap
And with the U.5.5. Enterprise con-
tinuing to encounter out-of-this-
world adventures on Star Trek: The
Next Generation, sci-li bulfs won't
hava much time for their usual dose
of Heinletn, Asimov and Bradbury.

Bul while pleasing hard.core sci-
Ii fans is essential to the success of
these series, the trick for TV pro-
grammers is to make science fic.
tion appealing to the mass nudience
aswell,

Last place
Qver the past 25 years, that
hasn't been easy. Recreating the

magic of Rod Serling’s The Twi-
light Zone, which wasn't exactly a
huge ratings smash ilself during its
six-year run in the early '60s has
beea virtually impossible.

Witness NBC. Brandon Tartikofl
has guided the network from an
almost-dead, last-place standing to
a commanding first in the prime-
tlme ratings during his nearly 10
years as president of the network’s
entertainment division. His knack
for ordering and scheduling pro-
grams that lassoe the loyaliies of the
Nielsen families has been uncanny.
Except when it comes (o science
fiction,

Throughout Tartiko(('s reign,
NBC has repeatedly ried and re-
peatedly fallad to score with a scl-fi
or fantasy series. Neither Voyag-

ers, Lhe powers of Matlthew Star,
Mistits of Science, Manimal, Amaz-
ing Stories nor Alfred Hitchcock
Presents lasted more than two sea-
sons. Even the network's two block-
buster sci-fi mini-series, V and
Something s Oul There, flopped as
weekly series,

*'I came Lo Brandon with the idea
for Quantum Leap," said Donald
Bellisario, the show's crealor and
executive producer, "and he was
definitely reticent to give it a try.
He said, ‘science fiction just doesn't
work.' Different is OK, bul science
liction is a four-letter word."

Unabashedly science-liction
shows such as Star Trek: The
Next Generation and War of the
Worlds have flourished in syndi-
cation the past couple of years with
a smallish (by network standards)
audience of hard-core fans. But not
a single science fiction/fantasy
show has clicked on any of the
natworks sinca The Incredibla Hulk
was cancelled in 1982 after a four-
year run on CBS and The Bionic
Woman and The Six Million Dollar

“You have
to capture
their minds’

Man enjoyed (heir medestly suc-
cessful runs on ABC in the mid
"10s.

Over the past lwo decades, a peri-
od in which sci-fi movies such as
the Star Wars trilogy, Close En-
counters of the Third Kind and
E.T. were shattering box-office rec-
ords, the kS were churn-
ing out such sci-fi flops as Battles-
tar Galactica, Buck Rogers in the
25th Century. Project’ UFO, Man
From Atlantis, Starman and Max
Headroom. [n the '60s, nelther The
Invaders nor The Time
could survive past their first y
Outer Limits lasted only a year and
a half and even the original Star
Trek wasn't anything close o a hit
during its three seasens on NBC.

“1t's part uf the hi
sci-li and alien form,
Littlefield, NBC's executive vice-
president of prime-time programs.
“You go all the way back lo Tha
fovaders an ABC, which starte
out great and then faded fast. Wh.:ll
happens ultimately is the audience
asks for a resolution. Is it going (0
be us or them? Who's going & in?
They ger frustrated sitting week
after week withoul geiting 1o the
final battle.

"'With Hu, il

5 Something

Networks search
for sci-fi success

Is Qut There, it was really scary
and we had great monsters and the
audience responded to that. But
when we pot into the weekly grind
of series television, we couldn't
deliver that kind of scary stuff and
greal monsters every time.”

So why, In the face of so much
failure, do the networks keep try-
ing?

“It's not as if we walk around
here with a sci-fl stamp and say,
"Where Is it, we've got Lo have il,'
Littlefield said when pressed about
NBC's seemingly obsessive search
for a science-fiction hit, *"But we do
walk around looking for somelhing
that's different, and when you in-
troduce a show like Quantum Leap
that covers new territory and the
audience doesn't oul-and-oul re-
ject it, that's enough for us to say,
‘Let's stick with it." "

Endorsement

Perhaps in deference Lo that less-
than-ringing endorsement of (helr
genre, science-fiction TV producers
such as Kenneth Johnson, executive
producer of Fox's Alien Nation and
formerly the creator of the mini-
series V and The Incredible Hulk,
say the secrel lo making a science-
fiction series with mass appeal Is
““ta completely forget about science
fiction."

“*Sure we wanl to come up with
episodes and approaches thal you
can cnly see on Alien Nation, but
they have 1o be driven by character
and personal, moral issues rather
than driven by externals, Johnson
said." Batilestar Galactica became
maostly shots of space ships {lying
around and eventually people said,
‘Haven't [ seen that already?' And
when they turned V inle a weekly
series, it became dependent on ac-
tion and special effects, whereas
the mini-series was really an alle-
gory about power and how different
people react to (L. Conversely, the
series was all aboul. ‘Well, last
week Diana ate a guinea pig, what
can we have her eat this week?'

Weirdness

“The reason Star Trek has been
s0 successful is that people know
that when they tune in, it 15 going lo
be about somcthing. With science
fiction, as with everything elsc, you
have to capture their minds more
Lhun just dazzle their ey,

S0 while syndicated series such
as War ef the Worlds flaunt their
traditional sci-fi aliens and man-
sters, loday's network shows down-
play their sci-fi welrdness. Allen
Nation, Johnsen maintained, s not
about aliens from cuter space.
itis imstwd a giant allegory about
uul:ith-r race

af people in : Ly.
Itis an ewlumllm al the un.,adlcc

An alien ga:

at half-hunan

baby in the War
‘orlds.

encountered by any group — the
Jews and Nallans at the wrn of the
century, blacks in the '505 and '60s,
the Vietnamese boat people
today — as they search for accep-
tance from the majority.
Realism

True, the aliens look strange,
they get drunk on “'sour milk rather
than sour mash," they can see in
the dark and t‘ncy have two hearts
and some bizarre reproductive re-
quirements, but all those physical
differences, Johnson insists, only
make it easier fer the audience to
swallow strong statements about
bigotry and the moral necessity of
accepling uther:

Likewise, Bellisario, whose Show
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recently began its lirst [ull season
on NBC after an abbreviated, mid-
season run earlier this year, has
limited the time-travel element of
Quantum Leap to the span of the
main character’s lifelime — this in
an elfort to bring as much realism
1o the show as possible. The Time
Tunnel in 1966 sent ils two seien-
tists Lo the siege of Troy, the baitle
of Jericho and the home of Marie
Anloincite, bul Bellisario’s scien-
tist pops in and out of only the past
four decades, and he never gets
involved in any major historical
evenls,

“What makes this inleresting
from week lo week is i you get
invelved with this ch cter,” Bel-
lisario said, "and it's hard 1o do

that if you're bour around with
the lions and the Christians in an-
clent Rome. You suspend belief s0
mueh (in that kind of series) thal it
becomes an unrealistic kind of
show."

To enhance the realism uof the
program and to acclimate the oudl-
ence 1o the iden o

unntum leap.
shows of the new
season will see the physicist, played
by Scolt Bukula, assuming the iden-
tity of men around his own age

On the other hand of the
Worlds, s weird, scar
pelled by the ape-old battle ur good
ogainst evil — exnatly the Kind of
thing you think of when you hear
the words science fiction.
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