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Evil is One of the Best Shows on TV  
By Steve Sternberg 

 

Evil premiered on CBS in September 2019.  It was the network’s 

best new show of the year – but unfortunately not one of its most 

watched.  In fact, for the full 2019-20 season, it was one of CBS’s 

lowest rated series, and a prime candidate for cancellation.  Then 

the COVID-19 pandemic hit, delaying production schedules for virtually all networks and platforms, 

and throwing the 2020-21 season into chaos.  While Netflix had more shows in the pipeline than most, 

it still needed fresh programming.  Repeats of Evil’s first season were licensed to the streaming 

service (just in the U.S.), where it started airing in October 2020.  It quickly rose to be Netflix’s 4th 

most watched series – and drew a much wider audience than it managed to get on the older-skewing 

linear network.   

 

Because of its successful run on Netflix, CBS decided to renew Evil for a second season and 

shift it to its own (recently rebranded) streaming platform, Paramount+.  It was recently renewed 

for a third season.  

 

https://www.emazzanti.net/services/security-and-privacy/?utm_source=mediapost&utm_medium=pdfad&utm_campaign=cybersecurity
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So far I’ve seen the first six episodes of Evil’s superb second 

season.  It just aired its mid-season finale – an additional seven 

episodes will air after a four-week break.  As with all streaming 

services whose parent companies also own linear broadcast 

networks, new episodes are available once a week (rather than dropping an entire season at one time 

as Netflix does).   

 

The advantages of airing on a streaming service are fairly obvious.  Evil can now tackle darker 

themes, it no longer has to fit into a schedule filled with shows that appeal to a different viewer base 

or concern itself with audience flow from one series to the next, it doesn’t have to accommodate 

artificial fall- or mid-season start dates – new season episodes can premiere whenever the show is 

ready, it is no longer constricted by each episode having to be the exact same 42-minute length, and 

there aren’t the same language and sex restrictions it had on CBS.  According to its star, Katja 

Herbers, they went back over season 1 episodes to record an appropriate amount of swearing.  Evil 

showrunners also need not be so concerned with average episode ratings – reach is a far more 

significant audience metric for streaming services.   

 

Most important, the series won’t fall victim to the promotional malpractice caused by 

anachronistic broadcast network policies.  The broadcast networks continue to foolishly refuse to 

promote one another’s programming while gladly accepting ads from their real competitors, namely 

streaming services and premium cable.  Ad-supported cable networks, on the other hand, long ago 

realized that cross-promoting was the most efficient and effective way to increase viewer sampling 

and develop hit series.  So Evil, and any other good broadcast series that doesn’t have a similar 

audience appeal to its host network’s other programming, has the odds stacked against it 

going in.  It’s the same ridiculousness that doomed the broadcast prospects for another excellent 

CBS drama, Clarice.   
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Ironically, CBS’s streaming service was not allowed to advertise on any broadcast network simply 

because it had “CBS” in its name.  After changing its name from CBS All Access to Paramount+, it is 

now free to advertise on every network and platform.  This just highlights the lunacy of this 

broadcast network policy of refusing to advertise to the largest available chunk of prospective and 

most readily persuadable product users.  

 

Evil stars Katja Herbers as Dr. Kristen Bouchard, a forensic 

psychologist recruited by David Acosta (Mike Colter), a priest in 

training, to work with him for the Catholic Church in exploring 

whether there is a scientific, supernatural, or miraculous 

explanation to unexplained events – including purported demonic possessions.  Needless to say, she 

is a skeptic.  Rounding out this investigative team is Ben Shakir (Aasif Mandvi), a contractor who 

works with David as a technical expert.  He is always looking for the scientific explanation for any 

unusual phenomena.   

 

The first season provides enough logical explanations for seemingly supernatural occurrences, that 

each of our protagonists finds enough evidence (or lack thereof) to support their own world view.  As 

the series progresses, however, all three have reasons to question what they are experiencing and 

seeing with their own eyes.  If this reminds anyone of The X-Files, it’s what that series might have 

been had it aired today rather than the 1990s.  
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Katja Herbers gives an extraordinary performance as a 

forensic psychologist and former mountain climber who retires to 

raise four daughters.  Her husband (Patrick Brammall) remains 

on his job guiding other mountain climbers in far off locations, so 

is seldom around (he’s only appeared in four episodes).   

 

We first see Kristen in her part-time job working for the Queens D.A.’s office in New York, testifying 

in criminal trials.  This is where she meets rival forensic psychologist (and psychopath?), Leland 

Townsend (Michael Emerson).  He disagrees with everything she says on the stand, and eventually 

gets one of her old cases overturned by refuting her “expert” opinion.  When she loses her job as a 

result, she is forced to accept David’s job offer to work for the Catholic Church. 

 

For most of season 1 Kristen is seen trying to raise her four 

daughters (one of whom has a serious heart ailment), at the 

same time dealing with Leland’s attempts to disrupt her career 

and her life – all while investigating increasingly bizarre 

unexplained events, which may or may not be the cause of the recent night terrors she has been 

experiencing.  She is clearly a good person with an unwavering confidence in her own insights and 

abilities.  Yet the circumstances she finds herself in, and the relentless psychological assaults from 

Leland (which includes turning other psychopaths against her), make her feel increasingly frustrated 

and vulnerable.  Hallucinations of demons (at least she thinks they are hallucinations) do not help her 

situation.  That Katja Herbers reacts to everything in a way that makes it all believable, is a testament 

to her acting chops. 

 

As the show shifted from the first season on CBS to season 2 on Paramount+, Kristen may have 

shifted from the light toward the dark – battling supernatural forces, as well as a serial killer who 
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escaped justice and has threatened her family, and doing whatever it takes to protect her daughters, 

can do that.   

 

Kristen has a mysterious gleam in her eyes that I swear was not there in season 1.  Perhaps it’s just 

her joy of having the freedom that airing on a streaming service provides (more realistic dialogue and 

being able to explore more sexual themes).  Or it could be the result of drastic action she took to safe-

guard her family, which both shocked her and made her feel more empowered.  Or maybe she’s 

possessed.  But as Katja Herbers said in a recent interview, as she’s confronted with more and more 

apparent evidence of demonic possession, “she’s like an elastic band, she keeps snapping back to 

science.”  Whether or not that can last through the entire series is one of the questions that makes 

Evil so compelling to watch. 

 

Mike Colter gives another of his many solid performances 

(see The Good Wife, The Good Fight, and Luke Cage) as a true 

believer who is tasked by the Catholic Church to assess whether 

unexplained events are miracles, demonic possessions, or 

something else.  He also advises the Church as to whether an 

exorcism is in order.  He (and the Church) believes he once saw a vision from God, and he takes 

hallucinogens in an attempt to replicate the spiritual experience.  He’s not sure if these new “visions” 

are just in his own mind, messages from God, or attempts by evil demons to undermine him.  His 

belief in the Catholic Church (or at least its teachings) is unshakeable. 

 

Leland’s attempts to get him to see the Church as nothing more than another racist institution does 

not succeed, but David is aware of the scarcity of Black priests – and the reluctance of his superiors 

to even let him mention race or the idea of slavery being “our country’s original sin” in a sermon.  He 

is also aware that some other priests-in-training see giving a novice like him the highly coveted role 

of “Assessor” is because the Church wants a high-profile Black face for publicity purposes.  Through 
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the first six episodes of season 2, his belief remains intact.  I’m not sure some of these frank 

discussions about race and the Catholic Church would fly on an ad-supported broadcast network. 

 

Aasif Mandvi is excellent as technical expert Ben Shakir.  He 

was raised as a Muslim, but is now even more of a skeptic than 

Kristen.  Despite having hallucinations of his own (or are they?), 

and seeing a demon in his dreams, he steadfastly holds onto his 

belief that there is a rational explanation for everything.  For 

much of the first season he is able to rationalize and come up with evidence to indicate scientific 

explanations for several unexplained events.  But as things ramp up to another level in season 2, 

doubts may be starting to seep in.  

 

Michael Emerson (best known for his roles in Person of Interest 

and Lost) is at his creepiest best as Dr. Leland Townsend, who 

is either a psychopath or demon, and uses social media to 

connect other psychopaths (or demons) to create chaos and 

threaten our heroes.  He continually tries to get into Kristen’s 

head, even to the point of hacking her therapist  (Kurt Fuller) and stealing his notes on Kristen, dating 

her mother, and implying that her husband and four daughters are in danger. 

 

He also despises David, constantly taunting him and trying to get him to doubt the Catholic Church.  

When Leland persuades the Church to assess whether he is possessed and needs an exorcism, he 

manages to get David appointed as his spiritual counselor.  Their mutual disdain and conflicting styles 

bounce of one another like a championship tennis match. 
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Christine Lahti has a grand time as Kristen’s hard-living and 

hot-tempered mother, Sheryl.  She is courted by Leland as a way 

to get information on her daughter, and generally mess with her 

head.  After she tells Kristen she is seeing Leland, Kristen bans 

her from her home and from seeing her children.  But Sheryl is 

not as gullible as she seems, as we find out in the sizzling scene when she finally realizes what he is 

up to and confronts him.  But then she tricks Kristen’s therapist into taking her on as a patient, so 

we’re still not sure of her ultimate motivations – which may be more than “I just want to be close to 

my grandchildren,” as she tells Kristen.  Or, maybe there’s nothing there.   

 

One of the more delightful things about Evil is that the 

viewer is never sure of what’s really going on or what truly 

motivates any of the characters outside our three heroes.  That 

includes Andrea Martin, who shines as Sister Andrea, a nun who 

sometimes gives David advice.  You never know when she is 

going to decide to help him.  Her confrontations with Leland are delicious.  

 

If Evil was still on CBS, the chemistry between Kristen and David 

would undoubtedly lead to romance. Broadcast network 

executives tend to not like strong, independent women without 

somehow making them dependent on a man or at least providing 

a central love interest to make them seem more vulnerable.  It 

also serves to provide filler storylines, which are often needed 

when you have 20+ episodes per season.  They probably gave her a husband who is never around 

as a broadcasty way to justify delaying them not getting together and build the sexual tension.  But 

now that Evil is on Paramount+, I’m hoping the realization sets in that two attractive people of the 
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opposite sex can be friends and colleagues without being lovers.  Romance between the two would 

dramatically change the dynamic and ruin the show. 

 

Toward the end of the first season, I thought Evil may have jumped the shark, but I was wrong.  It 

was just transitioning to an even creepier (and more fun) show.  I say keep jumping higher.   

 

Had Evil debuted on Netflix or HBO, Katja Herbers and Michael Emerson would both have been  

nominated for multiple Emmy and Golden Globe awards by now, and the series itself would 

be hailed as the new Stranger Things.  It deserves multiple awards and accolades.  It’s one of the 

best shows on any platform. It’s worth subscribing to Paramount+ just to watch this great show. 

 


