
The Golden Era of Television: Before We
Forget - Directing Television from 1948 to
1988
Television has undeniably become an essential part of our lives, shaping the way
we consume entertainment and information. From its inception in the late 1940s,
television swiftly took over households across the nation, captivating audiences
with its visual and audio storytelling. The medium grew at an unprecedented rate,
and along with it, emerged the role of the television director.

In this article, we will delve into the evolution of television directing from 1948 to
1988, exploring its techniques, challenges, and memorable moments that have
shaped the industry we know today.

The Birth of Television Directing

Before we explore the golden era of television directing, it is crucial to understand
its humble beginnings. In 1948, the first regularly scheduled television broadcasts
began, and the demand for creative minds to curate the content grew. Enter the
television director, responsible for translating the vision onto the small screen with
limited resources and technology.
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One of the pioneers in television directing was David Sarnoff, who recognized the
potential of this medium. Sarnoff became the driving force behind NBC's creation,
employing innovative techniques while directing live broadcasts. He understood
the importance of camera angles, lighting, and set design in captivating the
audience's attention.

Techniques and Challenges

The first television directors faced various challenges due to the limitations of
technology. Cameras were bulky and challenging to maneuver, and live
broadcasts had little room for error. Despite these hurdles, television directors
employed creative techniques to engage viewers.

One technique widely utilized during this era was multi-camera setups. Television
directors revolutionized this technique by incorporating multiple angles within a
single frame, allowing for dynamic storytelling. As a result, audiences
experienced a more immersive and interactive viewing experience.

Live performances were the norm during this era, and television directors quickly
learned the art of adapting to unforeseen circumstances. The ability to improvise
and adjust on the go became vital skills for directors as they navigated
unpredictable live broadcasts.

Memorable Moments of Television Directing

While the golden era of television directing was filled with remarkable
achievements, there are a few moments that truly stand out. One such moment
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occurred on September 4, 1951, when Lucille Ball's hit sitcom "I Love Lucy"
introduced the iconic "Grape-Stomping" episode. Directed by Marc Daniels, this
episode showcased the power of comedic timing, camera work, and physical
comedy.

Another memorable moment was the debut of "The Twilight Zone" on October 2,
1959. Created and narrated by Rod Sterling, this anthology series captivated
audiences with its thought-provoking and often eerie storylines. Directors such as
John Brahm and Douglas Heyes skillfully brought these stories to life, capturing
the essence of the show's mysterious narratives.

The Legacy of Television Directing

The techniques developed during the golden era of television directing continue
to shape the way television production is executed today. Many directors from
this era went on to become legends in the industry, leaving a lasting impact on
future generations of filmmakers.

Directors like John Frankenheimer, who worked on classics such as "The
Manchurian Candidate" and "Seven Days in May," started their careers in
television directing. They brought cinematic techniques to the small screen,
elevating the overall quality of television productions.

Moreover, the golden era of television directing paved the way for future
advancements in technology. The advent of color television, portable cameras,
and on-location shooting became possible due to the early experimentation and
innovation by pioneering television directors.

The period from 1948 to 1988 was undeniably a golden era for television
directing. The challenges faced by early directors pushed them to be innovative
and adaptable, resulting in groundbreaking techniques that transformed television



storytelling. The memorable moments created by these directors continue to
resonate with audiences to this day, and their legacy lives on through the
techniques and advancements they pioneered. As we reflect on this era, let us
not forget the contributions made by these visionaries who shaped the landscape
of television directing as we know it today.
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JAMES SHELDON was directing the radio show We, The People when it became
the first commercial CBS network program to telecast nationally on June 1, 1948.
Since then he has experienced the technological changes from live to electronic
tape to film, from black and white to color, and from a few hundred thousand to
the multi-millions of television sets in use today. His early live credits include
dramatic series like Robert Montgomery Presents and Studio One, comedies like
Mister Peepers and musicals like Don Ameche's Holiday Hotel. He was part of
the move from New York to Los Angeles as television production shifted west in
the mid 50's. Credits during that period: The Johnny Carson Show, West Point
Story, Harbor Command and Dick Powell's Zane Grey Theater. In the 60's, he
directed many episodes of 87th Precinct, Naked City, Route 66, The Millionaire,
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My Three Sons, The Twilight Zone, Walt Disney's Wonderful World of Color and
Gunsmoke. In the ‘70's, M*A*S*H, The Virginian, Sanford & Son, Rock Hudson's
McMillan & Wife and Raymond Burr's Ironsides. In the ‘80's, Seven Brides for
Seven Brothers, Cagney & Lacey, and The Equalizer. Included in the list of the
many actors whose careers he helped start are: James Dean, Paul Newman,
Dustin Hoffman, Gene Hackman, Carroll O'Connor, Clint Eastwood, Burt
Reynolds, Lee Remick, Tony Randall and Tyne Daly.
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