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Every show on this list has to go
through a rigorous vetting process
known as my life: I don't hang on to

season passes for returning shows unless
they really deliver the goods most weeks.
And it's the relationships that keep bringing
me back, for the most part. A good televi-
sion show is really the chronicle of a tangle
of relationships worth following; friendships
that seem real, even in the most strange or
surreal circumstances; families that are
believably supportive and exasperating;
marriages that are full of resonant echoes,
even if they're nothing like my own. 

When you've spent years with a fictional
family or a group of friends, or an intriguing
mixture of the two, and the show has done
the hard work of getting you invested in
their loyalties, betrayals and small victories,
there's a good chance I'll stay with it. Even if
it sometimes takes me forever to clear that
DVR backlog.

"The Americans" (FX): This drama
about Russian agents working to under-
mine America is, as I noted in my list of the
Top 20 Shows of 2016, "a glorious, heart-
breaking thing of beauty, and it creates
momentum and unfurls character develop-
ment with assured and thoughtful disci-
pline." 

"Black-ish" (ABC): "Few comedies pack
as much into 21 minutes as this nimble pro-
gram, which comments on topical issues
with incisive wit and cutting vigor and also
supplies the kind of warm (but not treacly)
family dynamics we've come to expect from
ABC comedies," as I noted in my Top 20
Shows of 2016. 

"Better Call Saul" (AMC): In its second
season, this meditation on thwarted aspira-
tions and self-sabotage got richer and
deeper, while still displaying the kind of
tight plotting and bone-dry humor that
were the hallmarks of "Breaking Bad" at its
best. "Saul" was more energetic, less clinical
and ultimately more appealing in its second
go-round, partly due to Bob Odenkirk's con-
tinued mastery of the comedic and dramat-
ic dimensions of the role, and partly thanks
to killer supporting performances from
Rhea Seehorn, Patrick Fabian, Michael
McKean and the dependably great
Jonathan Banks. 

"BoJack Horseman" (Netflix):
"BoJack" continues to mine existential
despair and Hollywood angst with percep-
tive compassion, and the way it mixes sur-
real flourishes with restrained emotional
nuance remains truly impressive. And as
my Variety colleague Sonia Saraiya points
out in her list of the 20 best TV episodes of
the year, the show's underwater episode
was a tour de force. 

"Brooklyn Nine-Nine" (Fox): We
shouldn't take this show for granted; turn-
ing out really sharp and enjoyable ensem-
ble comedy every week is not easy, but this
show and this deft cast make it look that
way. It continually finds ways to mine the
vast comic talents of its cast, and it's espe-
cially fun to see Andre Braugher, already a
master of every kind of dramatic scene, lean
into his comedic side with such hilarious
results. 

"Crazy Ex-Girlfriend" (The CW): This
CW hour-long comedy "has taken a bunch
of conflicting ideas, tied them to smart

subversions of rom-com conventions, giv-
en the whole thing a bunch of energy,
added great dance numbers and catchy
choruses, and thanks to this amazing cast, I
can't get enough," as I noted in my Top 20
Shows of 2016. 

"Game of Thrones" (HBO): "Game of
Thrones" does a number of things well: In
scale and scope, there's nothing like it on
TV, and its most memorable epic scenes,
like the Battle of the Bastards, leave every-
one jabbering about the show that night
through the next day. It can also be lacerat-
ing in quieter moments, many of which
focus on a character's pain or a long-antici-
pated confrontation or reconciliation. When
those moments of intensity-personal, politi-
cal or visual-really come together, "Game of
Thrones" is often spectacular in all senses of
the word. Of course, the drama's shortcom-
ings are also easy to identify: It still doesn't
quite have a handle on how to handle sexu-
al violence (which it still relies on way too
much), there are a lot of moving parts to all
these storylines and they don't always mesh
well, and in a show that always leaves its
fans wanting more of their favorite charac-
ters, it gives far too much screen time to
plodding filler like the Dorne plot or pre-
dictable arcs about one-dimensional char-
acters like Ramsay Bolton. Still, thanks to
this show's cast, its visual poetry, its percep-
tive moments and its complicated take on
the costs of gaining and losing power, this
HBO tentpole is unmissable. 

"Mr. Robot" (USA): However timely "Mr.
Robot" was before, in this surreal post-elec-
tion world, its intense and off-kilter explo-
ration of the real vs. the unreal and the mal-
leability of the truth feels especially pre-
scient. Sure, the USA drama dragged out
certain elements of its second season far
too long, kept some characters off-screen or
apart in ways that undercut its momentum,
and undertook some narrative experiments
that didn't quite land. But the desire to
change things up and take risky chances
was laudable, and the second half of the
season contained some thrilling formal
experimentation and undeniable moments
of suspense, connection and loss. 

"Silicon Valley" (HBO): This HBO come-
dy has always had a lot of tricky elements to
balance: It satirizes various excesses of the
tech world and startup culture with razor-
sharp glee, but it takes great care to make
sure that none of its characters end up look-
ing like walking punchlines or predictable
cartoons (well, the possible exception is the
pompous billionaire Gavin Belson, but actor
Matt Ross should have a shelf of Emmys for
his ferociously spot-on performance). Once
again, the show delivered an enjoyable and
crisply executed balancing act, as the princi-
pals (and principles) behind Pied Piper were
tested by a system seemingly designed to
separate humans from their souls. 

"Suits" (USA): The consequences of the
fraud at the heart of the show's premise
finally played out in a devastating way, and
the prison arc "brought new energy and
urgency to the show. 'Suits' has always been
underrated, and its sixth season is one of its
best," as I wrote in a recent column. 

"Transparent" (Amazon): Despite some
third-season turbulence, as the Pfefferman
clan continued down the road of transfor-
mation, this show "once again found
moments of unexpected grace and trem-
bling discovery," as I noted in my Top 20
Shows of 2016. 

"Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt"
(Netflix): As was the case with a very differ-
ent show-"Better Call Saul"-I wanted to like
the first season of this show a bit more than
I actually did. But like the AMC drama,
"Kimmy" did a better job of fleshing out its
characters in its second year. "Kimmy's" fun-
ny yet heartfelt exploration of its lead char-
acter's ongoing recovery from trauma gave
the show a depth and heart that grounded
all the whimsical, topical and goofy stuff,
and proved once again that Ellie Kemper
and Titus Burgess are treasures we may not
deserve.  - Reuters 

Rap superstar Kanye West on Tuesday delivered a surprise
even in this most unusual of political years-he met
President-elect Donald Trump, marking the artist's first

appearance since a reported mental breakdown. West, a rare
artist and even rarer African American celebrity to voice sup-
port for Trump, said he went to discuss issues of concern to
minorities with the populist leader.

Trailed by an entourage including his own cameraman, West
silently walked into Trump Tower and returned to the lobby 40
minutes later with the president-elect himself who, asked what
the two discussed, said: "Life." "Just friends, just friends. He's a
good man. Long time. Friends for a long time," said a visibly
upbeat Trump, who wrapped an arm behind West's shoulder.

West, sporting a fitted black sweatshirt and white sneakers, at
first stood sullenly with his arms folded as reporters peppered him
with questions-including on whether he would make good on his
earlier vow to run for president in 2020. "I'm just here to take a pic-
ture right now," West finally said before flashing a smile.

West later took to his and Trump's favorite medium,
Twitter, to elaborate, saying he came to discuss "multicultural
issues" and had raised bullying, education and violence in his
hometown Chicago. "I feel it is important to have a direct line
of communication with our future President if we truly want
change," West wrote. And, in a wry reply to questions on his
own presidential aspirations, tweeted "#2024"-or after a theo-
retical Trump second term.

Meeting amid mental health scare 
Entertainment site E! News said Trump wanted to make West

an "ambassador of sorts" involved in "entrepreneurial leader-
ship." Quoting an anonymous source on West's side, E! News
said Trump reached out as he believed the rapper-who earlier
this year said he was $53 million in debt-was "a great role mod-
el when it comes to business."

West last month stunned a California audience with a
lengthy speech in which he said he did not vote but would
have backed Trump as he appreciated the businessman's out-
spokenness. West was soon hospitalized after a series of erratic
comments on stage, including alleging that his sometime col-
laborator Jay Z was sending hitmen to kill him and lashing out
at Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg for not paying the rap-
per's debt. The celebrity news website TMZ said that West's doc-
tor feared he had suffered a mental breakdown and that West
had flown to New York on Monday to see a psychiatrist.

Notably absent at Trump Tower was the rapper's wife, reality
television star Kim Kardashian. She has kept a low profile since
gunmen broke into her Paris hotel room and robbed her of $10

million worth of jewelry-and gossip pages have recently specu-
lated on the state of the couple's marriage.

Similar styles 
The New York Post reported that Trump will also meet the

Italian tenor Andrea Bocelli, who is performing Thursday at
Madison Square Garden, and appeal to him to sing at the
January 20 inauguration. Only a smattering of artists backed
Trump, who pulled off an upset through support from white
working-class men after a campaign in which the tycoon exco-
riated Mexicans, Muslims and other minorities.

West previously campaigned for President Barack Obama
and accused President George W Bush of not caring about
African Americans after the patchy response to Hurricane
Katrina. The 39-year-old was also among the first in hip-hop to
speak forcefully against homophobia. But West has drawn
growing comparisons to Trump, with the rapper delighting in
self-aggrandizing social media postings and criticism of estab-
lishment rules.

West has likened himself to Michelangelo and has alleged
that the Grammys are rigged, threatening to boycott the music
industry awards if he is not nominated for Album of the Year. He
was not-although he is up in eight other categories. — AFP 

Kanye West emerges from 
hospital to meet Trump

Singer Kanye West and President-elect Donald Trump talk
at Trump Tower after meetings on December 13, 2016 in
New York. — AFP 

This image released by USA
Network shows Rami Malek
as Elliot Alderson in a scene
from, "Mr. Robot."

The best returning shows of 2016  
This image released by HBO shows Kit Harington in a scene from "Game of Thrones." — AP photos 

The year 2016 began with David Bowie releasing one of the
most acclaimed albums of his vast career, a sign of new
creative energy from the rock legend. Two days later, he

was dead, from an undisclosed battle with cancer.  Three
months after that, another pop icon, Prince-who had covered
Bowie's classic "Heroes" at one of his final concerts-also died,
succumbing to an accidental overdose of painkillers despite his
outward signs of vigor. 

By late 2016, Leonard Cohen put out an album ominously
entitled "You Want It Darker"-and the storied songwriter and
poet, who spent his life reflecting on spirituality and mortality,
passed away within weeks. The past year-so momentous on the
political front-also marks a symbolic turning point for rock, with
a generation of musical elders starting to exit the stage.

The year culminated with another milestone-the Nobel
Committee for Literature endorsed rock as part of the literary
canon, selecting music icon Bob Dylan as this year's laureate
and hailing his "new poetic expressions." The sense of a rock
era's passing could also be felt in California in October with
Desert Trip, a new music festival that is likely to go down as the
most profitable in history.

Some 150,000 fans, disproportionately older, came out to
hear six top rock acts including The Rolling Stones, Paul
McCartney and Dylan-with a subtext that it was unclear for how
much longer the septuagenarian greats would be playing.

Other major musicians who died in 2016 included: Maurice
White, founder of funk all-stars Earth, Wind and Fire; Eagles
frontman Glenn Frey; country icon Merle Haggard; two-thirds of
the prog-rock trio Emerson, Lake and Palmer (only Carl Palmer
is left); Jefferson Airplane co-founder Paul Kantner; and Phife
Dawg of hip-hop groundbreakers A Tribe Called Quest.

Like jazz in another time 
It is obviously coincidence that so many artists died in quick

succession. But there is also a precedent-the 1980s and early
1990s, when towering figures in jazz were dying. In a loose par-
allel to Dylan's Nobel prize and the establishment recognition it
represents, the US Congress in 1987 designated jazz as "an
American national treasure."

Lawmakers at the time were hoping to step up education
and historical preservation of jazz-a process well under way for
rock, with Dylan earlier in 2016 announcing that his archive
would go to the University of Tulsa, alongside papers of his
Oklahoma-born inspiration Woody Guthrie.

Like with jazz in the late 20th century, the deaths in 2016
come at a time when music purists fret that the future will have
fewer cohesive albums of the type of Bowie's final work,

"Blackstar." The top stars who died in 2016 consciously made
music away from the spotlight. 

Bowie lived with his family in a New York penthouse and was
rarely seen, Cohen retreated to Los Angeles where he spent
time in a Buddhist monastery and the prolific Prince secluded
himself in his Paisley Park complex in Minnesota. For Bowie and
Prince, "basically for the last couple of decades, they either were
in isolation or at least had autonomy over what they were
doing," said Theo Cateforis, an associate professor of music his-
tory and cultures at Syracuse University.

"And that seems unusual for a newer artist who has such
accessibility and is expected to have a Twitter feed and be in
some sort of constant engagement," he said. "Their passing
allows us to reflect on what careers were like in previous eras-
and that that kind of artist may be less and less frequent in the
future."—AFP

In this March 25, 2016 file photo, the Rolling Stones' Mick Jagger performs a free concert in Havana, Cuba.

The beginning of the end of a rock era

In this Dec 15, 2003 file photo, singer/songwriter David
Bowie launches his United States leg of his worldwide tour
called "A Reality Tour," at Madison Square Garden in New
York. — AP photos


