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TUNE IN TONIGHT by Kevin McDonough

'RIPPER' RETURNS; 'DOWNTON' LIMPS; 'FISHER' DEBUTS


-- "Ripper Street" (9 p.m. Saturday, BBC, TV-MA) embarks on its second season with London entering the 1890s, a period of recession and unrest. Detective Inspector Edmund Reid (Matthew MacFayden) and his men have a hard enough time keeping a riotous criminal class in check when they are suddenly faced with an influx of Chinese opium and, perhaps, even Chinese martial artists. 


"Ripper Street" references another famous figure from the period: Joseph Merrick, the "Elephant Man" (Joseph Drake), a horribly disfigured but extremely cultivated gentleman who offers Reid sage advice.


A handsome production featuring a frank evocation of a violent era, "Ripper Street" features a wealth of acting talent, including Jerome Flynn ("Game of Thrones") as the gruff Detective Sgt. Bennet Drake and Adam Rothenberg ("Elementary") as brash American Capt. Homer Jackson. 


Unfortunately, the show's fidelity to cockney accents may render some of the dialogue incomprehensible to American ears. I was tempted to turn on the closed captioning.


-- "Downton Abbey" on "Masterpiece Classic" (9 p.m. Sunday, PBS, TV-PG, check local listings) concludes its fourth season. It's a fairly weak ending to a rather unremarkable season, one that saw writer/creator Julian Fellowes recycling any number of familiar plot devices. At the risk of spoiling things for those who haven't kept up, we've had another near-deathbed experience, some will-she-or-won't-she moments with Mary's love life, a romantic interlude at a summer fair with members of the staff, questions about Bates' culpability in a violent act that may or may not be justified and, tonight, a plot hinging almost ludicrously on the possession, or rather retrieval, of a crucial piece of paper. 


Some may not be bothered by having seen this all before, but others are no longer contented merely to glance at the scenery and costumes. 


Whatever the show's faults as a melodrama, "Downton" is still a conversation starter. Just this last week, economist and former Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers suggested that soaring economic inequality was threatening to return America and the West to a "Downton Abbey" economy, filled with a tiny fraction of haves lording over a vast majority of serfs and servants.


Not to quibble with the Harvard professor, but I've long thought that some of the appeal of "Downton" was its celebration of a ruling class that at least looked after its staff and saw employing people as a good thing. 


Lord Grantham (Hugh Bonneville) is willing to face ruin to keep his land, his status and his vast battalions of downstairs help. Today's business wizards acquire status (and higher stock prices) by bragging about how many people they can fire, outsource or downsize. The contrast between the "Downton" fantasy of noblesse oblige and today's savage reality is at least part of the show's appeal.


-- The new family-friendly sitcom "Growing Up Fisher" (10:30 p.m. Sunday, NBC, TV-PG) was apparently based on the real life of series producer D.J. Nash. But it often seems like the product of a focus group. Despite that, it has some potential. 


Narrated "Wonder Years"-style by Jason Bateman, "Fisher" is essentially a tale of 11-year-old Henry Fisher's (Eli Baker) admiration and affection for his father, Mel (J.K. Simmons), a lawyer who is cool as well as wise, patient and clever. He's also blind. He never draws attention to his disability, and often evades detection with the help of young Henry. 


The pilot involves two major traumas in the narrator's life: Mel's divorce from Henry's funny but self-absorbed mother, Joyce (Jenna Elfman), and the arrival of a seeing-eye dog that helps newly divorced Mel adjust to his bachelor apartment, and which makes Henry feel as if he's being replaced. 


As much as "Fisher" tries to sugarcoat things, divorce -- even TV divorce -- becomes a matter of choosing sides. And it's perfectly clear where Henry's allegiance lies. The success and even survival of this series will probably depend on how heavily it leans on the depiction of the mother as a selfish flake reliving her adolescence. 


"Fisher" includes a little too much precocious kid patter for my tastes -- particularly when Henry's cool dude best friend (Lance Lim) comes over to crack wise. Despite its reliance on formula (cute kid narration, a blind dad and even a beautiful Labrador retriever named Elvis), "Fisher" avoids the abrasively frantic cartoonish tone of kids' comedies on Disney and Nickelodeon. 


You have to wonder how much of its juvenile audience will still be up at 10:30 p.m. on Sunday, or at 9:30 p.m. on Tuesday, where it officially joins the NBC schedule. This tale of a boy, his dad and his dog cries out to be aired at 8 p.m., during network TV's long-abandoned "family hour." 


SATURDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Olympics coverage (8 p.m., NBC) includes: alpine skiing, bobsled, figure skating, snowboarding and speedskating.


-- Racing personalities get sand in their shoes before the kickoff of the NASCAR season on "The Daytona 500 Bash at the Beach" (8 p.m., Fox).


-- The voices of Mike Myers, Eddie Murphy, Cameron Diaz, Antonio Banderas and Rupert Everett animate the 2007 sequel "Shrek the Third" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG). 


-- An online relationship turns into a mystery in the 2014 made-for-television thriller "Status: Unknown" (8 p.m., Lifetime, TV-14). "The Girl He Met Online" (10 p.m., TV-PG) follows.


-- An eager dancer (Moira Shearer) loses herself to an enchanted ballet in the 1948 Technicolor fantasy "The Red Shoes" (8 p.m., TCM). 


-- Anthony Anderson hosts "The 45th NAACP Image Awards" (8 p.m., TV One). 


-- Matt Damon, Hugh Bonneville, Bill Murray and Paloma Faith appear on "The Graham Norton Show" (10:15 p.m., BBC America, TV-14).


SUNDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- "Great Performances" (noon, PBS, check local listings) presents Dmitri Shostakovich's satirical opera "The Nose." 


-- Scheduled on "60 Minutes" (7 p.m., CBS): profiles of art forger Wolfgang Beltracchi, high school coach Frank Hall, who confronted a school shooter; and actor Liam Neeson.


-- "The Amazing Race: All Stars" (8 p.m., CBS, TV-PG) begins a new season. 


-- An editor (Sandra Bullock) fakes an engagement to avoid deportation in the 2009 comedy "The Proposal" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG). 


-- The Closing Ceremony (8:30 p.m., NBC) unfolds at the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia.


-- Maggie may know the reasons behind Cohle and Hart's sudden rupture on "True Detective" (9 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- Alicia defends a professor linked to terror on "The Good Wife" (10 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14). 


-- One confession too many on "Castle" (10 p.m., ABC, r, TV-PG). 


-- Hannah interviews Patti Lupone, who dispenses career and relationship advice on "Girls" (10 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- Sean fields a tempting offer while Beverly pines for England on "Episodes" (10:30 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA). 


CULT CHOICE 


The late Ralph Waite appears in the 1982 made-for-TV reunion movie "Mother's Day on Walton's Mountain" (7 p.m. Saturday, Hallmark, TV-G).


SATURDAY SERIES


Tears in the green beer on "Mike & Molly" (8 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Simon overcompensates on "The Crazy Ones" (8:30 p.m., CBS, r, TV-PG) ... Fire engulfs a club on "CSI" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... "48 Hours" (10 p.m., CBS, r) ... 20/20" (10 p.m., ABC, r).


SUNDAY SERIES


Bart turns over a new leaf on "The Simpsons" (8 p.m., Fox, r, TV-PG) ... Blackmail on "Bob's Burgers" (8:30 p.m., Fox, r, TV-14). 


Red John suspects emerge on "The Mentalist" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Quagmire meets his match on "Family Guy" (9 p.m., Fox, r, TV-14) ... A lesson for the holidays on "American Dad!" (9:30 p.m., Fox, r, TV-14). 


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