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TUNE IN TONIGHT by Kevin McDonough

PBS GOES IN SEARCH OF A MORE PERFECT UNION


-- Apparently, we the people don't understand our own Constitution. According to a recent survey, fewer than four in 10 could name the three branches of the federal government. 


To help remedy this sad fact, or at least entertain the rest of us who actually paid attention in fifth grade, Peter Sagal (NPR's "Wait Wait ... Don't Tell Me") hosts "Constitution USA with Peter Sagal" (9 p.m., PBS), a road- trip celebration of the nation's founding document, coinciding with the 225th anniversary of its ratification by the states.


Sagal will travel from Rhode Island to California by way of Texas and Missouri to discuss this essential 4,418-word document and the history, myths and misconceptions surrounding it. He'll also rely on charts, animation and clips from popular films to illustrate key ideas and principles.   


-- The disparity between critical acclaim and TV ratings is hardly new. Few shows earned more brickbats from writers than "The Beverly Hillbillies," a CBS comedy about poor backwoods folks who became the peculiar neighbors of Hollywood millionaires after striking oil in their back yard. 


But viewers couldn't get enough. A list of the most- watched television events of all time includes plenty of Super Bowls, the Beatles' appearance on "Ed Sullivan," the finales of "MASH" and the "Who Shot J.R." episode of "Dallas." And it also includes a handful of regular episodes of "The Beverly Hillbillies." 


The "Hillbillies" exploited stereotypes well honed by Al Capp's comic strip "Li'l Abner" (and resulting Broadway musical and movie adaptations) as well as country vs. city comedy conventions dating as far back as ancient Roman theater. Although Jethro and Granny were often cartoon characters, most of the jokes on the show were at the expense of the city sophisticates who were in the thrall of Jed Clampett's money. (Or Elly May's pneumatic naivete). 


A half-century after the debut of "Hillbillies," cable reality series still steal from it. But without any of the "wit" or satire that contemporary critics felt was lacking in the original.  


"Duck Dynasty" has climbed to the top of the cable reality/comedy heap as a pale photocopy of "The Beverly Hillbillies," albeit one that never loads up the truck and moves to Beverly. 


The new series "Backyard Oil: Kentucky Boom" (10:30 p.m., Discovery) seems similarly stuck. This one follows a Kentucky family besotted by rising oil prices, trying to revive old wells. It's just too bad they'll never get to rub shoulders with Miss Hathaway. 


-- "Polygamy USA" (9 p.m., National Geographic) visits residents of Centennial Park, Ariz. Their community was founded by members of the Mormon Church who felt that the official religion's renunciation of polygamy was a spiritual wrong turn. 


TV-themed DVDs available today include "Space 1999: 30th Anniversary Edition."  


TONIGHT'S OTHER HIGHLIGHTS 


-- Three finalists take the plunge on the season finale of "Splash" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG).


-- "Weight of the Nation for Kids" (6:00 p.m., HBO) looks at childhood obesity and attempts to change school cafeterias.


-- Contestants prepare for a quinceanera party on "Hell's Kitchen" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


-- Zoe returns to New York to recharge her batteries on the season finale of "Hart of Dixie" (8 p.m., CW, TV-PG).


-- Mary Lynn Rajskub ("24") guest-stars on "New Girl" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


-- Mindy attends a frat party on "The Mindy Project" (9:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


-- Clark unearths damaging news about his rival Holbrook on "Golden Boy" (10 p.m., CBS).  


-- A creature of unusual influence emerges on "Grimm" (10 p.m., NBC, TV-PG). 


-- A plane crash knocks out the power grid on "Body of Proof" (10 p.m., ABC, TV-14).


CULT CHOICE 


-- A charming race car driver (Elvis Presley) battles tax problems in the 1968 musical "Speedway" (8 p.m., Encore), co-starring Nancy Sinatra and Bill Bixby. Not to be confused with "Spinout." 


SERIES NOTES


Colin Hanks guest-stars on "NCIS" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) ... "The Voice" (8 p.m., NBC).


Deeks infiltrates an arms dealer's lair on "NCIS: Los Angeles" (9 p.m., CBS, TV-14) ... "Dancing With the Stars" (9 p.m., ABC, TV-PG) ... "America's Next Top Model" (9 p.m., CW, r, TV-14).


LATE NIGHT 


Mindy Kaling is scheduled on "The Daily Show With Jon Stewart" (11 p.m., Comedy Central) ... Edie Falco, Marc Maron and Iron & Wine appear on "Conan" (11 p.m., TBS) ... Michael Buble, John Caparulo, Jen Kirkman and Brody Stevens are booked on "Chelsea Lately" (11 p.m., E!) ... Douglas Rushkoff sits down on "The Colbert Report" (11:30 p.m., Comedy Central).


Zooey Deschanel, Jim Gaffigan, Pistol Annies and Todd Rundgren appear on "Late Show With David Letterman" (11:35 p.m., CBS) ... Jay Leno welcomes Zach Braff, Connie Sawyer and Patty Griffin on "The Tonight Show" (11:35 p.m., NBC) ...  Mel Brooks, Simon Pegg and Goo Goo Dolls appear on "Jimmy Kimmel Live" (11:35 p.m., ABC).  


John Krasinski, Eli Roth and the Breeders visit "Late Night With Jimmy Fallon" (12:35 a.m., NBC) ... Craig Ferguson hosts Ryan Seacrest on "The Late Late Show" (12:35 a.m., CBS).


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