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The Top 21 TV Shows of 2021: Part 1  
By Steve Sternberg 

 

There are more great shows on television today than any time in history – a Golden Age+ if you will. 

In the original so-called Golden Age of television, there were just as many bad shows as good ones 

(probably more).  Choices were limited to three broadcast networks and a few independent stations.  

Everyone simply watched whatever network programmers put on their schedules.  And since most 

homes only had one or two television sets, families tended to watch the same programs together. 

Today, a show like All in the Family could not be the number 1 rated show among virtually all age 

groups for five years in a row – when I was a kid, I watched it with my parents; I can’t remember the 

last time I watched a scripted television series with my 22-year-old son.    

 

These days, nobody has to watch the so-called “least objectionable programming” anymore, and 

those under 30 have probably never even heard that phrase (think Dukes of Hazzard or anything on 

Must See TV Thursday night in the 1990s at 8:30 or 9:30pm). 

 

Until the early 2000s, most people eventually acquired the same media devices and had access to 

the same original scripted programming.  This is no longer the case.  While 98% of the country might 
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have access to broadcast television, some platforms are only available in 70% of homes, with others 

in 50%, and still others in 30% or less.  This means that many of the very best shows on television 

have not been seen by much of the country.  I analyze television for a living and subscribe to all the 

major streaming services, and am constantly coming across series I’ve never heard of before, some 

of which have been on for multiple seasons. 

 

Following is the first part of the list of my 21 favorite series of 2021 (I hesitate to use the word “best”), 

with the caveat that there are probably more than a few excellent series I haven’t seen.  I’m breaking 

it up into three reports covering 7 series each.  Some of these are non-English-language international 

series that can be watched either with subtitles or dubbed into English (or several other languages). 

  

The series below are in alphabetical order.  There are some spoilers ahead, but I tried not to reveal 

too much… 

 

Billions (Showtime 2016- ): A master class in acting (and 

casting), with brilliant, razor-sharp writing and a cool 

soundtrack.  Chuck Rhoades (Paul Giamatti), a shrewd, 

brilliant, and ruthless U.S. Attorney for the Southern District 

of New York, who’s never lost an insider trading case, faces off in a high-stakes battle with Bobby 

Axelrod (Damian Lewis), a shrewd, brilliant, and ruthless multi-billionaire hedge-fund king.  The two 

are as different as can be – Rhoades is an Ivy-educated son of a powerful blue-blood, while Axelrod 

(Axe) is from Yonkers, and clawed his way up from nothing.  Who’s the predator and who’s the prey 

shifts throughout, as each uses all his power and influence to outmaneuver the other, and fight the 

many power players that get in their way. 
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There’s kinky (although not graphic) sex, which at first seemed like just a lurid lure, saying “see, 

we’re not broadcast TV.”  But it does add something (complexity?) to see the secret BDSM life of the 

seemingly straight-laced U.S. Attorney (who spent much of his life in the shadow of his domineering 

father).  The wonderful Maggie Siff shines as Rhoades’ wife/dominatrix Wendy, a psychiatrist who 

also has a high-profile job as an in-house performance coach at Axelrod’s firm.  That she somehow 

makes this absurd situation seem reasonable, is a testament to both the writing and her acting.  Her 

true allegiance is a mystery until it isn’t.  The BDSM stuff diminishes as the series progresses, and 

their secret life is revealed to the public.  

 

Asia Kate Dillon is fantastic as brilliant Axelrod mentee Taylor Mason – and is the first non-binary 

character in an American TV series, (who uses the pronouns they and them).  For reasons too 

complicated to get into here, they go off on their own, and become Axe’s adversary before being 

forced to return to the fold.  The rest of Axe’s crew is a surprisingly unique and well-drawn group of 

characters – including David Constable as his COO and right-hand man, Mike “wags” Wagner (who 

is both a drug and sex addict). 

 

Corey Stoll is fine as a powerful enemy of Axelrod, who may or may not be a Rhoades ally.  Everyone 

else in the supporting cast, which includes regulars, Condola Rashad (as Assistant U.S. Attorney 

and Rhoades’ ambitious right-hand woman), and Jeffrey DeMunn (as Rhoades’ wealthy and well-

connected power-broker father), as well as numerous recurring or one-season characters, ae 

excellent.  John Malkovich, Eric Bogosian, Nina Arianda, and Rob Morrow, to name a few, are perfect 

for their respective roles.  Julianna Margulies joined the cast in season 5 as a sociology professor 

and best-selling author whom Chuck Rhodes becomes interested in.  She is always good. 

 

As the season’s progress,  I started to realize that although the central characters are the two wealthy 

and powerful white men, Chuck Rhoades and Bobby Axelrod, much of the action is driven by the 
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strong, diverse cast of non-male characters.  In addition to Asia Kate Dillion’s flawless turn as Taylor 

Mason, virtually all of the women in Billions are strong, independent, and not controlled or dependent 

on men.  

 

Five 12-episode seasons are available to binge before season 6 debuts in 2022.  Seven episodes 

from season 5 ran in 2020 before being cut short by the pandemic, so five additional episodes aired 

in 2021.  Each season was better than the last – a rare accomplishment. 

 

Bosch (Amazon Prime Video 2014-2021): Hieronymous 

“Harry” Bosch is a brooding, smart, tough as nails (and 

haunted) Los Angeles homicide detective, first introduced in 

Michael Connelly’s 1992 crime novel, The Black Echo (there 

were 21 subsequent Bosch books).  On paper, he’s the type 

of character you might think is just another hard-boiled detective throwback.  In the hands of Titus 

Welliver, however, Bosch is one of the most compelling and watchable characters on television.  

Welliver has had so many fine guest-starring and recurring TV roles over the years, it’s nice to see 

him in the lead.  He melts into the character (as he does with virtually everything he touches). 

 

The jazz-loving Bosch is a sea of calm in a world filled with chaos, a renegade who believes in 

following procedure.  He’s a legend among his peers (and his superiors), a nuisance to the higher-

ups who often see him as a rogue “cowboy,” and a threat to any corrupt cop or politician in his orbit.  

When he rolls up his sleeves to provide a glimpse of his tattoos, you know there’s than meets the eye 

to this former special forces officer, who served in the first Gulf War and Afghanistan.   

 

Bosch’s theme song, Can’t Let Go (by Caught a Ghost) is pitch perfect.  When an innocent civilian is 

killed on his watch, he can become a relentless avenger, bucking authority at every turn as he seeks 
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justice, even at the risk of his own career.  He knows the system is skewed against people without 

power or connections, and he sees himself as one of the few who might be able to even the odds.  

Bosch brings humanity to a job too often filled with tragedy – he has photos on his desk of young 

people who fell through the system, whose killers he knows will likely never be brought to justice (until 

he finally catches one).  Bosch’s credo is “everybody counts or nobody counts.”  One of my favorite 

Bosch quotes sums up the inner conflict going on not only in him, but in many of the main characters 

– “Everyone has two dogs fighting inside.  The one you choose to feed is the one who wins.”   

 

Each season focuses on one main crime that Bosch and crew need to solve, along with one or two 

related (or not-so-related) crimes, with some threads and characters crossing multiple seasons.   

There are also a few side stories each season, focusing on Bosch’s family or colleagues.  These side 

plots never slow down the season’s  main storyline – a testament to the wonderful supporting actors, 

who are strong enough to carry the show when Bosch is off screen.  They include Madison Lintz, who 

shines as his daughter Maddie, Jamie Hector as his Haitian-American partner, Lance Reddick as 

Chief of Police, Amy Aquino as Bosch’s Lieutenant and immediate supervisor, Gregory Scott 

Cummins and Troy Evans as fellow old-school detectives, and Mimi Rogers as a high-powered trial 

attorney who is sometimes Harry’s adversary and sometimes his ally.  The show’s guest stars have 

been a string of superb character actors who you will immediately recognize (if you’re over 40) and 

wonder where you’ve seen them before. 

 

Unlike most broadcast procedurals, which generally solve the case of the week by the end of each 

episode, Bosch takes a full 10-episode season (or more) to solve the central crime – showing the 

frustration along the way as the investigations undergo numerous stops and starts.  It involves 

focusing on everyday routine police work that the show somehow manages to continually make 

interesting.  Also unlike broadcast procedurals, which typically air more than 20 episodes per season, 

Bosch, with less than half as many, is not weighed down by unnecessary filler.  Every episode is tight, 

straightforward, yet unhurried, as the detectives gradually unravel the clues to solve each crime.   



 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
_____ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2021 

 

 

6 

 

Something happens in season 7 that rattles even the usually unflappable Bosch, and drives him to 

cross a professional line from which he may not be able to come back.  But it sets the stage perfectly 

for the upcoming spin-off series, Bosch: Legacy, slated for IMDb TV (Amazon’s free ad-supported 

streaming app).  No release date has been announced, but filming has been completed on season 1.  

 

If you haven’t yet discovered Bosch, you can enjoy bingeing 68 episodes over seven seasons.  The 

first six seasons have 10 episodes apiece, with the seventh and final season airing eight. 

 

Evil (CBS/Paramount+ 2019- ): Katja Herbers gives an 

extraordinary performance as Dr. Kristen Bouchard, a 

forensic psychologist who is raising four daughters.  Mike 

Colter gives another of his many solid performances (see The 

Good Wife and Luke Cage) as David Acosta, a priest in training who recruits Kristen to work with him 

for the Catholic Church in exploring whether unexplained events are miracles, demonic possessions, 

or have a scientific explanation.  He also advises the Church as to whether an exorcism is in order.  

He is a true believer. Needless to say, Kristen 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.  

He was raised a Muslim, but is now even more of a skeptic than Kristen.  He steadfastly holds onto 

his belief that everything has a rational explanation. 

 

Michael Emerson (best known for his roles in Person of Interest and Lost) is at his creepiest best as 

Dr. Leland Townsend, a rival forensic psychologist of Kristen’s, who is either a psychopath or demon, 
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and the biggest threat to our heroes.  He continually tries to get into Kristen’s head, even to the point 

of hacking her therapist  (Kurt Fuller) and dating her mother (Christine Lahti).   

 

Leland 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.  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.  I’m not sure some of these frank discussions 

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

 

Christine Lahti sizzles as Kristen’s hard-living and hot-tempered mother, Sheryl, who is not nearly as 

gullible as she initially seems – and may have her own involvement with the supernatural. 

 

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

 

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

seeing with their own eyes. 

 

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 

escaped justice and has threatened her family, can do that.  And one of her daughters may have a 

demonic secret of her own.   

 

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. 

 

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 steals every scene she’s in as Sister Andrea, a nun who sometimes gives David advice.  You 

never know when she is going to decide to help him.  She sees herself and David as two of the few 

equipped to fight in the war against evil forces, and her confrontations with Leland are delicious.   

 

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 
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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 streaming service, Paramount+.  The advantages of airing on a streaming platform 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 seasons – new 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 –  total 

hours viewed is a far more significant audience metric for streaming services.  It has been renewed 

for a 10-episode third season. 

 

Goliath (Amazon Prime Video 2016-2021 ): Billy McBride 

(Billy Bob Thornton), once a high-powered lawyer ln Los 

Angeles, has become a burned out and washed-up 

ambulance chaser, who spends more time in bars than in a 

courtroom.  After a murder suspect was freed on a 

technicality and went on to kill an entire family, Billy walked out of the top law firm he helped build and 

became an alcoholic.  But he’s still got the skills.   
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Billy Bob Thorton’s naturalistic, laid back style is well suited to the former Goliath, now a David, but 

still confident in his ability to take down new Goliaths each season.  Created and written by David E. 

Kelley and Jonathan Shapiro.  Each season has a strong cast of new supporting characters.  

   

In season 1 Billy reluctantly agrees to take on a wrongful death lawsuit against the biggest (and 

extremely dangerous) client of the giant law firm he helped create (William Hurt plays his former  

partner, now his biggest adversary).  He puts together a ragtag team, which includes Patty Solis-

Papagian (Nina Arianda), a lawyer and real-estate agent he partners with, and Brittany Gold (Tania 

Raymonde), a former sex worker who sometimes works as his legal assistant.  They are on his team 

throughout the series, and here they help him uncover a big and deadly conspiracy.  Maria Bello plays 

his ex-wife and partner at Billy’s former law firm.  The season 1 cast also includes, Dwight Yoakam, 

Damon Gupton, Harold Perrineau, Ever Carradine, Kevin Weisman, and Jason Ritter. 

 

Billy McBride returns in season 2 to defend his friend’s 16-year-old son who is wrongly accused of a 

grisly double murder.  He and his team uncover another conspiracy, which leads to the highest levels 

of city politics and corruption.  Ana de la Reguera plays Marisol Silva, an East L.A. councilwoman 

trying to become the first Latina mayor of Los Angeles, Morris Chestnut is a Deputy District Attorney 

with a grudge against Billy, Mark Duplass is a successful developer and major contributor to Marisol’s 

mayoral campaign, Paul Williams is a former colleague of Billy’s, and Manuel Garcia-Rulfo is a 

powerful drug lord behind the murder conspiracy, with childhood connections to Marisol. 

 

Randy Quaid, Amy Brenneman, Beau Bridges, Griffin Dunne, and Sherilyn Fenn, join the season 3 

cast as McBride takes a case where he goes up against a villainous billionaire rancher (Quaid) and 

his even more villainous sister (Brenneman), who are accused of illegally drilling for water in draught-

stricken Central Valley, California. 
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The fourth and final season starts off slowly as Billy McBride is still recuperating from the events at 

the end of season 3.  But it soon picks up steam as he and his former partner, Patty, who now works 

at a major San Francisco law firm, aim their slingshot at big pharma and the opioid crisis.  Things get 

dangerous as they have to overcome deception and betrayal from within and without.  Jena Malone 

is a solid addition to the cast as Samantha Margolis, the head of the law firm that brings Billy in to 

work with Patty – she has her own agenda and secrets.  J. K. Simmons  is brilliant as usual in the role 

of the ruthless and tyrannical head of the pharmaceutical company they are trying to bring down – he 

will stop at nothing to get what he wants, and thinks nothing of ordering the deaths of anyone who 

gets in his way.  The great character actor, Bruce Dern, plays Billy’s new neighbor in his Chinatown 

apartment, with secrets of his own.  Loyalties and who you think are the real good guys and bad guys 

shift as the season hurtles toward the inevitable courtroom showdown. 

 

Each season is substantially different from the previous one, so I can understand only liking one or 

two of them – I liked season 1 the most, and season 3 the least.  Season 4 ramps up the weirdness 

quotient, as it uses some surreal dream sequences to delve into Billy’s psyche and the impact of the 

first three seasons’ events have had on him.  At first I found these distracting, but I think there’s a 

payoff at the end that make it all worthwhile.  It’s a fitting finale to this excellent ser ies.  Because of 

the pandemic, fans had to wait two years for the fourth and final season to drop in September 2021. 

 

Hacks (HBO Max 2021- ): Comedy-drama starring Jean 

Smart as a legendary comic trying to maintain her dignity 

while treading water at her lucrative but stale Las Vegas 

casino theater residency . Comedian Hannah Einbinder 

plays an up-and-coming 25-year-old bi-sexual television comedy writer, who is suddenly an industry 

outcast due to a nasty social-media joke about a right-wing Senator and his gay son.  She is forced 

on Smart by their mutual agent (Paul W. Downs) to help modernize her material.   
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Jean Smart has been busy over the past few years, with big and small roles alike (see Fargo, Legion, 

Watchmen, and Mare of Easttown), always providing a top-notch performance.  The 70-year-old 

actress is masterful as the manipulative Deborah Vance, a long-time star whose residency dates at 

the casino are in danger of being reduced to make way for younger, more contemporary talent.  She’s 

used to getting her own way and is set in her beliefs about what makes good comedy – for example, 

she believes all jokes need a punch line.  She initially has no interest in collaborating with the young 

writer, Ava Daniels (Einbinder), who has substantially different comedic sensibilities.  Ava needs a 

job, but has no interest punching up the material of a past-her-prime stand-up.  She disagrees with 

Deborah’s ideas of what makes a good joke, saying that “traditional joke structure is very male ,” and 

that she should incorporate confessional storytelling and observations on human behavior into her 

act.  One telling exchange has Ava dismissing Deborah’s routine as “jokes for the Panera people,” to 

which Deborah replies, “So you’re telling me that if a lot of people think something is funny it’s not.” 

 

This odd couple has a love-hate relationship throughout most of the first season, but eventually their 

conflicting styles do not overshadow how incredibly talented they each eventually realize the other to 

be.  The writing is superb, and the generational back-and-forth pulls no punches, but also takes no 

sides, which is both uncommon and refreshing.  It would have been too easy to simply make Deborah 

seem old-fashioned, outdated, and foolish.  Baby Boomers and their parents might recognize shades 

of groundbreaking female comedians Phyllis Diller and Joan Rivers in Deborah, but Jean Smart is so 

good that she stands on her own as a fresh character. 

 

A key turning point in Ava’s growing respect for Deborah is when she has to go through her archives, 

and discovers an unaired pilot for a nighttime talk show from years earlier.  At one time Deborah was 

a true trailblazer, and Ava realizes the only thing that prevented her from being another Johnny 

Carson was that she was a woman in a male dominated industry, facing obstacles even she could 
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not imagine.  Each of these hard-working, independent women has much to learn from the other, and 

are more similar than either is willing to acknowledge.  It’s been renewed for another season. 

 

Hanna (Amazon Prime Video 2019- ): Based on the 2011 

film of the same name, the first season introduces us to 15-

year-old Hanna (Esme Creed-Miles), who has been raised in 

the Romanian forest by her ex-spy “father” (Joel Kinnaman).  

He trained her to be a hunter and killer, and expert in hand-to-hand combat.  Hanna was part of a 

secret government experiment to create genetically superior female assassins.  He rescued her when 

she was a baby (after the CIA killed her mother), and they went into hiding.  Now discovered, they 

must evade the relentless pursuit of off-the-book CIA agents led by Marissa Wiegler (played by 

Mirielle Enos, who teamed with Kinnaman in AMC’s The Killing).  

 

Season 2 revs up the stakes and emotional content as Hanna and her one-time pursuer, Marissa, 

now an apparent ally, try to free Hanna’s new friend Clara (Yasmin Monet Prince) from the secret and 

secluded boarding school known as The Meadows, which is designed to mold young women into 

amoral killing machines.  It’s basically a high-school for elite assassins, as they develop undercover 

identities in preparation to become sleeper agents around the world, blending into society until they 

are activated and ordered to kill their targets.  Hanna’s undercover identity is Mia Wolf (she was 

genetically engineered with Wolf DNA by the CIA).  Dermot Mulrooney plays the new head of the unit, 

John Carmichael, who will do anything to keep the operation secret.  Mirielle Enos shines in the role 

of Hanna’s former adversary and new mother figure and protector, as she plays a complex cat and 

mouse game with her former (current?) employer. 

 

In the third and final season, Hanna and Marissa continue their efforts to bring down The Meadows, 

while at the same time trying to protect the many targets of the female assassins, who are now in the 
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field all over the world.  These targets are all under 30, some as young as 13, whom the CIA has 

determined are potential “subversives” and pose a future threat.  At the end of season 2, Marissa 

coerces Carmichael to betray The Meadows and secretly work with them.  How long this lasts, and 

whose side he’s really on, becomes a key element of the new season.  Ray Liotta joins season 3 as 

the boss in charge of The Meadows, known only as The Chairman.   

 

There are a couple of season 3 storylines that are somewhat distracting and totally unnecessary.  

Hanna falls for one of the Meadows’ targets and saves his life, putting both of them in grave danger.  

This was probably added to make her seem more human and vulnerable, as well as to give the story 

a coming-of-age element.  It’s the type of thing you’d expect from broadcast networks, wh ich are 

generally loathe to present a strong, independent woman who has no reliance on men.  I could have 

also done without the plot point of having Marissa’s abusive father be one of the bad guys.  This was 

likely included with the ridiculous idea that the only way to “explain” why a woman is cold, hard, and 

ruthless, is because she was somehow abused or experienced tragedy in her past.  But while these 

distractions did dilute the third season somewhat, they didn’t take too much away from the stylish 

action, nor the stellar performances and chemistry of the two leads. 

 

Hanna and Marissa have one of the best partnerships on television, as their relationship has shifted 

over three seasons from predator and prey, to mentor and student, to real partners.  The action is 

constant and thrilling during the six-episode final season (the previous two seasons each had eight 

episodes), as seconds and picking up on the smallest, seemingly insignificant details, separate 

escape and disaster.  A single sideways glance, alerts the viewer that they sense danger and are 

about to either spring into action or go into hiding.  As they use their wits, situational awareness, and 

a trove of other talents to out-maneuver and out-fight numerous teams of agents with orders to kill, 

Creed-Miles and Enos give performances that elevate this beyond what could have been just another 

cliched action series.  This is reportedly the final season, but the ending sets the stage for more if 

they decide to continue the series.  
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Mare of Easttown (HBO 2021): Kate Winslet gives an 

extraordinary performance as Mare Sheehan, a police 

detective in the small working-class Philadelphia suburb of 

Easttown (where everyone knows everyone else’s 

business).  She’s investigating the murder of a teenage 

mother while trying to keep her own life from falling apart.  

She’s divorced, her ex-husband (David Denman) lives next door with his fiancé, she lost a son to 

suicide, she has a rocky relationship with her teenage daughter (Angourie Rice), and she’s in a 

custody battle with her ex-heroin addict daughter-in-law over her grandson.  Jean Smart is excellent 

as Mare’s mother, who lives with her and knows how to push all of her buttons. 

 

Mare is something of a local hero, having been the star of her high-school basketball championship 

game 25 years ago.  But she has also been unable to solve the case of another girl who has been 

missing for about a year, leading some in the community to doubt her detective skills – which is one 

reason they bring in a county detective (Evan Peters) to assist her with this new case. 

 

Mare is one of the more complex characters we’ve seen on television in quite some time (maybe 

ever) – she’s flawed, often not likeable, beaten down and stressed out by life, and has numerous 

personal and professional problems, all of which are remarkably expressed in Kate Winslet’s stone 

face and weary walk (and constant vaping).  And yet she remains relentless in her pursuit of answers 

and confident in her ability to figure out the murder mystery.  It’s a nuanced, subtle, and multilayered 

performance that makes the viewer forget that Kate Winslet is actually a proper British actress who 

starred in films such as Titanic, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, Finding Neverland, 

Revolutionary Road, and The Reader.   
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Mare of Easttown was designed as a one-shot seven-episode limited series.  Its critical acclaim and 

ratings success (it was the rare series to increase viewership with every episode) has spurred some 

talk of another season, but at this writing there hasn’t been any official word one way or the other. 

 


