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TUNE IN TONIGHT by Kevin McDonough

SOME TV TRADITIONS EMBRACE BLACK AND WHITE 


People don't contract amnesia as often as they used to on TV shows. Nor do they fall into quicksand. But plenty other hackneyed plot devices endure. 


Some series can't get through a single season without characters attending a high school reunion or a bachelor party, or a bachelor auction at a bachelorette party. And don't get me started on the need for special Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas and Valentine's Day installments. At a time when some seasons have dwindled to fewer than 20 episodes, you could run through these cliches and only have to come up with half a dozen original stories. 


Another curious staple of television production is the very special Film Noir episode, occurring on "Pretty Little Liars" tonight (8 p.m., ABC Family, TV-14). After medicating herself for insomnia (not amnesia, drat!) Spencer falls into a dreamlike reality right out of 1940s movies, complete with black and white photography, rotary phones, men in hats and non-Starbucks coffee. 


What is it about film noir that has such a hold on TV-makers? I seem to remember a film noir version of "Boy Meets World" once. Or was that only a dream? There was a film noir version of "Castle" not that long ago. "Smallville" had one, too. Ditto "Moonlighting" and "Star Trek: Deep Space Nine." And I'm not kidding about "Boy Meets World." That TGIF sitcom did a film noir tribute episode on April 7, 2000.


The real question is, who thinks the young audience for "Pretty Little Liars" even knows or appreciates the 1940s film genre? And why haven't TV producers come up with a more recent and familiar visual style to imitate or parody? The just-completed IFC spoof "The Spoils of Babylon" suggests the look of epic miniseries as one area ripe for exploration and exploitation. How about an episode of ABC Family's "The Fosters," or "Ravenswood" or "Twisted" (9 p.m., TV-14) shot in the over-the-top style of an early '80s MTV video? Now that would be a throwback! And something for the young viewers and their parents to talk about. 


Speaking of television and old movies, "American Experience" (9 p.m., PBS, check local listings) presents "Butch Cassidy & the Sundance Kid," a profile of larger-than-life bank and train robbers of the 1890s who transfixed Americans as rugged and even romantic symbols of the Wild West. 


Against the backdrop of peace talks, "Syria's Second Front" on "Frontline" (10 p.m., PBS, check local listings) looks at the seemingly endless effort to topple Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad. 


TV-themed DVDs available today include season one of "The Americans." 


TONIGHT'S OTHER HIGHLIGHTS 


-- Olympics coverage (8 p.m., NBC) includes: Snowboarding, Figure Skating, Freestyle Skiing and Ski Jumping.


-- Drinking, hospitalization and other woes abound on the one-hour season finale of "Dads" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-14). I'm not surprised that this thoroughly unlikeable mess has come to an early end. I'm rather astonished it's been on for so long. 


-- City residents resist alien attack in the 2011 comedy "Attack the Block" (8 p.m., CW). 


-- Jess' sister, Abby (Linda Cardellini), descends on "New Girl" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


-- Fleet week yields a "Person of Interest" (10 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14). 


-- Murder in the NBA on "Killer Women" (10 p.m., ABC, TV-14).


-- Raylan responds to an attack on Allison on "Justified" (10 p.m., FX, TV-MA).


CULT CHOICE 


-- Otherworldly foes target Vikings and devour their flesh in the 1999 fantasy "The 13th Warrior" (8 p.m., TMC Extra). Hugely expensive, barely comprehensible and widely ignored, this film ranks among the top 10 box-office bombs of all time, losing its makers a staggering $137 million. 


SERIES NOTES


The search for Ziva leads to Israel on "NCIS" (8 p.m., CBS, r, TV-PG) ... On three consecutive helpings of "The Goldbergs" (ABC, r, TV-PG), Daddy-daughter bonding (8 p.m.), a talent-free zone (8:30 p.m.), all-too-perfect neighbors (9 p.m.). 


Deeks and Sam need therapy on "NCIS: Los Angeles" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Boyle needs mentoring on "Brooklyn Nine-Nine" (9:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14) ... Jackie makes a statement on "Trophy Wife" (9:30 p.m., ABC, r, TV-14). 


LATE NIGHT 


Elizabeth Kolbert appears on "The Daily Show With Jon Stewart" (11 p.m., Comedy Central) ... Aubrey Plaza, Joel Kinnaman, Toni Braxton & Kenny "Babyface" Edmonds appear on "Conan" (11 p.m., TBS) ... Jamie Lee, Loni Love and Ryan Stout are booked on "Chelsea Lately" (11 p.m., E!) ... Charlie Crist sits down on "The Colbert Report" (11:30 p.m., Comedy Central) ... Scarlett Johannson and John Grant appear on "Late Show With David Letterman" (11:35 p.m., CBS, r) ... Gary Oldman and Crosses appear on "Jimmy Kimmel Live" (11:35 p.m., ABC) ... Craig Ferguson hosts Jason Alexander and Regina Hall on "The Late Late Show" (12:35 a.m., CBS).


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