Paged

Cable/TV Weekly

Edith Ann
tells it straight

By Suzanue Gil]

“I do not make things up; that is
lles, l‘I;ut u;e u'ut!slo can be made updﬂ
you know how." So nays 5- 1
Edith Aon Bewley, s Eyeare

There's a lot of truth in “Edith
Ann — A Few Plcces of the Puzzle,”
airing Tuesday, Jan, 18, on ABC. It
was made up by performer Lily
Tomlin, who created Edith Ann
more than 23 years ago; wriler Jane
Wagner; executive producer Gabor
Csupo, founder of Emmy-winning
animation house Klasky Csupo;
producer Sherry Gunther; and
dlrector Tamara Varga. And It was
set ot musle by Mark Mothersaugh,

The precocious little girl with the
upturned tongue and mischievous,
half-circle eyes was originated by
Tomlin before she jolned “Rowan
and Martin's Laugh.In" in 1970, She
based Edith Ann on her own
impetuous feelings, rather than any
specific child.

“The only thing that I consclously
derived {from anyone was the s,
Impediment,” Tomlin says. “Small
children... sometlmes thelr tongue Is
too big for thelr mouth. And their
tongue will protrude on a t-h, and s0
they kind of blow a soft raspberry,
They say, ‘Ned takes a baththth’ or
‘Aunt Ruththth.' So when I pitched

the character to ‘Laugh-In’ in the
fall of '70, I told (series producer)
George Scblatter, ‘I want to use this

peech Impediment.’ So ke colned
'A:\d that's the truth."

Such was the suceess of Tomln's
Edith Ann, sltting in an oversized
rocker with chocolate smeared on
her face and a consplratorial smile
on her lips, that for years that line
was part of the vernacular, But
Tomlin wanted to glve Edith Ann a
1ife of her own — and to get her out
of that rocker.

Reluctant to put Edith on the
Saturday-morning treadmil],
Tomlln finally struck a deal with
ABC for two prime-time speclals
and a possible series, The success of
another Klasky Csupo productlon,
“The Stmpsons,” bad each of the
rival netwarks looking for an
animated series with broad appeal,
In the last four years, no network
but Fox has been able to sustain
such an effort.

At first, Tomlin and Wagner
wanted to animate Edith Ann in
clay because they wanted her to
seem three-dimenslona), not flat,
They began to bulld scts, but
realized the project would be too
coatly and uechnlcally difficult,
Klasky Csupo's Varga suggested a
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collage anlmation technique that
combines photographle images with
drawings. Watch the sky, the
Kitchen cabinets and even the milk
cartons {n “Edlth Ann": The collage
Is in almost every scene, Producer
Gunther Is pleased with the result.

“I think it makes it uniqueina
sense because this technlque has
only been used in commerclals — a
cereal box with some anlmation
around it — but it bad never been
done in a half-hour show. Even more
importantly it brings some sensc of
reality to the Edith Ann universe,
which we really were looking for."

Edith’s world is full of
contemporary reality. In “A Few
Pleces,” her dad has lost his job, and
she telisa nelghbor that her dog,
Buster, was killed in a drive-by
shooting, (Everyone connected with
the show hastens to add that this
may be Edith Ann “making up the
truth.") In the second speclal, due to
alr this spring, she loses her
latehkey and is locked out of her
house; she meets a bag lady, and
they spcnd a homeless allernoon
together.

A coffec drinker, diarist and keen
observer, Edith Ann is atill full of
chitdish Insecuritles, She takes these
to the school psychologist — “the
feellngs doctor,” as Tomlin calls her
— and flnds  renewed sense of self-
worth, which in turn allows ker to
make up with her castof! friends
and even tolerate her baby brother,
Vie,

The show, Tomlin says, “laa
forum for that kind of exploration,
rather than just something
preseatational with one gag after
another or some kind of story line
that's entertaining but mnybe
doesn't resonate any further.”

Most serfes pilots stagnate under
the weight of their own ambjtion;
“Edlth Ann" achieves Tomlin's
hoped-for pesonance and establishes
Edlth Ann's world with conslderable
grace. The half-hour Is rich with
verbal and visua! nuance and
worthy of more than one viewing.

"It was deIlniuly ablg
challenge,” Csupo says, ‘‘because
Lily and Jane bad very specifle
vislons and created this character
over 20 years ago. To bring ber to
1ife In a different form was a big
challenge, but we found that It
brought some great oppartunities to
make a new, modern vérsion of 8
well-known character.”

“I tried not to do a retro kind of
show,” director Varga adds,

With “A Few Pieces of the
Puzzle,” Edith Ann should be the
al;{;l the hour. And, well, that's the



