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TUNE IN TONIGHT by Kevin McDonough

A WEEKEND OF NEW SERIES, FINALES AND TRADITIONS


-- While an onslaught of series premieres puts an accent on the new, this weekend also highlights some of television's sturdiest institutions. Last week saw the 65th Emmy Awards; tonight marks the 39th season premiere of "Saturday Night Live" (11:30 p.m., NBC, TV-14). Sunday brings the 25th season opener for "The Simpsons," while "60 Minutes" enters its 46th season. 


More than any other long-running series, "SNL" has been defined by change and the ever-shifting nature of its cast and writing staff. With six new cast members debuting, tonight's premiere marks a dramatic turn from the familiar. To usher in the latest era, "SNL" has turned to an old hand. Tina Fey hosts, with musical guest Arcade Fire. 


-- If you think cable has run out of ways to tackle the treasure hunt and set it in the rural South, you're wrong. The one-hour special "Dixie Divers" (10 p.m. Saturday, Discovery, TV-PG) follows fiercely competitive divers who scour the bed of Kentucky Lake to muscle money from mussels. 


-- Sunday marks the arrival of three new series as well as the third season premiere of "Homeland" (9 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA), the most critically acclaimed drama of the past two years, and the departure of the good, if over-praised "Breaking Bad" (9 p.m., AMC, TV-14). Good news for "Bad" fans: The series streams on Netflix. 


Given premium cable's reputation for sexual frankness and cable's love affair with midcentury period dramas ("Mad Men"), a show like "Masters of Sex" (10 p.m. Sunday, Showtime, TV-MA) seems all but inevitable. 


A gorgeous production that evokes the promise and repression of 1950s America, "Masters" stars Michael Sheen ("The Queen") as Dr. William Masters, a renowned "baby doctor" who turned his attention to studying human sexuality. Lizzy Caplan ("Mean Girls," "Hot Tub Time Machine," "Party Down") stars as Virginia Johnson, the twice-married former nightclub singer without any medical expertise who became his assistant (and eventual lover and wife) and proved instrumental in the studies that began a cultural conversation about human sexuality. 


Masters' new "hobby" shocks his boss (Beau Bridges), who fears it will ruin his reputation and end his career. Masters assures him it will be the making of both. Fans of "Mad Men" will admire the show's evocation of its era. But the characters are not as deeply rendered here. Masters' first wife, Libby (Caitlin Fitzgerald), emerges as a brittle stereotype, imprisoned in her home's modern trappings and pining for the passions that Masters can't provide.


The show puts much emphasis on male cluelessness about women's desires and some sad humor emerges from those cultural chasms, particularly from a sassy prostitute in Masters' employ. But in many ways, "Masters" does just too good a job of depicting Masters as a creepy, cold clinician and a scientific voyeur. To say he lacks a "bedside manner" is an understatement. 


This turns "Masters" into Virginia Johnson's show. And Caplan is more than capable of picking up the slack. If "Masters" turns her into a really big star, it will be an overnight success some years in the making. For the record, she also appeared on four episodes of "Freaks and Geeks." The talent from that 1999 show never quits. 


-- ABC adds "Betrayal" (10 p.m. Sunday, TV-14) to its mix of prime-time soaps. Sara (Hannah Ware) has a chance encounter with handsome attorney Jack McAllister (Stuart Townsend) at an art opening that features her photography. Instant attraction ensues, followed by not-so-chance re-encounters and scenes of Sara's husband, Drew (Chris Johnson), a workaholic lawyer, and Jack's older wife, Elaine (Wendy Moniz). She's a bit of a drag and the daughter of Jack's boss, the vaguely dangerous fixer and tycoon Thatcher Karsten (James Cromwell). 


The whole point of this handsome but overly deliberate pilot is to explain how Sara's obnoxious husband will be facing her mysterious lover in a trial with deadly consequences. 


"Betrayal" is nicely shot and makes the most of Chicago's urban landscape. But the pilot is plagued by heavy-handed explication, stilted dialogue and a glacial pace. 


-- Is "Hello Ladies" (10:30 p.m. Sunday, HBO, TV-MA) the most extreme comedic exploration of human loneliness ever broadcast? Stuart (Stephen Merchant, "The Office") is a British transplant web designer who makes all the wrong moves when it comes to dating and infiltrating the Los Angeles club scene. 


His friends include a divorcee given to frequent tears and a wheelchair-bound pickup artist with no boundaries. In many ways, "Ladies" unfolds like the anti-"Entourage" or "No Sex and the City." Stuart's a guy that even the girls on "Girls" would shun. 


Fans of cringe-worthy comedy may find this too sad to endure.


SATURDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Washington hosts Arizona in college football (7 p.m., Fox). 


-- Ohio State hosts Wisconsin in college football (8 p.m., ABC). 


-- Cheyenne is besieged on "Hell on Wheels" (9 p.m., AMC, TV-14). 


-- "The Cheating Pact" (8 p.m., Lifetime, TV-14) follows a group of high school girls who try to rig their college entrance exams.  


-- Fear consumes Neville's family on "The White Queen" (9 p.m., Starz, TV-MA).


-- Scheduled on "48 Hours" (10 p.m., CBS): justice for teens after 32 years.


SUNDAY'S SEASON PREMIERES


-- Scheduled on "60 Minutes" (7 p.m., CBS): John Kerry and Bill O'Reilly. 


-- "The Amazing Race" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) begins anew. 


-- Lisa suspects that Homer has become a turncoat on a "Homeland"-themed episode of "The Simpsons" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-PG). 


-- Hostile mermaids run interference on "Once Upon a Time" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG).


-- Camping on "Bob's Burgers" (8:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


-- Buried treasure on "Family Guy" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


-- With her foot halfway out the door, Alicia helps the firm with a death row appeal on "The Good Wife" (9 p.m., CBS, TV-14).


-- Emily's appetite for payback is never sated on "Revenge" (9 p.m., ABC, TV-14).


-- Brody (Damian Lewis) becomes the world's most wanted man on "Homeland" (9 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA). 


-- Cloning on "American Dad" (9:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


-- From missing person to murder on "The Mentalist" (10 p.m., CBS, TV-14). 


-- Suburbia can be boring on "Eastbound & Down" (10 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


SUNDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- A ninth incarnation (Christopher Eccleston) emerges on "Doctor Who: The Doctors Revisited" (8 p.m., BBC America, TV-PG). 


-- The Atlanta Falcons host the New England Patriots on "Sunday Night Football" (8:20 p.m., NBC). 


-- A stepmother (Tia Mowry-Hardrict) adjusts to her new status in the comedy "Instant Mom" (8:30 p.m., Nickelodeon, TV-PG). 


-- An informant may be in danger on "Foyle's War" on "Masterpiece Mystery!" (9 p.m., PBS, TV-PG, check local listings). 


-- Eddie gets an assignment on "Boardwalk Empire" (9 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


CULT CHOICE 


Robert Altman directs a talented ensemble in a sprawling adaptation of Raymond Carver's short stories in the 1993 drama "Short Cuts" (8 p.m. Saturday, Sundance). 


SATURDAY SERIES 


Advertising genius on "The Crazy Ones" (8 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Arson on "Chicago Fire" (8 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14) ... Raucous recovery on "Mom" (8:30 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14). 


A surgeon is kidnapped on "Hostages" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... A spy spills on "The Blacklist" (8 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14) ... Melissa McCarthy hosts "Saturday Night Live" (10 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14).


SUNDAY SERIES


Bob Costas has much to say on "Football Night in America" (8 p.m., NBC, TV-14).  


(Kevin McDonough can be reached at kevin.tvguy@gmail.com.)
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