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The Best New Season Network Pilots  
By Steve Sternberg 

 
For the past few years, as I’ve watched the new season broadcast pilots, the same thought kept 
running through my mind.  Why are there so few I actually like?   
 

It wasn’t always this way.  Or maybe it was, but I didn’t have as large a basis for comparison.  Perhaps 
it’s because I watch so many shows on premium cable, where they don’t have the same content 

restrictions.  Or perhaps it’s because I now subscribe to Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video, and CBS 
All Access (and soon, Disney+), none of which need to concern themselves with average ratings, 
fitting into a structured network lineup of similar programs, or artificial deadlines of fall or mid seasons.   

They have more creative freedom and their programs are often tighter and faster paced than 
broadcast series (having 8-13 episode per season rather than 17-22 requires less filler).  Or maybe 

it’s just that in the era of Peak TV, writing talent is spread more thinly than ever. 
 
I’ve been analyzing television programming for roughly 30 years, and have seen many good pilots 

flop as regular series, but also more than a few weak pilots build into hits.  Increasingly, however, the 
latter is harder to come by.  Long gone are the days when a Miami Vice can start out slowly and 

become a word-of-mouth success over the summer.  Or a Seinfeld can take three years to find an 
audience and grow into an iconic hit.  Or an Everybody Loves Raymond can start out on Friday with 
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low ratings, move to Monday and become one of the highest rated comedies on television.  These 
and many other long-running hits might be canceled after just an episode or two if they premiered 

today.  The television landscape is too splintered and competitive to sustain more than a couple of 
shows that don’t perform decently out of the gate. 
 

That’s why effective promotion is more important than ever.  I’m hoping against hope that the 
broadcast networks finally smarten up and start cross-promoting one another’s new shows.  It didn’t 

happen this year, and a few good shows will pay the price.  The networks should also promote new 
series much further into the regular season than they do now.  These days it takes viewers longer to 
even become aware of a new show, much less start watching it. 

 
Let’s hope the networks have the fortitude to give shows they believe in but are not instant hits a 

chance to build.  We will always have Empire, This is Us, Young Sheldon, and The Good Doctor – 
shows that immediately strike a chord with viewers.  But the networks could use another Cheers, 
which debuted as the lowest rated show of the week, but ended its 11-year run as one of the highest 

rated shows on television. 
 

That said, while many of the new fall series didn’t do anything for me, there were a few that stood out. 
 

Emergence (ABC, Tue.10-11): Allison Tolman (Fargo) is excellent as a police chief who finds a 

mysterious young girl (Alexa Swinton) at the site of a mysterious 

plane crash.  The girl is uninjured and has no memory of what 
happened.  Mysterious people are after her, so the police chief 
takes her in to protect her as she investigates.  As you can guess, 

mysteries abound, as a conspiracy larger than she ever imagined 
gradually unravels, with the child’s identity at the center of it all. 
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The pilot and cast are excellent.  Seems similar in some aspects to NBC’s Manifest, which may be 

why NBC passed on it.  This type of complicated high-concept drama is often difficult to maintain over  
a full season.  It might be better suited to a 6-episode limited-run than an ongoing series.  But the pilot  
was intriguing enough for me to want to see where it goes. 

 
Airing opposite CBS’s NCIS New Orleans and NBC’s New Amsterdam won’t make it any easier to 

 find an audience. 
 

Evil (CBS, Thu.10-11):  A skeptical female psychologist and priest-in-training join forces 

to investigate the Church’s backlog of unsolved mysteries, 

including supposed demonic possessions, straddling the line 
between science and religion.  Katja Herbers (Westworld) and 
Mike Colter (Luke Cage) star.  Michael Emerson excels as 

another in his repertoire of creepy characters, who uses social 
media to encourage people to do evil things. 

 
I liked the pilot.  Unfortunately, it’s not compatible with its lead-ins (comedies, Mom and Carol’s 

Second Act) or much else on the CBS’s schedule (except Criminal Minds, which is being held back 

for mid-season).  Airing opposite ABC’s How to Get Away With Murder and NBC’s Law & Order: SVU 
won’t help its chances.  Nevertheless, CBS 10pm dramas usually get good viewer sampling. 
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Prodigal Son (FOX, Mon. 9-10): A darkly comedic twist on the serial killer genre.  Tom 

Payne (The Walking Dead) portrays the son of a convicted 
serial killer (Michael Sheen), who has made hunting serial 
killers his life’s work.  When his recklessness gets him fired 

from the FBI, he becomes a consultant to the NYPD and 
his former mentor (Lou Diamond Phillips). 

 
The pilot was very good and the cast is excellent.  Not fitting the mold of other FOX series will probably 
 hurt (if only it could be promoted on CBS’s Criminal Minds and FBI, and NBC’s Law & Order: SVU 

 and Chicago P.D.).  I’m sure it will be heavily promoted on FOX’s football broadcasts. 
 

Batwoman (CW, Sun. 8-9): Three years after Batman mysteriously disappeared from Gotham 

City, Bruce Wayne’s cousin, Kate Kane, modifies his bat-suit to fit 

a woman, and picks up the mantle as the dark knight vigilante. 
 

 Based on characters from DC, Batwoman joins CW’s stable of 
superheroes – Arrow, Flash, Supergirl, Black Lightning, and 
Legends of Tomorrow.  Ruby Rose (Orange is the New Black) is 

perfect as the new Caped Crusader (the first openly gay  
superhero on television), who first appeared in last season’s big Arrowverse cross-over, 

 “Elseworlds.”  Being paired with Supergirl on Sunday night can’t hurt. 
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Perfect Harmony (NBC, Thu. 8:30-9): Bradley Whitford (West Wing, The Handmaid’s Tale) stars 

as a gruff former Princeton music professor with big-town 
sensibilities, who is ready to end it all after his wife’s death. 
When he stumbles into a small-town church’s choir practice, 

he reluctantly agrees to stay and help them win a 
competition against a rival megachurch.  Of course, they 

wind up helping each other.   
 
I expected to dislike this one, but was pleasantly surprised.  It is the best new comedy of the fall, and 

NBC will give it a good chance to succeed, placing it between Superstore and The Good Place on 
Thursday.  A lot will depend on how the ensemble cast, led by Anna Camp (Pitch Perfect), gels. 

 
There were a few other new series that I wanted to like but just couldn’t.  I’m hoping their respective 
networks give them time to see if they can get better and find an audience.  Here they are: 

 

Stumptown (ABC, Wed. 10-11): Cobie Smulders (Avengers movies, How I Met Your Mother) 

stars as a strong, assertive, and smart army veteran, whose 
military intelligence skills make her a great private 

investigator.  But her love life, gambling debts, and brother 
she needs to care for make her life in Portland, Oregon 

 complicated, as does her uneasy alliance with the police. 
  
While I like Cobie Smulders in virtually everything she does, the writing in the pilot does not match 

 the talents of its star.  I hope it gets better over time.  This has been ABC’s most heavily promoted 
new series, so it might get decent viewer sampling.  Airing opposite CBS’s S.W.A.T. and NBC’s 

Chicago P.D., which appeal to a similar audience won’t help.  Nor will the show’s title (even though 
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 it’s based on the graphic novel of the same name). 
 

Almost Family (FOX, Wed. 9-10): An only child (Brittany Snow) has her life turned upside 

down when her father (Timothy Hutton), a pioneering 

fertility doctor, is arrested for using his own sperm to 
father more than a hundred children.  Now she has two 

new sisters (Magalyn Echikunwoke, Emily Osment), and 
they have to welcome a tidal wave of new siblings into 
their expanding family. 

 

The pilot was interesting, but I’m just not sure about this one. 

 

Carol’s Second Act (CBS, Thu. 9:30-10): Patricia Heaton goes for the trifecta (following her 

success in Everybody Loves Raymond and The 

Middle).  Here, after raising her children, getting 

divorced, and retiring from teaching, she embarks 
on a second act.  At age 50, she’s a medical 
intern, dealing with a tough boss and other interns 

who are half her age.  Perhaps they got the idea 
from the success of ABC’s drama, The Rookie. 

 
Patricia Heaton is always likeable, and the CBS sitcom audience should eat this up.  It might be 
 unfair to compare this trifle to her previous gems, but there it is. 

 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2019 

 
 

7 

Bluff City Law (NBC, Mon. 10-11): Jimmy Smits portrays the head of a celebrated law firm 

and a famous Memphis family known for fighting 
injustice.  His estranged daughter (Caitlin McGee), a 
brilliant lawyer in her own right, comes back to the fold 

when her philanthropist mother dies suddenly. 
 

While I usually like Jimmy Smits, he seemed flat in the pilot, as did the rest of the 

 surrounding cast.  Seems like a cookie cutter legal drama.  I’m hoping it gets 

 better in subsequent episodes.  Airing opposite ABC’s The Good Doctor and 

CBS’s Bull won’t make it easy. 

 


