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On Nov. 23,1975 — a half-century ago today — Chicago’s
Public Broadcasting station pulled together the star movie
critics from the Chicago Tribune and the Chicago
Sun-Times for a show featuring televised movie reviews.

For the better part of two decades, Gene Siskel and
Roger Ebert would give their “thumbs up” or “thumbs
down” from their balcony seats and would become
more famous than many of the films they reviewed.

DEBUT OF THEIR HOW AMERICA’S TWO MOST INFLUENTIAL

CHICAGO TV SHOW 1965 »— MOVIE CRITICS GREW INTO THEIR ROLES
Thea Flaum of WTTW, the PBS affiliate in : _3 Over the years, the “Entertainment Weekly ranked them “They were the
Chicago, had the idea in 1975 of bringing : i influence of Gene Siskel as the 10th most influential people in critical versions
together the two star movie critics of the : and Roger Ebert grew to 1990, appeared together on Sesame of Laurel and
city’s two newspapers — Gene Siskel of i ] enormous proportions, Street to instruct Telly and Oscar the Hardy, and no
the Chicago Tribune and Roger Ebert of L wrote Matthew Kaplowitz Grouch how to critique, and became one grew tired
the Chicago Sun-Times. Earlier that year, i of Fatherly.com. mainstays on talk shows ... of their act.”

) 1970 »—
Ebert had become the first newspaper i
film critic to win a Pulitzer prize. { -

! 1966: Ebert begins working at the Chicago

The plan was to broadcast the show —
once a month to the Chicago viewing i
area. Siskel and Ebert would view clips !
and comment on each film and then give i L

a “yes” or “no” answer on whether or not — 1975: Ebert becomes the first movie
critic to win a Pulitzer Prize.
Nov. 23, 1975: “Opening Soon at a Theater
Near You” starring Siskel and Ebert begins
airing monthly on Chicago PBS station WTTW.
Oct. 15, 1977: “Sneak Previews”
begins airing biweekly on PBS.

1980

Sun-Times. Within a year, he’s reviewing movies.

T 1969: Siskel starts work as a movie
| critic for the Chicago Tribune.

they recommended viewers go see the
movie. If they disagreed, even better:
viewers might be delighted to see sparks
fly between the two.

After two seasons on WTTW, “Opening
Soon at a Theater Near You” was such a
sensation that PBS wanted to take it

national. PBS renamed the show and Sept. 26, 1982: “At the Movies” is launched i o BUENA VISTA TELEVISION
beg_an showing it wee(l(dy on 190 o_r Ne] ) in national syndication by Tribune Entertain- In addition to reweyvmg mowes, Siskel and Ebert
;tac?gns. BefotLe Ia_ngr; S;neelkgrevtlev;/s_ O ment. It’s filmed weekly at WGN-TV. advocated tfor movrl]emaskl?(g.lj'hey tlejarT;Ed Ep :](;
ad become the highest-rated entertain- i . express outrage when Spike Lee’s “Do the Rig
ment series in the history of public b Sept. 2°! 1986: “Siskel & Ebert & the Thing” was snubbed at the 1989 Oscars. They filmed
broadcasting. : Movies’ beg}ms national syndication an episode in black-and-white to make a point about
In 1980, WTTW decided to take the i from Disney’s Buena Vista Television. black-and-white cinematography. They advocated for
show’s success a step further, It wanted 1985 p— Mid-1987: Thg naTg of the ShOW”IS independent films and documentaries.
to pull the show from PBS and sell it into 2t shortened to just “Siskel & Ebert” and
syndication, which would probably result is now taped at ABC affiliate WBBM.
in a nice revenue stream for the outlet. May 11, 1998: Siskel is hospitalized
Siskel and Ebert were offered with a brain tumor. For a while, he
take-it-or-leave-it contracts. Both joins Ebert on the show via telephone.
declined the deal and instead launched a Feb. 3. 1999: Siskel announces a
similar show for Tribune Entertainment, 1990 leave (;f absence from the show. He
tTh_ek)syn?IlcTa\EIO? :\_rm ci/]:/g}\? Chicago dies three weeks later at age 53.
ribune’s TV station, .
Sept. 4-5,1999: The show is retitled
That lasted only five years, however. In “Rgger El:;ert & the Movies.” He begins
Egeks’tiiitetlr?erlﬁaEnbde—rttrlljifts;;ﬁiig?eijnd co-hosting with various guest critics.
format to Buena Vista Television, owned Sept. 9-10, ,2000: Ebert's sun-Times , N
by the Walt Disney Co. 1995 colleague Richard Roeper becomes Ebert’s TRIBUNE ENTERTAINMENT
_ N permanent co-host. The show is retitled Starting in 1977, Siskel and Ebert used the gimmick of
Buena Vista planned to put the critics “Ebert & Roper & the Movies.” Spot the Wonder Dog, who helped them announce
names into the name of their show, so September 2001 The name of the show worst movie of the week — in other words “the dog."
. o . resent the Stinker of the Week.
had the foresight to trademark their 2002: Ebert is diagnosed °
“thumbs up” and “thumbs down” rating with thyroid cancer.
system. 2000 »= 2006: Ebert undergoes
Siskel and Ebert made their home with | ] emerggncy surgery;clll?l.snfey hi
the Disney subsidiary for 12 years before ® brings in guests tc.> ill in for him.
Siskel began a struggle with brain Summer 2007: Disney ch'c_mges the
cancer. In early 1999, Siskel announced = — name of the show yet again, to “At
he was taking a leave of absence from | the Movies with Ebert & Roeper.”
the show, but he expected to be back August 2008: Ebert and Roeper
that fall. “’m in a hurry to get well,” he 2005 >— depart the show. The next month,
said, “because | don’t want Roger to get Disney replaces them with Ben
more screen time than I.” Two weeks

Lyons and Ben Mankiewicz.

later, Siskel was dead.

September 2009: Disney retools
the show once again, with new hosts
A.O. Scott and Michael Phillips.

Aug. 14-15, 2010: Disney

Ebert continued in the TV critic business
for several years, with co-hosts and even
after beginning a harrowing battle with

BUENA VISTA TELEVISION

Viewers loved the interaction between Siskel and
Ebert. “When we were in a group together, we were

l?l ‘PTTEIT[?

thyroid cancer in 2002. Ebert finally left 2010 cancels Siskel and Ebert’s always intensely aware of one another,” Ebert wrote
lthe business in 2011 and died two years former show for good. after Siskel’s death. “Sometimes this took the form of
ater. camaraderie, sometimes shared opinions, sometimes
B 24 levision, Siskel i DLl UE L produces another hostility. But we were aware. If sorp;ething happened
UL over 2 vear on te_ e 2ok R REDEBRTesents: At the Movies,” that we k;oth thought was fuﬁn but weren’t supposed
and Ebert shot 950 episodes, were hosted by Christy Lemire of the Associated Press Il Codlbe us?f one cal hi/the other's e ep\FI)Ve
nominated for eight Emmy Awards, won and Ignatiy Vishnevetsky of the Chicago Reader. ' P g ; ve.
one local Emmy and had exposed their . ) almost always thought the same things were funny.
thumbs to the entire world to see. 2015 p— April 4, 2013: Ebert dies at age 70. That may be the best sign of intellectual communion.”

Sources: “Opposable Thumbs: How Siskel & Ebert Changed Movies Forever” by Matt Singer, the Academy
of Television Arts & Sciences, WGN, RogerEbert.com, Chicago magazine, the New York Times, the Yale
Review, Fatherly.com, Mental Floss, Internet Movie Database, CrookedMarquee.com, Ultimate Classic Rock



