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THE AMOS 'N ANDY SHOW
.

There's just too much lingering controversy over this 1950s hit -- TV's first major network series with a black cast -- for rights-owning corporation CBS to go there. The Amos 'n Andy Show was pulled off the network in 1953 after two seasons thanks to protests by the NAACP and other anti-bias groups, and CBS has refused to publicly
present the sitcom for more than four decades now (after halting syndication in the 1960s).

Despite its popularity -- or because of it -- Amos 'n Andy has remained a lightning rod in its half-century of electronic exile. The tragedy behind this: A simple TV sitcom has been demonized into something so evil it must be kept from public view; and two or three subsequent generations of viewers who've never seen the show have no way of understanding the show's historical impact on American television or American culture.

A recently released DVD set presents 72 CBS TV episodes in the hapless daily lives of earnest cabdriver Amos (Alvin Childress, later seen in '70s sitcoms like The Jeffersons), his buffoon pal Andy (Spencer Williams Jr., also a respected film producer-director), and their scamming Harlem lodge brother Kingfish (Tim Moore, a key figure in black vaudeville). The plots constructed by white writers are basic -- Kingfish scheming to make money, Andy obliviously being taken advantage of, and Amos fading into the background as a level-headed person who's entirely too normal (read: boring) to figure into the plots' shenanigans. It's simple comedy. Which is often simply funny.

In the 1950s, however, this was TV's preeminent depiction of black characters -- sometimes its only depiction -- amid the raging civil rights movement, Southern segregation-by-law, and a kind of pervasive discrimination that today's younger generations can barely imagine. Black buffoons and schemers were not the portrayals that equality activists wanted to see showcased when there were no sensibly realistic black lead characters anywhere on television to balance Amos 'n Andy's burlesque-style bumblings.

While it's far too naive to say we are "past" this problem (as some of the show's come-lately "supporters" claim), it's also too easy to simply insist the series not be seen. It is finally time to start comprehending what Amos 'n Andy meant then, what it means now, and why that impact gives it importance in our culture. This is even more true when you learn about the characters' evolution in the highly recommended book The Adventures of Amos 'n' Andy: A Social History of an American Phenomenon. Melvin Patrick Ely's detailed history explores the pair's 1920s radio roots as a (relatively) sensitive portrait of the great Negro migration from South to North, through two vivid characters who quickly became beloved to audiences both white and black -- despite being written and voiced by white creators Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll (later supplanted on TV by black actors).

It's also time to appreciate the work done by the cast of the much-broader TV show, under tricky conditions, to deliver comedy that often holds up today in its elemental way. This argument has also been made by black performers trying to reclaim this piece of cultural history, most notably in 1983's show-the-show-already documentary Amos 'n Andy: Anatomy of a Controversy. Seen on public TV stations, the hour had comedian George Kirby appreciatively hosting vintage clips, new cast interviews, and in-context comments from admirers like Marla Gibbs and Redd Foxx.

Context is what's key here, and the Nostalgia Merchant DVD sets help deliver that. In addition to the TV episodes, the second set includes RKO's creaky 1930 feature film Check and Double Check, in which radio voices Gosden and Correll don blackface to visibly portray their creations. Uncomfortable? You bet. Which is why it's worth watching, and absorbing, as a visceral window into a bygone era and a way of thinking that's now hard to imagine.

Ideally, The Amos 'n Andy Show would be coming out in authorized DVD sets from CBS, remastered from the original elements, rather than duped elsewhere from the sometimes scratchy film prints. (All in all, these are better than most third-party transfers.) Ideally, the rights-owners would make the effort to create bonus features explaining how the characters were introduced in radio, and how their stories evolved from fairly serious serial adventures, presented with social context, into more outlandish and escapist weekly exploits. They'd detail the show's shift from radio to television, from unseen white-voiced leads to TV's black stars. (The radio version did have black supporting actors, many of whom made the jump to TV.) And they'd present a balanced, in-depth study ol the controversy that drove the show off the air and rages still today.

That's probably too much to hope for, in an era when almost any subject raises some kind of objection, and when this longtime lightning rod would likely explode in CBS' corporate face. All I can say is that my own multiracial household watches and enjoys these sitcom episodes for what they are -- simplistic burlesques on human foibles and connivings, not designed to make larger statements of any kind. TV Worth Watching proprietor David Bianculli says that when he runs Amos 'n Andy episodes for his college students at Rowan University, telling them only that this is TV's all-time most controversial show, the students are blank-faced as to what the controversy could possibly have entailed. Of course, they've seen Homeboys in Outer Space and Flavor Flav, alongside The Cosby Show and Grey's Anatomy.

They're a different generation. We're a different country. And yet, of course, we're not. I have black friends who refuse to even talk about Amos 'n Andy in any way, shape or form -- and they've never seen it. The series still has tremendous power to wound.

Isn't it time we take that power away from a 60-year-old sitcom?
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