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FOX OFFERS A 'COSMOS' FOR THE 21ST CENTURY


-- Sunday nights just got bigger -- infinitely so. Make no mistake about it, "Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-PG) is really ambitious, really brilliant to behold, really, really good and kinda, sorta surprising.


What on earth has gotten into Fox? What possessed it to re-create the crown jewel of PBS quality and put it in "The Family Guy" time slot for the next 13 weeks? Why, it was nothing less than "Cosmos" executive producer and "Family Guy" creator Seth MacFarlane. 


Astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson hosts this 13-part revamp of the classic 1980 PBS series "Cosmos: A Personal Voyage," hosted by the late astronomer, author and evangelist for science Carl Sagan. In a touching conclusion to Sunday's debut, Tyson recalls meeting Sagan when he was just a high school student, an encounter that would inspire him to learn and teach science.


Tyson sets about introducing us to his "Ship of the Imagination," a vehicle for demonstrating our place, indeed our very address, in a vast universe that some theorize might be but one universe among an infinite number. Phrases like "awe-inspiring," or even "mind-blowing" come to mind, but hardly do this justice. 


Having established our "place" as a tiny speck in an infinite cosmos, Tyson proceeds to examine our point in time. He asks us to imagine everything that has ever happened -- from the big bang to this very moment -- as a single calendar year. And then informs us that humankind did not arrive until the final seconds of Dec. 31. 


In short, virtually everything has transpired before us and beyond us and without us. Some may find that depressing, even dehumanizing. Others may embrace it as a humbling revelation bordering on the mystical. 


Even before Galileo used telescopes to prove that Earth was just one of several planets revolving around the sun, Renaissance-era astronomer Giordano Bruno scandalized Europe with his theories about an expansive universe. His tale of brave speculation and brutal oppression and execution at the hands of the Inquisition is recalled here in a cartoon. Compared to the exalted ideas and eye-popping visuals of Tyson's journey, this animated history seems a tad didactic and dull. It unfolds like a dutiful Sunday school lesson -- or its opposite. 


As such, it helps remind us how much has changed since the first "Cosmos" aired. Sagan, who died in 1996, would probably be delighted, but hardly surprised, that more than a billion people now use smartphones, which are nothing more than pieces of glass connected by a network of satellites and computers. At the same time, he might be surprised and dismayed that a growing number of Americans have come to reject, ignore or deny science and its most basic theories and most glaring evidence. 


The mission of "Cosmos" -- and it is a noble one -- is to put science back at the center of the American conversation. 


-- Really good shows raise the bar for the competition. "Resurrection" (9 p.m. Sunday, ABC, TV-PG) is not a remake of the French series "The Returned" that was seen recently on Sundance. But both series share many similarities. 


On both, the residents of a small, insular town are surprised to discover loved ones long dead simply showing up at their doorsteps. They have not aged, or seemingly changed, since "leaving." Both shows explore the logical, emotional and spiritual consequences of the dead returning, without resorting to the hackneyed gore of the vampire genre. 


But there the comparisons end. "The Returned" unfolded with an icy logic. The characters behaved as real people might when placed in such startling circumstances. The developments and decisions on ABC's "Resurrection" more closely follow those of a melodrama or soap opera. 


Music is a perfect symbol of how the two shows diverge. Scottish band Mogwai's score to "The Returned" was strange, spare and hypnotic. The music used in "Resurrection" sounds generic and off-the-shelf. This new ABC series is not terrible. It's merely a mediocre and sadly forgettable approach to a story with great potential. 


-- While Fox reboots PBS' "Cosmos" on Sunday, Lifetime broadcasts a new adaptation of the Horton Foote stage drama "The Trip to Bountiful" (8 p.m. Saturday, TV-PG).


An impressive cast includes Cicely Tyson as a "country" woman of a certain age, trapped in a home run by her snobbish daughter-in-law (Vanessa Williams). She resents being dependent on her son (Blair Underwood) and pines to return to her rural roots before it's too late.


All three principals rise to the occasion, but can't save "Bountiful" from seeming more like a filmed play than a full-fledged movie. Too often, dialogue that sounds powerful on the stage seems stilted on the small screen.


-- The continued success of "48 Hours" (10 p.m. Saturday, CBS) and the rise of cable networks like Investigation Discovery, which are dedicated to true crime, show a bottomless appetite for nonfiction whodunits. "Dateline Saturday Night Mystery" (8 p.m., NBC) joins the fray.


SATURDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- "Jimmy Kimmel Live" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-14) offers a repeat of his post-Oscars bash. 


-- A kidnapper strikes the posh set on "Ripper Street" (9 p.m., BBC America, TV-14).


-- Aaron Paul, Jamie Dornan, Naomi Campbell, Ant and Dec and Ellie Goulding appear on "The Graham Norton Show" (10:15 p.m., BBC America, TV-14). 


-- Lena Dunham hosts "Saturday Night Live" (11:30 p.m., NBC, TV-14), featuring musical guest The National.


SUNDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Scheduled on "60 Minutes" (7 p.m., CBS): data mining; crisis in Ukraine.


-- The story so far on "Once Upon a Time" (7 p.m., ABC, TV-PG).


-- Lisa bonds with Sideshow Bob on "The Simpsons" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-PG).


-- Bishop faces drug charges on "The Good Wife" (9 p.m., CBS, TV-14). 


-- Shelter from the storm on "The Walking Dead" (9 p.m., AMC, TV-MA). 


-- Hart and Cohle receive a new tip on the season finale of the excellent drama "True Detective" (9 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- Adam Carolla hosts "Catch a Contractor" (10 p.m. and 10:30 p.m., Spike, TV-PG), a hidden-camera sting of crooked home building and repair outfits. 


-- Emily sabotages herself on "Revenge" (10 p.m., ABC, TV-PG).


-- "No Man's Land" (10 p.m., History, TV-PG) explores desert communities. 


-- Hanna stresses about Adam on "Girls" (10 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- The "Pucks" family disbands on "Episodes" (10:30 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA). 


CULT CHOICE 


The 1934 musical "Bright Eyes" (8 p.m. Sunday, TCM) is part of a marathon of films starring the late Shirley Temple. 


SATURDAY SERIES 


"The Amazing Race: All Stars" (8 p.m. and 9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-PG) ... Designer drugs on "Almost Human" (8 p.m., Fox, r, TV-14) ... A new threat on "The Following" (9 p.m., Fox, r, TV-14) ... "Once Upon a Time" (9 p.m. and 10 p.m., ABC, r, TV-PG) ... "Saturday Night Live" (10 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14).


SUNDAY SERIES


Offensive school essays on "Bob's Burgers" (7 p.m., Fox, TV-PG) ... "Dateline NBC" (7 p.m.) ... Daniel Radcliffe guest-voices on "The Simpsons" (7:30 p.m., Fox, TV-PG) ... Trekking through Malaysia on "The Amazing Race: All Stars" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) ... New York-bound on "Once Upon a Time" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG) ... Lauren Bacall guest-voices on "Family Guy" (8:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


Blind auditions on "The Voice" (9 p.m., NBC, r, TV-PG) ... Intrigue south of the border on "The Mentalist" (10 p.m., CBS, TV-14).


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