
 

 

The Soul of Andy Sipowicz: 

Depth of Character and the Depth of Television 

 

The common cognomen of this world among the misguided and 
superstitious is "a vale of tears" from which we are to be redeemed by a 
certain arbitrary interposition of God and taken to Heaven—What a little 
circumscribed straightened notion! Call the world if you please "The vale 
of Soul‐making." Then you will find out the use of the word (I am 
speaking now in the highest terms for human nature admitting it to be 
immortal which I will here take for granted for the purpose of showing a 
thought which struck me concerning it). I say "Soul‐making"—Soul as 
distinguished from an Intelligence—There may be intelligences or sparks 
of the divinity in millions—but they are not Souls until they acquire 
identities, till each one is personally itself. ... How then are Souls to be 
made? How then are these sparks which are God to have identity given 
to them—so as ever to possess a bliss peculiar to each one’s individual existence? How, 
but by the medium of a world like this? ... Do you not see how necessary a World of 
Pains and troubles is to school an Intelligence and make it a Soul? A Place where the 
heart must feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways!  

John Keats, Letter to George and Georgiana Keats, 1819 
 

Ear l ier   th is  year ,   in   the  a lways‐h i lar ious  Onion,   the  

week ly  “STATshot”   l i s ted   the  most  un l ike ly   te lev is ion  

sp in‐of fs .  Number  one  on   the i r   inventory  was  a  potent ia l  

show to  be  ca l led  “S ipowicz ’s  P lace .”  

A l though  The  Onion   i s  probab ly  correct   that  we 

shou ld  not  expect  NYPD B lue   to  sp in  o f f   i t s   i rasc ib le   lead  

into  h is  own ser ies   (as  Al l   in   the  Fami ly  once  engendered  

Arch ie  Bunker ’s  P lace ) ,   I   for  one  might  drop  by  S ipowicz ’s  

P lace   for  a  dr ink  or   two.  Af ter  e ight  seasons ,  Andy  and   I  

would  have  much   to   ta lk  about .  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An art ic le   in  Enterta inment  Week ly   in   the  mid‐ ’90s  made the  argument   that  

te lev is ion  at   the  end  of   the  century  may  wel l  be  better   than   the  movies .  The  

propos i t ion  seems at   f i r s t  g lance  preposterous—how cou ld  a  medium that  had  

produced  so  many  masterp ieces ,   so  many  great  auteurs ,   f rom Chap l in   to  Scorsese ,  be  

thought   in fer ior   to  a   r iva l  household  app l iance?    

EW ’ s   case  was ,  neverthe less ,   compel l ing :  The  very  best   ser ies  TV—the pr ime 

examples  o f  what  has  come to  be  ca l led  Qua l i ty  TV—it   ins i s ted ,  

takes  more   r i sks ,   tack les  more   re levant   i ssues  more  

provocat ive ly ,  does  more  with  character ,  g ives  women  ju ic ier  

ro les ,  and  goes  deeper   than   the  movies  do ,   la rge ly  because  of   the  

generous  amount  o f   t ime ava i lab le ,   thanks   to  22  ep isodes  a  year  

and  mult i ‐year  durat ions .  NYPD B lue ,   for  example ,  had  

accumulated  by   th is   season’s  end  approx imate ly  7 ,040  minutes ,  

or  117  hours  o f  narrat ive   t ime,   in  which   to  become  i tse l f—

roughly   the  equ iva lent  o f  60   feature   f i lms .  

But  one  argument  EW  d id  not  make—and one   I  am,  o f  course ,  about   to—is  

that  TV  may  wel l  be   the  on ly  medium,  and   that   inc ludes   l i terature ,  capab le  o f  

showing ,   in   someth ing   l ike   rea l   t ime,   the  mak ing  of  a   sou l .  Th is  wor ld ,  a f ter  a l l ,   i s ,  as  

Keats   sought   to   remind   (and  contemporary  archetypa l  psycho log is t   James  H i l lman has  

endeavored   to  show) ,  a  "va le  o f   sou l  mak ing ."  

The  character  o f  Andy  S ipowicz   (Dennis  F ranz)  has  anchored  Steven  Bochco  

and  Dav id  Mi lch ’s  NYPD B lue  s ince   i t s   incept ion   in  1993.  S ipowicz ’s  partners   ( John  

Ke l ly   [Dav id  Caruso] ,  Bobby  S imone  [ J immy Smits—pictured] ,  and  

Danny  Sorenson   [R ick  Schroeder]  have  come and  gone,  most ly   for  

extra ‐d ieget ic   reasons .  But  Andy,  an  a lcoho l ic  w i th  a  v ic ious   temper  

and  rac is t   tendenc ies ,  has   returned  week  a f ter  week,   s t rugg l ing   to  

become a  decent  human be ing .  

" [Andy]  S ipowicz   i s  one  of   the   few people  you  can  smel l  on  TV ,"  

Dav id  Thompson wrote   in  Esqu i re  a   few years  ago ,  contemplat ing   the  

s tory  arc   for   the  NYPD B lue  detect ive  p layed  by  Franz  w ith  a  cont inu ing  br i l l iance  

that  has  now won h im four  Emmys   for  Outstand ing  Act ing   in  a  Dramat ic  Ser ies .   "From 

the  outset ,"  Thompson observed,   "he  was   the  best  portra i t  o f  unreso lved  v io lence  

drawn  into  be ing  a  cop  and   the  surest  prospect   for   t ragedy."    

When we  f i r s t  met  Detect ive  Andy  S ipowicz   in  1993  he  was  deep   into   the  

bott le ,   the   loosest  o f  canons ,  a   s immer ing   rac is t ,  host i le  not  on ly   to  h is  new b lack  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boss ,   L ieutenant  Arthur  Fancy   ( James  McDanie l ) ,  but   to  h is   long‐term partner  and  

f r iend   John  Ke l ly  and  v i r tua l ly  everyone  around h im.  He  was  complete ly  out  o f  

contro l  and  about   to  be  a lmost ‐ fata l ly  wounded  in  a  mob h i t ,  payback   for  h is  pub l ic  

humi l ia t ion  of  A l fonse  G iarde l lo .2 . (A  drunken  S ipowicz ,  you  may  remember   f rom the  

p i lot  ep isode,  enters  a   restaurant  where  mob goon G iarde l lo   i s  d in ing ,  drags  h im 

outs ide  by  gunpoint ,  pushes  h im down the  s teps ,  and   then  s tuf fs  h is  mouth  with ,  

f i r s t ,  a   sock ,   then  h is  ha i rp iece . )    

“As  NYPD B lue  began,”  Thompson wrote ,  S ipowicz  “seemed to  be  a  major  

concess ion   to   the  genera l  w isdom that  many  cops  have  wrecked  home  l ives  and   less ‐

than‐stab le  psyches .  There  was  a  b igot   in  S ipowicz ,  a   sex is t ,  a  genu ine  brute ,   f i l led  

with  comic  pr ide .”  

We knew  l i t t le   then  of   the   inner   torments   that  had  brought  Andy   to  such  a  

pass ,  and  he  knew noth ing  of   the  "Wor ld  o f  Pa ins  and  Troub les"  he  was  about   to  

enter .  We d id  not  yet  know of  h is   t roub led   re lat ionsh ip  w ith  h is   fa ther   ( la ter   the  

sub ject  o f  a   recurr ing  dream),  h is  est rangement   f rom h is  w i fe  and  son,  h is   serv ice   in  

V ietnam and  h is   tortured  re‐entry ,  and   the  horr ib le ,   fa i th ‐destroy ing   th ings  he  had  

seen  as  a  New York  cop.  

And  he  d id  not  yet  know that  h is  no‐ longer‐a l ienated  

son  would  be  murdered,   that  he  would  be  s t r icken  with  

prostate  cancer ,   that  h is  new wi fe  would  be  shot   to  death  by  

errant  bu l lets ,   f i red  by  a  gr iev ing   father   t ry ing   to  avenge  a  

daughter ’s  death .  

Nor  d id  we know of  a l l   the  deve lop ing   t ra i ts   that  

would  make  Andy  S ipowicz  a   t ru ly  good  man.  We d id  not  yet  

know of  h is  v i scera l  hatred   for  c r ime,  or  h is  obsess ion  with  

t rop ica l   f i sh ,  or  o f  h is   love   for  Sy lv ia   (Sharon  Lawrence)   ( In  

"For  Whom the  Ske l l  Ro l l s , "  Season  Two,  Andy  

character i s t ica l ly   ta lks  metaphor ica l ly  about   the   th ings—

prev ious ly   imposs ib le—he wi l l  be  ab le   to  have  when he  and  Sy lv ia   l i ve   together   in  

terms  of   the   f i sh  he  can  now get   for  h is  aquar ium) ,  or  h is   s ing le ‐ father   love   for  h is  

son  Theo.    

Because  NYPD B lue   i s  a   long‐runn ing   te lev is ion  ser ies ,   i t  has  had   the   t ime to  

show us  a l l   th is—to  show Andy  S ipowicz   in  a l l  h i s  complex i ty ,   in  a l l  h i s  

contrad ict ions ,  acqu ir ing  a  sou l .  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I t  has   long  been  a  commonplace  of  Marx is t  and  neo‐Marx is t   theory   that  

cu l tura l   texts   tend   to   repress  contrad ict ion   in  order   to   impose,  or  a t   least   inv i te ,  

ideo log ica l ly   s impl i s t ic   read ings—to,   in   the  words  o f   John  F iske ,  author  o f  Te lev is ion  

Cu l ture   (Rout ledge,  1987) ,   "propose  a  un i tary ,   f ina l   ‘ t ruth ’  o f   the   text  work  by  

reso lv ing  contrad ict ions  and   thus  deny   the   force   for   soc ia l   change,  or  a t   least   soc ia l  

in terrogat ion ,   that   i s  embedded  in   them."   In   the   termino logy  of   the  Russ ian   theor is t  

Mikha i l  Bakht in ,  cu l tura l   texts   thus   tend   toward   the  monolog ica l ,  not   the  d ia log ica l .  

They   tend   to  speak  with  one  vo ice   rather   than  many.  

Cons idered  as  a  whole ,  however ,   te lev is ion ,  as  Horace  Newcomb and  Pau l  M.  

H i rsch  show  in   the i r  account  o f  TV  as  a  cu l tura l   forum ( f rom Te lev is ion :  The  Cr i t i ca l  

V iew   [Oxford  UP,  1987] ) ,   i s  anyth ing  but  monolog ica l .  And   the  same might  be  sa id  o f  

many  of  TV ’s  d iscrete  un i ts .  

As  Trevor  Parry ‐G i les  and  Pau l  Traudt  once  showed,  

th ink ing  of  another  S teven  Bochco   [p ic tured]  drama,  L .A .  Law ,   i t  

would  be  mis lead ing   to  character ize   the  best   te lev is ion  drama—

in  a  medium st i l l   la rge ly  author less  and  with   i t s  po lyphonic  

presentat ion  of  contrad ictory  v iews—as  e i ther   l ibera l  or  

conservat ive   ( f rom Te lev is ion  Cr i t i c i sm:  Approaches  and  

App l icat ions   [ Longman’s ,  1991] ) .   In   the  best   ser ies  TV ,  a  

mult ip l i c i ty  o f  po ints ‐of ‐v iew  i s  exh ib i ted  without  subsuming  

any  under   the  author i ty  o f  a   s ing le  vo ice .  

NYPD B lue ,  a  show which ,   la rge ly  because  of   i t s   s t rong   language  and  part ia l  

nud i ty ,  has   insp i red  perhaps  more  compla ints   than  any  other  ser ies  on   te lev is ion  

f rom those  conv inced   the  media  corrupt  our  pub l ic  mora ls ,   lends   i t se l f   to  a   favorab le  

Bakht in ian   read ing  even  more   than  L .A .  Law.  And the  sou l ‐mak ing  of  Andy  S ipowicz   i s  

abso lute ly  centra l   to   the  d ia logue   the  ser ies  perpetrates .  

Cons ider   race .  F rom the  beg inn ing ,  Andy  S ipowicz  has  c lashed  with  h is  b lack  

bos ,  L ieutenant  Fancy .  On   the  s t reet  or   in  The  Prec inct ,  S ipowicz ’s   rac ism seems 

a lways  about   to  exp lode.   In   the   fo l lowing  d ia logue   f rom "Oscar ,  Meyer ,  Weiner"  

(Season  One) ,   for  example ,  S ipowicz   in terrogates  a  young  b lack  Ph .D .   s tudent  whom 

the  po l ice  suspect  may  be   tangent ia l ly   invo lved   in  a  v ic ious  murder .    

 

S ipowicz :   "Mr.  Futre l .  Have   I  been  d is respect fu l   to  you?"    

Futre l :   "Th is   i s  d i s respect fu l .  Me be ing  here ."  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S ipowicz :   "Hey ,  pa l .   I ’m  t ry ing   to   f ind  some assho les  before   they  murder  

another   innocent   fami ly .   I t  happens   these  assho les  are  b lack .  Now how to  

do  you  want  me to  put   the  quest ions?   ‘ I ’m  sorry   for   the   in just ices   the  

white  man has   in f l i c ted  on  your   race ,  but  can  you  prov ide  any  

in format ion? ’   ‘ I ’m  sorry  your  people  have  been  downtrodden  for   three  

hundred  years ,  but  d id  you  d iscuss   the   layout  o f   the  S loan  house  with  any  

of  your   f r iends? ’"  

Futre l :   "Yeah.  Do   i t   that  way."    

S ipowicz :   "Okay ,   I  know that  great  Afr ican‐Amer ican  George  Wash ington  

Carver  d iscovered   the  peanut ,  but  can  you  prov ide   the  names  and  

addresses  o f   these   f r iends?"    

Futre l :   "You’re  a   rac is t   scumbag."    

S ipowicz :   "Ouch."    

 

Later ,   in  Season  Three ’s  "The  B lackboard   Jung le ,"  S ipowicz ’  angry  co l loquy  

with  a  b lack  act iv i s t   leads   to  another  ser ious  a l tercat ion  with  L ieutenant  Fancy  and  

temporary  estrangement   f rom h is  partner ,  Bobby  S imone  ( J immy Smits ) .  

But   rac ism  is  not   innate   to  S ipowicz ’s   s t i l l  unf in ished  character :  He  batt les  

w ith   i t ,  w i thout   the  he lp  o f  AA  meet ings ,   just  as  he  batt les  w ith  h is  a lcoho l i sm.   In  

the  ser ies ’  70th  ep isode,  “Where ’s  Waldo   (Season  Four) ,  S ipowicz  and  S imone must  

so lve   the  murder  o f  Qwas i ,   the  same b lack  act iv i s t  who ear l ier  had  prompted  h is  

hatred .  S ipowicz   fee ls  ca l led  upon to  apo log ize   to   the  ex‐wi fe  and  young  daughter  o f  

Qwas i—an apo logy   that  on ly   the  daughter  accepts .    

In  a   subsequent  scene,  a  deep ly ‐ t roub led  Andy,  brought   to  a  k ind  of  ep iphany  

by  h is  encounter  w ith   the   l i t t le  g i r l ,  engages   in  a   rac ism "ta lk ing  cure"  w ith  h is  

partner ,  exp la in ing ,  but  not  exp la in ing  away,  how he  came by   i t .  

In  Season  S ix ,  however ,   race  aga in  became an   i ssue ,  w i th  S ipowicz  and  Fancy  

l i tera l ly  coming   to  b lows  as   the   resu l t  o f  a  d isagreement  over   the   la t ter ’s   t reatment  

o f  a  cop  Fancy  had  a l ready  accused   ( in  a  Season  Four  ep isode)  o f   rac ism.  Rac ism  is  

part  o f  Andy  S ipowicz ’   fabr ic ,  an  aspect  o f  h is   sou l ;   i t   cannot  be  c lean ly ,   s imply  

removed.  NYPD B lue  knows  that .  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A documentary   record  of  Andy’s   sou l ‐mak ing  would  be  as   long  as  NYPD B lue  

i t se l f ,  but   the  h igh l ight   f i lm  would  sure ly   inc lude  certa in  key  scenes :  

  The  scene   in  Season’s  Three ’s   "C los ing  T ime,"   in  which  a  battered ,  o f f ‐

the‐wagon Andy  begs  Bobby  S imone  for  he lp .  

  The  deep ly  moving  scene,   in  Season  F ive ’s   "Lost   I s rae l , "  where ,  

insp i red  by  a  mute ,  b lack ,  homeless  man,  Andy   reads   f rom the  B ib le   in  order  

to  comfort  a  mother  whose  son  has  been  abused  and  murdered  by  h is   fa ther .  

  The  scene   in  Season  S ix ’s   "Safe  Home,"  when h is  new partner ,  Danny  

Sorenson   (R ick  Schroeder) ,   comes   to  seek  h is  he lp   in   in terrogat ing  Malco lm 

Cu l l inan ,   the  ev i l  m i l l iona i re  whose  pervers ions  un leashed   the  cyc le  o f  

v io lence   that   led   to   the  death  of  Andy’s  w i fe .   In  a  year   that   saw not  on ly   the  

end  of  Bobby  S imone but   the  death  of  Sy lv ia  Costas  as  wel l—the  sort  o f  

t raumas,  which ,   in   the  past ,  had  sent  Andy  back   to   the  bott le ,  but  not   th is  

t ime—Andy  i s   ready   to   respond.  

 

F rom day  one,  S ipowicz  has  been  a  master  o f   the   interv iew,  ab le ,  when 

necessary ,   to  break  down a  perp   in   in terrogat ion   through  verba l  aggress ion  or  

phys ica l  v io lence .  But  now no  v io lence   i s  necessary ,   for  Andy  S ipowicz  has  advanced  

to  a  h igher  p lane.  As  Sorenson  and  S ipowicz   in terrogate  Cu l l inan ,  Andy   f ixes  h im with  

an   icy  s tare  but  says  a lmost  noth ing  unt i l  he  asks  Cu l l inan  why  he  cont inues   to  do  

ev i l .  Cu l l inan ,   says  Andy,   i s   l i v ing  some k ind  of   "Groundhogs   [ s i c ]  Day ,  except   in  

he l l . "   “Why don ' t  you   just  cut   i t  out?"  asks  Andy.  Cu l l inan  cracks  and  confesses .  

I t   i s  not   just  Andy’s   sk i l l s  as  a  detect ive   that  have  become transcendent .   In  

the  ep isode   just  d iscussed,  he   i s   taken  by  surpr ise  by  a  partner ’s  hand  on  h is  

shou lder ,  a  v io lat ion  of   the  persona l  d is tance  he  has   fought  s ix  years   to  mainta in  

f rom a l l  but  a   few.    

But  now,  seeming ly   in   fu l l  possess ion  of   "a  b l i ss  pecu l iar   to"  

h is  own " ind iv idua l  ex is tence ,"  Andy  S ipowicz  has  become a  sou l  not  

on ly  ab le   to   forg ive ,  but  ab le   to   t ransgress  boundar ies ,   capab le  even  

of   reach ing  out   to  comfort   the  gay  prec inct  admin is t rat ive  ass i s tant ,  

John   I rv in   (“Gay   John,”  as  Andy  ca l l s  h im)   [p ic tured] ,  who  fee ls  

respons ib le   for  Sy lv ia ’s  death .    

In  "Safe  Home,"  Andy  passes   the  gr iev ing   I rw in  by  w ithout  a  word ,  on ly   to  

return   to   the  prec inct   to   forg ive  h im.  Ca l l ing  h im a  hero   for   tak ing  a  bu l let ,  he   then  

embraces  h im.  "Don 't  you  be l ieve  she 's   [Sy lv ia ]   in  a  better  p lace?"  Andy  asks   the  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very   re l ig ious   I rv in ,  who cr ies  on  h is   shou lder .  Th is   season  Andy  has  even  a l lowed 

Gay   John   to  baby‐s i t  h i s   son ,   though  not  w ithout  some t rep idat ion  and  on ly  a f ter  

Danny  admonishes  h im to   remember   that   John   i s  a  “homosexua l  not  a  ch i ld  

molester” .  

 

With  the  departure  of   J immy Smits ,  many  pred icted  doom for  NYPD B lue ,  and   though  

R ick  Schroeder  was  un i formly  pra ised   in  h is   f i r s t   season’s   ro le  as  Smit ’s   rep lacement ,  

there  were  more   than  a   few d issenters   in  Season  Seven   (Ken  Tucker  o f  Enterta inment  

Week ly  being  one  of   the  most  prominent)  who  fe l t   that   the  show had  begun an  

inev i tab le  downhi l l   s l ide .  Though  major  changes  s t i l l   l ie  ahead  aga in   (o ld ‐ t imers  

D iane  Russe l l  and  L ieutenant  Fancy  have  both  departed ,  and  Andy   i s  due   for  yet  

another  partner ,  as  Schroeder   just  announced  h is  character  won’t  be   return ing) ,   i t  

seems  to  me,  however ,   that   the  ser ies   i s  now as  so l id  as  ever .    

We know f rom the   famous  Robert   Johnson   legend  evoked   in  Brother  Where  Art  

Thou?—“I  so ld  my sou l   to   the  dev i l . ”  “Why?”  “Wel l   I  wasn ’ t  us ing   i t   for  noth ing”— 

that  a   sou l  w i thout  a  purpose  can  s t i l l  go   to  he l l .  Hav ing  shown Andy  S ipowicz ’  

acqu is i t ion  of  a   sou l ,  Bochco  and  company  now face  an  unprecedented  cha l lenge:  

g iv ing  h im someth ing   to  do  with   i t .  

In   the  year   (or  years )  ahead,  what  Andy  does  w ith  h is   sou l  w i l l   i t se l f  be  a  

p lumb by  which   to  measure  not   just  h is  own character  but   the  surpr is ing ,  not ‐yet ‐

measurab le ,  depth  of   te lev is ion .  

 


