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Introduction

mtM Enterprises Inc. is an independent production company set up in
1970 to produce television programmes, on a commission basis, for the
American network Tv system. For the most part, the television system
in the United States is markedly different from that in Britain: the
American networks produce comparatively little of their own program-
ming, while in Britain both the 1Tv companies and the BBc have
historically combined the dual functions of production and network
transmission. Indeed, until the advent of Channel Four almost the only
exceptions to the exercise of this oligopoly have been bought-in
programmes. Under a strict quota system, such imports are not
permitted to exceed about 15% of the total output. Not surprisingly the
main supplier of such imports has been the United States.

American programmes began to appear on British screens in the
mid- to late-fifties when the newly-founded 1Tv network discovered that
imported us series were not only an inexpensive way of filling out
schedules but also popular. But it was not until the late 1g6os that
American television programming could be said to occupy a perman-
ent place in British schedules and ratings. Among the ‘classic’ us series
screened in Britain during that decade was cBs’ The Dick Van Dyke Show,
a long-running, popular situation comedy featuring Van Dyke and
Mary Tyler Moore. In 1970 cBs offered Ms Moore her own comedy
series, and on the strength of that offer MTM Enterprises (bearing her
initials) was formed to produce the show. The resulting series, The
Mary Tyler Moore Show, alongside such successors — and successes — as
Lou Grant and Hill Street Blues, gradually established mMT™’s reputation
as the ‘quality’ company in the American television industry. The
screening of those same series in Britain, notwithstanding their suffer-
ing from indifferent schedulers and reviewers (the invariable fate of
American programmes on British television), has finally begun to build
a similar status for MT™ in the UK.

This book has, primarily, two ambitions. The first — and the initial
impetus for the project — is the desire to chronicle and in some cases
even to celebrate programmes which some British and American critics
(not limited to those contributing to this volume) firmly believe to be
among the best and most interesting presently to be seen on either side
of the Atlantic. The second is to stand back a little from such
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enthusiasms and to subject My itself and its reputation for ‘quality’ to
critical analysis. What follows, therefore, takes the form of an investiga-
tion of the company’s texts and televisual context, an investigation
which examines both MT™’s aesthetic and its industrial structures and
strategies. Of the book’s seven essays, three explore aspects of the
company itself: its history as a production base and the specifics of its
original formation and later diversification. Three discuss MTM’s most
celebrated series (The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou Grant and Hill Street
Blues); and one attempts to combine textual and contextual analyses in
an elaboration of MTM’s ‘house style’. A final section of the book,
compiled and written by the three editors, records as comprehensive a
list of MT™ programmes as it proved possible to produce (working largely
from Britain), complete with credits, synopses and critical commentary.

Clearly the choice of MT™ as the focus for a book about American
television was neither arbitrary nor innocent. MmT™ cannot be said to be
typical or representative of the major independent production com-
panies active in American television. Indeed, as indicated above, our
very focus on MTM was in part predicated upon an enthusiasm for its
products and a championing of their creative ‘difference’, their
‘progressiveness’, their ‘reflexiveness’. But while recognising that
‘difference’ we would want to resist a view of MM as the exception that
proves the rule of American television. Clearly the company does serve
something close to such a function inside the us television industry;
equally clearly its apparent ability to make ‘quality’ pay makes MT™ both
typical and untypical: at once artistic and industrial, a veritable ‘quality
factory’.

Briefly, therefore, this book insists on MTM™’s specificity at the same
time as stressing its very inextricability from the genecralities of the
American television industry. By replacing the company in its historical
and institutional context it is to be hoped that both the particular
conditions of its emergence and continued existence (the conditions
which make ‘quality’ profitable) and the general workings of American
television can be made more visible. And in parallel with this, by taking
certain MTM texts out of their television context, by removing them from
the flow, an attempt has been made to sketch out some of their
characteristic features, in terms of differences from and similarities to the
rest of ‘popular’ American programming.

JANE FEUER, PAUL KERR, TISE VAHIMAGI
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MTM Enterprises:
An Overview

Jane Feuer

BACKGROUND: AMERICAN NETWORK TELEVISION 1g70

The Mary Tyler Moore Show, the *flagship’ programme of Mt Enter-
prises, premiéred in the fall of 1970, at a time when the American
television industry was undergoing extensive changes. M emerged as
a force in an industry that was beginning to take on the structure that
persists to this day. To understand Mt™’s role in the us television
industry, one must first understand the economic and political under-
pinnings of that industry.’ Theoretically, American television is based
on a nationwide system of local stations each licensed to broadcast ‘in
the public interest’ by the Federal Communications Commission (Fcc).
Each station is responsible for content, and under no legal obligation to
broadcast national (network) television programming. In practice,
however, local stations do very little programme production. The vast
majority of day-time and prime-time? programming on the us airwaves
is provided by three large corporate entities called networks, all of
which have their corporate headquarters in New York but which since
about 1960 have purchased programming from a handful of production
companies all based in Los Angeles. The networks are also permitted
five ‘owned and operated’ stations. Since these stations are in major
markets, they reach at least 25% of the Tv audience nationally, giving
the networks a strong audience base even without the local ‘affiliates’.
Although the exact distribution of these companies changed during
the 1970s to favour the independents over the major studios, it has
always been the case that the networks draw from a small pool of
‘creative’ sources. Local affiliates accept network domination because
the networks make it profitable for them by paying ‘station compensa-
tion’ to broadcast network programming. The local stations are
compensated for carrying national network advertising in the form of a
small percentage of the network’s advertising revenue for the pro-
gramme. ‘T'hey also receive a few minutes of time in and between
programmes to sell to local advertisers. The remaining ‘local time’
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which, according to Fcc regulations, must be programmed by local
stations is largely taken up with syndicated programming.?

[t is a truism in the industry that the purpose of commercial
television is not to deliver programming to the people but rather to
‘deliver’ audiences to advertisers. Of course this mechanistic interpre-
tation does not explain why some programmes succeed with the mass
audience and others don’t, a factor that the industry would dearly love
to be able to predict. The television series is both commodity and text.
Itself a commodity, the series acts as a magnet for the advertising of
other consumer goods. Because it is an advertising medium, American
network television differs both economically and aesthetically from its
predecessor as a visual mass medium — the Hollywood studio film. In
fact, American television has its roots in radio, inheriting from that
medium many crucial practices. Like Hollywood studio films, tele-
vision series are mass-produced by genre; however, the major television
genres (the sitcom and action-adventure drama) take the form of series
with recurring characters and situations. Both the sitcom and the
adventure drama, with their segmented structures, lend themselves to
the insertion of commercials, or to put it more accurately, these
programme formats can be written around the commercial breaks. If
indeed the programmes are there to attract viewers to the commercials,
then the crucial determinant of the worth of a Tv programme should be
the ‘numbers’ it delivers to the advertisers. This emphasis on ratings
(also called ‘Nielsens’ in honour of the company that provides them)
makes for a much more swift and precise feedback process (overnight
in the major markets) than Hollywood could ever hope to receive from
box office reports. Even more significant than detailing the numbers of
viewers for a particular programme, Nielsen could provide demographics,
breaking down the audience by age, sex, urban or rural location, and
educational level. Indeed it is possible to detail the history of American
television according to the vicissitudes of network/sponsor relations.

In the 1950s, the most common practice was for advertisers and
advertising agencies not only to sponsor complete programmes but to
produce them as well. This gave advertisers direct control over
programme content, with a single advertiser controlling each pro-
gramme. In the 1960s, the networks moved toward greater control of
the television schedule, presumably in order to abolish some of the
abuses resulting from too much sponsor intervention, notably the quiz
show scandal of 1959. In 1960, four out of five prime-time shows were
licensed to the networks and sold to advertisers, reversing the previous
trend.? This meant that the producers of television programmes were
responsible, first of all, to the networks. The networks did not produce
their own programming (two notable exceptions being news and
afternoon soaps), especially after a 1972 antitrust suit, the imposition of
consent decrees, and rules on financial interests and syndication
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prevented the networks from using their own facilities. In turn, the
networks would sell advertising time to sponsors. During the 1g6os
there was a shift toward ‘spot’ advertising. Sponsors would purchase a
certain number of thirty- or sixty-second spots on specific programmes,
rather than sponsoring an entire programme. The higher the ratings on
a particular programme, the more the networks could charge per spot.
In this way, the popularity of a show determined its profitability.

The crucial change that began to occur around 1970 was a de-
emphasis on numbers and a greater emphasis on ‘demographics’, i.e.,
directing television shows toward specific audience groups. The con-
stitution of the audience had been a factor during the 1g50s ‘golden
age’ of Tv drama, when ‘upmarket’ productions were used to entice the
well-to-do to buy television receivers. However, during the 1g6os the
emphasis in ratings was on numbers alone. Without a shift toward
‘demographic thinking’, it is unlikely that mT™ would ever have gotten
off the ground. Today, the continued existence of mTM depends upon a
notion of ‘quality’ demographics to an even greater extent than it did
when the company was formed in 1g70.

By 1969 the demographic approach had a strong advocate in Paul
Klein, nBc’s Vice-President in charge of ‘audience measurement.’”®
During the 1g70s, the crucial demographic variables were age and
location. Specifically, it was discovered that young, urban adults
(especially females) aged 18—49 were the prime consumers of the types of
goods advertised on Tv. Since Nielsen also conducts marketing research
for products, sponsors can get matching ‘ratings’ on programmes and on
their retail customers. According to Muriel Cantor, ‘sponsorship
became a matching exercise — the demographics of the audience against
the demographics of the buyers of the products.”® The notion of
demographics figured prominently in what Sally Bedell calls the ‘sea
change’ in network television undergone in 1970 and what Les Brown
refers to as a ‘chaotic’ twelve months [1g70 calendar year] ... ‘full of
change and portents of greater upheavals ahead — without doubt the
harshest and most uncertain year in two decades of the Beautiful
Business.”’

Based on numbers alone, cBs had led the ratings for 13 straight years
when, in the 1968—g season, NBc began to close in to 0.3 of a point
behind in the ratings. The 196g—70 season consisted of a fierce ratings
battle between cBs and NBc, since at the time ABc was considered a
second-rate network with fewer affiliates and a predominantly youthful
audience. In the winter and spring of 1970, chief programmer Michael
Dann waged his ‘Operation 100’ campaign for dominance in the
ratings.® Sally Bedell calls it ‘the first flamboyantly public ratings
battle in the annals of television.”® Dann programmed special events in
an effort to catch up with nNsc during the last 100 days of the ratings
season. In retrospect, however, the crucial battle was not over ratings
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points but over different interpretations of the results. Although Dann
claimed victory in terms of numbers of viewers, Klein at NBc claimed a
demographic victory on the basis of a greater percentage of young adult
viewers, the ‘quality demographics’. Although css had the majority of
the top ten rated shows, their appeal was primarily to a rural audience
consisting of the undesirable populations of children and adults over
50. Moreover, cBs was losing out on the urban audience for its owned
and operated stations.

Thus in programming the 1970-1 season, cBs accepted Klein’s
interpretation, replacing Dann as programming chief with the soon-
to-be legendary Fred Silverman (though Silverman was appointed
after the schedule had been chosen), a man who swore by demo-
graphics and audience measurement procedures. The philosophy
behind the 1970-1 ¢Bs programming strategy was to replace over a
two-year period the cBs line-up of popular but demographically
impoverished ‘hayseed’ shows (such as the rural sitcoms The Beverly
Hillbillies, Petticoat Junction and Green Acres), and also many of its
long-running and thus very costly series.'® Although the 1970—1 season
didn’t yet signify a complete change, it did reflect the mania for young
adult demographics in the form of a ‘relevance’ drive on all three
networks, featuring ‘now’ programmes along the lines of asc’s already
existing hit, The Mod Squad. For example, Storefront Lawyers featured
idealistic young attorneys offering their services to the poor and
oppressed. cBs used the slogan ‘cs is putting it all together
accompanied by rock music for its summer 1970 promotional
campaign for the fall scason. This ‘young rebel’ programming failed
miserably, and by the 1971-2 season had been replaced by Silverman’s
less issue-oriented strategies. According to Les Brown:

For all their genuflections toward social awareness, the networks’
intent was not so much to involve themselves with the real issues of
the day as patently to exploit them for purposes of delivering up to
advertisers more of the young consumers than before, without
alienating the older habitués of the medium ... Relevance may have
been the shortest programming cycle in the history of the medium."'

Nevertheless, out of the ‘relevancy’ craze were born the two most
significant independent production companies of the 1970s: Norman
Lear’s Tandem Productions, producers of the controversial All In The
Family, and the producers of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, mMT™M
Enterprises.

FORMATION OF MTM

The relationship of The Mary Tyler Moore Show to the ‘relevancy’
programming of the fall 1970 season emerges only in retrospect. The
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Mary Tyler Moore Show began, however, in a most conservative
fashion out of cBs’ desire for the ‘star insurance’ Mary T'vler Moore
brought with her. Mary Tyler Moore had achieved minor video fame
by plaving Dick Van Dyke’s scatterbrained wife throughout the 1961-6
run of the popular and celebrated Dick V'an Dyke Show. In 1969, a cBs
comedy special with Van Dyke (Dick Van Dyke and the Other 11'oman)
earned high ratings. ¢Bs asked Mary Tvler Moore to create her own
show, guaranteeing thirteen episodes for the 1970 season. This was
unusual, since most programmes at the time were developed into a
pilot (test episode) before being given the go-ahead for a series. To
produce Moore’s new show, her husband Grant Tinker and her
manager Arthur Price, along with Moore herself, formed a corporation
called mT™ Enterprises, a privately (and very tightly) held independent
production company. Grant Tinker, President of MT™, was no prince
consort. He had extensive industry experience, starting as a pro-
gramming executive at MeCann Erickson and then at Benton and
Bowles (both are ad agencies) in the 1950s, and spending 1661 10 1967
as an NGB programmer before becoming an executive at Universal and
20th Century-Fox. Although Tinker claims not to have been directly
involved during the first year of The Mary Tyler Moore Show'™ most
sources agree that he made the crucial hiring decisions for the creators
of the show and backed them up against network interference. Indeed
Tinker would make his reputation as an executive noted for leaving the
‘creative’ side alone. Tinker was responsible for signing two ‘hyphen-
ates’ — the industry term for writer/producers — to come up with a
half-hour sitcom for Mary. James Brooks and Allan Burns would
become the creative backbone of aram over the next few years. At the
time, however, cBs was dubious about their credentials.” Both had
worked on the 1969 classroom comedy-drama Room 222, Burns as
producer and Brooks as creator/writer; Burns had previously won an
[immy as a writer. Although they had never worked as a team, Tinker
thought he saw in them, in the words of Time magazine, ‘the aura of
electronic Neil Simons'.** He gave them carte blanche 10 come up with a
series.

The result — The Mary Tyler Moore Show — was just traditional enough
and just innovative enough to inspire an odd assortment of opinions as
10 its status as one of the new ‘relevant’ programmes. Certainly Brooks
and Burns were liberal thinkers.'®> However, whether their personal
views may be found in The Mary Tyler Moore Show is another question
entirely. T'wo reliable television journalists who have written books
about this era — Sally Bedell and Les Brown — take different views as to
just how innovative The Mary Tyler Moore Show really appeared in 1970.
According to Bedell, the idea for a show about a thirty-year-old
divorced woman working at a small Tv station news department met
with resistance from ¢Bs executives, who saw it as breaking too many of
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the rules for a popular Tv series, especially the received wisdom for
female Tv personalities.’® In a much-quoted pronouncement (Brooks
tells the story in all his interviews), one cBs executive said, ‘There are
four things Americans can’t stand: Jews, men with moustaches, New
Yorkers and divorced women.” The proposed sitcom featured a
divorced woman with a New York Jewish sidekick. cBs objected to
Mary’s age, her divorced status and the Minneapolis location.
(Although many sitcoms were set in fictitious small towns, it was
unusual to locate one in a real city other than New York or Los
Angeles.) Brooks and Burns compromised on Mary’s marital status —
they would have her unmarried and just ending a long relationship —
but the basic idea for the show remained intact. In Program Analyser'’
results on the first show, the sample audience perceived Mary as a
‘loser’, Rhoda as ‘too abrasive’, and Phyllis as ‘not believable’. Bedell
asserts that if The Mary Tyler Moore Show had been a pilot, it probably
would never have gotten on the air. Bedell’s explanation of why Fred
Silverman moved the programme from Tuesday night, where it was to
have been stuck by Dann in a ‘hammock’ between From Rome With Love
and Hee Haw, to Saturday (with Arnie — a contemporary comedy about
the average man coping with the Establishment — as its lead-in), where
it would at least be ‘sampled’ by its ‘intended audience of young, urban
viewers’, places it with the ‘relevancy’ programmes of the season.'® But
Bedell also distinguishes The Mary Tyler Moore Show from the ‘noisily
relevant’ fall 1970 lineup.

Bedell’s version of the creation of The Mary Tyler Moore Show is a story
of brave, original artists and their fearless leader Grant Tinker who
went up against the bad guys at the network for the sake of quality
programming. Because her book views Silverman as the Great Man of
1970s television, she has to portray him as the network redeemer figure,
confident in his knowledge that — given the panacea of proper
scheduling — the show would find its demographic spot in heaven.

Les Brown, on the other hand, sees the emergence of The Mary Tyler
Moore Show as a much less radical occurrence, saying that it was not ‘so
fresh or distinguished a series that it could be said to have uplifted
situation comedy as a form.”" Certainly The Mary Tyler Moore Show was
never — as later MT™ programmes Lou Grant and Hill Street Blues were to
be — a ratings failure kept on the air for reasons of ‘quality’. Although
the trade journal Broadcasting predicted that The Mary Tyler Moore Show
would fail, ‘because her success came as a result of being tied to Dick
Van Dyke’s coat-tails,” as early as 21 December 1970 the same trade
referred to The Mary Tyler Moore Show as one of the two new cBs shows
that were ‘standouts’ in the ratings. At that time the show had a 35
share, meaning that of the sets tuned in during that time period, 35%
were watching Mary’s show.?® At that time a 30 share was considered
the cut-off for cancellation, with 35 quite a respectable figure for a new

6

WorldRadioHistory




programme. The Mary Tyler Moore Show gradually climbed to number
22 in the ratings by the end of the season.

But it was through the impetus of another css sitcom — Norman
Lear’s All In The Family — that The Mary Tyler Moore Show became a
genuine hit in 1971, remaining in or near the top ten for most of its
seven-year run. Based on the BBC’s Till Death Us Do Part, All In The
Family appeared on cBs as a mid-season replacement show in January
1971; in the fall of 1971 Silverman moved it to the 8.0opm Saturday
night spot at the head of a line-up of sitcoms. As the number one rated
show, it boosted the ratings of all the cBs shows that followed. During
the 19734 season, Silverman used a similar strategy, giving M*A*S*H
a ‘hammock’ between All In The Family and The Mary Tyler Moore Show
and creating what many consider to have been the most impressive
evening of comedy ever to appear on any American television network
with All In The Family at 8, M*A*S*H at 8.30, The Mary Tyler Moore
Show at g, and The Bob Newhart Show at 9.30. In both controversy and
popularity, All In The Family overshadowed The Mary Tyler Moore Show;
indeed there were scores of articles in the popular press on Lear’s
programme for every one on The Mary Tyler Moore Show during the early
years of both programmes. The programming of the controversial All
In The Family was, again, not necessarily a bold move toward innova-
tive programming on the part of css; rather, it too was part of a
calculated strategy to change the demographics of css and to establish
the network as the leader in quality comedy with a broad popular
appeal that would also capture the audience of young consumers, aged
18-34, that television had lost in the 1g6os. As independents, Norman
Lear and his partner Bud Yorkin had clout because they were not at
that time regular suppliers of Tv programming and did not depend on
the networks for regular sales. Thus they could afford to hold firm on
the language and sophistication of their programmes.®' It seems
unlikely that All In The Family would have made it on the network
schedule through integrity alone, had it not been part of cBs president
Robert Wood’s strategy for the prestige and youth appeal of css in the
coming decade. In fact, the pilot had been rejected by aBc as too
controversial, since it tested low with sample audiences.

All In The Family, with its overtly political content, took the onus off
the innovative aspects of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, but also allowed
M™™ to push a little harder in later seasons by breaking down some of
the taboos that had existed at the time both shows went on the air. As
James Brooks explained in a 1973 TV Guide article on the greater sexual
explicitness of The Mary Tyler Moore Show in its third season, ‘At the
time we started in 1970, every other show was restricted to plastic,
Protestant, virginal people.’? But The Mary Tyler Moore Show was also
defined against the Lear comedies, as a show which dealt with ‘reality’
but not with explicitly political themes; css, says Bill Davidson,
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persisted in ‘maintaining a fatherly distinction between Mary’s show
and the network’s other more libertarian top-tenners,’?

The relationship between what were to become the two leading
comedy producers of the early 1970s both was and was not one of
competition, owing to the peculiar economic structure of the network
system. In a sense both MmT™ and Tandem competed to sell programmes
to cBs; when MT™'s Paul Sand in Friends and Lovers was cancelled in
1974-5, it was replaced by Tandem’s The Jeffersons in the spot on the
Saturday night linc-up after All In The Family and preceding The Mary
Tyler Moore Show, representing a gain for Lear in the competition for the
number of programmes on css. Yet by the mid-seventies, most sitcom
slots on ¢Bs were monopolised by the two companies in about equal
numbers. Although neither had a contractual obligation to c¢ss, both
Lear and Tinker felt comfortable with the network, and both appreci-
ated the cross-promotion Silverman could give them by having all their
programmes on the same network. Moreover, since all the sitcoms were
on ¢Bs, the Lear and mT™ programmes did not compete directly against
cach other; quite the contrary, in the case described above, Lear’s All
In The Family actually pulled mT™ shows up in the ratings. In a sense the
Tandem and MT™ sitcoms of the ecarly 1970s represented a kind of
brand differentiation within the same product line. Both represented
the new wave of ¢css comedy, but each in a different way — the Lear
shows presented the issues; the MM shows presented the ‘feel’ of a
culture undergoing the upheavals of the decade.

At its peak in the 1975-6 TV season, Mty had six weekly series,
running neck-in-neck with Tandem for domination of the television
sitcom. MT™M had become the queen of the sitcoms, a specialist ‘indie
prod’ with a distinguishable product to sell. The following section
discusses this period of MM history up to the end of The Mary Tyler
Moore Show in 1977, both in terms of programming and of MTM’s
corporate fortunes.

THE SITCOM FACTORY (1970-7)

The Rise of the Independent Producer

When umTy started out in 1970, conditions were ripe for the small
independent production companies to rise to the forefront of the
industry. In August 1970 Fariety reported that the ‘indies’ were in
better financial health than the major motion picture studios and their
Telefilm divisions. According to Variety, independents could flourish for
three reasons:

1. Since most of the new independents are based on the specialised

creative and production talents of their principals, they are free from
the large overhead expenses of the majors.
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2. They film on location rather than the back lot.

3. Since they are not steeped in bureaucracy and decades of
experience, they are better able to attempt new things, if only out
of ignorance.**

All but the second reason (sitcoms were filmed in studios) explains the
manner in which MTM was able (o grow in the carly 1970s. Although
Tinker claims he started out with no plans beyond The Mary Tyler Moore
Show,” by the 1975-6 season, MT™M was the leading independent
producer with six weekly series on cBs, surpassing even Norman Lear’s
operation.

Grant Tinker’s goal of ‘growing in a select, Tiffany manner'®® began
in the second year of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, when they attempted a
‘spin-off episode that failed. In 1972-3, MT™ created a programme
around another of Arthur Price’s clients, comedian Bob Newhart. The
Bob Newhart Show followed The Mary Tyler Moore Show on Saturday night
throughout the existence of the latter show and continued for one year
after it.>” Also in 1972, Mary Tyler Moore Show producer Ed Weinberger
created and wrote a pilot with John Ritter and Harold Gould (Rhoda’s
father) called Bachelor at Law. When css turned it down, Tinker began
to think of selling to the other networks. For the 1974-5 season, MT™M
sold The Texas VWV heelers to aBc and Second Start, aka The Bob Crane Show,
to nBc. One source even claims that MT™ went to ABc with the idea of
Rhoda, but c¢Bs ‘got wind and wooed them back, agrecing to air Rhoda
without even secing a pilot.”® Ironically, the non-css shows failed
while two new c¢Bs shows for the 1974—5 season — Rhoda and Paul Sand in
Friends and Lovers — thrived, the latter, however, only because it had All
In The Family, the number 1 rated programme, as a lead-in. cBs worried
as the audience fell off from All In The Family in increasingly large
numbers, and eventually, Friends and Lovers was cancelled. Those who
worked on it believe the programme never quite jelled artistically
either. ‘Paul Sand in Friends and Lovers didn’t die from lack of attention

. we just never quite got it,” 'Tinker commented. James Brooks
explained that the ‘brilliant’ plot concerned a man and woman as each
other’s best friend. but that the leading actress was dropped and
replaced by a series of girlfriends for Sand, and says *we should have
gone ahead with the original concept.’

The cBs sitcoms bore a family resemblance. Both Rhoda and Paul
Sand’s show derived from The Mary Tyler Moore Show (Sand had played
an income-tax auditor in one of the episodes) and used creative
personnel from that show. In July 1974 the Los Angeles Times reported
that MT™ programmes were currently taking up all available stage
space at ¢Bs Cinema Center Complex in Studio City.

Different sources estimate that MT™ employed anywhere from 2—500
people during this period.*® Such was the company’s success Burns
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Mariette Hartley and Paul Sand appearing in Paut Sand In Friends And Lovers.

even joked that he was afraid to leave any scraps of paper on his desk
for fear that Tinker would sell them to ¢Bs.?' Duc in large part to the
achievements of Tinker and Lear, by 1977 the independent producers
had overtaken the majors in overall production of network series.* In
1974, the network programming chicfs had more half-hour comedy
shows in development than ever before.3® The carly seventies were the
heyday of the sophisticated sitcom. What enabled mT™ and Tandem to
produce so many successful programmes during this period was a
system known as ‘spinning off.’

Spin-affs

Bricfly defined, a ‘spin-off’ is when a minor or supporting character
from a successful programme becomes the star of his or her own show.
Related to the spin-off proper, an actor may get his or her own show,
playing a similar but not identical character. The MTM sitcorn repertory
of the early to mid-seventies was generated almost completely through
this process. The Mary Tyler Moore Show alone generated Friends and
Lovers, Rhoda, Phyllis, The Betty White Show and Lou Grant. Rhoda
represented the greatest success story of the spin-off' proeess. The
premiere episode on Monday g September 1974 won first place in the
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Nielsens against Monday-night football (often the highest-rated pro-
gramme on us Tv). This was the only time in Tv history that a new
programme had accomplished such a feat. Rhoda outperformed the
parent show in the first season ratings, peaking at a 35.1 rating with
Rhoda’s wedding cpisode.* Mecanwhile The Mary Tyler Moore Show was
down from the previous season’s 23.1 average o 22.9.

The spin-off system, although it did not guarantee success, became a
trend in the 1970s because of the ratings successes it generated for
producers such as Tandem and yty. In 1974 there were cight spun-off
serics in the top 30, including the All In The Family spin-offs Maude and
Good Times; and Rhoda. Spin-offs were attractive to both producers and
networks because they eliminated some of the financial and ratings
risks of the costly pilot system of programme development. Developing
characters from alrcady existing series saved the cost of making a pilot
episode, and also ensured, because of audience familiarity with the
characters, higher initial ratings than a totally new show.”

The Syndication System
A long-running scrics such as The Mary Tyler Moore Show represents
enormous profits to its producer not in terms of initial sales to the
networks but because lucrative syndication sales require at least 100
episodes. This is because series re-runs, originally scheduled to air on a
weekly basis, are shown daily in syndication. Prior to the 1970s, a
season of a Tv scries consisted of approximately 39 new episodes per
year, with the best selected for summer re-runs. In 1977, because of
higher production costs, the average was 24, and some shows produced
as few as 22 episodes. Thus a show which could have produced the
requisite 100 episodes in 2% years, now must run for nearly five years to
become a good candidate for syndication (except for syndication
abroad, where they may be aired weekly). A very successful series can,
through syndication, earn a profit of $50 million or more; a less
successful one from 10 to 20 million dollars, says Robin French,
president of the syndication division of Norman Lear’s TAT Com-
munications Co.*® On most stations, the main time periods for
syndicated programmes are the 4—6.00pm block or the 7.30 slot after
the evening news. Since these draw younger viewers. the situation
comedies seem to do best in syndication. 'The all-time most successful
syndicated sitcom is [ Love Lucy, but MYA*S*H shows signs of
becoming its successor. M*4 *S*H plays three times a day in New York
and Los Angeles because it can capture the 11.0opm adult audience
and the young audience of carly evening and later afternoon.® It was
this possibility of future syndication profits that enabled MTy to operate
at a deficit during its sitcom glory years.

In spite of its sceming success, during the years of MTM's sitcom
pre-cminence Grant Tinker continually complained in the trades that
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the networks were not paying him enough to make a profit. In 1974,
Tinker began to agitate for higher network fees to programme sup-
pliers. According to Broadcasting:

When Mr Tinker had only the Moore and Newhart shows to worry
about, he didn’t mind taking a loss at the end of each year because of
the fat syndication fees he will be able to command when these
successful series end their network runs3®

The article goes on to state that with three new shows, he was
sustaining weekly losses. Tinker said he spent $130,000 for each
episode of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, but that the network payments
fell far short of that. He claimed that although mMT™’s gross income had
reached the $20 million a year category, they wouldn’t break even at
the end of the season. In November 1974 Tinker told Advertising Age
that M lost on all its shows and had been in the red for several years,
complaining that he was ‘working for nothing and going into debt
doing it.”*® According to Tinker, The Mary Tyler Moore Show didn’t turn
a profit until it went into syndication in 1977.

Tinker said that with network licensing fees*® running from under
$100,000 (for tape) to about $120,000 for prime-time half-hour shows,
and from $200,000 t0 $240,000 for hour-long filmed shows, most
producers now lose several thousand per series episode. Even
Universal, the largest major, was losing, Tinker claimed. The networks
responded by encouraging the use of videotape; however, MT™M
continued to film their existing sitcoms for artistic reasons.

Tinker’s charges were corroborated by a 35-page report, “The
Television Programming Industry’, distributed by a Wall Street firm.
The report stated that most suppliers don’t break even on network
sales; rather they depend upon syndication for their profits. The report
concluded that the networks needed to pay more, but also praised css
for encouraging the independents, saying that ‘css has done an
excellent job of founding, developing and nurturing the independents.’
According to the report, ¢Bs had obtained 49% of its prime-time
programming from the indies over the past four years. Nsc tended to
buy from the majors; and aBc to depend on theatrical motion
pictures.*!

Programming

Despite MT™’s remarkable success, toward the middle of the 1970s the
company also began to have its share of flops and marginal successes.
The failures seemed in part to stem from a broadening of MT™’s base
beyond the solid core of Moore Show-trained writer-producers. In the
first years, mT™ employed the spin-off system not just for programmes
but for creative personnel as well. During the first two years of The
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Mary Tyler Moore Show, Brooks and Burns created jobs as line producer
for David Davis and story consultant for Lorenzo Music. In the third
season, Davis and Music left to create The Bob Newhart Show, Ed
Weinberger then produced the Moore show for three seasons, joined by
writer Stan Daniels for the 1974—5 season. Meanwhile, Brooks and
Burns created Rhoda and Friends and Lovers, remaining as executive
producers of the original programme. Ed Weinberger and Stan Daniels
went on to create the sitcoms Phyllis and Doc in 1975. In 1976, Newhart
producers Tom Patchett and Jay Tarses created The Tony Randall Show.
One producer described MT™ as a ‘combination comedy club and
Triple A baseball league ... We always hire our own successors here,’
he concluded.”

Of the MT™ comedies prior to 1977, only two were formed outside of
this creative nucleus — the only two programmes not sold to css. The
Texas Wheelers, referred to by the Los Angeles Times as an ‘outside job,
was brought to MTM™ by its creator, writer Dale McRaven, because he
felt that Screen Gems — where he had been working on The Partridge
Family — might not be able to handle its unorthodox elements. The
article goes on to say that McRaven and producer Chris Hayward,
while ‘friends’ with the rest of the MT™ people, would probably keep
their show separate from the others.*® The Texas It heelers, about a
contemporary family of Texans, was a one-camera show that moved
around a lot outside. Even the Mt kitten at the end was filmed against
a real background rather than animated. T'he MmT™ sitcoms, by contrast,
were three-camera shows filmed or videotaped in the studio in front of
a live audience. The Texas Wheelers, although a critical success, was a
ratings failure. ‘It should have been an hour show, Tinker said
retrospectively, referring to the programme as ‘a contemporary
Waltons but harder. In its half-hour format, the audience expected
hard comedy from the beginning. 'I'hey didn’t understand it.” Tinker
takes personal responsibility for this, saying he was less in touch with
IWheelers than with shows originating inside s *

Second Start, created by Norman S. Powell for actor Bob Crane and
written by Martin Cohen and Jim Allen, was another ‘outside job’. MTM
approached NBc with a premise involving short scenes with medical
reality similar to M*A*S*H. n8c supplied Crane, who convinced MT™
to do a show with longer scenes and more laughs. T'he combination
never meshed, and the show was a critical and commercial failure.
Tinker felt the show was ‘ill-conceived and ill-fated from the beginning.
It was not up to mT™ standards. It deserved to fail.” Ironically, in 1975
Grant Tinker, a former xBc executive and future network Chairman,
said that xB¢ was the network least likely to air an mT™ programme.*

These carly failures did not represent significant losses for arm. The
Texas Wheelers, cancelled afier four episodes, represented a loss of only
$150,000, according to Tinker. aBc had to pay mMT™ for nine shows
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already in the can.’® The cancellation of Friends and Lovers was more
significant because it represented the first failure of the in-house sitcom
generating system. The new sitcoms generated inside mT™, for 1975-6
and 19767, while not outright failures, were only marginal successes
compared to the earlier hits, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Bob
Newhart Show, and Rhoda. Doc, Phyllis and The Tony Randall Show lasted
two seasons each, the latter with a change of network (moving from aBc
to cBs for its second season). But none would reap the profits of
domestic syndication.

Even at its peak in the mid-seventies, the success of MTM was linked
to its anchor, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, As a sitcom factory, MTM never
really recovered from the self-imposed ending of The Mary Tyler Moore
Show in 1977, and The Bob Newhart Show a year later. Even before this
crucial turning point, MT™ had begun to diversify its image as a comedy
mill. By the end of the decade mT™™ would be primarily a producer of
one-hour dramatic programmes.

DRAMA AND DECLINE 1977-81

For a number of reasons, MTM appeared to go into a decline after The
Mary Tyler Moore Show ended: MM could not come up with a hit sitcom
of the magnitude of its previous hits; the ‘Silverman era’ of mindless
sitcoms had commenced at aBc; key personnel left to form their own
production companics; many series were cancelled and pilots did not
sell; mT™ programmes did not do as well in syndication as anticipated;
and the diversification into drama and variety programming did not
produce significant ratings successes. In September 1978 a two-part
article in TV Guide (the largest circulation magazine in the us), which
Grant Tinker later referred to as a ‘hatchet job’,*" discussed the decline
and fall of MTM. According to both TV Guide and Tinker, MmT™’s demise
was reported around the industry. However, what appeared to be a
decline might better be interpreted as a transitional period for mT™, in
which the company diversified its ‘product’. The company never
collapsed financially, and, as the TV Guide article points out, ‘MT™ had
actually experienced failure almost from the moment it expanded
beyond its first two shows . .. and has still managed to come back and
produce successes like Rhoda and Lou Grant.*®

The decision to end The Mary Tyler Moore Show in 1977, although
Jjustified as an artistic one, had good practical reasons as well. In the
fall of 1975, The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Bob Newhart Show
dropped in the ratings, suffering from the removal of All In The Family
at the head of the Saturday evening line-up and from Rhoda’s
departure to her own show. This indicated that it was time to go for the
profits promised by syndication. However, in the ensuing years MT™M
could not come up with a hit sitcom to replace the old shows, and its
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remaining hit sitcom, Rkoda, also fell in the ratings when Rhoda and
her husband separated in the third season. The sale of The Mary Tyler
Moore Show and Bob Newhart by Viacom (a distributor) ensured MT™’s
economic survival, but the MTM type of programme seemed to have lost
its popularity. As Grant Tinker told Tv columnist Gary Deeb, “The
pendulum did swing away from our kind of programme. In fact, I'm
not sure it’ll ever swing all the way back. But our company certainly
never was near death.’*

Ironically, the man in part responsible for the success of the MT™ and
Lear sitcoms — Fred Silverman — was also involved in their decline.
Many attributed aBc’s ascendency to the position of number one
network after decades of being a poor relation to the programming
‘genius’ of Silverman, his ability to sense the mood of the times. If this
was true, then the mood of the mid-to-late-seventies was one that
demanded a new kind of sitcom — not the sophisticated ‘adult’
programming that Mt and Tandem had provided. The asc sitcoms of
this era — many produced by Garry Marshall — appealed to younger
viewers and marked the end of the Norman Lear era of social
relevance. Many of the hit asc sitcoms were spun off from Marshall’s
1950s nostalgia show, Happy Days. These included Laverne and Shirley
and Mork and Mindy. The three top-rated programmes for 1977-8 were
Laverne and Shirley, Happy Days and Three’s Company — the latter
specialising in none-too-subtle sexual innuendo — in that order. In
1978-9 it was Laverne and Shirley, Three’s Company and Mork and Mindy in
the top three slots. (Happy Days had been displaced to fifth place by The
Ropers, a spin-off from Three’s Company.) During this period, neither
Lear nor Mt seemed able to come up with replacement hits for their
successful shows.

Although the entire story of the rise of aBc during the ‘Silverman
Era’ is not relevant to MT™, two crucial factors were: the increasing
importance of ‘youth’ demographics and the rce’s designation of the
early evening part of prime-time (8-g.oopm) as ‘family viewing hour’,
effective in the 1975-6 season. Both of these developments aided asc,
which had always had a youthful audience, but both hurt mMT™, a
specialist in ‘adult’ programming. In the 1976-7 season, asc finished
an astonishing g points ahead of c¢Bs, and 3.5 points ahead of NBc. At
asc during this period, Silverman developed a number of practices that
went against MTM-style programming. Programmes were judged by
immediate rating results and by extensive audience research, which
meant that only those programmes with immediate appeal succeeded.
Those which might take longer to catch on, or which tested poorly (as
had The Mary Tyler Moore Show and All In The Family), tended not to
make it on the air or to be subject to what Bedell calls ‘the quick
yank’.>® A programme that failed in the ratings would now be cancelled
immediately and another programme put in its place. Silverman would
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also change the programme’s time period with what would in the early
1970s have appeared as careless abandon. By the fall of 1977, the
schedule, especially at aBc, was chaotic.

Another Silverman speciality that eventually permeated all three
nctworks was the ‘promo’ (promotional advertisement), which *cross-
plugged’ other aBc shows by giving the viewing audience a peck at
them through 5, 10, 20, or 30 second snippets. According to Sally
Bedell, Silverman’s ‘block promotions’ could consist of:

a ‘two-way twenty’ (two ten-sccond messages), a ‘four-way twenty’
(four five-second messages), or most irritating of all, a five-way
thirty” (five nerve jangling promos jammed into thirty seconds).
Such blocks were designed to promote an entire evening’s line-up of
programmes, often by straining to link them with an overarching
theme. Silverman commanded that these blocks be thrown into the
middle of shows, in addition to the customary place at the beginning
and end . .. the average prime-time programme came to resemble a
gauntlet of carny barkers on a noisy, crowded midway.”!

Bedell goes on to argue that the demands of these promos shaped the
content of shows, favouring material such as ‘one-liners, lecrs, wiggles,
pratfalls, fistfights, explosions, and car chases.” The proliferation of
promos was likely to affect the subtle, low-key atmosphere of the MmT™
style of comedy. Certainly the Mt programmes did not lend them-
selves to the Silverman style of promotion as well as did the aBc sitcoms
which specialised in the material Bedell cites.

According to the T Guide article, people at M1 felt that the success
of the aBc sitcoms made the networks less interested in MM and Lear
types of comedy. In the article, Tinker describes the aBc-style comedies
as ‘witless . . . candy for the mind ... tight leotards and short skirts.’*
Tinker told both TV Guide and Gary Deeb that he felt he didn’t belong
in television any more, and that he’d be unable to produce the aBc style
of comedy at mT™ (‘If things get really bad, I don’t think I could start
doing Mork and Mindy just to make a living. I might just find another
line of work.’).5

MTM ‘hyphenates’ Burns and Patchett deplored the return to a kind
of comedy they were certain mt™ had superseded. Patchett said that the
1978 shows would be even worse: ‘you’re going to sce stuff so putrid
you won’t believe it.”® James L. Brooks, on the other hand, defended
Laverne and Shirley 1o TV Guide as part of a normal cycle in viewer tastes.
He also said that the success of The Mary Tyler Moore Show was more
unusual than the failure of the other shows, especially since many of the
writers had become producers. But by that time Brooks had alrcady
left MT™.

In early 1977, as The Mary Tyler Moore Show ended, aBc signed four
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veteran MT™ producers — Brooks, Ed Weinberger, Stan Daniels, and
David Davis — to turn out an MTM-style sitcom for aBc. Brooks told T
Guide that all the departing writers were tired of the half-hour sitcom
format and that all wanted to write movie scripts. He said he left
because aBc promised that he could create, write and produce three
specials and two series without having to make pilots; and that
Paramount would produce his motion picture seripts. The T1" Guide
article also insinuates that Brooks left because he felt the money men
were taking over at MT™M.*® According to Bedell, Fred Silverman
‘raided’ the MT™M organisation as part of an effort o tie ‘talent’ w0
exclusive contract agreements. She says that asc guaranteed the four
MTM writers two series and also theatrical movies through a shared
agreement with Paramount pictures. The first series they produced was
the top-ten hit Taxi for the 1978—9g season. For the 197g-80 season they
produced The Associates, this time not a success but nevertheless
resolutely within the mry siyle.

In the understatement of the year, Tinker said that the talent raid
‘did not do MM any good. But we managed to survive.’® Increasingly
the best MT™ ‘hyphenates’ would leave to form their own production
companies. Even Allan Burns, after creating Lou Grant with Brooks and
Gene Reynolds, largely withdrew from MT™ to write movie scripts,
although both he and Brooks remained as consultants on Lou Grant.™
(Both Burns and Reynolds would return to active duty around 19g83.)
The post-1978 ‘MmTM™-style’ sitcoms were recognisable as such because
they were often written and produced by mtv alumni. The four
defectors went on to create the parody series The Best of the West in
1981-2. Weinberger and Daniels created Mr Smith, a short-lived sitcom
about an ape who becomes a presidential advisor, for fall 1983. MmT™
director James Burrows and ymT™ “hyphenates’ Glen and Les Charles
(all of Taxi fame) created Cheers in 1982-3. Also in the 1982—3 season,
Family Ties was created by Gary David Goldberg, the mT™-bred writer
who had produced The Last Resort for mTy in 1979. Tom Patchett, who
with partner Jay Tarses had helped write and produce the original
Mary Tyler Moore Show, We've Got Each Other, and the Randall and
Newhart shows, and who had worked on Mary’s 1978 varicty show,
created the sitcom Open All Night and the much acclaimed summer
1983 comedy Buffalo Bill. (When Buffalo Bill went on ‘hiatus’ prior to
cancellation in the winter of 1984, its time slot was filled by Allan
Burns’ The Duck Factory, produced by mMTy.) Most of these programmes
were ‘Quality Sitcoms’ in the MTM-style; the difference was that MT™ as
a company did not produce them. MT™ was changing from a sitcom
factory to an academy for sitcom writer-producers, a prestigious and
clite university to be sure, but one from which graduation scemed
inevitable.

At the same time as aBc was dominating the ratings and MTM was
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losing its writers, the company was unable to come up with a sitcom hit
to replace The Mary Tyler Moore Show. (Ironically, Taxi, formerly a
top-ten hit on asc, would, after a drop in ratings, move to NBc under
Grant Tinker, where it failed 10 score in the ratings and was cancelled.)
Phyllis and Doc lasted only two scasons; it was said because Doc was too
likeable and Phyllis not likeable enough.® The other two-season failure
of this period was The Tony Randall Show, which some MT™ people claim
failed because of poor scheduling but which Grant Tinker claims failed
in the oflice-home balance that had long been part of the ™ formula,
by not staying in the courtroom enough.® In the 1977-8 scason, yM1y’s
most significant attempt at a witty, sophisticated Mary Tyler Moore Show
successor, The Betty IV hite Show, bombed in the ratings. Betty White had
debuted on The Mary Tyler Moore Show as ‘the happy homemaker’, Sue
Ann Nivens, in a 1974 episode entitled ‘The Lars Affair’. The
sweet-mannered yet vicious-tongued cooking show hostess became a
regular after Valerie Harper left 1o do Rhoda. On The Betty 1Vhite Show,
she played a similar character and had Georgia Engel (Ted’s wife
Georgette on the Moore show) as a sidekick besides. Nevertheless ¢s
cancelled the programme, symbolising the end of the Mary Tyler Moore
Show bloodline at the same time as its creators left MT™. mT™ producers
believe the show would have found an audience if it had not been
cancelled right away, as several other mT™ productions which started
with low ratings did — among them Lou Grant and Hill Street Blues.™
In the 1978-9 season, Mt found a sitcom hit with IWARP in
Cincinnati, another programme that got off 1o a slow start, but one
which ¢ss allowed to go off the air temporarily and revamp. The TT
Guide exposé saw [1'KRP as a compromise with the Silverman cra:

MTM cxecutives seem to be looking o HWKRP to salvage their comedic
reputation in much the same way the ravaged Republicans looked to
Dwight Eisenhower in 1952 ... to salvage their political reputation.
Toward that end, 'K RP is going afier a broader, somewhat different
audience. The rock milicu provides instant identification for young
viewers, of course . .. but the most egregious accommodation is the
casting of a stunningly sexy blonde ... although the comedy is stll
rather sophisticated, compromises have clearly been made; no one
ever acted — or looked — like that in the old MT™M newsroom at wjm,
Minnecapolis. Tinker insists [1'KRP will have ‘character development
in the MT™ vein,” but he readily acknowledges the show is “our
attempt to have it both ways — to do our kind of comedy but still get
an audience in this new comedy cycle.™®!

IWKRP was mT™’s only successful sitcom of the period and it did not
spawn any spin-offs. Failures included I1e’ve Got Each Other, the same
season as The Betty White Show and The Last Resort in 1979-80. M'e’ve Got
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Each Other, a Patchett/Tarses product, had an unusual premise in being
about two rather homely people with occupational role reversals.
Tarses (no doubt with tongue in cheek) said about it, ‘If I were a
network executive, I wouldn’t have bought the show in the first place.
I'm not even sure I would have watched it myself if I wasn’t involved
with it. I have better things to do with my time.”® The show lasted only
13 weeks.

Into Syndication

According to the T1" Guide article, the compromises MTM made on
WKRP ‘clearly show a strong corporate concern with the bottom line.’
The article states that Mt had been operating at a steadily increasing
budget deficit for five years, often reaching seven figures. However, the
sales of the Moore and Newhart shows to syndication were expected to
reverse the trend.® As it turned out, Viacom, the syndicator for the two
sitcoms, reccived high prices for the 168 Mary Tyler Moore Show
episodes, but the show did not do as well in syndication as anticipated.
The Mary Tyler Moore Show was sold locally in fall 1978, before inflation
hit the programme marketplace. It reportedly brought around $11,000
per episode in New York and Los Angeles. However, Viacom didn’t get
as high an asking price for Newhart.%* Neither programme reccived very
high ratings in the first year of syndication. ‘Almost everybody who
bought it was disappointed with it,” according to an independent
source quoted in Advertising Age.*

However, Wall Street entertainment analyst Anthony Hoffman
expected The Mary Tyler Moore Show to become a syndication classic,
and for the price to go up at rencwal time in 1983. Neither of the MT™
programmes did as well as M*A*$*H in the ratings because they did
not appeal to as broad an audience, and did not appeal as much to the
young audience necessary for a syndication hit.

Diversification

For a number of reasons, MT™ moved away from the sitcom in the latter
part of the 1970s, and toward a more diversified product of dramas,
variety and movies. According to Tinker, MTM went into drama
because he found similarly creative people (to his stable of comedy
writers). But he also cited the economic advantage of having backup
shows: ‘Having six shows is a very gossamer thing ... we could be
sitting here with two or three shows in a few months.”®® Diversification
also represents a hedging of bets against a failure in any one ‘product
line’, such as occurred with the mT™ sitcom in the later 1g70s.

MTM's first real foray into the one-hour dramatic series format
occurred in 1975 with Three for the Road, a drama about a photographer
father and his sons who travelled about in a Winnebago home. Its
rapid cancellation may have been due in part to poor scheduling. cBs
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put it in a popular time slot for local news shows, and 53 css affiliates
passed it up, with 35 others carrying it later in the week. For the 1977-8
season, MTM premiéred its landmark drama Lou Grant along with
another Mary Tyler Moore Show spin-off, The Betty White Show.
Ultimately, Lou Grant bore little relationship to its parent show, but it
would set the pattern for mT™ in the future as a high-quality, one-hour
drama with an ensemble cast and undertones of comedy. In the fall of
1977, both Lou Grant and The Betty White Show were low in the ratings.
According to Sally Bedell, Lou Grant might not have survived the
ratings if Ed Asner didn’t have a firm talent commitment to cBs.*
Another interpretation was that Lou Grant was perceived as a ‘prestige’
programme, whereas The Betty White Show was seen as just another
sitcom and cancelled. For whatever reason, those working on Lou Grant,
which had been created by Allan Burns, James Brooks and Gene
Reynolds (of M*A*S*H fame), were pressured by cBs to make the
show more commercial. Although some compromises were made, most
of the ¢Bs idecas were resisted, according to Reynolds. When, in the
summer re-runs, the ratings picked up, Lou Grant finished frequently in
the top ten and once even reached number 1. Later, there would be
other kinds of pressure due to the political content of the show, and
finally, in 1982, the programme was cancelled, some say because of
Asner’s liberal politics and the liberal slant the show took.

In a sense, Lou Grant was a transitional programme, the bridge
between the Brooks-Burns era of sitcoms and the less comedic dramas
to follow. The programme continued the ensemble approach popu-
larised in the sitcoms, while diverging to introduce social issues.
Another source for Lou Grant was the film All The President’s Men, from
which its visual style was derived and to whose approach to investiga-
tive reporting as drama the public had responded.

Lou Grant’s success gave MTM credibility in the dramatic field, which
they followed up with another series, The White Shadow, that cBs put on
as a replacement in late November of the 1978—9 scason. The Hhite
Shadow was about a professional basketball player, forced to retire, who
became a coach at a largely black Los Angeles ghetto school, and built
a team of rowdy teenagers into winners. Like Lou Grant, The White
Shadow dealt with topical issues (vp, drugs, teenage pregnancy) as well
as the inter-relationships of characters. However, The 11 hite Shadow was
not part of the sitcom lineage at mT™. Its producer, Mark Tinker (son of
Grant), along with executive producer Bruce Paltrow (who also
created the programme), would later work on St Elsewhere.

MTM's third one-hour drama, Paris, premiéred in the 1979-8o season
and took the form of a cop show. In many ways it was a trial run for
Hill Street Blues. 1ts developer, Steven Bochco, winner of two Emmies
for Columbo scripts, joined MM in March, 1978, having been assured
the chance to develop his own shows and share in the profits.®® Just
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prior to joining MM, Bochco had written and produced Delvecchio, a cop
series starring Judd Hirsch which ran for only one season but which
received critical acclaim and industry respect. A specialist in cop
shows, Bochco came up with the idea for a series in which acclaimed
Broadway actor James Farl Jones would play a police detective.
‘Tinker, in typical fashion, gave Bochco the freedom to develop the idea
and cBs committed 1o a pilot if Bochco could deliver Jones. Because of
MTM's reputation, cas did not ask Bochco to produce a seript prior to
the pilot, as was customary at the time for programme development.

Although a fairly traditional police show, Paris showed a number of
tendencies that would later emerge in Hill Street. 'I'he Paris pilot is
peppered with writers, producers and actors who would later win fame
on Hill Street Blues — it was produced by Gregory Hoblit, written by
Bochco, and featured in various roles actors Michael Warren, Barbara
Babcock, Kiel Martin, and Joe Spano. Paris was to be something of an
intellectual, although tough and crafty. Paris would double as a
university lecturer in criminology and would solve crimes through
deduction and insight, somewhat as Columbo had. Although Paris was
among the first network dramatic series to have a black leading actor,
Bochco decided not to foreground the racial issue. In the pilot, Paris
pursues a white politician, even though a black patrolman warns him it
will make things difficult for other blacks on the force. Although
human, Paris had a high level of integrity and a commitment to justice,
resembling in these respects other ara heroes Lou Grant and Capt.
Furillo. Perhaps because it tried for an ‘upmarket’ appeal, yet
appeared to be a garden-variety cop show, Paris lasted only one scason.
However, it brought some influential artists into the sy workforce,
and gave them a chance to practise their craft.

During this period. strs made a number of dramatic pilots which did
not scll to any network. Arthur Among the Animals. broadcast in May
1978, as The Many Loves of Arthur, was a bizarre story of a young
veterinarian who related to animals better than he did to women, and
who is eventually united with his lover through their shared joy at the
birth of a baby hippo. Seemingly even less characteristic of MT™ was a
pilot developed in 1978 for pBs, Going Home Again, which Tinker
envisioned as a fifteen-part mini-series in the manner of BB¢ serials.®
The story of an cccentric writer and his family unfolded against the
background of events in the 1960s and 1g70s. In fact, the whole tone of
the pilot was one of *rv drama’ rather than commercial entertainment,
and the pilot could pass for a BB dramatisation.

In 1980 nationally syndicated Tv columnist Gary Deeb announced a
cs series produced by mrM’s Gary David Goldberg, then a script
consultant for Lou Grant, which was cxpected to air in 1980—1. Bureau
dealt with wire service correspondents in Saigon during the Vietnam
war, and began in 1966, during Lyndon Johnson's presidency. Tinker
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told Deeb that the programme would have ‘a sense of quality and social
responsibility’, and that the show would progress into the 1970s with
various reporters as leading characters.” Deeb quotes *Mt™ officials’
(clearly his sources were 'T'inker and Goldberg) expecting the series to
demonstrate how the news media often were pressurised by the
American military to ‘put a happy face on the Vietham War for the
folks back stateside.” According to Deeb, the success of the film The Deer
Hunter and of the Tv docudrama Friendly Fire demonstrated the public’s
readiness to accept such a programme. However, Goldberg clashed
with css over the pilot and it never made the schedule for fall, even
after being revamped as a half-hour sitcom. Goldberg commented on
the incident:

It was a show like Lou Grant . .. high class and stylish, with political
overtones. The pilot concerned military lying. That was our mistake.
We picked a subject everybody at the network was afraid of ... it
was too political ... we should have done Herbie Loses His Briefcase in
Hanot; maybe we would have gotten it on the air.™

Given Gitlin’s account and Goldberg’s subsequent willingness to
compromise on the politics of Family Ties, this is no doubt a self-serving
view; nevertheless it corroborates the existence of a political conception
of ‘quality’ among the MT™ creative staff. At the same time, MT™™ waged
a constant battle with cBs over the controversial Lou Grant. According
to Allan Burns, ‘we fought over nuclear war, rape, industrial pollu-
tion, everything. Sometimes we won, sometimes we lost.”"

Another MT™ attempt at diversification — into the area of musical
variety — was equally damaging to the company, but this time not for
political reasons. In 1976 M™ had produced a syndicated comedy/
variety show entitled The Lorenzo and Henrietta Music Show, which was
broadcast from 13 September 1976 to 15 October 1976 and involved
music, interviews, songs and comedy sketches. In 1978—9 MT™ attempt-
ed twice to succeed with a variety hour starring Mary Tyler Moore.
Despite every effort on the part of MT™ and ¢Bs to make it go over, the
programme failed in the ratings twice within six months, both in its
original and its completely revamped versions. Finally, Grant Tinker
and Mary T'yler Moore admitted defeat, realising the public would not
accept Mary in a singing and dancing persona. Although Tinker
promised a new half-hour comedy for Mary in the fall of 1980, it never
materialised. Mary 'T'yler Moore went on to star in feature films, and
MT™ did not attempt another variety hour.

MTM also went into the movie business in the late 1970s. By 1978,
MTM had made five movies for television, partly in order to keep their
creative people happy and challenged. They also produced a theatrical
release, A Little Sex, a contemporary romantic comedy, for Universal in
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1981, directed by Bruce Paltrow, that was a critical and box office
failure. MT™’s most successful made-for-tv movie was the cBs Something
Jor Joey, a tearjerker about an award winning athlete and his cancer-
stricken younger brother, based on an actual story. In April 1977 Joey
received a number 1 rating (31.5) and a remarkable 51 share. Other Tv
movies included Nowhere to Run in 1977; First, You Cry, another true-life
cancer story, this time starring Mary Tyler Moore in 1978; and The
Critical List, a medical mini-series, in 1978. 1979 Tv movies included
Vampire and The Boy Who Drank Too Much.

During the 1980~1 season, two events occurred that would represent
yet another turning point for MT™. In January 1981 the innovative Hill
Street Blues debuted on NBc. And in the summer of 1981, Grant Tinker
left MT™ to become Chairman of the Board and Chief Executive Officer
of the nBc Television Network.

MTM TODAY
According to Advertising Age, Tinker left MTM ‘at a time when its
fortunes [were] ebbing.” MT™ had sold no new network series for fall
1981, and MTM programmes were ‘marginal’ in syndication. Neverthe-
less, looking at the unrealised potential revenues of eight major MT™
syndication properties, A. G. Becker analyst Anthony Hoffman esti-
mated that MTM was worth a minimum of $300 million at the time of
Tinker’s departure.”™ Tinker’s share of MT™ was expected to be putin a
blind trust as a step toward selling out his interest to his partners, his
former wife, Mary Tyler Moore, and Arthur Price, now MTM
president.™

Industry reactions to Tinker’s appointment at the helm of the
third-place network from which Silverman had just ignominiously
departed referred repeatedly to the curious combination of traits that
had always constituted Tinker’s image. At the time of his appointment
(July 1981) Advertising Age reported an ‘overwhelmingly positive’
reaction to Tinker in the advertising community, and said that he was
noted for his financial and administrative savvy, and for a ‘slim, trim,
low-overhead philosophy.” He was also, said the article, noted for his
‘classy’ programming.”® These were the twin and seemingly para-
doxical components of Tinker’s industry image — fiscal prudence and a
nose for ‘quality’ — that were echoed in the many articles that appeared
in the trade and popular press at the time of his move to nsc. For
instance, }ariety quotes one nBc affiliate calling Tinker a ‘creative
genius who belongs in the creative arena’. But the article also says that
Thornton Bradshaw, chairman of the parent corporation rca, hired
Tinker for his reputation for astute financial management. At the time
of Tinker’s appointment, Bradshaw called him a ‘skilled administrator,
adept at motivating creative talent.” Business W'eek also quoted a former
~Be official to the effect that ‘Tinker has some sort of mystical effect on
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the creative side’; the article goes on to detail Tinker's development of
St Elsewhere from scripts in order to save on costly pilots.™

As chairman of ~xBc, Tinker would pursue his sy strategy of
transforming ‘quality’ into profits, while also commissioning a more
commercial line of programmes.” Although he divested his share in
mTM, the fate of MTM remained tied to Tinker in his capacity as buyer of
their programmes. At the time of Tinker’s appointment, MM had
produced 14 series for css, three for aBc, and only two for NxBe. Yet by
the fall of 1982, mT™ would have one show on ¢Bs (the new Newhart) and
its other three (Remington Steele, St Elsewhere, and Hill Street Blues) on
xBe. Both of MrMm’s programmes for the 1g83—4 season were sold to NBc:
Steven Bochco's Bay City Blues, an ensemble large-cast show about a
minor league basceball team; and Allan Burns’ The Duck Factory, which
found the MM work-family in a cartoon production studio. Morcover,
all of the MM ‘second generation’ programmes would be on xBe: Taxt
(having moved from aBc); and two new ‘quality’ sitcoms by former
smrMers: Family Ties (Gary David Goldberg) and Cheers (James
Burrows, Glen and les Charles). In the fall of 1984 both Buffalo Bill
and Mr Smith were NBc programmes. Michael Zinberg, a long-time MM
writer-producer. left to take charge of xBc¢’s comedy development and
helped to develop, among others, Cheers. For fall 1982, he produced an
hour-long Texan serial, The Yellow Rose. Taken as a whole, the purchase
of these ‘quality’ programmes for xBc represented Tinker's new
strategy for the network, a strategy, curiously enough, that had begun
with his predecessor, Fred Silverman.

At the time of his appointment to NBc, Tinker was reminded of his
complaints about the networks forcing programme suppliers to go into
deficit financing on first-run, prime-time series. Tinker replied that he
still believed the networks should not expect producers to subsidise
their night-time programming, but that ‘everyone, including pro-
ducers, is going to have to realise that television is a business and it
must be run like a business.”™ Tinker suggested that this may mean
that the industry can no longer afford ‘loss leaders’ that don’t pay off
for producers. Yet at the end of the 19g82-3 season, Tinker renewed
MTM’s Remington Steele and St Elsewhere, and the sts-related Cheers,
despite ratings so low they would have signified instant failure just a
year previously and would not have lasted out the season, much less
been renewed. The explanation for this apparently contradictory
behaviour can be given in three litde words: Hill Street Blues.

Given the structure of the American broadcasting industry discussed
at the beginning of this article, a child could come to the conclusion
that innovative programmes are not likely to emerge from it. But such a
simplistic conclusion is misleading, even in the industry’s own terms.
For just as the system demands the repetition of previously successful
formulas, it also reproduces itself on the basis of constant novelty and
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innovation. There is a parallel between the development of The Mary
Tyler Moore Show and All In The Family at cBs in 1970; the rise of ABC to
the leading position through Silverman’s programming of ‘kidvid’ and
‘T' & A’ in the mid-1970s; and the emergence of Hill Street Blues at Nsc
in 1981. In each case, a network experimented with new forms of
programming in an effort to displace the currently-fashionable leader.
In 1970 cBs was threatened for the first time by Nsc. In pionecring the
sophisticated ‘adult’ sitcom, cBs was attempting to be in the vanguard
in the quest for the new demographic audience of young, urban adults.
Similarly, aBc was able to rise on the basis of cBs being locked in to its
schedule of MTM- and Tandem-produced sitcoms, as well as on its
traditionally youthful urban audicnce.

In 1981 Silverman had been unable to rescue NBc from third place,
and he was replaced by Tinker. However, a closer inspection reveals
that Silverman actually began the programming strategy that Tinker
would continue: the programming of ‘quality’ shows with low ratings
in an effort 1o capture the urban, aged 18-49, high-income and
well-educated audience which was threatening to defect to cable and
pay-Tv. Silverman was responsible for renewing Hill Street Blues, a
dismal ratings failure in its first scason which would become NBc's most
important hit. NBc took a chance on Hill Street. in a sense, because it
had nothing to lose; they renewed it in part because they had no
backup potential hit show to replace it with.

According to several accounts, it was none other than Fred
Silverman who came up with the idca for Hill Street Blues.™ Steven
Bochco and Michael Kozoll, who had worked together on Delvecchio,
came to MTM to work on Paris with — between them — a speciality in the
cop show genre that included Quincy, McCloud, Switch, Kojak, The Name
of the Game, Columbo, and McMillan and Wife. Ironically, they were no
longer interested in doing cop shows when they met with then NBc
president Silverman to discuss his idea for a new kind of cop show, a
comedy-drama, ‘set in a neighbourhood with a heavy ethnic mix.” MmT™
alumnus Michacl Zinberg, who was then vice-president for comedy
development at nB¢ , had suggested mT™, Bochco, and Kozoll 1o
Silverman and to NB¢ programming chief Brandon Tartikoff. Bochco
and Kozoll agreed to do the pilot if they were given carte blanche from
NBC programming exccutives and if Broadcast Standards (the network
censor) agreed not to censor the show in advance. Tartikoff agreed to
these demands, and after a number of skirmishes with the censors the
pilot was created, tested and aired in January 1981. In typical Mty
fashion, the pilot tested poorly, but with Silverman and Tartikoff
pushing for it, it remained on the air long enough to become a hit.
According to producer Gregory Hoblit, it was possibly the lowest-rated
programme ever to be renewed, finishing its first scason ranked 87th
out of g6, having been shifted into five different time slots on four
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different nights, and averaging a 23 share (a g0 share had long been
considered the minimum for renewal.) In exchange for renewal
Silverman asked the producers to use a more conventional dramatic
structure with some of the plot lines being tied up in a single episode.
(In the first season, one of the most innovative elements was the
serial-derived multiplication of plot lines, some of which would con-
tinue, others of which just trailed off, unresolved.) In what industry
sources consider a miracle (though one we have seen MTv pull off a
number of times), in its second season Hill Street became a genuine hit:
NBC’s leading show, number 16 in the ratings, and the leader in its time
period (now stabilised on Thursday nights at 10), averaging a 34 share.
Advertisers who had bought time on the show realised a bonanza. Hill
Street also brought up the price for buying time on nBc in general, since
advertisers who want to buy on the network hits have to take the flops
also.

A wvariety of factors — other than the intrinsic appeal of the
programme — converged to contribute to its success: it was nominated
for a record 21 Emmys and won 8; TV Guide did a big piece on it; the
network developed a strong promotional campaign in which cach of the
characters counted down the days to the second season, and the
promos reached a large audience due to the baseball playoffs on NBc.
However, as Michael Pollan explains in an insightful analysis of Hill
Street’s meaning for ~Bc, ‘Hill Street Blues is not a run-of-the-mill
prime-time hit; it is one of those landmark shows that announce the
trend for a decade.”® Its demographics, he argues, are even more
significant than its ratings would indicate:

Hill Street attracts such large numbers of the young adults (18- to
49-year-olds) for whom advertisers pay a premium, that the show is
worth more than a Top Ten hit with lesser demographics.
Advertisers pay $15 per thousand for the prime consumer that Hill
Street attracts (compared to less than $4 per thousand for the general
viewer), making a go-second spot in the programme worth more
than $125,000.

Second, Hill Street’s ‘post-liberal shading to neo-conservative’ politics
seem to fit the mood of the decade, just as the Lear and mT™ socially
relevant ‘Realistic Liberal Sitcom’ had captured the mood of the early
1g70s. Third, the programme’s innovative style may become ‘the new
paradigm for television.” Finally, and most significantly, Hill Street’s
brand of success provided the strategy for Tinker’s programming
philosophy at ~nBc.®!

In a sense, Tinker took his MT™ production philosophy and transfer-
red it to the network. That philosophy can be stated succinctly as
‘quality makes money’. This is because, by programming ‘quality
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shows’, NBc, while not assured of a hit, is at least assured of a ‘quality’
audience to build on. At a time when that segment of the audience most
beloved by advertisers no longer had to watch any network, such a
strategy is more prudent than idealistic. Following the Hill Street
paradigm, Tinker programmed a line-up of ‘quality’ shows — almost
all MrM-generated — for 1982—3. NBC’s promos for fall 1983 emphasised
‘quality’, making quite self-conscious references to the network’s image
as a ‘quality’ broadcaster. Thursday night was billed by nBc as ‘the
best night of television on television’, with Fame, Cheers, Taxi and Hill
Street Blues. In addition, Nsc scheduled a Hill-street clone, St Elsewhere,
and Remington Steele, both MM, In spite of low ratings, Tinker renewed
Cheers, St Elsewhere, and Remington Steele, scemingly going against his
statement about ‘loss leaders’. The catch is that, demographically
speaking, none of these shows are losers. As Pollan points out, Taxi and
Cheers, along with Hill Street, ranked most weeks in the top five
programmes for 18—49 year olds. These programmes also did extremely
well with urban viewers, which also increased the profits from NBc's
owned and operated stations in major markets, wxBc, for instance, ran
in first place in New York, despite the network’s coming in a poor third
nationally. In terms of audience measurement, these programmes also
ranked high among the quality viewers, says Pollan. Tinker’s ‘new
wave’ shows have excellent ‘Q’ scores, he says. (This measures how
much audiences actually like the shows they watch.) Another reason
for keeping these programmes while cancelling popular appeal shows
equally low in ratings is that the demographics offset the numbers. One
of Pollan’s sources reports that these programmes could be ‘in clover’
with only a 25 share. In the cases of Cheers, Remington Steele, Family Ties
and St Elsewkhere, the strategy paid off, since all gained in popularity
during the 1983—4 season and were renewed for fall 1984. Yet the same
strategy failed for the new 19834 programmes: Bay City Blues was
cancelled after only a few episodes; \r Smith failed early in the season,
and The Yellow Rose was cancelled at the end of the season. Not one but
two Mt™-related programmes — Buffalo Bill and The Duck Factory  failed
in the 9.30 *hammock’ between Cheers and Hill Street Blues on Thursday
nights, even after Family Ties was moved to the 8.30 slot. Columnist
Gary Deeb reported that an ‘alarmingly large percentage’ of the
audience was turning from Cheers to the last half of Simon and Simon on
¢ss. Then, 30 minutes later, they turned back to Hill Street Blues. Deeb
concluded that millions of viewers were making ‘a conscious effort’ to
avoid Buffalo Bill.** In the spring of 1984, Buffalo Bill was put ‘on
hiatus’ and The Duck Factory also failed to sustain high ratings in the
same time slot. Neither programme was renewed for fall 1984.

Pollan believes that Tinker is succeeding in his goal of increasing
NBC's profits rather than concentrating on ratings numbers as
Silverman had. In the era of pay-cable, Pollan observes. ‘the network
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best able to keep a reign on these [affluent] viewers will have the least
to fear from the new technologies.”®® Hill Street and Cheers, he says,
actually rate higher in homes with pay cable than in those without. A
December 1983 Associated Press article corroborates Pollan’s view,
stating that ‘most commercial buyers fecl NBc is in better shape than its
Nielsen numbers suggest.” The article goes on to say that NBC is going
for the prestigious audience of big-city, wealthier and more discerning
viewers, coming in number 2 with the 18—49 age group.* For all these
reasons, NBC's future should remain tied to Mt and its alumni, who
continue to provide most of its ‘quality’ programming.

However, according to a May 1983 New York Times article by Sally
Bedell, MT™ also has some less optimistic tendencies working against
the companies’ present and future success: ‘spiralling production costs,
impatient networks seeking short-term successes in the ratings as their
share of the prime-time is eroded by cable television; and the prospect
of changes in Federal Regulations that could make thesc independent
producers, whose very existence is tethered to television, totally
subservient to the networks — both financially and creatively.”® Under
the leadership of Arthur Price, she reports, MT™ has continued to
operate as a ‘quality’ producer with the high costs that entails. Bedell
cites as an example that in 1982 MTM™ agreed to let executive producer
Bruce Paltrow re-shoot the premiére of St Elsewhere with a new cast and
director for an extra $1 million, spending $2.5 million more than it
received from NBc for the first scason of that programme. Remingfon
Steele was similarly in the red; and mT™ projects that after five seasons
the total deficit for Hill Street Blues will be well in excess of $6 million.
According to Price, ‘we are dealing with large amounts of cash and
hoping for a payoff down the road.’

On top of this, says Bedell, if the Federal Communications Commis-
sion repeals its financial interest and syndication rules, which prevent
the networks from selling programmes to individual stations and
sharing in the profits of those sales, MT™ will lose some of its lucrative
syndication profits. MTM excutives argue that this would prevent them
from risking innovative shows, since as an independent producer MTM
has always relied upon its anticipated syndication profits in order to go
into deficit financing for first-run programmes.

Both Price and Tinker (when at MmTM) have said they will continue to
make the kinds of programmes they themselves would like to watch, or
else get out of the business. MT™ has always occupied a maverick
position in the television industry. It remains to be seen whether
Pollan’s optimistic predictions or Bedell’s more cautious ones will
prove to be accurate.
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The MTM Style

Jane Feuer

THE MTM IMAGE

The fact that 1™ kas a public image is significant in itself. Most Tv
production companies remain invisible to the public. When Norman
Lear made an appearance on the last episode of the first season of Mary
Hartman, Mary Hartman, it seemed to contradict ordinary vs television
practice. In fact, Lear had been unable to sell the controversial serial to
any network and was syndicating it directly to local stations. But when,
in 1983, Steven Bochco putin a plug for the new Bay City Blues (*by the
producers of Hill Street Blues’) it was on the NBe television network.
Indeed it was largely through Grant Tinker’s scheduling of mrv and
sry-related programming that NBc attempted to change its image from
that of the ‘losing’ network to that of the ‘quality’ network, despite the
network’s continued low ratings. NBC's ad campaign for fall 1983 was
based on a notion of ‘quality’ for which MT™ programmes provided the
model.

The image of mT™ as the ‘quality’ production company extends to
features about the company in the popular press: according to the New
York Times Magazine, ‘MT™ has a reputation for fair dealing, and, by
prime-time standards, high quality.’" Articles in the trades and in
popular magazines and newspapers have demonstrated that mT™
would spare no expense in the visual style of its programmes, putting
‘quality’ above financial considerations. Long after other sitcom pro-
ducers had switched to videotape, M1 continued to seck the ‘quality’
look of film. And mMT™ hired a different breed of television actor, actors
trained in the new style of improvisational comedy, such as Paul Sand,
V'alerie Harper, and Howard Hessemen, all of whom had their roots in
improv companies such as The Second City and The Committee rather
than in mainstream television acting.

Perhaps the central component in MTM’s public image is its reputa-
tion for giving its creative stafl an unusual amount of freedom. Article
after article on Mt details the way in which Grant Tinker ran
interference between his writer-producers and the network bureau-
cracy. According to the Los Angeles Times, ‘sources in and out of MT™M
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insist he gives producers the freest hand in the business.” According to
the 4 ashington Post, ‘the consensus at MM is that if there’s a “T'inker
touch™, it’s this harmony among Tinker and his employees.” James L.
Brooks told Time magazine, ‘Grant gave us blanket approval of
anything we wanted to do, not just autonomy but support.” And Steven
Bochco told the New York Times Magazine, ‘he leaves you alone and lets
vou do what you can do.” Tinker himself, ever modest in interviews,
has said, 'l seec my prime role as being able to attract the right
combinations of creative people and then staying out of their way . ..
what I do mostly is try to remove distractions which might interfere
with their work.”

To the student of cinema history, all of this sounds familiar. Much of
the rhetoric of creative freedom within a system of constraints is
reminiscent of auteur historians’ claims for certain film directors. In
particular, the notion of the producer as protector and organiser of
creativity permeates accounts of the Freed Unit at MGM in the 1g940s
and 1950s.® In much the same manner as Tinker, Arthur Freed forged
a unit of the best ‘creative’ talent in musical comedy. Their films are
regarded as ‘quality’ commercial entertainment at its best. As did MTM,
the Freed Unit operated under conditions of exceptional freedom in
part because their concept of quality was not outside the boundaries of
commercial success.

Indeed mT™ might be conceptualised — as the Freed Unit has been —
as a corporate ‘author’ in two senses and at two levels:

1. Conditions of creative freedom enabled Mt to develop an individu-
alised ‘quality” style.

2. A corporate ‘signature’ may be deciphered from the texts them-
selves.

According to Michel Foucault, ‘the name of the author points to the
existence of certain groups of discourse and refers to the status of this
discourse within a society and culture . . . [it] accompanies only certain
texts to the exclusion of others.™ MTM's image as the quality producer
serves to differentiate its programmes from the anonymous flow of
television’s discourse and to classify its texts as a unified body of work,
two of the functions Foucault says the author’s name serves.

As a specialist ‘indie prod’ MT™ was both an exception to the
operation of American television in the 1970s and typical of that
operation: exceptional in that Grant Tinker fitted his company into the
cracks in the system; typical in that MT™ operated under the same
cconomic constraints as everybody else. Regardless of quality, the
kitten also had to serve the devil Nielsen. The previous chapter, a
narrative in the industry’s own terms of absolute success (high ratings)
and absolute failure (cancellation), amply demonstrates both the
freedom and the constraints. But establishing such a context does not

33

WorldRadioHistory



explain the structure and effectivity of the programmes themselves.
The relationship between commodity production and textual produc-
tion is a thorny one to theorise. The usual solution is to consider each
level separately, or else to argue that one level (commodity production)
determines the other (textual production) in a directly causal manner.
In film theory, the ‘relative’ autonomy of the text from its conditions of
production is now taken for granted: it has become a truism that the
kind of knowledge found in the previous chapter does not explain the
conditions of reception of the texts, conditions that may not correspond
to a diary of profits and losses, however meticulously detailed. But in
stressing the ‘autonomy’ part of relative autonomy, one misses the
distinction between ‘relative’ and ‘absolute’. If the corporate structure
of M1M does not directly cause the structure of the texts or determine
their reception, neither is it true that there is no relationship between
the two levels. There exist structural correspondences (homologies)
between the two levels that may be encapsulated in the terms ‘quality
Tv' and ‘quality demographics’. MM is in the business of exchanging
‘quality v’ for ‘quality demographics’ but we need not view this
process as a functionalist correspondence without contradiction.
Contradictions abound even in Tinker’s dualistic image in the industry
as both hard-nosed executive and ‘creative genius’.

This chapter will analyse the MM style, a style which signifies
‘regular v’ and ‘quality v’ simultancously. I will argue not so much
that mt™ should be considered an author as that MTM’s authorial status in
industry discourse bears a relationship to its concept of ‘quality’.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE MTM SITCOM

My and Tandem are said to have transformed the situation comedy as
a form. The M1y and Lear sitcoms, the story goes, took a mechanistic,
simplistic framework for one-liners and sight gags and made it into
something clse: whether an instrument for social commentary (Lear) or
a vehicle for ‘character comedy’ (M1ym). In the handful of commentaries
that have been written on the sitcom, this has become the orthodox
view. Horace Newcomb, for example, sees the sitcom as the most
elementary of v formulas. Using / Love Lucy as an example, Newcomb
describes the ‘situation’ as the funny thing that will happen this week,
developing through complication and confusion without plot develop-
ment or an exploration of ideas. The only movement he sees is toward
the alleviation of the complication and the reduction of confusion. The
audience, he says, is reassured by this problem/solution format, not
challenged by choice or ambiguity or foreed to examine its values.
Newcomb goes so far as to put the My and Lear programmes outside
the sitcom proper in the category of ‘domestic comedy’. With domestic
comedy, he says, we find a greater emphasis on persons than situations;
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the problems are mental and emotional; there is a deep sense of
personal love among members of the family and belief in the family as a
supportive group. The form may be expanded when, as in the Lear
comedies, the problems encountered by families become socially or
politically significant.’

The critical view on the MT™ sitcom supports Newcomb’s description
of domestic comedy as a transformation of the basic sitcom structure.
According to one TV critic:

In sitcoms, MT™’s approach has always been quite specific, but its
influence has also been so pervasive that it may be hard to remember
what an innovation the style originally was. Before The Mary Tyler
Moore Show, no one believed that a sitcom’s foundation had to be in
character ensembles, and humor wasn’t even necessarily linked to
motivation: on even the best pre-MT™ sitcoms, with few exceptions,
the personalities and interplay were machine-designed mostly to
generate the maximum number of generic jokes — or, on family
sitcoms, of generic parables ... After MTM made likability the key,
even the most mechanical sitcoms had to pay lip service to the idea of
the sitcom as a set of little epiphanies.®

‘Character ensembles’, ‘motivation’, ‘a set of little cpiphanies’, have
transformed the problem/solution format of the sitcom into a far more
psychological and episodic formula in which — in the hand of MT™ — the
situation itself becomes a pretext for the revelation of character. The
relative insignificance of the situation itself contrasts sharply with the
Lear sitcom’s significant issues. And yet one could argue that All In The
Family actually retains the simplistic, insult-ridden, joke-machine
apparatus to a far greater extent than did The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
From the perspective of narrative and character, the MT™ sitcoms are
the more complex. A comparison between T'andem’s Maude and MT™’s
Rhoda — two sitcoms from the same period and with aggressive female
stars — illustrates this.

Maude is far more politically astute than Rhoda; she deals with
controversial issues such as alcoholism and abortion; she is far more
the ‘liberated woman’ than Rhoda aspires to be. Yet the show Maude is
structurally simplistic: there is one important dilemma per week which
is usually resolved at Maude’s expense, the main comedy technique is
the insult, and the characters are uni-dimensional and static. Even
those episodes of Maude which announce their experimental quality —
Maude’s monologue to her therapist, Walter’s bout with alcoholism
—-seem to thrust themselves upon the viewer. Rhoda, whose most
controversial moment occurred when Rhoda divorced her hushand,
nevertheless took the sitcom in new directions, employing a variety of
comic techniques, an evolving central character and, arguably, moving
toward the comedy-drama blend that would become the MM formula
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of the late 1970s. The My sitcoms inflected the form in the direction of
‘quality TV’, of complex characters, sophisticated dialogue, and
identification. ‘Character comedy’ in the hands of MTM became
synonymous with ‘quality comedy’.

‘Character’ in Character Comedy

It is in its conception of character that MTM’s central contribution to the
sitcom form is said to have been made. If we employ the traditional
literary distinction between ‘round’ and ‘flat’ characters, MT™ emerges
on the ‘round’ side of the sitcom form. Of course, the comic effect of
feeling superior to a character depends upon a certain amount of
stereotyping and a certain lack of depth. When, for example, Rhoda'’s
response to her husband’s departure became too serious and too
psychologically ‘realist’ the programme departed the realm of comedy,
if only for an instant, and entered into the genre referred to by the
industry as ‘warmedy’, i.e., comedy overlayed with empathetic audi-
ence identification. When comic stereotyping occurred on The Mary
Tyler Moore Show it was reserved for the secondary characters such as
Ted and Sue Ann. Mary herself functioned as what Richard Corliss has
called a ‘benign identification figure’, not herself the object of much
comic attention or ridicule.” For the generation of women who came of
age with Mary and Rhoda, these characters seemed ‘real’ in a way no
other Tv character ever had. Of course the ‘realism’ of any fictional
character is an illusion of sorts. A round character scems more ‘real’
than a flat one simply because ‘roundness’ is produced by multiplying
the number of traits ascribed to the character. A flat character has only
a few traits, a process often referred to as ‘stereotyping’. But what
many in the ‘quality’ audience felt for Mary and Rhoda went beyond a
mere quantitative depth. Their ‘roundness’ was also a cultural con-
struct. The MT™ women caught the cultural moment for the emerging
‘new woman’ in a way that provided a point of identification for the
mass audience as well. The Mt women could be read as warm, lovable
Tv characters or as representations of a new kind of femininity. In
retrospect, the fact that the early MT™ sitcoms were popular successes
seems astonishing, but mT™ knew how to provide the right combination
of warmth and sophistication.

[t would appear that Brooks, Burns et al. arrived at the correct
formula through a process of experimentation. The first episode of The
Mary Tyler Moore Show (‘Love is All Around’, 1970), despitc its
sophisticated humour, has not advanced much beyond The Dick Van
Dyke Show in its conception of character.® While Mary is already
established as the nice but ‘spunky’ figure we will come to know and
love, the secondary characters are heavily stereotyped. Rhoda is the
obnoxious New York Jew who will do anything to keep Mary out of
‘her’ apartment. Lou is portrayed as the typical drunken news-
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paperman, even affecting slurred speech. (‘Wanna drink? he asks
Mary.) The first episode is instructive because in its as yet undeveloped
conceptions of Lou and Rhoda we can see what the MT™ view of
character added to the sitcom formula. From the standpoint of quality
Tv, the charge levelled against stereotyped characters has always been
that they lack psychological realism and the potential for identification
from the ‘quality’ audience. T'he sitcom remains forever on the far side
of quality for this recason, since a certain amount of stereotyping is
necessary to get laughs. Ted Baxter may have elicited this kind of
comic laughter, but the MT™ characters evoked another kind of laughter
as well, which [ will call ‘empathetic laughter’. Empathetic laughter is
what we feel for Rhoda when she takes a piece of candy and quips, ‘1
don’t know why I’'m putting this in my mouth — I should just apply it
directly to my hips.’ It’s what we feel for middle-aged Lou Grant,
bravely attempting to put on a happy face at his ex-wife's wedding.

Sometimes, we don’t laugh at all. A supreme example of the ability
of the MT™ sitcom to skirt the boundary of melodrama occurred in an
episode of Rhodn called “T'he Separation’ (written by Charlotte Brown,
1976). This unorthodox Rheda episode shows us the mT™ sitcom style
pushed to the limits of pathos, exhibiting in extreme form MTM's
conception of ‘character comedy’ and ‘warmedy’. In typical mT™
sitcom fashion, “The Separation’ follows an episodic plot structure
divided into scgments which are separated by commercial pauses or
scene changes or both. Although the plot appears ‘loose’, a closer
inspection reveals that it is actually tightly structured. We can divide
the episode into segments and subsegments as follows:

1 Rhoda’s apartment

a. Rhoda and Joe bargain for a house with a real estate agent. Joce
subverts the offer.

b. Rhoda fights with Joe and locks him out on the balcony.

2 Brenda’s apartment

a. Brenda and Ida Morgenstern discuss Ida’s camping trip and her
feeling that something is amiss with a family member.

b. Rhoda enters and fakes out Ida.

c. Rhoda discusses her marriage with Brenda.

3 Rhoda’s apartment

a. Carlton the doorman hears Joe's screams and thinks it's the voice of
God.

b. After a discussion, Joe leaves Rhoda.

4 Brenda’s apartment

Rhoda discusses the separation with Brenda; Rhoda phones Joe.

5 Joe’s Wrecking (.ompany

Ida visits Joe at work and finds out the truth.

6 Rhoda’s apartment

Ida and Rhoda talk.
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The episode is structured around three scenes of unusual seriousness
(segments 1b, gb, and 6), evenly distributed throughout. Two of these
segments are preceded by light comedy ‘shticks’ (segments 1a and 3a)
involving stereotyped characters, an insincere real estate lady and
Carlton the doorman in one of his set pieces. The final segment
between Rhoda and her mother, however, contains only light humour
and ends on a ‘warm’ moment. There is no comic ‘tag’ at the end.
Almost all us sitcoms use the tag as a opportunity for one last laugh.
Even some of the serious issue-oriented Lear episodes would use the tag
to lighten things up before the final credits. The standard Mary Tyler
Moore Show and Rhoda episode employed the tag to end on an ‘upbeat’.
For example, a quite sad episode of The Mary Tyler Moore Show features
Jerry Van Dyke as the quintessential loser — a scriptwriter for Chuckles
the Clown who aspires to be a standup comic. He is humiliated in front
of the wym family when it turns out that his first standup engagement is
at a bowling alley lounge. After a touching scene between Mary and
Lou (discussed below), we return for the tag to find the comedian
standing at the mike in the deserted lounge, finishing up his routine for
an appreciative Mary.? In ‘The Separation’, the absence of the tag
emphasises the melodramatic nature of the ending.

A third type of segment in the Rhoda episode includes scenes between
Rhoda and her sister (2c and 4); and scenes between Ida and Brenda,
and Ida and Joe (2a and 5), symmetrically balanced around the major
scene in which Rhoda’s marriage collapses. In the world of the MmT™
sitcom, a couple’s problems become the concern of the entire family,
and any disruption of the extended family relationship is treated as
seriously as a divorce. A good example of this pattern is The Mary Tyler
Moore Show episode in which a disagreement between Mary and Rhoda
involves all their friends and is eventually mediated by Georgette.
Marriage is never privileged above friendship. Indeed it is arguable
that the true ‘epiphany’ of the separation episode consists not in Joe’s
departure but in Ida’s atypical understanding response to it. Joe, an
outsider to the show’s family structure, could be written out, but Ida
and Brenda could not be removed without the entire edifice collapsing.

As the subdivision of the episode’s neatly patterned narrative
reveals, ‘The Separation’ moves back and forth between ‘warm’ and
‘funny’ moments to the point where the two blend into ‘warmedy’. For
example, the opening scene with the real estate agent is a typical MT™
comic reversal; she tells Joe:

Mr Girard, in all my years as a realtor, I have never been subjected to
the shame, the humiliation, and the degradation that you put me
through on that phone. MrGirard, I have nothing butcontemptforyou
— {cut to reverse reaction shot of Joe) — and if you’re ever in the market
for a house (cut back to shot of realtor) again — here’s my card.
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This very funny scene is followed by the quite serious confrontation
between Rhoda and Joe, ending on Rhoda’s hostile but comic gesture
of locking him out. The following scene between Brenda and Ida is full
of snappy one-liners:

Ida: Your father and I are gonna just keep going until we stop having
a good time.
Brenda: 1 don’t think you’ll make it through the Holland tunnel.

This exchange is set up in typical MT™ three-camera fashion. There is a
cut to Brenda for her joke line, a cut to Ida’s reaction and a
re-establishing full shot for the next routine. In addition, Brenda has
her typical, self-deprecating lines, the kind of lines they used to write
for Rhoda before she spun off. For example, when Rhoda tells Brenda
that she and Joe haven’t had sex for seven weeks, Brenda whines,
‘Please, don’t make seven weeks sound like a long time to me.” But
there are also touching, even sentimental moments between the sisters,
as when, in the same scene, Rhoda tells Brenda, ‘If it were nothing,
you wouldn’t have your arms around me.’

The ‘big’ scene between Rhoda and Joe has laugh lines too, but they
are echoed by the nervous laughter of the studio audience. The scene
shifts from anger to humour to pathos (as when Rhoda begs Joe, ‘Don’t
do this to me’). It may be funny that Rhoda refuses to let Joe take his
underwear, but her ‘damn’ at the end of the scene elicits empathy
rather than laughter.

But the true ‘epiphany’ comes in the final scene of “The Separation’ as
Ida Morgenstern confronts Rhoda with her knowledge. In her appear-
ances on The Mary Tyler Moore Show, 1da functioned as a comic foil for
Rhoda’s neurotic behaviour. In the spin-off, however, she began to
emerge as something other than a caricatured Jewish mother. Inan early
Rhoda episode, 1da went so far as to throw Rhoda out of her Bronx
apartment when it became obvious that Rhoda was enjoying her revers-
ion todependency. This new concern for Rhoda’s maturation culminates
in a scene all the more touching for being many years in the making.
‘Rhoda, I love you,” she says. ‘Don’t shut me out.” And Rhoda, herself
coming of age, doesn’t. In this final scene of ‘The Separation’, the
long-time viewer is reminded of Ida’s very first appearance on the parent
show (‘Support Your Local Mother’, 1970) when Rhoda was so unable to
cope with Ida’s ‘Bronx love’ that she allowed her mother to spend three
days in Mary’s apartment. Now they move closer together. Ida offers to
stay, then corrects herself, ‘That would have been good for me, butit’s not
good for you.’ Shesstarts toleave. Rhoda, reduced to tears, has a reversal of
herown. ‘Ma,’ she says, ‘stick around.” They embrace, and the episode is
over. There is no tag, no comic relief. The atypical poignancy of ‘The
Separation’ stems from playing Ida against type far more than from Joe’s

39

WorldRadioHistory



desertion. (Indeed the pragmatic reason behind the separation was
that the writers had trouble coming up with plots for the happily
married couple and lines for Joe’s wooden character.)

The Rhoda episode contradicts a commonly-held notion that the
sitcom cannot allow for more than trivial character development. In
fact, the MTM sitcom operates almost entirely at the level of character. It
would be more accurate to say that the sitcom does not allow for
complexity of plot. Watching MT™ $hows rerun, ‘stripped’ daily in
syndication; one can view within an hour episodes from the first and
last seasons of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. The situations are remark-
ably similar, even identical: Mary asks for a raise, Mary is offered a job
by a competing station. But Mary herself has changed: she is more the
career woman, less the daughter. This movement toward an expansion
of character is arguably more an MM than a Lear contribution to the
sitcom. ‘Character comedy’ hinges upon the stability of the quasi-
family structure, yet it permits individuals to grow within the family
rather than by leaving home. Such growth should not be measured
against traditional literary norms of ‘recognition’ and ‘reversal’, but
rather in terms of the sitcom’s internal history.

A look at MTM’s approach to the opening credit sequence reveals the
importance of character transformation to the MM conception of
character comedy. In the original Rhoda credits, a chronicle of Rhoda’s
life, she quips, ‘I decided to move out of the house at the age of 24. My
mother still refers to this as the time I ran away from home.’ For the
regular viewer, the change between this and Ida’s incarnation in “The
Separation’ is immense. Similarly, the title song of the first season of
The Mary Tyler Moore Show begins by posing the question, ‘How will you
make it on your own?’ In the ensuing seasons, the question has been
dropped entirely. Presumably, Mary’s survival on her own is no longer
in question. Mary’s evolution as a character represents an enormous
change, not just for the static sitcom formula but for women historically
as well. But critics whose conception of dramatic change can accommo-
date only earth-shattering moments of reversal are likely to overlook it
entirely. Arguably, the viewer does not.

‘Character comedy’, with its emphasis on family ties (not coincident-
ally Family Ties is the title of a 1g8os sitcom created by stv alumnus
Gary David Goldberg) and on identification with characters, also
changed the nature of humour in the sitcom. If we accept the
traditional notion that a comic effect is produced by detachment from
character, what brand of comedy could the fetishisation of character
produce?

‘Comedy’ in Character (Somedy
Jim and Allan and I agree on the most important things. None of us
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would ever write in a gratuitous putdown just because it was funny
or satirise something that was pathetic. The characters have a lot of
affection for cach other and we don’t want to destroy that. (Treva
Silverman, Senior Story Consultant, The Mary Tyler Moore Show)"

The MT™ sitcom employs a range of comic devices to produce both
laughter and the pathos of ‘warmedy’. Although MTv might use similar
comic techniques to Lear — the insult, a Lear staple, forms the basis for
the interactions between Rhoda and Phyllis, Murray and Ted — they
rarcly have the same impact. ‘The vast majority of laughs on the Lear
sitcoms are produced by name-calling and shouting, or by the mala-
propisms for which Archie is famous. We laugh as Archie or Maude
because they are self-deluded. The laugh track on Lear sitcoms is full of
hoots, applause and condescending giggles, whereas the MT™ audience
produces little chuckles of identification more often than howls of
derisive delight. Treva Silverman’s remarks are clearly a slap at the
Lear sitcom factory’s attitude toward its characters.

In the MT™ sitcom, laughter tends to be tempered by sympathy. Even
the most stereotyped characters — Ted, Phyllis or Sue Ann — have their
little moments of self-revelation: T'ed when he meets up with the father
who abandoned him as a child; Phyllis when her husband Lars has an
affair with the Happy Homemaker; and Sue Ann herself when she
admits to Mary that she’s not attractive to men. The most ridiculous
MTM characters — the group members and Howard on The Bob Newhart
Show, for example — are rendered pathetic rather than thoroughly
risible. Infantile, narcissistic characters are never expelled from the
family: ‘Ted remains on the air; Mr Carlin stays in the group; Carlton is
rehired at Rhoda’s request despite an astonishing lapse of ‘profes-
sionalism’ in his doorman duties (he has ushered in the burglars who
strip Rhoda and Joe of their possessions). Yet the MT™ sitcoms remain
remarkably funny. This is because the comic devices employed pro-
duce the laughter of recognition, an identification that is especially
acute for the ‘sophisticated’ audience.

Empathetic laughter transforms even the most primitive of sitcom
devices: the sight gag. Every episode of I Love Lucy had at least one set
piece of physical comedy. But they were rarely tied to character
psychology. Surprisingly the sight gag turns up rather frequently on
MTM sitcoms as well. Perhaps the funniest moment in “I'he Separation’
occurs when Ida visits Joe, unaware that he has left her daughter. After
Ida insists that ‘she can take it,” Joe announces, ‘Rhoda and [ are
separated.’” Ida proceeds to grab his face and pinch his cheeks with
considerable force. ‘Does Rhoda know?’ she asks. Joc is unable to break
her grip, but when he finally does, Ida claims she can behave with
maturity, and then, as a parting thrust, zaps him with her handbag.
This is a typical MT™ situation: a character claims to be able to behave
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maturely, then proceeds to act childishly. A classic instance occurs on
The Mary Tyler Moore Show when Mary, having been fired by Lou for
writing with Rhoda a tongue-in-cheek obituary in the wee hours of the
morning which Ted accidentally reads on the air, returns for a visit to
w]M and finds another woman in her chair. In the midst of a polite visit
to Lou Grant’s inner sanctum, she becomes hysterical and sobs
repeatedly, ‘Oh Mr Grant, I want to come back.” She regains control,
apologises, then lapses back into the same childish plaint. In both
examples, the gag involves a set piece for the character — Mary’s
famous crying scenes or Ida’s moments of fierce maternal protective-
ness. And in each case, the motivation is familial love.

Another classic Ida Morgenstern sight gag occurs in ‘Support Your
Local Mother’ when Ida and Mary race around Mary’s sofa trying to
stuff money in each other’s bathrobe pocket. This hilarious scene
reverberates at a number of levels. There is the obvious Bergsonian
notion that humour stems from the human bhody being transformed
into a machine. But there is also character comedy: Mary has refused
to helieve Rhoda’s promise that Ida will drive her crazy with guilt.
When Ida attempts to pay Mary hotel costs for sleeping on her sofa,
she reduces Mary to the neurotie acting-out that is displayed in the
physical gag.

Our response to MM sight gags can even stem from pathos. In the
Jerry Van Dyke episode, a moment of supreme embarrassment occurs
when the comic is humiliated by having to deliver his standup routine
to an audience of hored bowlers. In keeping with the yTM attitude
toward characters, the routine is actually quite clever, which only
increases our pity for the character. This reduces Mary to tears, and
she flees to the ladies’ room. To this point, the scene is embarrassing
rather than funny. But Lou Grant, with typical paternal protective-
ness, follows Mary into the ladies’ room, much to the surprise of a
woman who emerges from one of the stalls. As Lou attempts awk-
wardly to comfort Mary (herself a victim of over-identification with a
friend’s pain), another woman attempts twice to enter. ‘Not now,” Lou
growls at her. The culmination to this bizarre moment occurs as a
visual joke, when Lou, trying to help Mary dry her tears, pulls out a
towel from the dispenser. But it’s on one of those circular rolls, and he
winds up vanking the entire length of towel across the room, as the
laugh track explodes with hilarity. We laugh in part at the notion of a
machine not serving its proper function, in part at this bear of a man’s
very presence in the ladies’ room, and in part at the genuine concern it
takes for Lou to so abandon his macho decorum. Without the narrative
context, the gag would seem only moderately funny, whereas most of
Lucy’s sight gags work perfectly well on their own.

But the tradition of physical comedy is not the essence of MTM
character comedy; comic reversals of expectations are. T'ypically, an
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mT™ script will set us up for a sentimental moment and then puncture it
by reversing the predictable sentimental responsc. On a Mary Tyler
Moore Show episode, Sue Ann has lured the wjm family into her studio
during a November blizzard to consume the food prepared for her
‘Christmas Around the World’ edition of “T'he Happy Homemaker’.
Prior to this, Mary and Murray were reduced to stony hostility over a
disagreement as to whether Ted’s new salutation should go ‘news from
around the corner and around the world’ or ‘news from around the
world and around the corner’. Now they are trapped together by the
blizzard. At the dinner table, Sue Ann has forced everyone to wear silly
‘international’ hats and sing ‘A Partridge in a Pear T'ree’. There is a
moment of hostile silence, whereupon Georgette, ever the innocent
peacemaker, begins to sing ‘Silent Night' a cappella. This reduces Mary
to sentimental guilt and she says ‘Can anyone remember why we were
angry with each other?’, setting us up for a sentimental family reconcili-
ation. But the reversal occurs when Murray grunts ‘Yeah, I can
remember’ and Mary replies, ‘Yeah, well, me too,” and the feud
continues.

The most famous MT™M comic reversal occurs in ‘Chuckles Bites the
Dust’."" Chuckles the Clown, dressed up as a peanut, comes to a tragic
end when he is trampled by an elephant. Mary is outraged when Lou,
Murray and Sue Ann persist in making jokes about it. But at Chuckle’s
funeral, in an atmosphere of hushed silence, Mary bursts into peals of
laughter during the eulogy. The minister consoles the mortified Mary
by telling her Chuckles loved to make people laugh. Mary, of course,
promptly bursts into tears. Once again we have the puncturing of
potential sentimentality but also empathetic laughter, since we too
laughed at the jokes about Chuckles and at the very funny culogy.

The reversal may operate in conjuction with another kind of mT™
humour, the self-deprecating ‘Jewish” humour of a Rhoda, a Brenda or
a Bob Hartley. Most of Rhoda’s laugh lines fall into this category, but
this author’s favourite self-deprecating reversal occurs in the scene
between Ida and Brenda in “The Separation’. Ida tells Brenda that she
‘feels in her bones’ that something is amiss with a family member.
Brenda takes this as an opening and muses, ‘I woke up this morning
feeling very alone with this fear I'd never find anybody to love me. |
would just be - We cut to a reverse shot of Ida who interrupts, ‘Oh,
please, I don’t mean the normal stuff.” It gets a big laugh, but also
sympathy for poor Brenda whose neuroses are dismissed so lightly.

‘Character comedy’ reinforces MmT™’s emphasis on the familial and
the interpersonal. It frequently verges on ‘warmedy’. Since ‘warmedy’
itself frequently verges on sentimentality, the comic reversal also has its
self-mocking aspect. The same sentimental moments are often played
‘straight’ in the MmT™ dramas later in the decade. However, overt satire
and self-parody are rare in the early MmT™ sitcoms. To be sure, local Tv
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news operations are made fun of repeatedly in the person of Ted
Baxter; and Bob Hartley’s therapy group reduced psychotherapy to
psycho-comedy. But because of the sympathetic attitude toward
character, the satire lacks bite. This begins to change in the mid-1g7y0s.
The Betty White Show, Phyllis, Remington Steele and the MT™-syle Buffalo
Bill introduce self-satire into the mT™M comic repertory. Yet self-
reflexivity may be interpreted as yet another mark of ‘quality’.

SELF-REFLEXIVITY AS ‘QL’AI.ITY’

‘Intertextuality’, a literary term, refers in its broadest sense to the ways
in which texts incorporate previous texts. Sometimes this takes the
form of ‘self-reflexivity’, when a text refers in self-conscious fashion
back to itself. Both terms have been associated with ‘modernist’ art: 'T'.
S. Eliot’s The Wasteland operates intertextually, whereas Pirandello’s Six
Characters tn Search of an Author exhibits self-reflexivity. It has been
argued that these self-conscious strategies distinguish ‘high-art’ from
the unselfconscious popular arts — such as Tv series — and that even
within high art, self-reflexivity distinguishes ‘modernist’ from ‘classic-
al’ forins. Yet many popular forms are highly intertextual without
being in a modernist vein.' In fact, the idea that within a form new
works are created by recombining elements from previous texts in the
same or different genres is crucial to an understanding both of
Hollywood genre films and of Tv series. The oft-accused lack of
‘originality’ of most Tv series stems from this self-generating mode of
construction. Intertextuality and self-reflexivity operate both as the
normative way of creating new programmes and as a way of distingu-
ishing the ‘quality’ from the cveryday product. In aligning itself with
the modernist self-conscious mode, the MT™ style makes yet another
claim to quality status. Within the mt™ style, intertextual and self-
reflexive references have both constructive and deconstructive
purposes. When used constructively, these techniques renew and
validate the style itself, as when new programmes spin off from old
ones. But the same techniques may also be used so as to critique or
deconstruct their own genre and style, as I will argue Buffalo Bill does in
its commentary on The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

mt™’s use of what Todd Gitlin calls ‘recombination’ places its style
within the norms of textual construction in American television. As
Gitlin and others have argued, even the ‘innovative’ Hill Street Blues
recombines the conventions of the continuing serial melodrama with
those of the cop show, adding a bit of cinéma vérité in the visual style."
Recombination continues from Hill Street with St Elsewhere and Bay City
Blues. St Elsewhere, when it was being developed, was referred to around
the shop as ‘Hill Street in the hospital’. Its style is wholly derivative:
the large ensemble cast, the blending of melodrama and comedy with
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the more or less ‘realist’ treatment of the medical series tradition and of
controversial issues (AIDS, sex change operations), and in its use of the
continuing serial narrative. Bay City Blues bore an even closer family
resemblance to Hill Street, imitating even the dense image and sound
track of the parent programme.

At a high enough level of abstraction, one could see the entire core of
MTM programmes as a process of ‘begats’, with The Mary Tyler Moore
Show as Abraham. The original programme (itself not without roots in
the sitcom tradition) pioneered the ensemble cast of co-workers which
would become an MmT™ trademark; it merged farce with forms of comedy
based on empathy; it incorporated a literate style of writing in its
dialogue. The sitcom spin-offs continued in this tradition with Phyllis
and The Betty White Show, adding the elements of acerbic wit that would
culminate in the mT™-related Buffalo Bill. The transition to the dramas
occurred with Lou Grant, a programme poised midway between the
sitcoms and the serial dramas. Lou Grant took the work-family concept
from the sitcoms, added a hcavier strain of drama and an emphasis on
public issues, and began to expand the narrative beyond the ‘series of
little epiphanies’ that had distinguished the sitcoms. The most issue-
oriented of MTM programmes retained a focus on the personal
dimension of public issues. Sometimes it seemed to stress the public
dimension of personal issues as well, as when, in the final season, Billie
Newman’s agonised decision to remarry appeared to have cultural
significance.

One can see in Lou Grant the beginnings of the multiple-plot line
construction often claimed as one of Hill Street’s great innovations in
prime-time drama. In an episode about child pornography, four
different plots are interwoven. Already the Tv convention of main plot
and subplot is being deconstructed. In both the sitcom and drama, the
subplot serves to ‘lighten’ the main plot. The Lear sitcoms would use
this strategy in instances where the main plot was seen as too ‘heavy’.
In the Lou Grant episode, the two major subplots are also lighter, but
they serve to reinforce the seriousness of the main plot, which concerns
a young black female reporter named Sharon who gives confidentiality
to a source. The conflict arises because her source is the mother of a
young daughter who has allowed her child to appear in porno movies.
Meanwhile, Donovan, a regular character, breaks his ankle after
skydiving from a helicopter while covering a story on a mountain
scarch and rescue team, in consequence failing to cover an important
story for Lou. Both Sharon’s and Donovan’s commitment to getting the
story at all costs alienates them from the “Trib’ family. In the end, both
are accepted back into the family, with Donovan regretting his macho
pride and Sharon fecling she would proceed differently in the future. In
another comic subplot, a cub reporter named Lance finds out his ear
problem will prevent him from achicving his goal of being the first
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reporter in space; this comic relief echoes the theme of risk-taking in the
larger plotlines. Although the main plot/subplot division remains
distinguishable, there is a thematic connection between them, and both
take the form of the parable. The public issue of child pornography
remains unresolved, but the familial conflicts are mediated. Hill Street
would take the multiplication of plots one step further, reducing the
sense of hierarchy to the point where the plot lines would take on nearly
equal status, and rendering the sense of closure even more ambiguous.

The Lou Grant episode also moves toward the serial form in a
discussion Sharon has with Rossi about the issue of confidentiality.
Rossi refers to the time he went to jail for refusing to reveal a source.
This had indeed occurred on an episode about pill pushers in a
previous season. (Indeed Mary Richards had been the first MT™
character to go to jail for refusing to reveal a source, so that there is a
double level of historical reference operating.) Rossi recaps what had
happencd in the earlier episode but tells Sharon his case was different
in that he wasn’t protecting a criminal. The reference calls for the
viewer to compare the issues involved. In this way, the series Lou Grant
is scen as possessing a history, moving it away from the ahistorical
sitcom genre and toward the continuing serial, as Rhoda’s divorce had
produced a series of interconnected episodes within the sitcom form.
Lou Grant’s insistence on relating the private to the public sphere would
continue in The IWhite Shadow and in the serial dramas. Yet all would
retain the mT™ characteristic of focusing on the personal dimension of
the public issue, never inverting that hierarchy as Lear had done, by
using characters as stick figures in a political allegory.

In this way, intertextuality can be seen as the generator for the entire
MT™ output. Yet when self-referencing occurs, it tends to be construct-
ive rather than critical of the mTv heritage. As an example of
constructive reflexivity, no MT™ programme is more significant than the
company’s excursion into musical-variety with the short-lived 1978
Mary/The Mary Tyler Moore Hour. 'The abysmal failure of Mary Tyler
Moore's return to the small screen might make it appear that the
programme was — like The Texas It heelers or Three for the Road — foreign to
the mTw™ style or aberrant in its generic uniqueness. Quite the contrary:
the variety hour took the self-referencing of the My style to its furthest
extreme in the constructive direction. A contemporary of Lou Grant, The
White Shadow, WKRP in Cincinnati and Taxi, Mary faced many of the
same problems as the other shows attempting to compete in the
Silverman era, and in attempting to extend the MTM sitcom bloodline at
a point where the blood was getting a bit tired.

Would the public accept Mary as a dancer and sketch comedienne,
or would the memory of Mary Richards prevent such an acceptance?
was the question the writers had to ask. Their solution was onc
encountered many times before in the movies and in television series:
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rather than ignoring Mary’s past incarnation, it would become the point
of reference for her present one. In the first hour of Mary, Mary Tyler
Moore addresses the live studio audience, asking them what they’ve
been doing on Saturday nights. The first comedy routine has Mary
looking back upon Ed Asner’s audition for The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
She then introduces the ‘Ed Asner’ dancers, and an ensemble of fat
balding middle-aged men in Lou Grant outfits emerges dancing to a
disco beat. Mary then introduces the ‘family’ of comedy players for the
new programme by showing excerpts from their audition tapes, one of
which consists of imitations of Mary’s lines fromr the old show. Although
it is primarily constructive, the new programme takes an ambivalent
attitude towards the old show, on the one hand wanting to capitalise on
its success and the audience’s affection for Mary; on the other hand
wanting to go off in a newer, more ‘modernist’ direction, derived from
the late-night improvisational comedy tradition that was then emerging.
(The idea of a pure construction is of course a theoretical fiction; there
can be no construction without some element of deconstruction and vice
versa.) The first episode is self-reflexive to an extreme. In addition to the
audition tapes, it features a satirc on television’s self-congratulatory
tendencies in a recapitulation of ‘historic moments from the first 25
minutes of Mary’. And in a segment at the end of the hour, the cast
members gather at a restaurant across the street to discuss the pro-
gramme we’ve just viewed. They decide they really like Mary, but trash
David Letterman who has appeared as an obnoxious member of the
ensemble.

After the ratings failure of Mary, the show went on hiatus and returned
in a revamped version, The Mary Tyler Moore Hour. Far from having
disappeared, the intertextual references and self-reflexive moments were
once again central to the show’s format. Now the programme took on a
backstage musical plot structure whereby Mary T'yler Moore played
‘Mary McKinnon’, a fictional character who just happened to have her
own musical variety television show. Each week Mary McKinnon would
deal with problems involving that week’s guest star on the fictional
programme. The Mary Tyler Moore Hour commenced with a re-arranged
version of the old ‘Love is All Around’ theme song, and continued the
references to Moore’s previous television roles. Mary McKinnon seem-
cd familiar; she was nice, spunky, and a pushover for manipulators. In
an episode centering around Mary’s fear of dancing with guest star Gene
Kelly, her assistant answers the phone saying, ‘She’s exactly like she is
on television’, reinforcing our fondest desires about Mary Richards.
Iris, Mary McKinnon’s unglamorous female secretary, discusses
Mary’s weekend during which she attended a ‘little’ testimonial dinner
in her own honour. It does not take us long to realise that Iris is a
Rhoda-substitute. ‘Iris, what do you want?’ Mary inquires of her. ‘1
want vour life,” Iris replies, in typical Rhoda fashion.
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Not surprisingly, the new programme’s only satirical comment on
Mary's past involves not her sacred role of Mary Richards but her far
more vulnerable stint as the feather-brained Laura Petrie on The Dick
V'an Dyke Show. Mary McKinnon's guest star is Dick Vian Dyke, and the
joke revolves around his never having met Mary McKinnon. The
producer asks him, ‘Don’t you think Mary looks like the girl who played
Laura Petrie?” Dick Van Dyke ponders for a moment and replies, ‘No.”
He goes into a flashback on the old Dick Van Dyke Show set, in which
Laura has become a feminist, Richie a gay, cte. The skit plays the
audience’s recollection of their mutual video past against Van Dyke’s
claim never to have met ‘Mary’. Finally they meet at the end of the
hour. ‘I auditioned for The Dick Van Dyke Show,” Mary McKinnon tells
him. ‘Rose Marie got the part.’

Although the variety hour took self-referencing to an extreme, other
Mt™ programmes of the period also referred back to the My past, either
directly or indirectly. A direct reference occurred on an episode of Taxi,
the first programme produced by the MT™ creative team after they left
the company. In the fall 1982 premie¢re, Marcia Wallace, who had
played Bob Newhart’s secretary, is the guest star. In an odd play on the
fictional status of a television character, Jim, one of the regular fictional
characters on Taxt, is portrayed as idolising Marcia Wallace in her role
as Carol, the secretary on The Bob Newhart Show. But Marcia Wallace
plays ‘herself’. The episode makes numecrous references to Jim’s
memories of the older programme, culminating in a scene with all the
fictional Taxi characters and the ‘real’ Marcia Wallace, in which Jim
makes up a hymn of praise to the tune of the old Bob Newhart theme
song. Although it is not unusual for actors to appear as ‘themselves’ in
a fictional 1v series (after all Henry Kissinger appeared as ‘himself” on
Dynasty), the complexity of the reference on Taxt puts it in a modernist
vein, especially since the programme does not ordinarily use guest stars
in this fashion. The Taxi cpisode plays on nostalgia for the earlier show,
but also plays with the nature of the fictional enclosure, as does much
modernist ‘high art’. A similar play on the border hetween fiction and
reality occurs in an uncharacteristic in-joke on a 1984 St Elsewhere. Dr
Morrison goes on a tour of Boston, the locale for the hospital series,
with his young son, Petey. Suddenly they pass by the ‘fictional’ bar,
Cheers, and Dr Morrison asks Petey, ‘Do you want to eat where
everybody knows your name?’ One expected them to go inside and chat
with Sam and Diane, but the fiction of 8t Elsewhere was rapidly
re-established. Nevertheless the Mt company family had asserted its
intergenerational bonds, as well as acknowledging that the same
‘quality’ audience would watch both programmes.

Another late MT™ programme which continually asserts a continuity
with the modernist tradition as a claim to ‘quality” is the detective show
spoof, Remington Steele. The show displays its sophistication by having
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Steele solve crimes by reference to plots from old Hollywood movies.
Steele’s relationship to the detective genre is entirely fictional. In this
way the show includes the audience in its sophisticated circle of
allusions. In the pilot, Steele, an ex-jewel thief, uses for his aliases
character names from old Bogart movies. In the second episode, he
watches The Thin Man and uses its plot to solve a crime. The second
scason of Remington Steele stakes a further claim to the modernist
tradition. ‘Small Town Steele’ alludes to the Frank Capra tradition of
small town populism as Steele and Laura visit a tiny burg named ‘Da
Nada’. But the townspeople are inhospitable and corrupt, and Steele is
disillusioned. The first year credits had featured a first-person narra-
tion by Laura Holt of how she’d become a detective and had to invent
Remington Steele. But the second season credits show lLaura and
Steele in a cinema, watching scenes from the first season. This
self-reflexive vein culminates in an episode structured around dream
sequences that Laura and Steele have about each other. The final
dream involves Steele looking over a balcony from which Laura has
fallen in the actual plot. He screams her name, and we cut to Lauraina
hospital bed, having returned to ‘reality’. The source of the final dream
is never revealed to the audience.

If these stylistic touches link Remington Steele to modern art, its many
media allusions place it firmly within a television tradition. Many
American and British television programmes base their jokes and
parodies on media references. This in itself does not necessarily entail a
critical stance toward the television tradition, although it does reveal
an awareness of television’s status as ‘low culture’. Most often, an
appeal is made to a common media culture and a shared ‘inside’
knowledge among audience members. If you watch Tv, you will get the
Joke; just as if you are an educated literary intellectual, you will ‘get’
the references in modernist poetry. Many MT™ programmes seem to
take this normative Tv practice a bit further by being set in media
institutions. wjM was always trying to improve its ratings, and many
episodes showed these futile attempts in a humorous light. In one such
cpisode, the wynm news team decides to broadcast from a singles bar,
Mary’s research goes well, but in the actual live broadcast, their
sources panic in front of the cameras, and clam up, leaving Lou with
egg on his face and Ted back in the studio with a lot of empty air time
on his hands. MT™ programmes not about media professionals often
featured the media in a subsidiary way. IWe've GGot Each Other had the
female lead working as a photographer’s assistant. Phyllis also went to
work in a photography studio, allowing for jokes about advertising
such as ‘I backlit the sesame seeds.” This line exhibits more sophisti-
cation than the usual Tv references to other programmes and stars
because in order to laugh at it, you have to know what backlighting is,
and you have to take an irreverent attitude towards advertising.
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Renington Steele shows its sophistication in episodes where Remington
Steele and Laura Holt investigate crimes occurring in media contexts.
In one such episode, they visit the set of a frozen food commercial. ‘Ah,
commercials, the lynchpin of the television industry,” Laura observes.
Although it is not uncommon for us Tv shows to mock the ads that
enable them to exist, such a literate analysis is characteristic of quality
Tv, especially since Laura is also mocking Steele’s elevated style of
speech. “Television is so disillusioning,” says Mildred Krebs in the
same cpisode, after discovering that the romantic Tv stars featured in
the boeuf bourguignon commercial actually hate each other.

When media references occur on us television, they rarely take up
such a deconstructive position. Yet a number of MT™ series episodes
have tackled the nature of their own medium in a manner verging on
the critical. Since presumably it’s ok for the quality audience to hate
TV, this practice should not be construed as subversive in any absolute
sense. It does, however, exhibit MT™’s ‘quality’ mode of satire. Another
episode of Remington Steele involves a sustained sendup of local Tv news
operations far less affectionate than The Mary Tyler Moore Show ever
was. Various members of the news team are being murdered on the set
of the evening news. After a lengthy exposé of the idiocies of producing
‘happy news’, it is revealed that the culprit was a formerly respectable
print journalist outraged at the way the news was being corrupted into
entertainment. He delivers his confession on the air in the form of a
Network-like diatribe against broadcast news.

The Betty White Show, the most brilliant and acerbic of the mTv
‘failures’, also had a quite reflexive format. White’s character was a
toned-down version of her Sue Ann Nivens, another acid-tongued
television performer. The pilot episode begins with a show-within-
the-show, a Tv cop show called Undercover 1$oman. The camera pulls
back to reveal Betty White as Joyce, watching the female cop show on
her Tv. We then sce the credits for The Betty White Show itself. 'This is
perhaps the only recorded instance of a Tv pilot within a Tv pilot,
sctting the self-reflexive tone for the sitcom which follows. The episode
revolves around whether the network (actually called ‘css’) will buy
the series Joyce makes under the direction of her much-loathed
ex-husband. Such a situation provides many opportunitics for media-
related jokes, although in typical M1y fashion another focus for humour
is Joyce’s relationship to her ex. The cBs hason, Doug Porterfield,
figures prominently in the pilot. His title is Vice-President in Charge of
Prime-time Dramatic Development, but he tells Joyce, ‘Yesterday | was
working in the mailroom.” (This brand of satire is repeated in a later
Taxi episode in which the spaced-out Jim reveals an uncanny ability to
predict which network programmes will ‘score’ in a given time slot, and
becomes a consultant to a juvenile network programming executive.)
At the script reading, Porterfield tries to censor a scene in which the

~
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undercover woman is disguised as a nun. ‘What do you suggest,” the
director says, ‘that we disguise her as an atheist? Later Joyce asks her
ex-husband director, *‘What is my motivation in the car chase? Sight
gags involve a burly stunt man emerging in Joyce’s brief costume and a
scene in which the entire set collapses when Joyce slams the door. At a
cast party celebrating the network’s acceptance of the programme,
Doug Porterfield reads the network’s report on the show: ‘Lurid, the
mentality of an eight year old ... they loved it.” The parody of the
television industry combines with the show-within-a-show device to
place The Betty WWhite Show in the quality reflexive style. In mocking
ordinary television, The Betty White Show exempts itself and claims
quality status.

An episode of The White Shadow appears even more critically reflexive
in that it sets up pointed parallels between a Tv show within the show
and The White Shadow itself. The White Shadow revolves around a white
former basketball player who becomes the coach for a Los Angeles
ghetto high school basketball team. Typically, the programme dealt
with interpersonal conflict and social issues among the largely black,
youthful cast. Unlike other MT™ programmes involving media profes-
sionals, the incorporation of a parallel television programme within the
programme does not evolve naturally from The White Shadow’s premise;
the commentary in this case appears all the more overt. As did the Betty
IWhite Show pilot, this episode of The White Shadow commences directly
with the internal programme. We are shown a typical Tv drama series
about a black kid with a drug problem, and the camera pulls back to
reveal the film crew on a Los Angeles-based location accessible to the
regular cast. The kids are critical of the Tv show for its portrayal of
blacks and for its lack of realism (all criticisms which might be levelled
at The 1White Shadow itself). In the school corridors, the team members
discuss this ‘ridiculous’ new Tv show about a white principal in a black
ghetto school who always gets involved in the kids’ personal problems.
‘Sounds like a lotta bull to me,” one of them says. At that point Reeves,
the white coach, walks past and the kids do a double take, reminding us
again of the parallels between the much-maligned internal show and
the programme which contains it. While observing on the set, Warren
Coolidge, a regular character, is invited to direct the Tv episode, after
he criticises its lack of realism. We then fade in to Coolidge on Tv, in the
role we saw at the beginning of the episode. He has just been cast in the
lead, and the team is watching him at the coaches’ home. (A third such
pullback shot occurs later when it is revealed that the team is watching
the internal show on a bank of Tv monitors in a video shop; we always
sce the programme from their point of view as ‘real’ spectators.)

The remainder of the episode involves the problems that occur when
Coolidge ‘goes Hollywood’, and his conflict with another team
member, Hayward, who thinks the show puts black people down. The
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team visits Coolidge on the set and Hayward complains to the produc-
tion staff that they are making blacks look like fools. Hayward’s charges
are corroborated in a scene in which the white director asks Coolidge to
strut soulfully with a ghetto blaster. ‘You don’t dress like that,” Hayward
tells him. ‘It ain’t supposed to be real,” Coolidge replies. A secondary
satirical strain revolves around Coolidge’s immersion in the Hollywood
scene. He begins to pick up the lingo, saying that he and his girlfriend are
‘on hiatus’. When they run into Ed Asner (playing himself) on the lot,
Asner shakes hands with Coolidge and calls him by name. Both strains
culminate when the team crashes a Hollywood party. Hayward argues
with the white creative staff of ‘Downtown High’ who are exposed as
hypocritical and more than a little racist. When Coolidge evicts them
from the party, Hayward tells him he’s ‘developed a serious case of Oreo
mentality.” Ultimately, Coolidge comes around to this point of view. He
refuses to do a comic scene in which he shines a white man’s shoes; the
producer gives him an ultimatum and Coolidge quits, returning to the
team. From this description, the episode would seem to be a scathing
critique of the portrayal of blacks on American television, and possibly a
self-criticism as well. Yet this latter aspect is never fully brought out. At
the end, Coolidge tells the high school drama teacher that there was
some good and some bad in his experience of the Tv world. Morcover,
the parodic exaggeration with which that world is portrayed tends to set
up the team members as ‘real blacks’, in a sense congratulating The 1 hute
Shadow for doing a better job than the programme portrayed within.
Ultimately, the episode sets us up for a genuine self-criticism, then fails
to deliver.

None of the examples discussed to this point has been wholly
subversive of dominant television practices, nor have they invoked the
MTM tradition in a critical manner. Indeed it could be argued that in
their very ‘modernism’ and their satire of ‘regular Tv’, they are further
distinguishing the MT™ ‘quality’ style. It took a non-mMT™ sitcom, yet one
wholly within the MT™ style, to take the parodic strain in this style
beyond a mere ‘quality’ reflexivity. Buffalo Bill is the most subversively
comic programme yct to emerge out of the MT™ style. Earlier mtm
sitcoms, Phyllis and The Betty White Show, had featured unpleasant lead
figures and acerbic wit, but Bill Bittinger was as far as one could go
from the benign identification figure that Mary Richards had epito-
mised. T'he programme received a lot of publicity, centering around the
unqualified nastiness of its central character, which was seen as
transgressive of television’s ‘likeability factor’, a normative strategy
central to the MT™ style. 'The most subversive reading of Buffalo Bill
would see it as a complete inversion of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. lts
modernist style and use of the anti-hero makes it recuperable to the
quality tradition, but it does not take a ‘forced’ reading to see that
Buffalo Bill also subverts that tradition.
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‘The inversion is accomplished by incorporating all the mT™ traits
and then playing them against themselves. Instead of the sympathetic
Mary, we have a Ted Baxter as the main character but one without any
of Ted’s endearing child-like qualities nor his familial acceptance. Like
Ted, Bill is wholly a television personality, a talk show host in Buffalo,
New York. Unlike Ted, Bill is clever and manipulative, giving his
immersion in the world of image-making a far less affectionate slant.
He is a fool, but not, like T'ed, an innocent fool. Instead of the gruff but
kindly Lou Grant, we have Karl Schub, the ineffectual station manager
whose repeated failed attempts to stand up to Bill render him a comic
figure. In licu of the naive Georgette, we have the beauteous Wendy,
the show’s rescarcher who, although a bit naive, is nevertheless
committed to liberal social issues and aware of the exchange value of
her good looks. The other characters are less obvious inversions of the
old mT™ show crew, but all lack the ‘warmth’ of the old characters, and
lack as well much familial fecling toward Bill Bittinger. Woody, played
by the same actor who had portrayed the henpecked Mr Petersen in
Bob Newhart’s therapy group, is Bill's devoted and self-effacing
factotum and floor manager. He would thus scem to occupy the same
comic space as his previous role. Yet Woody is allowed to comment on
his persona in a way Mr Petersen never could. In a moment of
revelation, he tells another character that he considers Bill to be his
mission in life, that Bill is so despicable that he needs Woody’s faith if
he is ever to be redeemed. Similarly, the two black characters, Tony,
the assistant director, and the ‘uppity’ make-up man, hold Bill to
account for his racism, and make scathing comments on their boss’s
personality. The other major character is the female director of “The
Buffalo Bill Show’, JoJo, who is also Bill’s sometime lover. But she is no
Mary Richards, cternally respectful of ‘Mr Grant’. In a controversial
two-part episode, JoJo even has an abortion, knowing that Bill could
never be a suitable father.

‘The Buffalo Bill characters thus seem to serve as a commentary on
the old Mary Tyler Moore Show Utopian family of co-workers. They are a
family, but at best a neurotic and disturbed one, headed by a father
who is also a child. This twist on the warmth of the Mty family is
brought out in an episode in which an unctuous correspondent for the
station’s ‘View on Buffalo’ does a spot on “I'he Buffalo Bill Show’
stafl. We see her interviewing the various family members, trying to get
the dirt on Bill. Her interviews with the cast members are intercut with
scenes of Bill in his dressing room, anxiously preparing for his own
interview. In each of the staff interviews, Bill is damned with faint
praise. 'l don’t hate Bill Bittinger,” says Karl Schub, *occasionally he’s
selfish . .. he can be crucl and vicious.” To JoJo the reporter says, ‘It
probably helps having a personal, intimate relationship.’ She proceeds
to read aloud a diary of Bill’s sexist comments which JoJo is forced to
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corroborate. Even the benevolent Wendy is led 1o make unfavourable
comments about Bill. ‘Bill can be cruel and hateful,” she says, ‘but
lately he hardly ever tries to get me into bed.” Meanwhile, we view Bill
alone in his dressing room, trying out different charming personae for
the interview. As we keep returning to these monologues, Bill’s
nareissistic imaginaton runs wild. He becomes incensed by an imagin-
ary scene in which the reporter seduces him and he tells her, ‘I'm
offended by your lack of journalistic ethics.” Bill proceeds to evict the
‘View on Buffalo’ crew, pulling open the door and shouting ‘get out’
only to return from his fantasy to discover they are waiting at the door
to enter. In a typical face-saving manocuvre, Bill has nothing but
praise for his staff; as he tells them afterwards, ‘Liane tried to get me to
knock you guys.’ He traps his guilty cohorts into coming to his flat to
view the broadcast.

As everyone but Bill could have predicted, all of the scenes we have
watched being taped are edited into a scathing exposé of Bill Bittinger.
The staff's worst comments are selected and, with heavy irony, the
segment ends with Bill himself speaking of ‘warmth, family and love.’
(A caustic echo of Mary Richard’s speech on *The Last Show’.) After
the broadcast there is a deathly silence, with everyone looking for an
escape hatch. Wendy begins to cry and Karl carries her out. JoJo tells
Bill, ‘I said things like that to your face, but to say it on television is
inexcusable.” As the deeply ashamed group gathers in the corridor,
Bill, isolated as ever, drags his immense Tv set onto the balcony and
starts to shove it over the edge. JoJo tries to stop him, at which point
Bill delivers a speech about his relationship to the family which,
altkough pathetic in its way, is a far cry from the typical mT™ attitude of
sentimental familial affection:

Friendship happens to be a very overrated commodity ... I believe
in me ... because I've been left too many times by too many people
... starting with my father ... friendship just slows me down

[to be and stay on 1v] you'd better learn to live by yourself ... for
yourself ... I like living alone ... I may be the happiest person 1
know of ...

JoJo responds, ‘Oh, Bill,” and as she starts to embrace him, they knock
the v set over the ledge. This undercuts any sympathy we may have
felt for Bill. We return for the tag. Bill is yelling *$8o0 cash’ while JoJo.
expresses concern that it might have killed someone below. ‘Don’t
worry,” Bill tells her, ‘nobody’s down there ... except Karl, Wendy,
Tony, Woody ...” and the episode ends. This is a far cry from the
typical MT™ pattern whereby family harmony is restored by the end of
every episode. In the usual pattern, a violation of family harmony is
seen as a breach that needs to be healed in order to restore the Utopian
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moment; in this case, the aberration is Bill’s uncharacteristic moment
of concern for the others, a moment which is itself rapidly undercut. As
a character, Bill is compelling in his very narcissism and isolation, but
he is not ‘benign’ and he is not an identification figure. We are more
likely to identify with the other stafl members and to laugh at Bill’s
pain, an inversion of the mT™ pattern which produces a dark rather
than light mode of comedy. The Buffalo Bill family is the mT™ family
viewed through dark glasses instead of the usual rose-coloured ones.

Even more subversive than its treatment of the work-family, is
Buffalo Bill’s attitude toward television itself. Buffalo Bill directs its
satire af television as an institution. Its critique of television does not
occur on isolated episodes; it informs the very core of the programme’s
structure. The various broadcasts of “I'he Buffalo Bill Show’ take up far
more time than Ted’s bloopers ever did, and these on-air sequences are
played off against Bill’s off-camera hypocrisy. In addition, our view of
the show is frequently from the inside of the control booth. so that we
watch Bill’s show on the various monitors and from the viewpoint of
the production staff. Much of the satire is achieved through the staff’s
outraged reactions to Bill’s on-camera antics. The ‘inside’ point of view
is subversive as well as reflexive. .

An especially blatant instance of Buffalo Bill’s critique of television
occurs in the episode in which Bill invites an octogenerian former tap
dancer on the programme. Bill coerces the old man, who has long been
retired, to do a few steps on the air, during which the man has a heart
attack and dies. At this point Bill goes berserk and addresses the studio
audience directly. Quite like the anchorman on the Remington Steele
cpisode, Bill’s speech is a condemnation of television. In this case,
however, the message is complicated by the fact that it was Bill himself
who brought on the man’s death. Bill refuses to allow JoJo to cut to a
commercial. “Television killed him,” he tells the audience, referring to it
as ‘the human sacrifice business.” He asks the audience to quit
watching Tv. Of course Bill’s hypocrisy is revealed when a woman in
the audience goes into labour and Bill turns it into melodrama with a
‘miracle of life’ speech. Then Bill runs out of steam with 51 minutes of
air time left for the staff to fill. They go immediately to a pre-recorded
‘Best of Bittinger’. In the tag, Bill has returned to normal, refusing to
see the woman who has named her baby after him.

Buffalo Bill’s critique of television is complex since the characters
themselves have an ambivalent attitude toward the medium. ‘“The
Buffalo Bill Show’ is no respected Los Angeles daily; it is not even the
second-rate but sincere wyM local news. The internal show is unlikely
to be perceived as having any redeeming virtues, even if the pro-
gramme as a whole may be read as an ‘intelligent’ criticism of the
lowest form of television. If The Mary Tyler Moore Show was both regular
Tv and quality v, Buffalo Bill was both ‘quality Tv’ and ‘radical Tv’.
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But the programme started no trend. Buffalo Bill was replaced in its
time slot by Allan Burns’ The Duck Factory, a virtual re-creation of The
Muary Tyler Moore Show set in a cartoon factory, complete with warm,
likeable characters and an identification figure even more benign than
Mary Richards. It also failed in the ratings, indicating that even the
orthodox MTM style of sitcom may have outlived its cultural moment.

CONCLUSION: THE POLITICS OF MTM

Quality Tv is liberal Tv. Given its institutional constraints and its
entertainment function, one cannot expect American television to take
self-criticism to the level of a Godard film. Yet both MmTM and Godard
gear their discourse to an assumed audience. Godard’s extreme
self-reflexivity appeals to the small audience of avant-garde intellec-
tuals who pay to see his films. The appeal of an MTM programme must
be double-edged. It must appeal both to the ‘quality’ audience, a
liberal, sophisticated group of upwardly mobile professionals; and it
must capture a large segment of the mass audience as well. Thus MT™
programmes must be readable at a number of levels, as is true of most
Us television fare. MTM shows may be interpreted as warm, human
comedies or dramas; or they may be interpreted as self-aware ‘quality’
texts. In this sense also, the MTM™ style is both typical and atypical. Its
politics are seldom overt, yet the very concept of ‘quality’ is itself
idcological. In interpreting an MTM programme as a quality pro-
gramme, the quality audience is permitted to enjoy a form of television
which is seen as more literate, more stylistically complex, and more
psychologically ‘deep’ than ordinary Tv fare. The quality audience gets
to separate itself from the mass audience and can watch Tv without
guilt, and without realising that the double-edged discourse they are
getting is also ordinary Tv. Perhaps the best example of a programme
that triumphed through this process of multiple readings is Hull Street
Blues, the programme which marked MTM’s transition to the quality
demographic strategy.

This does not mean that the MmT™ style lacks progressive elements,
only that, as with all forms of artistic production under capitalism, the
progressive clements may be recuperable to an ideology of ‘quality’. As
an illustration of the politics of quality, I will take as an extended
example one of the crucial innovations that MT™ gave to the sitcom and
the Tv drama: the idea of the family of co-workers.

Every genre of American television is based on some kind of family
structure. Even the personnel of the news programmes are presented to
us as a ‘family’; and until mT™ came along, the nuclear family was the
subject of most Tv genres, as it was for the Lear sitcoms. At a time
when the nuclear family was under attack outside the institution of
television, MmT™ pioneered a different kind of family, one that retained
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certain residual ideologies of family life while doing away with the more
oppressive aspects of the nuclear family. The Mt work-family both
reproduces the wholesome norms of family life on Tv and presents us
with a Utopian variation on the nuclear family more palatable to a new
generation and to the quality audience.

Rhoda was the only successful MT™ sitcom to centre on a nuclear
family rather than a family bonded by work and freely chosen (even
then, Rhoda didn’t live at home and the Morgensterns weren’t very
wholesome). The Bob Newhart Show featured a married couple, but the
family unit included Bob’s co-workers and even his therapy group.
Those MT™ sitcoms which featured a traditional family structure — The
Texas Wheelers, Doc, The Bob Crane Show — tended to use an extended
family structure and, moreover, tended to be outside the mMmTM creative
nucleus and outside the ‘quality’ style. Eventually the idea of the
non-nuclear family became the television norm.

The mTv work-family is clearly a response to the breakdown of the
nuclear family inside and outside of the television institution. But how
are we to interpret the politics of that response? On the one hand, the
work family can be seen as Utopian in a reactionary direction. It
presents a view of work as a familial activity, a view far- from a
‘realistic’ representation of the real world of work. And the work family
portrayed may be seen as a conservative force, valuing stasis over
change. Many episodes of The Mary Tyler Moore Show take for their
situation an eruption of disharmony within the wjm family: Rhoda and
Mary feud; Murray and Mary feud; Lou fires Mary; Mary is offered
another job; Rhoda gets a chance to move back to New York (this last
prior to her actual spinning-off). In every case and in traditional sitcom
form, harmony is re-established by bringing the family back together at
the cost of what, in another context, might be seen as change or growth.
Nobody is ever permitted to leave home. As one critic has written, the
MT™ shows’ ‘standard moment of epiphany’ occurs with the discovery
‘that nothing ever changes and people always stay reassuringly the
same’." This ideology of family harmony permeates the dramas as
well, the difference being that in the continuing serial format, the
moments of harmony are brief. Even Buffalo Bill represents the unity of
the work family as a positive goal; it is just that Bill’s presence makes
that goal an impossible one.

Many mMT™ programmes make explicit references to the idea of the
work family. In ‘The Last Show’ of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Mary
makes a long, sentimental speech about having found a family in her
friends at work. The idea of the work family as a reactionary concept is
rendered explicit in an episode of WKRP in Cincinnati. The employees of
WKRP are asked to join a union. When Travis, the ‘benign identification
figure’ of the programme, refuses to grant a pay raise, Johnny Fever
calls him ‘a true crypto-fascist puppet of the managerial elite’, thus

57

WorldRadioHistory



exposing ‘I'ravis’ position seemingly on the side of the workers but
really on the side of management. Yet the rest of the episode undercuts
this explanation. Johnny only becomes interested in the union when he
discovers he will be paid by seniority (he is the oldest living pj). When
he gets this information, he breaks into the song, ‘Look for the union
label’, and the others join in. This song comes from an unusually
proletarian advertisement widely shown on us Tv in which members of
the International Ladies Garment Workers Union stand in formation
and sing for us to buy clothing with the union label. In invoking the
advertisement, including its image of solidarity, I'ARP mocks its
message. After much discussion, the situation is resolved when ‘I'ravis
negotiates with the station owner. He forces her to give the employees a
raise, and they ‘freely’ vote against the union. In this way, an
opposition is set up between the union and the family of workers
(deductively, their interests might be seen as similar, but the mT™
concept of the work family is an individualistic one). The owner’s son,
the timid Carlson, says ‘\We're a family here. I'm not going to have
outsiders telling us what to do.” Andy Travis says, ‘Don’t let this union
business split us up.” Although management is portrayed unfavour-
ably, the message is clear: the work family does not need to organise
because it is already a democratic institution; all problems can be
resolved within the family structure. A union would represent an
intrusion from the real world of work into an already Utopian
situation. ‘This reading of the work family would view it as a reaction-
ary force, in that it presents an unrealistically familial view of what we
know to be an alienated labour process.

Yet such a reading of mt™’s own discourse about the family of
co-workers is only the most obvious interpretation of the Utopian
dimension of the work family. For the sty family also represents a
positive alternative to the nuclear family that had for so long domin-
ated representations of the family on American television. If nobody
ever changes (a reading we have already shown to be dubious at best),
if nobody ever has to leave home, perhaps it is because the ™ family
is one in which it’s possible to grow up. This more positive reading
depends on the assumption that American network television never
represents ‘realistic’ solutions to ‘real’ problems, but that, for this very
reason, it is capable of showing us ideal solutions to mythicised
versions of real problems. The work family is a solution to the problems
of the nuclear family. It gives us a vision of that merger of work and
love that Freud said was the ideal of mental, and that many would also
sec as the ideal of political, health. M1y shows us this ideal over and
over again within what in reality are the most oppressive institutional
contexts: the hospital, the police precinct, the Tv station. Media
institutions work especially well for an idealised vision of work, since
we already have a mythology of ‘creative’ work as an ideal.
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WKRP in Cincinnati: (1. to r.) Loni Anderson, Jan Smithers, Frank Bonner. Gary Sandy,
Gordon Jump.

‘The wym family is what Mary Richards left home for, and it fulfilled
her expectations and ours. For women especially, the alternatives
presented were ideal ones, not depictions of the reality of work but
images of a liberated existence that could be taken as a goal to strive
towards. Mary and Rhoda came to represent an ideal of female
friendship, a relationship that, due to the redundancy of the sitcom
form, could never be torn asunder by the marriage of either woman.
Mary’s romances never represented a serious threat to either her
relationship with Rhoda or her family at work. If the work-family
concept proved pleasureable and reproducible, perhaps it was because
it provided a positive alternative for the families who watched Mary
and Rhoda on their Tvs.

It must be stressed that neither of these readings of the work-family
concept is “correct’. Both are possible, but only the latter can explain
the pleasure the concept must have provided in order for the pro-
grammes to be popular. That pleasure can encompass both progressive
lorgings for an alternative to the nuclear family, and ‘reactionary’
longings for a return to the presumed ideal family structures of the
past. The liberal, quality structure of the programmes permits and
encourages both kinds of pleasure.
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The Making of (The) MTM
(Show)

Paul Kerr

To the casual observer, the success of a sitcom series featuring a
small-screen star like Mary Tyler Moore might seem unsurprising and
thus undeserving of analysis or explanation. Similarly, the emergence
and expansion of one more independent production company in the
billion dollar business that is American network television seems, on
the surface at least, less than noteworthy. This essay, however, argues
that the success of mTM Enterprises as a production company and of The
Mary Tyler Moore Show as a television series were far from predictable
and were indeed predicated on a coincidence of developments both
inside the television industry and in the broader stream of American
life. The aim of this article, therefore, is to replace both mT™ and The
Mary Tyler Moore Show in the historical context out of which they
emerged in 1970. It attempts, in other words, to diagnose the con-
ditions of existence of M and thus to try and unpack — without resort
to either reflection theory or simple studio-as-auteurism — the relations
between the mode and moment of production and the product.

In the 1960s Mary Tyler Moore had been a popular television
performer, particularly well-loved for her role as Laura Petrie, the wife
of the Dick Van Dyke character in The Dick Van Dyke Show, which she
came to after a series of lesser late 50s roles (notably as ‘sexy’ secretary
Sam in Richard Diamond, Private Detective — in which she only ever
appeared from the waist down — and as Happy Hotpoint, an anthro-
pomorphic advertising gimmick for a washing machine).

Then, in April 1969, cBs reunited her with Dick Van Dyke in a
television special entitled Dick Van Dyke and The Other Woman. When the
show garnered the kind of critical respect and audience approval that
several recent Van Dyke vehicles had all too visibly lacked cBs seems to
have concluded that perhaps The Dick Van Dyke Shou’s prestige and
popularity weren’t entirely attributable to the talents of its male lead.
In September 1969 Mary Tyler Moore was offered a multi-million
dollar deal by cBs to star in a series of her choice of (initially) thirteen
episodes. Furthermore, the network were willing to offer an on-air
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guarantee without benefit of pilot or pre-testing. Her manager, Arthur
Price, and her then husband, Grant Tinker (at that time a pro-
gramming executive at 2oth Century-Fox-1v) were apparently pleased
to be able to steer the star back to the medium where her talents were
best appreciated and perhaps best suited. According to Rolling Stone:

At Tinker's urging she went with the cBs offer which was a
multi-million dollar deal that allowed them to set up their own
company — MT™ Enterprises — and retain partial ownership of this
and subscquent productions as well as creative control.!

The precise details of this deal have never been made public — indeed,
MTM remains a privately held company in every sense — but the general
practice of network/independent production company relationships at
this time was for the network to commission programmes from
programme producers for an agreed licence fee. This licence fee was
paid in return for a licence allowing the network to screen these
programmes twice (i.e. to include repeat rights) and thus functioned as
a sort of rental. The licence fee system originated as a way of ensuring
that both networks and production companies profited, but by the
beginning of the 1g70s for reasons outlined below licence fees could no
longer always be relied on even to cover production costs. While the
networks could carn immediate return on the programmes they
transmitted — via advertising revenue — the production companies had
increasingly to wait for their series to enter syndication before real
profits could be made. This system is referred to as ‘deficit financing’ in
the television industry.
At this time cBs’s sales arm was Viacom. According to [ariety:

. the contract ... called for control by cBs of the worldwide
syndication rights to The Mary Tyler Moore Show which harvested big
bucks for Viacom.?

The other side of this deal was that css granted the new company and
the proposed programme an unusual degree of creative autonomy, as
we shall see. By October 1969 Variety was announcing cBs’s signing of
Mary Tyler Moore and confidently predicting its significance for the
forthcoming season. Under the headline, in Variety’s very own vernacu-
lar, ‘cBs Inking of 3 New (Old) Stars Seen As Tipoff That Rube Image
May Be Shucked In Next 2 Years’ was a detailed diagnosis of the
network’s present ills and presumed remedies:

The batch of Nielsen-proof stars just locked up by css — Andy
Griffith and Mary Tyler Moore for next season and Dick Van Dyke
for 71-"72 — shapes as significant in several respects. One is that the
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web is making fewer development pilots these days. Another is that,
stemming from this, program development costs are trimmed. And
third, if suspicions of some insiders turn out to hold water, could be
that the new additions to its star stable could be the opening move
in de-ruralizing the currently heavy down-on-the-farm flavor of its
sitcom profile.® ‘

The ‘rube-shucking’ strategy was a consequence of changes in
audience measurement by the A. C. Nielsen Company which in turn
were related to changes in the attitudes to consumers on the part of
television advertisers (for whom, ultimately, the Nielsen ratings are
measured). Traditionally, Nielsen ratings had been determined in a
pretty strictly quantitative manner to indicate the size of an audience
tuned in for (rather than actually watching) a particular network at a
particular time. 'This figure, supplemented by audience ‘diaries’, is
calculated on the basis of a random sample of 1200 homes which
function as a ‘cross-section’ of Tv viewers nationally. In the 1g6os
advertisers occasionally requested breakdowns by age and by sex but
the data were interpreted and indeed intended for relatively straight-
forward quantitative calculations; slots were sold to advertisers on the
basis of the size of audience anticipated to be watching at that time. At
the end of the 196os, however, the then trailing network, xBc, began
stressing the importance of the demographic composition of the total
and even argued that the demographic parts could, thus calculated, be
more important than their aggregate sum. At B¢ the champion of this
new approach was Paul Klein, who was then the network’s vice-
president in charge of audience measurement.

The extent to which this represented a dramatic reversal of cBs’s
previous strategy can perhaps be illustrated by reference to one series.
In April 1969, the same month that Dick Van Dyke and Mary Tyler
Moore were reunited in a ¢Bs special, cBs cancelled a series called The
Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. Far from being one of the rural-based
sitcoms, however, this was a controversial series which seemed particu-
larly able to attract just the sort of young, sophisticated, urban viewers
which the new season rhetoric was already promising. Furthermore, it
even contained ‘relevant’ material; too relevant as it turned out — the
series’ political satire over such issues as racism and the Vietnam war
proved too much for the cBs corporate stomach.* It also shared with
another contemporary comedy series, Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, a
cynical self-consciousness about television itself which was rapidly to
become a prime-time staple. One critic, David Marc, has attributed
the advent of this sort of humour in the late 60s to two factors.? First,
the adulthood of the first generation of ‘television babies’; and second,
the impact on what he calls ‘electric shadow memory comedy’ of the
escalation of alternative technologies to broadcasting; alternatives such
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as syndication, satellite, cable and cassettes, all of which would need
stockpiles of such material to fill out their product but all of which
would need to take a new attitude to such material in order to
‘distinguish’ themselves as ‘alternatives’. Of course, the siting of The
Mary Tyler Moore Show in a local Tv station newsroom rarely availed
itself of the opportunity to create comedy at real television’s expense.
Indeed, Grant T'inker once described the series as sharing the ‘good
old-fashioned virtues we find in The Ialtons. ... The show appears to
be rather hip for Tv, but in fact the characters in that show, forgetting
their comic eccentricities, are all four-square people.”® Tinker’s un-
masking of the reality behind the ‘relevance’ cycle is intriguing in the
light of MmT™’s later essays in televisual realism. For he goes on to
attribute the failure of the ‘relevance’ series to their ambition to
‘portray unsolvable problems’ and noted that such shows were popu-
lated by ‘protagonists who were social worker types. They were
anti-heroes.”” Such a diagnosis is ironic in the light of MTM’s later
triumphs with such ‘anti-heroic’ social worker protagonists as Lou
Grant and Hill Street’s Captain Furillo, both of whom, for all their
efforts, were unable to ‘solve’ societal ills within the span of an episode.
While later series like Lou Grant were at least able to admit to such
problems, however, The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was simply
smothered. One of its writers, L.orenzo Music, soon found his way into
another cBs-associated production company, MTM.

Mecanwhile, as the months of planning the 1970-1 season passed, a
number of additional changes were taking place. And one of these was
to sound one of the first warnings to the networks of the ‘narrowcast’
future which Marc was later to point to. Between the grd and the 8th
April 1970, for instance, the annual convention of the National
Association of Broadcasters was held in Chicago. 1970 was in fact the
soth anniversary of American broadcasting, but the anticipated cele-
brations were slightly marred by worries about the imminent destruc-
tion of network hegemony by the unleashing of a technological
monster. Since the majority of xaB membership was made up of local
station owners and operators and their staffs there was considerable
concern over the potentially damaging inroads into their advertising
revenues (and profits) which the new media might forge. According to
industry critic Les Brown, the fear most commonly expressed at the
conference was that cable in particular might prove itself capable of:

fractionalizing the television audience. ... Television had always
had a horizontal audience, playing to what was considered to be the
mass taste. Ciable’s deed might well turn out to be to turn the
stations into vertical entities, cach addressing itself to a specific
audience, whether white-collar, blue-collar, ethnic, suburban, teen-
age, geriatric, or whatever.®
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Here perhaps is one key to Paul Klein’s shift from the rhetoric of ‘mass
taste’ to that of ‘quality demographics’ and specifically addressed
programming. Another, of course, was NBC’s better standing in terms of
the latter criteria than the former.

The following month another conference was held. The 16th annual
cs-Tv Affiliates Conference took place on the weekend of 5-6 May.
(Each of the three networks is affiliated to local stations across the
States as well as being entitled by Federal Communications Commis-
sion regulations to own and operate five such stations of its own in the
largest markets.) This year, css Network President Robert Wood was
announcing a new strategy for the network in spite of its place at the
head of the Nielsen ratings. Perhaps surprisingly, the network had
taken the decision to drop six very popular and long-running series
from their schedules for the 1970-1 season. Wood argued that the
network saw no point in:

... stringing along with those shows that might still deliver respect-
able ratings for another season even though we had concluded,
reluctantly, that they had no long term future on our schedule.
Neither past performance nor present popularity is sufficient any
longer to guarantee future pulling power. ... The days are gone in
programming when we can afford to be imitative rather than
innovative. We have to hold the audiences we have; we have to
broaden our base; we have to attract new viewers of every genera-
tion, reflecting the educated and sophisticated in American life,
people who live in every part of the country. We are taking a young,
fresh, new approach to programming, The rookies are going to be
given their chance.®

Beneath the inflationary rhetoric a number of quite material changes
were being hinted at here, confirming Variety’s predictions of the
previous autumn. The following month Wood appointed Fred
Silverman as Head of Programming at c¢ss and the latter swiftly learnt
that the network was under intense pressure through their sales
department from advertisers who wanted them to ‘think demo-
graphically’. Wood himself had worked his way up in the cBs hierarchy
after serving as a manager of a css owned and operated station and he
knew that some of their top-rating series nationally actually performed
poorly in the top urban markets where the o&os were located. They
decided to drop some of those series, since the large audiences they still
undoubtedly attracted were simply top-heavy with viewers who had
little disposable income or were too young, too old or too far from the
cities to be able to spend it.

Underlining the link between this ‘demographic’ determinant and
the network’s obligation toward (exceptional instances of) innovation,
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sophistication and the ‘public interest’ was the Red Lion case, settled
in the Supreme Court the previous year. Red Lion concerned the
questionable right of the Federal Communications Commission to
infringe the First Amendment and place stipulations on local stations
in order to ensure that in America ‘it is the right of the viewers and
listeners, not the right of the broadcasters, which is paramount’. On g
June 1969 the court ruled that broadcasters are indeed obliged to
‘present those views and voices which are representative of [the)
community and which otherwise, by necessity, fwould] be barred . . '
Like other contemporary debates about broadcasting, the focus of the
case had been news, specifically the issue of editorial rights and
responsibilities.

Meanwhile television advertising was itself changing radically. It
was, after all, the advertisers who were behind the changes in the
Niclsen demographic categories. And this in turn related to the demise
of the sponsorship system in the 1g6os. The end of the single sponsor
per programme system and the advent of magazine style advertising on
television returned television programming to the complete control of
the networks. And this, in turn, reopened the networks to the possibil-
ity of ant-trust action. And, as the number and frequency of com-
mercial interruptions increased almost exponentially, the very form of
programming and particularly of programme flow began to change.
Instead of making programmes which would complement particular
products — and particular groups of consumers — magazine style
advertising necessitated the selling of separate ‘slots’ and a number of
critics perceived an accompanying ‘overcommercialisation’ of the
programmes themselves.'!

Meanwhile, afier several years of heated debate, the Fcc finally
decided to ban cigarette advertising from the small screen from 1
January 1971. When this decision was announced in 1970 there was
considerable panic inside the industry. The tobacco business brought
television an estimated $220 million revenue in 1970 out of a gross
income of $3 billion. In the following year, the three networks lost some
12% of their total advertising revenue as a result of this ban and, in
order to readjust their profits, the networks extended their control over
programming and froze their fees to independent producers.'? But with
12% of their revenue to make up, the networks necessarily turned to
new advertisers to fill their empty prime-time slots. At first they were
simply forced to lower their rates. In the final three months of 1970 (the
very months of The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s launch) the networks’
advertising sales fell by nearly 4%. Total pre-tax profits for the three
networks in 1970 were just over $50 million — $48 million less than the
previous year.'® cas in particular were determined to cope with this
crisis. Firstly they reduced their overall programming budget by 15%
in February 1971 though this ploy was too late to have effected The
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Mary Tyler Moore Show. Rather carlier, however, they decided to cut
back on commissions — restricting first conimitments to a maximum of
thirteen episodes and, where possible, eliminating the pilot stage of
series development. The Mary Tyler Moore Show was to benefit from both
these cconomies. Indeed, the first thirteen episodes of the series were
commissioned without pause for a pilot and a 24-episode season was
eventually produced where in previous years 36 episodes had been the
practice. With advertising revenue continuing to fall, cBs came up with
an additional strategy in their bid to win new advertisers:

To lure new customers, especially advertisers with small budgets,
¢Bs cut the minimum amount of time they could buy from one
minute to thirty seconds. ... By early March [1971] a herd of
advertisers stampeded the networks. They spent more than 100
million dollars in a two week period, prompting asc, css and NBC 10
raise their rates by 25%. And the enactment of the Prime Time
Access Rule [see below] in the fall turned out to help rather than
hinder this new network boom. In relinquishing sixty-three minutes
of commercials cach week to the local stations, the networks reduced
their available spots in prime time. Advertisers clamored to buy in a
climate of sudden scarcity, and prices climbed even higher. . ."

‘Taken together these developments in television advertising also had
their effect on the formation and strategy of mT™. In response to (some
would say recuperation of) the women’s liberation movement the
advertising world belatedly began to recognise the existence of working
women, of women as consumers with disposable incomes, of women,
that is, who weren’t simply being perceived as ‘housewives’ (who were
considered to be alrcady well served by day-time soaps). And this
recognition in turn revealed a new realm of the audience and of the
advertising world for the networks. In 1971 ¢Bs even issued a demo-
graphic breakdown to potential advertisers about their programmes,
entitled ‘Where The Girls Are’:

Its cover featured a revolving disk which would reveal at a glance the
age distribution of retail buyers of g1 different products bought
mainly by women. *And the pages inside,” said the brochure ‘show
you how you can apply this handy information to Niclsen’s new
audience reports by age of lady viewer.”"

The relationship between the advertisers’ newfound ambitions — and
audiences — and the new ¢Bs strategy should not be underestimated. In
1969 a Virginia Slims cigarctte advertisement with the slogan *You've
Come A Long Way, Baby' was screened regularly in prime-time. In
September 1970 an article with the same title appeared in T1" Guide
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launching The Mary Tyler Moore Show.'® The article’s subtitle also
reflected this attention to changes in advertising: ‘Happy Hotpoint is
now Mary Tyler Moviestar’. But 1970 was also the year that the Fcc
decided to ban cigarette advertising from television. And although the
ban didn’t actually come into force until 1 January 1971 the partici-
pating advertisers in the first episode of The Mary Tyler Moore Show
included Proctor and Gamble and Miles Labs — just two of the firms
previously primarily associated with day-time programming who were
tempted into prime-time by the exile of cigarette ads, the consequent
cheapness of commercial slots, and the new Nielsen-led demographic
emphasis on target audiences, specifically women aged 18—49.

All these factors reinforced the networks in their decision literally to
disenfranchise one section of its audience to the benefit of another.
And the disenfranchised sector was composed, predictably enough, of
very young viewers, older viewers and viewers who were either too poor
or too rural to be considered a priority by the advertisers. Ironically,
they were doing just that in order to be able to produce programmes
which could boast some sort of ‘relevance’, some sort of relationship to
the real world and its social problems — the kind of problems, in other
words, experienced by the very young, the old, the poor and the
unprivileged.

Much of this change was due to an inbuilt contradiction between the
economic interests of the networks and those of their owned and
operated stations. Since Robert Wood’s background was in running
cBs local stations he may have understood rather better than some of
his peers in the industry just how important they were and furthermore
just how different they were (demographically and in terms of pro-
gramme discrimination) from some of the networks’ smaller stations.
In 1970, fifteen o&os held by cBs, NBc and aBc accounted for fully 70%
of total pretax network earnings. Robert Wood had described the
situation as it was in 196g:

We operated stations in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles,
Philadelphia and St Louis. Except for St Louis, these were large,
urban and, I guess, to some degree urbane centers in the United
States. And while the network was number one, it was number one
largely because of the strength it drew in the C & D) counties
findustry shorthand for the less populated areas]. Moreover, the
audience that was the most loyal to cBs was, by and large, the
post-fifty-year-old group. 1 complained of the paradox that the
network could on the one hand be the leading national network, and
on the other hand c¢Bs could own stations in major cities that weren’t
competitive. Because the programming that made the network
number one was making our stations in the large markets number
two or number three."”
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When Wood was appointed cBs President in early 1970 he was swift to
act against that paradox. Since the 1g6g—70 season was already
decided, the earliest opportunity he had to act on his hunch was in his
scheduling of the 1g70-1 season. One series already pencilled in was
The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

Meanwhile, in May 1970, the very same weekend that the css
Afliliates Conference was taking place, the Fcc announced a new set of
rules. Of these rules, the Financial Interest Rule and the Syndication
Rule barred the networks from benefiting from or partaking in the
profits made by programmes in domestic syndication or foreign
distribution and prohibited them from owning or even part-owning
programmes made by the independent producers or the Hollywood
majors for network television. In addition, the Prime Time Access Rule
restricted the networks to three hours of prime-time programming per
night, obliging the local stations (both the o&os and the afliliates) to
fill the other hour in the 7.00—-11.00pm schedule. The Frc’s apparent
intention with these rules was to break up the duopoly of the networks
and the Hollywood majors and encourage the formation of new and
diversified sources of programme supply, since it had concluded that
the television market was ‘seriously unbalanced to the disadvantage of
the independent producers’.”®

Gary Edgerton and Cathy Pratt have detailed the place and purpose
of the Prime Time Access Rule:

The rule was part of the Fcc’s 1970 Report and Order on Network
Television Broadcasting, and culminated more than a decade of
research and investigation by the Commission. In 1957 the Fcc was
initially alarmed to find out that such a high percentage of prime-
time programming, 28.7%, was solely produced by the networks. In
1968, this figure would drop to 19.6%, but the Commission
determined that during this same time span the networks actually
increased their control over the domain of prime-time by expanding
their joint production arrangements from 38.5% to 75%. Corres-
ponding to these percentages were figures indicating that independ-
ently produced, prime-time programming dropped by 32.8% in 1957
to 5.4% in 1968."

Other sources differ on this. Hollywoeod Reporter, for instance, suggests
that over the last 20 years the number of independent production
companies has steadily increased, as follows: December 1953 - 25;
December 1958 — 41; December 1963 — 29; December 1968 - 29;
December 1973 — 87; December 1978 — 147; December 1983 - 199. An
increasing number of production companies, however, does not
guarantee more airtime allocated to those companies; rather the result
may well have been a spreading of commissioning to more sources of
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supply, each of which may well have actually had a decreased number
of programmes. Furthermore, the only substantial increase in expon-
ential terms appears to be between 1968 and 1973 — the period of the
implementation of the rules and of the emergence of MT™.

The Prime Time Access Rule was published on 4 May 1970 and
went into effect on 1 September 1971. Along with the Financial Interest
and Syndication Rules the Fcc decisions caused consternation in the
industry. The networks themselves, the existing major programme
suppliers and the local stations (most of which had neither the
resources nor the inclination to produce their own programmes) were
all opposed to such ‘restraint of trade’. In spite of their opposition,
however, the Financial Interest Rule and the Syndication Rule became
law in 1970, the former becoming effective in 1972 and the latter in
1973. Meanwhile, the trade press echoed the industry’s insecurities
about the future with articles entitled ‘Where to find all these new
shows?” and ‘The Coming Upheaval in Programming’.*® For all this
furore there was no shortage of applicants for the new programme-
making opportunities. In the decade since the rules were passed the
number of independent producers providing prime-time programming
has apparently quadrupled.?’,

Opposition to the rules was not only unsuccessful, however, it was
also shortlived. Very rapidly the networks discovered that since the
7.00~7.30pm slot would probably continue to be occupied on most
local stations by newscasts, only thirty minutes per evening were
effectively being eroded. And this in turn allowed the networks to
cscalate their advertising rates and to shed six half hours that were
least successful. cBs, the then leading network in the Nielsen ratings
battle, stood to lose least in this erosion of airtime since it effectively
enabled the network to drop its least popular — or, demographically
speaking, least profitable — programmes without having to go to the
expense of coming up with replacements. Hence the six sitcoms
dropped by the network before the start of the 1970-1 season. What
had been intended, in part at least, as an anti-trust measure against the
networks was actually working out in their, and specifically cBs’s,
favour.

While the ree was finding itself unable to effectively reduce network
power, however, another attempt was being prepared to use anti-trust
legislation to limit network autonomy. Edgerton and Pratt cite an
October 1969 memo from the Department of Justice under Nixon’s
Attorney General John Mitchell. The memo was written by Presi-
dential aide Jeb Magruder to H. R. Haldeman about ‘unfair’ journal-
istic coverage of the Nixon presidency and of the war in Vietnam:

The real problem that faces this administration is to get this unfair
coverage in such a way that we make a major impact on a basis in
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which the networks, newspapers and Congress will react to and
begin to look at this somewhat differently ... [We can] utilize the
antitrust division to investigate various media relating to antitrust
violation. Even the possible threat of antitrust action, I think,
would be effective in changing their views in the above matter.?

On 13 November 1969 Vice-President Spiro Agnew made a speech
whose invective against network monopoly made the FcC’s criticisms
seem positively mild by comparison. In the wake of what Nixon and his
advisers clearly considered to be virtually treasonable broadcast cover-
age Agnew specifically denounced network news. His speech began
thus:

The purpose of my remarks tonight is to focus your attention on this
little group of men who not only enjoy a right of instant rebuttal to
every presidential address, but, more importantly, wield a free hand
in selecting, presenting and interpreting the great issues of our
nation. ... Is it not fair and relevant to question [the] concentration
[of power] in the hands of a tiny, enclosed fraternity of privileged
men elected by no one and enjoying a monopoly sanctioned and
licensed by government?®

Brown notes that Agnew’s speech appeared to indemnify the local
stations, reserving its full venom for the networks and for New York.?*
Erik Barnouw, the eminent historian of American television, has also
commented on this aspect of Agnew’s strategy:

A striking aspect of the Agnew attack was that it echoed liberal
complaints against the monopolistic nature of the industry. Yet the
target of the attack was one small segment of television — the news
segment — that was not wholly submerged in the monopoly
atmosphere, and was occasionally at odds with military-industrial
views. The thrust of the speech was to smother this segment. Thus it
sought to establish precisely the concentration of power it pretended
to abhor.?®

If this seems rather a long way away from the genesis of The Mary
Tyler Moore Show (though perhaps not so unlike the rhetoric surround-
ing the cancellation of Lou Grant) Mary Tyler Moore has herself
identified Agnew as one source of the series’ premise: '

As for the idea of a Tv newsroom, that came about at least partly
from Spiro Agnew, of all people. We really have to. give him some of
the credit. When television news came under Agnew’s scrutiny,
suddenly everyone became aware of the people involved.®
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The us Department of Justice, meanwhile, had not given up its
assault on the networks. Between 1970 and 1972 it prepared antitrust
actions against all three networks. On 14 April 1972 the Department of
Justice, acting on orders from John Ehrlichman, filed antitrust suits
against ABC, css and NBc for violation of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.
When the networks responded that these suits were politically rather
than legally based, the Department issued a statement that news and
non-fiction programming were exempted from the action, thus imply-
ing that political disagreements over news coverage were in no way
connected with the suits. This was, however, an election year, and
when Nixon was returned to the White House the suits were pressed
forward with renewed energy. When Nixon was forced to resign, the
political atmosphere changed, albeit briefly. In November 1974 the
suits were finally dismissed from the court as politically motivated. On
10 December 1974, however, the Department of Justice filed further
suits; in 1976 NBC signed a consent decree; cBs and ABC finally signed
separate agreements in 1g8o.

Ten years earlier, the network newsman who most angered Agnew
was cBs’ own correspondent, the venerable Walter Gronkite. On 6 May
1970, the very same weekend of the css-tv Affiliates Conference and
the rcc Rulings, Cronkite introduced a news report from Vietnam
which included interviews with several very visibly reluctant American
servicemen. Following the broadcast a number of cas affiliate staffers
attending the conference expressed their patriotic disapproval of what
they considered ‘slanted’ news. Cronkite responded:

. with a strong defense of network news practices, pointing out
that whatever is news has to be reported whether or not it fits
anyone’s preconceived notions of what the news should be.?

In spite of the liberal tautology here — a preconceived notion of what
news is or what the networks consider news to be is indeed a necessary
prerequisite of being able to report ‘whatever is news’ — Cronkite’s
defence was warmly received. Indeed, according to Broadcasting, of all
the cBs stars in attendance at the Conference (including Ed Sullivan,
Lucille Ball, Fred MacMurray, Doris Day, Andy Griffith and Glen
Canipbell) ‘newsman Walter Cronkite received the loudest and most
sustained applause, a standing ovation that lasted for several
minutes.’?®

CREATING THE SHOW

The Mary Tyler Moore Show evolved from a deal between css and Mary
Tyler Moore. The deal was made, or at least announced, in September
1969. The first episode of the series was transmitted in September the
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following year. In that twelve-month period the series developed
through a number of concepts to a treatment and then to a first draft and
ultimately final draft script. The central characters were also fleshed out
in this period. But at the same time as this process was taking place, as
wjM Minneapolis was becoming a palpable fiction, so too was MTM
Enterprises becoming a material fact. In September 1969, the same
month that the css-Mary Tyler Moore deal was announced, 20oth
Century-Fox launched a new series entitled Room 222 which went on to
win an Emmy as Outstanding New Series at the end of its first season.
Room 222 was produced by Gene Reynolds (who was later to become
co-creator of Lou Grant), created by James L. Brooks and scripted by
Brooks and another young writer, Allan Burns. If this article has avoid-
ed attributing authorial responsibility for the series until now thatis only
a consequence of how often the prevailing conditions of the industry
(and of America) in 196¢g—70 have been written out of the account of the
series’ genesis. There can be no doubt that between them Brooks and
Burns were crucial to the creation of The Mary Tyler Moore Show and thus
to the existence of mT™ Enterprises. Nor, however, can there be any
doubt that without mT™ Brooks and Burns would probably never have
produced work of the durability they did.

James Brooks had been working in television since 1964. His first job
there had been as a writer for cBs News which he remembers very
warmly:

It was like being a kid in a toystore. There was no caste system, no
bureaucracy in the newsroom. Everybody shared their feelings with
everybody else.?

(It is surprising, to say the least, to find this apparently ‘autobiograph-
ical’ element in the origins of The Mary Tyler Moore Show.) After a period
scripting documentaries for David Wolper (of Roots fame) he had
written a few sitcom episodes and then received his first ‘Created by’
credit for Room 222. Allan Burns’ career in television began rather
differently in animation series like The Bullwinkle Show in the early 6os.
Later, with his then partner Chris Hayward, Burns wrote for Get Smart,
the spoof spy series, and He and She, a shortlived but sophisticated
romantic comedy whose hero was a successful Tv cartoonist and whose
heroine had been a social worker. Whilst admiring He and She several
critics commented that it ‘bore more than a passing resemblance to the
classic Dick Van Dyke Show’.3° Finally, Brooks and Burns teamed up on
Room 222, for 20th Century-Fox. Also at Fox at this time was Grant
Tinker, who had left Nsc and after a stint at Universal was working as a
programming executive for the studio.

Tinker, Price and Moore together decided to invite Brooks and
Burns to come up with a series concept for them:
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All'T had to start them off was the premise of Mary being single and
30 and living in Minneapolis — which on the face of it is a pretty dull
thought. I just told them to go away and create.®!

The combination of experiences which the two writers brought with
them to this ‘creation’ clearly contributed to The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
The latter has He and She’s TV show situation for its comedy as well as
that series’ focus on a professional female protagonist. It also echoed
Roem 222°s combination of humour with concern for topical and even
occasionally controversial issues. Mcanwhile, Brooks’ background in a
Tv newsroom may well have contributed to the stealing of Agnew's
thunder. Furthermore, there were at least as many examples of
couscious and conscientious divergence from extant conventions as
there were of accordance with them. Thus, for instance, Burns has
recalled that they soon ‘realized that first of all we couldn’t possibly
have her married, because that would bear too strong a resemblance o
the I'an Dyke Show.™ Nor, however, could she play a widow, since that
would invite comparison with The Doris Day Show, one of the very serics
which was already identified with too rural and elderly an audience.
At this stage, according to Burns:

We hadn’t even met Mary yet. What trust she had in Grant to let
him put two total strangers in sole charge of re-launching her career.
A good thing she wasn’t in on some of our first sessions. Boy, did we
come up with some lousy ideas. Like Mary was going to be a leg
person for a gossip columnist. Mary was going to play the field
dating two guys simultaneously — which one will get her? Then we
latched on to Divorce and we knew we had a winner. Every writer in
town had a divorce story on the drawing board. But we had the lady
it would work with.?3

Elsewhere Burns has described in rather more detail the process by
which they came up with the concept which they took back to Tinker,
Price and Moore and, ultimately, ¢Bs:

I’s a very mild idea: a single girl working in a television newsroom
in Minnesota doesn’t sound too scintillating and it was not our
original concept. Our original idea, frankly, 1 thought was better
than that, at least to get us going. It had been our observation, and
not ours alone, that a divorce on Tv was something that should be
done. Up to then it hadn’t been. ... We thought it was damn well
time to do it. We backed it up with lots of reasons and Mary liked the
idea. We did not have the Tv newsroom concept at the time. We had
her working at a newspaper as a stringer for a columnist. We were
really centering on the idea of divorce as being something that was
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interesting. 'This was just on the cusp of the women’s movement, it
not having become really full-blown vet. We might not feel it
necessary today to explain why a woman at age thirty-one is not
married but at that time ... we thought it was necessary to
explain. We didn’t want to make her one of those girls like Doris
Day who didn’t seem to have any age.™

Burns has elsewhere admitted that:

It tells you a little bit about our own lack of awareness of the
women’s movement at that time, which was just starting, but our
fecling was that if a girl was over thirty and unmarried there had to
be an explanation for such a freak of nature as that.*

cs rejected the divorce premise, and, having failed 1o persuade Mt 1o
sack Brooks and Burns, the latter were granted extra time 1o come up
with a rewrite. The new concept had Mary Richards as an unmarried,
thirtyish, career woman on the rebound from a failed four-year affair.
Perhaps significantly for debates about ‘authorship’ and ‘creativity’ in
television the network’s request for a rewrite had positively propelled
Brooks and Burns toward the premise for which they became famous.
As Allan Burns has put it, “As it turns out a carcer woman of thirty is a
more radical concept than a divorcee.”®® Furthermore, the revision
encouraged Brooks and Burns to extend their focus from Mary
Richards herself (her personal life as a divorcee on the one hand, her
isolated professional life as a stringer for a gossip columnist on the
other) to two specific situations — onc her apartment, the other an
office. And this, in turn, led to the integration of Mary into a much
larger than originally anticipated ensemble cast. Finally, the necessity
to replace the ‘relevant’ issuc of divorce with another fashionably
topical situation may well have contributed to the dropping of the
stringer concept and its replacement with that of a television newsroom
which could capitalise on both Brooks’ own experiences in a Tv
newsroom and on the continuing controversies about news practices
during the Nixon presidency: ‘We wanted to do something that seemed
like 1t was the rcal world.” This ‘rcalism’ was reflected elsewhere in the
series’ specificity about the heroine’s age and the show's location. Mary
Tyler Moore herself has deseribed how, ‘At first people said “Why
Minneapolis?”’ Why not Minneapolis? It’s a sophisticated city and i(’s
certainly something new on the tube. It’s not Anyplace, vsa and it’s not
Los Angeles ... Actually. i’s a refreshing change — people in a Tv
comedy wearing galoshes and overcoats and sweaters and talking
about the snow and slect. Just having the four seasons on a show is
refreshing, Very un-Southern California.””

The new premise for the scries, therefore, had Mary Richards living

75

WorldRadioHistory



in Minneapolis. The first episode dramatised her ‘backstory’, her move
from small-town Minnesota, the break up of her affair, and the search
for a new apartment and a new job in a new city. The apartmentisina
boarding house run by Phyllis Lindstrom, but another tenant, Rhoda
Morgenstern, also wants it. Thus two of the series’ running characters
are swiftly introduced. Mary then hurries off to an interview with a Tv
newsroom editor, Lou Grant, for a job which she gets. The episode
ends with the former fiancé, a medical intern, arriving to try and tempt
Mary back to him, but his entreaties are interrupted by a drunk Lou
Grant stumbling into her apartment.

Once the new outline was agreed mMt™ could, literally, go into
business. Brooks and Burns were left not only to script the series but
also to set up the company. As James Brooks has described it:

In television I was really lucky because at the time that I was coming
in they were beginning to give the inmates the run of the asylum and
writers were getting control of their shows and being called executive
producers and having total control and I was the beneficiary of that.
At MT™ this really flowered because when we started at mT™ — Allan
Burns and myself — we hired the businessmen, we hired the
accountants. | don’t think that's happened before or since, where
writers call an accountant and interview them.®

Elsewhere, Brooks has explained how they proceeded:

We hired a secretary, who became one of our best friends, and a
writer. We hired a best friend we had in common for our first
producer, Dave Davis. And then we hired the business people. The
business people did everything we said because Grant Tinker said
‘Do what they say.” We decided to make it a writers’ shop and a
place where writers would have a lot of say-so, so our friends who are
writers came in and they felt good.*

Both Burns and Tinker point to the series’ status as three-camera
comedy (shot on film not tape but recorded with three cameras in front
of a live audience and subsequently edited down to a fluid master) as
being responsible for the decision to hire writer-producer teams at MTM.
According to Burns:

It was Tinker’s idea to make us a team. I think that doing that kind
of show, a three-camera show, is so demanding, that teams are
almost a necessity; it’s just tremendously hard to do them alone.*’

Tinker agrees:
mT™ was founded on writers, Brooks and Burns being the first two,
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and then others joined us later and these people became writer-
producers. It’s particularly important in three-camera comedy,
which is evolutionary, from the Monday script read round the table
till the Friday night we shoot it, that the people who are involved
should all be writers. That’s what they are doing all week, re-writing
the show as things don’t work, or they see they can improve it.*!

This goes some way to explain the cxistence of the writer-producer
hyphenate in American television and its particular prominence at MT™
and the other independent companies specialising in sitcom launched
at the same time. Unlike American cinema where, for all the debates
about authorship, directors can exercise a considerable degree of
creative autonomy, American television belongs to the producer.
Allan Burns has explained why this is the case and how precisely it
inflected the structure and strategy of (The) Mmt™ (Show). Burns argues
that because, in television, the producer’s authority is total and
because it 1s writers who conceive projects rather than directors, the
nature of network assembly lines makes the writer-producer a particu-
larly privileged executive. Although writer-producers had existed in
the 50s and 6os, they really only came of age in the industry in 1970
when the rFec’s Financial Interest ruling and Department of Justice
anti-trust action against the networks accelerated the emergence of
small independent production companies — several of which were
actually spun off from the networks. Burns is convinced that the
continued presence of one writer-producer throughout a series elevates
them above the roles of directors and individual episode writers, both
of whom are usually only freelance, and so devolves to them, if only by
default, the creative control of programme production.*?
Nevertheless, Brooks, Burns and the series itself needed a director.
Indeed, without one they couldn’t even begin to cast the series. Jay
Sandrich, the son of rko director Mark Sandrich, had previously
worked on such successful series as I Love Lucy, The Danny Thomas Show,
The Dick Van Dyke Show, (et Smart and He and She in a career which
involved a gradual climb from second assistant to director, with a brief
but frustrating detour as a producer. Jay Sandrich takes up the story:

I got a call from Grant Tinker who 1 had known peripherally when |
was doing The Dick Van Dyke Show and they were starting a new show
called The Mary Tyler Moore Show and they were looking for a director.
They had talked to a few other directors and for one reason or
another they were not available. Grant and Mary had liked He and
She and they offered me the show. At this point there was no cast and
there was only an idea for the show — there wasn’t even a script. |
had met Jim and Allan and they seemed like really nice gentlemen. |
said to Grant 'l do not want to commit myself to one series and then
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have it cancelled (as He and She had been) and all those heartaches,
so I'll do the first three shows and if I like it I’ll come back.” By
that time I'd seen three or four of the scripts and 1 was reading
writing the like of which I'd never seen. It was different, it was
situational, it was not jokey as | had been used to. None of us were
sure how it was going to work. Until we found the actors the
characters were very hard to imagine. Well, it took a while to put
that cast together and I was involved in the casting process — we
had a lot of time to cast and we read literally hundreds of people.
Eventually, though, it wasn’t far from the production date and we
really had nobody. One day this young, new actress to town came
in, Valerie Harper. The part of Rhoda was written for essentially a
very heavy, unattractive, New York Jewish woman. Valerie was
not heavy, was not unattractive, was not New York and was not
Jewish, but she read that part and we knew we had found that
person. We would have to change our concept slightly — Valerie
was a little overweight but far from unattractive. But she felt that
she understood Rhoda. She felt that she was heavy, that she could
really relate to Rhoda. And so Valerie was cast as Rhoda. We
started to feel pretty good about that — Mary came in and read
with her. We got Ted [Knight, who plays Ted Baxter] fairly late in
the process. Chloris [Leachman, who plays Phyllis] came in after
Rhoda was cast and we were about a week from starting produc-
tion and had nobody for Lou Grant. I was off doing another show
and I got a call from Jim and Allan that Grant Tinker had worked
with somebody called Ed Asner, he’d not done a lot of comedy but
we were going to go with him, and that’s how the cast was formed
— they liked him and there really was nobody else. Somewhere in
the middle of rehearsals we realized that what we were doing was
a cut above what was on television. We also heard rumours that
ces thought the show was being written off, in spite of their
commitment to thirteen shows. We did the first ‘pilot’ in front of
an audience four days before we were going to film it, and it was a
disaster, the cast wasn’t quite ready, the scenes that should have
played didn’t play, the audience didn’t laugh. Test audiences
sometimes are very misleading, they don’t really know that they’re
supposed to laugh, they just sit there and enjoy it. None of us were
prepared for the bad reaction because we thought we had a really
good show. The strength of Grant and Mary is that they didn’t
panic. We sat there that night and discussed some of the things
that we all felt should be changed but basically we said this is the
show we’re gonna go with. I said the acting pushed a little —
everybody was worried that they weren’t getting the laughs — and
it was played a litde too high, but we shouldn’t really change
anything. We did a very minor rewrite. We went back four nights
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later and filmed it and it was one of the great nights of my life
because it was a really wonderful, wonderful show, beautifully acted
and it was an exciting thing to be part of. We showed that show to
¢Bs who had just restructured — Fred Silverman had come in as Head
of Programming and Bob Wood had become President of the
network. Although neither of them were the gentlemen responsible
for buying [i.e. commissioning] the show they saw it and loved it and
reslotted it on Saturday night and the rest is fairly well known. The
show went on the first year — did not get great ratings but good
enough ratings and people liked it though it did not test well. I left
after doing the first three shows and after the second one I said to
Grant, ‘I love it, I’ll come back and do as many as you want.” |
ended up doing 16 out of 24 the first season and that’s what I did
every season for the next seven years ... %

As Sandrich points out, the first episode did not test well with
audiences and, in the absence of an on-air commitment from css, it
seems likely that the series would never have got on the air. Sally
Bedell quotes some of the sample audience’s responses to the first
episode in her book Up The Tube. Apparently the Mary Richards
character was perceived as something of ‘a loser’, Rhoda was
considered ‘too abrasive’ and Phyllis was simply condemned as *not
believable’. When Mike Dann was replaced by Fred Silverman as
Head of Programming The Mary Tyler Moore Show was hastily
rescheduled from its initial slot on Tuesdays just before the rural
comedy Hee Haw to a Saturday night slot previously occupied by the
hayseed series Green Acres. This time it was scheduled immediately
after another new series, Arnie, a blue collar comedy about an ethnic
worker suddenly promoted to an executive position — both symptom
and symbol of the overall css strategy. The following January (1971)
another series, Normal Lear’s All In The Family, was launched and
when it too transferred to Saturday night cBs’s schedule was secure
for the new look: 8.00: All In The Family; 8.30: Funny Face; g.00: The
New Dick Van Dyke Show; 9.30: The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Funny Face
was a sitcom which borrowed more than a little from the success of
The Mary Tyler Moore Show, its single working woman protagonist also
working in Tv, this time in commercials. The New Dick Van Dyke Show,
similarly, returned its star to a Tv setting, this time in the guise of a
talk show host for a local station in Phoenix, Arizona.

Where Arnie, Funny Face and even The New Dick Van Dyke Show
differed from The Mary Tyler Moore Show was, among other things, in
the latter’s emphasis on the ensemble nature of the comedy and its
consequent unwillingness to elevate Mary Richards into the only arca
of interest. (This in turn was to pay off later for Mt when they were
able to spin off characters from the show into their own series.) Grant
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Tinker has described the series, somewhat incompletely, as being
‘about a single woman getting along by herself and for herself in our
society’.* But in fact, by the late 6os successful series were rarely if
ever ‘about’ single individuals in this way. Just as the Western at the
end of that decade had developed a ranch family variant of its
traditional lone gunslinger format, so too sitcoms had found families a
useful way of spreading the workload and multiplying potential
protagonists, thus increasing the identification figures for a show at
the same time as hedging its demographic bets. As Grant Tinker puts
it

At one time in television Jackie Gleason could sit out there and
practically do it all by himself. But by the 1970s the attention span
of the viewers had shortened. They were spoiled. You had to come
at them from all directions to keep their attention. An ensemble
could do that.*

Whether or not we accept Tinker’s verdict that the move to ensemble
was simply a response (o the audience’s shrinking attention span, the
character ingredients of The Mary Tyler Moore Show are illuminating,
both as textual difference and as demographic bait. Mary, Rhoda,
Phyllis and Lou — to name only the most familiar characters from the
series — all offered specific pleasures as distinctive personalitics,
specific images as identification figures, or comic butts; together they
‘represented’ network demographics in the new Nielsen categories.
In fact, much of The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s success has been
attributed to its coincidence with the crisis of the nuclear family and
the impact of the women’s movement, in much the same way that All
In The Family has been associated with changing liberal attitudes
toward race and racial cquality. But then that ‘coincidence’, after all,
was very much intended by cBs and by the independent production
companies they commissioned to fill the ideological vacuum they
perceived. The Mary Tyler Moore Show, for instance, was a dramatic
departure from the three female stereotypes that dominated prime-
time comedy programming in 1970. The three dominant types were
the zany incompetent, immortalised by Lucille Ball; the passive
housewife, personified by Donna Reed and in her previous prime-time
role Mary Tyler Moore herself as Laura Petrie; and the dumb
blondes and brunettes that accompanied the male stars of some of the
older shows, like Ellie May in The Beverly Hillbillies. (In film studies
these three stereotypes have been ‘fleshed out’ theoretically as the
screwball, the virgin mother and the eroticised/exoticised sex object.)
If the screwball was the most obvious option for a sitcom it was by no
means an easy identity to write in to the new ‘realist’ comedy. And
Mary Tyler Moore had herself already played the other two roles on
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television — as Happy Hotpoint the housewife’s friend, as husky-voiced,
long-legged but head- and body-less Sam, and, of course, as Laura
Petrie — perfect wife and mother. In a way, though, it was Mary Tyler
Moore’s association with such stereotyped roles that enabled the Mary
Richards character to appear so utterly and dramatically to escape
them and to evolve as a ‘real’ woman. Though she had a screwball side,
she was never as nuts as Rhoda or Phyllis; though she was attractive
and interested in men she was never as man-hungry as Rhoda, as
faddish as Phyllis or as sex-obsessive as Sue Anne Nevins, wIM-TV’s
Happy Homemaker (a mockery of the Hotpoint role?). In fact, she had
a rather straight-laced and conventional set of values.

The strategy of the series, then, was to steer a middle way between
the ‘thoughtless’ acceptance of the conventional female role and the
equally ‘thoughtless’ rejection of it. But if, in the real world beyond the
small screen, this seems no more than a hedge-sitting compromise,
on television itself it meant a great deal more. As Brooks remembers
1t:

We began with the character, Mary Richards, who believed Father
Knows Best. She was brought up in middle America, had done
everything right and had not been prepared for an adulthood where
there would be problems. Mary began to evolve almost immediately.
I mean our timing was very fortunate, the way the women’s
movement started to evolve. So not only our ideas, but what was
happening in society began to appear in the show.*

While Arthur Price looked after Miss Moore’s interests, Miss Moore
in her own words kept MT™ at arm’s length while remaining nominally
in the chair. As late as 1978 she was quoted as saying, ‘I’'m always
annoyed when people give me the credit for developing our company
... Grant Tinker built the company and he runs it. I don’t. I have no
more to do with it than any other wife who might offer a suggestion
about her husband’s business.”” In 1980 Rolling Stone quoted her as
admitting that ‘In much the same way as you name a boat after your
wife, he named the company after me, but that's the end of my
involvement.”*® If Mary Tyler Moore’s involvement with mT™ has been
little more than nominal — except, of course, as an actress — Grant
Tinker’s involvement has also been presented as unusually ‘passive’. In
an article in 7V Guide Tinker described himself as ‘a first class
delegator’ and the same article notes that in the entrance to his office at
NBC (where he now works, having left MmT™ in 1982) there is a blown-up
dictionary definition of a tinker which explains that as a noun it means
‘an unskilful or clumsy worker’ and as a verb it refers to the activity ‘to
busy oneself without useful results’.**

Tinker’s strategy at mTM, similarly, was to leave the creation of
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product to the creative teams hired for that purpose and to function as
a protective shield between those teams and the network. Brooks has
described Tinker’s function as ‘running interference’ for his writer-
producers. Tinker’s role involved repelling network interference and at
the same time attracting creative talent. Between them, Tinker and
Arthur Price combined a background in production, the networks,
advertising and talent management and this too may have contributed
to MTM’s apparent ability to gauge the market and at the same time
stretch its possibilities. Even the initial deal with cBs seems to have
been unusually liberal in conceding creative control to the production
company. In spite of that liberality, except for the first two years of
Mt™’s The Mary Tyler Moore Show the company’s series have all operated
in the red as a direct consequence of the deficit financing arrangements
outlined above. There was therefore a painful hiatus before first The
Mary Tyler Moore Show and then The Bob Newhart Show entered syndica-
tion and ploughed considerable amounts back into the company as well
as, via residuals, to the cast and crew. Because MT™’s contract with ¢Bs
stipulated that cBs held syndication rights (the deal preceded the Fcc
Rules on Syndication) the first two years of The Mary Tyler Moore Show
were, rather ironically, the only ones in which MT™M was operating in
profit. All other MTM series, because they were made after the signing of
the Syndication Rule, were probably granted smaller licence fees in
proportion to production costs to enable the networks to compensate
for lost profits in the area of syndication.

Because of the high status of the writer at MTM and American
network television’s elevation of the producer, MT™'s writer-producer
hyphenates were from the start both very privileged and immensely
pressurised. The more successful a series becomes the more work there
is to do and the more pressure for the company to expand. At MTM, at
least initially, this meant inviting more writer-producers to join the
company. According to James Brooks:

When vou start off you are basically producing the show and you are
called executive producer. As you get into the second and third
season you start backing away. ... And then the line producers
become more and more prominent.*

But because these line producers were also Brooks' and Burns’
writer-friends they too began contributing scripts to the series and later
coming up with series ideas of their own. Once The Mary Tyler Moore
Show was no longer just an on-air commitment by cBs to thirteen
episodes but twenty four episodes a season the pressure was on for a
tactical withdrawal; no longer could Brooks and Burns attend every
reading, every rehearsal, every recording.® And this policy, adopted
for one series, became the model for many. For both Brooks and Burns
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it was crucial that the interlocking chain of writer-producers they hired
at MT™ to continuc their work were also part of another interlocking
chain - of friendships:

We were all friends in the early days. ... Even when we had a lot of
shows going, Dave Davis and Lorenzo Music, who created the
Newhart show, had been our producers on Mary the first year and we
had known them for a long time. They just sort of slid over and did
that series and then Tom Patchett and Jay Tarses came in to
produce after them and then they did Tony Randall. We were very
close with all of them. Then Ed Weinberger and Stan Daniels did
Phyllis. 1t was sort of like The Begats, very much that; interlocking
friendships over many years.>

This process, of course, finds its reflection in the spin-off strategy and
stylistic signature at MT™. Brooks’ account is similar. Having appointed
Dave Davis, an old friend, as their first producer and after a couple of
very successful seasons of The Mary Tyler Moore Show:

Dave had an idea to do a show for Bob Newhart, and we began.
Then we had two shows, and that was terrific. Both shows were
doing well and then there were three. Then at a certain point the
idea of giving the creative part of the staff that kind of autonomy
became completely impossible for business reasons.®

Whether or not we accept this sort of account of the company, however,
it is clear that before that chain of ‘interlocking friendships’ was finally
broken by the inexorable logic of ‘business reasons’, before the
atmosphere of ‘creative autonomy’ was forever eroded by economic
expansion and the consequent privileging of profitability over either
personnel or programmes, the ‘MT™ style’ — both as a business and as
an aesthetic — had been set. I will return to the family resemblances
which have been identified across the range of MT™’s output toward the
end of this article. For the moment, though, I would like to examine
those ‘interlocking friendships’, the very ‘familiarity’ that characterises
the reminiscences of and rhetoric about the emergence of the company
and those initially associated with it; the creative staff in general and
the writer-producer lineage of MT™ in particular. Very briefly — and
without benefit of cither corporate records or complete credit lists — the
writer-producer lineage of MmTM would look something like the
following.

Mary Tyler Moore, her husband Grant Tinker and her manager
Arthur Price hired two writer-producers, James Brooks and Allan
Burns, to create a situation comedy vehicle for Miss Moore’s return to
¢Bs prime-time in 1970. With Brooks’ and Burns’ friends David Davis
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and Lorenzo Music as its producers, The Mary Tyler Moore Show went
into the schedules and, somewhat later, the Nielsen ratings. With their
first series a success, MTM were willing to expand the family a little and
Tom Patchett and Jay Tarses were invited to take over the reins of The
Mary Tyler Moore Show, freeing Davis and Music to create their own
series, The Bob Newhart Show — a vehicle for another of Arthur Price’s
clients. Then, in 1973, an outsider, Ed Weinberger, wrote and pro-
duced mT™’s first pilot, Bachelor At Law, and convinced the company
that he was well worth hiring. Two years later, Weinberger and his
partner Stan Daniels had created Phyllis, a series spun off from The
Mary Tyler Moore Show, as well as an original if shorter-lived show, Doc.
Meanwhile, in 1974, Brooks, Burns, Davis and Music had spun-off
their own far more successful series, Rhoda (in the famous first episode
of which Mary Tyler Moore waves goodbye while Patchett and Tarses
attempt to prevent Rhoda from leaving). That same year Brooks and
Burns also created a new series for another actor who had appeared in
The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Paul Sand. That role had been written for
Bob Newhart but with Newhart already committed to his own MT™
show Sand had got the job and, eventually, a series of his own, Paul
Sand In Friends And Lovers. In 1975 MTM commissioned an outside
writer-producer, Jerry McNeeley, to create a show for the company
and mT™’s first drama series, Three For The Road, was the result.
Although the series proved unsuccessful McNeely remained at mT™ for
a number of years, writing and/or producing three Tv movies for the
company as well as MmT™’s only mini-series, The Critical List. In 1976,
Patchett and Tarses began to distance themselves from The Mary Tyler
Moore Show and took over The Bob Newhart Show from Davis and Music
as well as creating a series of their own, The Tony Randall Show.
Meanwhile, another pair of writer-producers, Glen and Les Charles,
whose first relationship with MmT™ had been sending scripts for The Mary
Tyler Moore Show on spec, became staff writers on Phyllis.

Then, in 1977, The Mary Tyler Moore Show came to a voluntary end.
What had happened? At the very simplest level, the mT™ family had
moved on to other things. While both Brooks and Burns were
enthusiastic to work in features, the series’ other writer-producers were
already more committed to new projects of their own, albeit under the
auspices of MTM. Meanwhile, ‘sophisticated’ situation comedies were
being edged out of prime-time from two sides at once. From one side, a
new ‘generation’ of sitcoms, aimed at an adolescent audience and
focusing on teenage protagonists, were dominating the ratings. In 1975
All In The Family had been moved out of its key role in the cs Saturday
evening schedule and scheduled on Monday, immediately following
Rhoda and Phyllis. ‘That season, The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s lead-in was
incalculably weakened and the combination of The Jeffersons and Doc
could hardly compensate. The 1975 season ratings showed All In The
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Family in first place, Phyliis sixth, Rhoda eighth and The Mary Tyler Moore
Show 19th. After the shift of All In The Family in 1976, that series
dropped to twelfth place and for two years no MTM series appeared in
the annual top twenty-five listings. In their place, though, a new
network and a new production company was dominating prime-time.
The company was Paramount and the network was aBc. Ironically, it
was to ABc that Fred Silverman had gone in 1975 when he left cBs; in
1977 it was to be a deal with aBc and Paramount that attracted Brooks,
Weinberger and Daniels into leaving MT™M altogether. The 1976—7
ratings listed Happy Days starring Henry Winkler in first place, and the
Happy Days spin-off Laverne and Shirley in second. (Winkler’s earliest Tv
roles had included small parts in MT™ sitcoms; Penny Marshall, who
played Laverne, had made her television name as Paul Sand’s sister-
in-law in Paul Sand In Friends and Lovers.) But the move toward such
teenage fare was not merely the consequence of a cyclical shift in
television’s trends. Rather it resulted from very material changes,
specifically the networks’ imposition of ‘Family Hour’” and rcc’s Access
I1I ruling in the autumn of 1975. Access I, passed by the Fccin 1970 —
and described in some detail above — had embarrassed the Commission
considerably when it became clear that the lack of specificity about the
kind of independently produced programming they were encouraging
had resulted in little more than a flurry of further quiz shows, chat
shows and variety specials, with ‘quality’ series like The Mary Tyler
Moore Show very much the exception. And so, in January 1974 the Fcc
announced a second Access rule to become effective that autumn.
This time the rule was intentionally more specific: two hours per week,
currently programmed by local stations (7.00pm — 8.0opm on
Saturdays and Sundays), would be returned to the networks on the
strict condition that those hours were wholly given over to Fcc
approved programming — current affairs and children’s series in
particular. The networks agreed to these stipulations, but the
independent producers were more reluctant to accept what they saw as
yet another constraint on their ‘independence’. Furthermore, they felt,
quite understandably, that the implementation period — the new rule
was due to take effect that autumn — was far too short. In June 1974 a
us District Court decided in favour of the producers’ complaint and
Access I was declared illegal. This left the networks little time to rejig
their schedules and jettison their respective two hours of new pro-
gramming, as Access | was reactivated. One of the casualties was an
MTM sitcom, The Bob Crane Show.

Refusing to give up the legislative ghost, however, the Frcc
announced a third Access rule in the autumn of 1g75. Access 111 laid
down that an additional hour of prime-time be allocated to children’s
programming every week. Much more significant, though, was the
networks’ own decision to designate the hour between 8.00 and g.oopm
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every evening as ‘Family Hour’. Like the rcc’s latest ruling, ‘Family
Hour’ was a self-defensive manouevre on the part of the industry,
reeling under the impact of a new moral panic aroused by court-room
claims about outbreaks of imitative violence based on the controversial
Tv movie, Born Innocent. The networks’ new code stipulated that
‘Family Hour’ should be free of ‘programming inappropriate for
viewing by a family audience’ and of material which might be
‘disturbing to significant segments of the audience’. When ‘Family
Hour’ was finally applauded by both the rcc and the National
Association of Broadcasters, the demographic shifts in the definition of
‘significant segments of the audience’ effected by the events of the early
1970s were all but overturned. But ‘Family Hour’ was not accepted
without a fight. The Writers Guild, the Directors Guild, the Screen
Actors Guild and several top independent producers, including
Norman Lear, filed a suit against the networks for infringing freedoms
guaranteed under the First Amendment. In November 1976, Judge
Warren J. Ferguson ruled that ‘Family Hour’ did indeed infringe the
independents’ rights to ‘free speech’ but refrained from outlawing the
code since it was a ‘voluntary’ measure of self-censorship rather than
censorship itself. Ironically, it was ¢Bs, foremost amongst the networks
in drafting and drumming up support for ‘Family Hour’, which was to
suffer most from it. For it was css which had led the field with mTM™,
Norman Lear and M *A*$*H in its adult, sophisticated programming —
the very material which was now under attack. aBc, on the other hand,
already boasted a predominantly adolescent audience and was more
than ready to capitalise on the trend away from ‘relevance’ and toward
‘kidvid’.

The effects of ‘Family Hour’ on Rkoda and Phyllis are detailed in the
section on MTM series at the end of this book: language was toned down;
once acceptable subjects became taboo; frankness was replaced by
allusion and double entendre. The Mary Tyler Moore Show, already
suffering from the removal of two of its best-loved regulars — Rhoda and
Phyllis — was perhaps least able or willing to adapt to the new
atmosphere. After half a decade its creative staff were themselves
loathe to start indulging in self-censorship of the kind that would
constrain the very characteristics — characteral growth, verbal jousting,
a grappling with ‘real’ issues — which were the series’ strengths. Instead
of continuing the show until ¢ss itself began to consider whether it had
run out of steam, MTM took the decision to put an elegant end to their
first and still most successful series. Thus it was that in 1977 The Mary
Tyler Moore Show. came to the end of its seven secason run, and MTM
began to look around for new ideas and different directions. With a new
set of obstacles to the ‘adul?’ situation comedy in prime-time, alterna-
tive modes of independently produced programming were becoming
increasingly attractive options. Mary Tyler Moore herself was keen to
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try out her talents in Tv movies and television variety specials and MT™
began to assemble the creative and administrative staff o facilitate
such new directions. Meanwhile, two more of The Mary Tyler Moore
Show’s co-stars, Ed Asner and Beuty White, were rewarded with
vehicles of their own to continue their paths in prime-time. Ed Asner
resumed the role of Lou Grant he had played for so long in the original
sitcom, this time in a sixty-minute dramatic format. And The Betty
White Show retained the sitcom mode of its parent show, but aimed its
comedy at the hour-long cop shows which were increasingly evident in
prime-time.

Finally, while prime-time programming seemed to be closing off the
spaces for ‘realistic’ situation comedies in which women, for the first
time on American television, had been represented as other than sexual
objects, screwball incompetents or sexless mother-figures, MT™’s new
ventures could claim to be taking their revenge. The ratings were
dominated by examples of what were known inside the industry as ‘T
& A programming’, ‘candy-for-the-eyes’ and ‘jiggle television’ — in all
of which young women in minimal underwear were given equally
minimal narrative motivation for parading their bodies before the
cameras. But The Betty I1hite Show’s actress heroine undercut the sexist
heroics epitomised by Charlie’s Angels, Police 1Yoman and Bionic Woman
by ftocusing on the behind-the-scenes comedy of a Tv series about an
undercover policewoman. And Lou Grant featured a young (divorced)
female reporter, Billic Newman, whose character was an update of the
original outline for Mary Richards, but whose abilities were never the
subject of comedy.

THE MTM HOUSE-STYLE

The moment and manner of (The) MM (Show)’s emergence — the
political, economic and ideological conditions of its existence, including
the televisual conditions — has clearly left its mark on subsequent
structures and strategies, both economic and aesthetic. As Edward
Buscombe has noted in an essay on Warner Brothers in the 1g40s,
‘studio style is a term which occasionally crops up in film criticism, but
in a loosc kind of way.”®® In television criticism, whether journalistic or
academic, it crops up even less often and even more loosely. Neverthe-
less, Buscombe’s conclusions about the applicability of the ‘studio
style’ approach to American cinema seem equally pertinent to the
analysis of American network television. Buscombe makes two general
observations about the concept of studio style. First, he argues that
within the studio system that obtained in Hollywood in the 1g40s (and
still obtains in television) ‘stars and genre ... were mutually reinforc-
ing’; and second, he suggests that ‘class’ on the screen is in some sense
related to class off it (in terms of staff origins and attitudes). His most
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substantive point, however, is that, as far as cxtant analyses of studio
style are concerned:

What seems to be lacking is any conception of the relations between
the economic structure of a studio, its particular organization and
the kinds of films it produced. For if there is such a thing as studio
style it should be possible to provide some explanation of how it was
formed.?®

Before going on to try and provide some explanation of my own, it is
necessary to ask whether such a style is indeed discernible across the
relatively broad range of MT™'s output and over the decade and a half of
the company’s history.

Journalistically (both in the trade press and among critical periodic-
als) and among 1™ staffers themselves there certainly seems to be an
assumption that mT™ has a house style and that that style is comedy.
Thus Howard Rosenberg described mT™ as the ‘House That Comedy
Buil.” And thus, in 1977, mTM's then president, Grant Tinker,
admitted ‘We're sort of typecast. Our label is comedy.”® But 1977, as
outlined in my chapter on Lou Grant and Hill Street Blues, was a
watershed year for the company and indeed, by 1980, Tinker was
announcing ' . . . we've begun to get rid of that label of comedy and do
other things.”® The ‘other things’ that Tinker had in mind were not
only non-comic series (like Lou Grant, The White Shadow, and later Hill
Street Blues) but also Tv movies, mini-series, variety specials. And it was
in 1977 that MTM set up a subsidiary, MTM-AM, to develop day-time
programming.

Furthermore, even the sitcoms themselves resist easy categorising.
While television comedy since the 6os at least has tended to be
bracketed under the umbrella of ‘sitcom’ Brooks, Burns and Tinker
have refused that term, preferring to describe (The) mT™ (Show) style
as ‘character comedy’. In a recent interview in Film Comment, James
Brooks noted that, ‘When somebody called Mary a sitcom, we’d be
furious. We weren’t doing sitcom. We knew what sitcom was. We had
done sitcom. We were doing character comedy.”® Similarly, when
quizzed about MT™’s stylistic specialisation Grant Tinker responded:

I think of it as character comedy. In the case of Lou Grant and to a
somewhat lesser extent IVhite Shadow and Hill Street, it is character
drama. You are telling a story, for sure. That’s important, but the
shows are peopled by characters who are credible and carefully
developed, and whose interrelationships are valid and consistent.®!

In an interview for this book, Jay Sandrich offered his own brief
definition of the MM style:
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The mM™ style is essentially good writing, sophisticated writing, and
trying to present adult fare. Casting actors who could do comedy
rather than comedians. Trying to maintain a certain reality.%

Writer-producer Jerry McNeely, who was recruited into MTM’s creative
stable in the mid-7o0s, echoes Sandrich’s verdict on the company’s
preferred aesthetic mode — realism, sophistication, ‘quality’ — all, of
course, arguable terms. But McNeely goes on to attribute their
presence in MTM programmes to a particular industrial strategy:

MTM is a company that was built on Grant Tinker’s determination to
let creative people have some freedom. Now of course that freedom
was limited to what MT™™ wanted to have their company name
connected with [but] I never experienced any serious resistance to
things 1 wanted to do, certainly nothing I would call interference.
MTM is a quality company — they want to do good television and
they’re willing to take some chances .. .%

Itis the slippage here between ‘quality company’ and ‘good television’
that seems to point to a link between the M1y style as a business and the
style associated with its programmes. Elsewhere in this volume Jane
Feuer addresses the stylistic characteristics that are embedded in the
texts themselves; here, however, I will concentrate on those perceived
by mT™’s own staff and by industry critics. Mary Tyler Moore’s modest
remark that ‘I’'m not a comedienne, I react funny’ connects not only
with the critical rhetoric about MT™’s ‘comic realism’ and ‘character
comedy’ but also with the comic style adopted by successive stars in the
company’s comedy series throughout the seventies. Of course, the
‘quality’ of the acting and the writing — so often applauded by those
inside and outside of MT™ — are ‘mutually reinforcing’. Because the
scripts are good, MTM is able to attract some of television’s most
talented performers to their shows, and because those performers are
series regulars, the company can continue to attract top writers.
Ironically, however, these very qualities (so reminiscent of the alleged
strengths of British television), both of which contribute so much to
what MTM refer to as ‘character comedy’ (and, later, ‘character drama’)
have led to a stylistic quality which is often considered to be the
antithesis of well-written, well-acted Tv — its status as television. For
while an emphasis on ‘realistic’ character rather than on silly situations
necessitates skilled performances and well-crafted, witty scripts —
where sitcoms could rely on slapstick and farce — it also led to a
character-motivated rather than just-another-part of-the-furniture role
for the camera. Freed from the limited visual grammar of the studio,
the mT™ style would eventually include the employment of fluid tracks
and long takes that would be the envy of many theatrical films (and
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which, ironically, were entirely absent from MT™’s one feature film to
date, A Little Sex, whose sitcom characters simply failed to motivate any
motion pictures).

To a certain extent, of course, such ‘quality’ is always in the eye of
the beholder. In another sense, though, it is also a markectable
commodity, a hallmark or corporate calling card which helps to
distinguish MT™ product from its competitors for the benefit of net-
works, advertisers, critics and audiences alike. And while there is
undoubtedly a rhetoric related to this quality there is also a very real
ambition to aim higher than other independent producers in the
television marketplace. MM, in other words, has often aimed to ensure
that its ‘beholders’ have higher levels of disposable income than many
other sectors of the audience and many other companies. Thus Grant
Tinker’s suggestion that ‘I think there’s a connection between how
high you set your sights and the resultant programs’;** and thus the
conclusion of sociologist Paul Espinosa, who sat in on early script
conferences of Lou Grant:

The producers of the Lou Grant show see themselves as producing a
different kind of product; this notion of differentiation is a major
motifin the discourse of production. From top management down to
members of the crew, the show is talked about as though it were
different from, superior to, better than, and more intelligent than
other television shows.®

And once again, the cast and crew of Hill Street Blues — which at the end
of its first season won more Emmys than any other weekly series in
American television history — have often been quoted as determined to
end the series if they felt that its quality was slipping. Robert Wood,
one-time cBs President and now an independent producer in his own
right, has said of MTMm:

They’re not slicing bologna over there. Damn it, they’re class, real
crafismen. Pound for pound there’s no company better than mTm. |
think they’d rather fold up than put on a piece of crap.’®

T'he criterion of ‘class’ echoes Buscombe’s formulation and funcuons as
a reminder of the company’s status among the aristocracy of American
TV.

MTM AND THE NETWORKS

MTM was set up in 1970 as the result of a unique agreement with css,
who commissioned a sitcom series to star Mary Tyler Moore on the
strength of her one-off reunion with Dick Van Dyke in Dick Van Dyke
and The Other Woman. Both The Dick Van Dyke Show and this special
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reunion were ¢ss programmes and, when The Mary Tyler Moore Show
proved itself a popular and prestigious success, Fred Silverman, then
¢Bs President, encouraged the company — and the series — to groom
possible spin-off material for the network. In an article in Emmy,
Howard Rosenberg has described mtm’s almost ‘monogamous attach-
ment to ¢ss’ and quoted writer Gary Goldberg’s comment that 1 felt
that if I'd gone to another network it would have been like having an
affair.’8” Rosenberg also interviewed Grant Tinker on the subject, who
expressed some worry about being taken too much for granted by the
network:

You do get sort of comfortable in one place. But it's not good to have
all your eggs in one network basket. For one thing, it's as if they
owned you, and there’s no urgency to their buying from you. They
don’t have the feeling that you'll go across the street ... I think
they’ve almost used [that loyalty] against us. We get a reception at
¢Bs and they listen, but I think they may take us for granted a little
bit. They know if they deny us today, we'll be back tomorrow. %

Rosenberg also cites cBs-Tv president B. Donald Grant’s conviction
that without css, M™ would be considerably worse ofl: ‘He [Tinker]
has had long-running shows on c¢s. He has not had quite as much luck
on the other networks.”®

It may be significant, therefore, that mT™’s first ‘flirtation’ with
another network seems o have been the shortlived The Texas 1Wheelers
and The Tony Randall Show for asc, and the even less successful Bob
Crane Show on xBc. Of these shows, only the Randall series was created
by ‘in-house’ M1™ staff and only the Randall show survived longer than
one season; indeed, when aBc cancelled The Tony Randall Show it was
acquired by and returned to prime-time on ¢Bs. When Fred Silverman
left cBs for aBc in 1975 he was soon followed (in 1977) by three of MTM's
top writer-producers, Brooks, Weinberger and Daniels, in a deal to
produce for that network at Paramount. Ironically, Silverman’s reign
at ABC was (o prove particularly unreceptive to MTM's programming.”™
When Silverman left aBc for NBc, however, MTM won an open pilot
commitment with that network for its writer-producer Steven Bochco
(late of Universal, nBc’s traditional source of supply for film drama
programming), a commitment which eventually resulted in Hill Street
Blues. Thus, when MT™ came up with a medical series in the familiar
Hill Street style, St Elsewhere, NBc bought that too and the network also
Icapt at Remington Steele — a private-eye series co-created by Robert
Butler, the director who had contributed so much to the Hill Street
visual style. Of course, this new rela‘ionship with xBc may in part have
been the result of MT™’s pleasure at that network’s faith in Hill Street
Blues, which had survived such disastrous ratings in its first season.
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The following spring, while MmT™ celebrated the Emmys accumulated
by its new flagship series, cBs cancelled both IWKRP In Cincinnati and
Lou Grant, two long-running MT™ shows, both of which were higher-
rated than the recently renewed Hill Street Blues.

The relationship between production companies and networks can
also have consequences on ‘house style’. cas, for instance, in commis-
sioning further series from mT™ is unlikely to have expected anything
too dramatically dissimilar from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. And such
similarities, of course, can be at least partially vouchsafed by the
employment of the same team of creative personnel, the same writer-
producers. On the other hand, ¢cBs may also have needed new series
which could attract more of the same sorts of viewers — and advertisers
— as their first series. To build on this house style the networks would
actually schedule series from one company across an evening vertically
(in what is known as ‘blocks’) or across the week horizontally (in what
are called ‘strips’) in the same time slot on several different cvenings.
The intention of this procedure is to alert audiences to the ‘sameness’ of
product in ‘similar’ slots and to be able to rely on attracting a specific
demographic slice of the total audience to a certain sort of pro-
gramming because of that time-slotting.” ‘Thus the MmT™ shows on cBs
were almost all to be found on Saturday nights at first, and later the
mr™ empire spread to Monday evenings. At NBc, on the other hand,
most MT™M programmes have been scheduled at 10.0opm although on
different nights of the week. Grant Tinker, once he left MmT™ for the
presidency of NBc, has even introduced what he calls ‘the best night of
television on television’ by scheduling an evening (or block of shows)
which includes Hill Street Blues, Taxi and Cheers.”™ While Hill Street may
be the only mTM™ series in this block, both Taxi and Cheers are made by
mMtM alumni (the former was created by Brooks, Weinberger and
Daniels, the latter by Glen and Les Charles). It seems likely that ¢ss
had some sort of (perhaps unwritten) agreement with M during the
early seventies of the kind that aBc has with another production
company, that of Aaron Spelling, today.

MTM: ‘THE QUALITY FACTORY’

In spite of such changes of personnel and of programme strategy over
the years, MTM retains its reputation as a reliable supplier of quality
product. Indeed, industry commentators who have worked at MT™ or
with MT™ all appear to agrec on the company’s superiority to the
competition both as a producer and, more simply, as a place to work, a
company, an ensemble of its own. James Brooks, for instance, has
described mTv as a Shangri-La;™ Robert Wood — ex-¢Bs executive and
now an independent producer in his own right — has called it the
Tiffany’s of television,™ while Jay Tarses compared it to an Algonquin
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Round Table.” This reputation rests in turn on a tradition of
attracting and not interfering with top creative talent but instead
making them their own producers. Thus Brooks described mT™ as ‘a
writers’ shop’ and Tinker himself termed it ‘an artists’ company’:
‘People do the shows without edict from us ... The kind of people we
like to attract wouldn’t come here if we tried to legislate.’”

The ‘relative autonomy’ afforded creative personnel at MT™ seems to
be based on and secured by the smallness of the company. Indeed, one
aspect of mT™ in which the economic and organisational structures of
the company clearly intersect with each other (as well as with its
aesthetic structures) is in MT™’s size. At the time of Rosenberg’s profile
of the company in 1981 the full-time staff was estimated at no more
than twenty and Tinker was quoted as admitting:

We’re wilfully small. There is a kind of optimum level at which we
run best and at which I feel connected to things, and that’s about
where we are now. If we have four shows on all the time, that is
optimum. Five is okay, even six may be okay but beyond that it
might feel too impersonal, and I wouldn’t feel connected. And below
four, you begin to lose people you don’t want to lose.™

By 1983, however, the New York Times could comment that:

The company now has 300 full time employees scattered through
four buildings on the ces-20th Century-Fox studio complex. Where
there were three vice-presidents five years ago, there are now nine.™

What had happened? It is difficult to judge just how important
Tinker’s departure — to head NBc — and his replacement by Arthur
Price has been. Certainly, the shift towards drama series with 6o-
minute episodes shot on film and the move away from go-minute
sitcoms often made on tape took place in this period. Thus it is that
while to the staff members who had worked with the company since its
beginnings — predominantly in sitcoms — MT™ appeared to have grown
too large, to others it still scemed to offer just the right intimate,
friendly atmosphere it had been championed for in the early 70s. James
Brooks, for instance, has recalled that:

In [those] days mT™ was small, especially in relation to what it is
now. I had real control over my work as producer ... I left MmT™™
when its size precluded the luxury of intimacy in work .. .# . ata
certain point the idea of giving the creative part of the staff that kind
of autonomy became absolutely impossible for business reasons.?! It
went from intimate to large to very big. The Shangri-l.a had to end
at a certain size. Going from three shows to four shows makes a
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difference. Suddenly cost control becomes very important. [And
this, in turn, leads to] a subtle shift from creative people to
business people.®

Brooks’ feelings about this shift are echoed by director Jay Sandrich
in an intervew recorded for this book:

As the studio grew bigger and bigger they started doing more and
more shows and what happened to mT™ from the creative people’s
point of view was that the businessmen started taking over. What
made it worthwhile for all of us was Grant Tinker — probably the
best executive I’ve ever worked with — he always had an open door
for those of us who started with him, always sided with the creative
people; never said: ‘the network wants’, always said ‘what do you
want?’ Unfortunately, from my point of view, Jim’s point of view and
Ed and Stan’s point of view, a man who was essentially the
production manager started getting too much authority, because
when you are that large an organization you sometimes will make
compromises for money and it was no longer the same family
operation it had been.*

Jay Tarses, who left Mt with his partner Tom Patchett in 1980,
seconds Sandrich’s verdict: ‘It’s changed from a good solid mom-and
pop company where everyone knows everyone to a factory. It started to
get huge, out of hand.”® Even Allan Burns, the only one of the first
writer-producers still at mt™, admits to these changes with some
nostalgia: ‘We were all friends in the early days, but now there are so
many faces I don’t recognize.’®® Tinker himself, however, disagrees
with this diagnosis strongly:

If you visited Hill Street and spent a little time hanging around the
set, you would have a feeling of ‘Boy, these people are really loving
what they’re doing.” They have that same sense of excitement and
pride that the people who did [The] Mary [Tyler Moore Show] had
several years ago, because they know they’re doing something that is
superior to most other television.?

Tinker’s perspective is reinforced by Steven Bochco, Hill Street Blues’
creator, who has compared Mt with the much larger Universal
television production company where he worked for more than a
decade:

They’re not evil. They're just bigger — and there are certain inherent
problems with being big. Because they deal in volume, they make
volume decisions. It’s the difference between factory-made goods
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and handmade goods. It doesn’t mean the handmade good is
always going to be better, but you’re probably going to enjoy
making it a lot more.*

Bochco has even compared the difference between Mt and Universal
to:

The difference between a Rolls Royce and a Chevy. That doesn’t
mean that a Rolls is a better product. At Universal there is more
back-up and depth, and producing is quite simple, an assembly line,
real smooth. Over here, there is an opportunity to handicraft.*®

The recurrent complaints about the alleged erosion of a ‘good solid
mom-and-pop company where everyone knows everyone’ and its
replacement by a faceless corporation may or may not paint an
accurate picture of the changes that have taken place at MT™ since
1970. More interestingly perhaps, they illuminate the importance
which the ideology of ‘the family business’ seems to have played in the
minds of MTM’s creative personnel. Similarly, rhetoric about the
‘handicraft’ nature of production (in some cases only nostalgia for
those comedies recorded in front of an audience in an era now
dominated by location film drama) and the creative community of
‘interlocking friendships’ which MTM-alumni so cherish seems curiously
consistent with the settings of a number of their shows, each with its
own real and/or surrogate work-family. Indeed, the characteristic MT™
mixture of professionalism, cthics and either domestic life or a domesti-
cated public sphere seem not only to apply to The Mary Tyler Moore Show
but also to such later series as Lou Grant and Hill Street Blues.
Complaints like those reprinted above reiterate the familiar litany of
criticisms levelled at the culture industry and at attempts to produce
art on an assembly line. Such critics argue — and have done since
Adorno — that industrial production and aesthetic production, art and
business, are quite simply incompatible. If this is an unexceptionable
argument to come across in the work of the Frankfurt School, however,
it is rather more surprising to find it expressed quite so regularly and
eloquently by those who work in the heart of the culture industry,
American network television. And this illuminates how mMT™’s own
compromise between ‘family business’ and multi-media corporation is
not a concealment of the latter under the ideology of the former but
rather a very material compromise between the two, a compromise
which provided the space within which (The) mTM (Show) could
function and even flourish — both as a business and as a series of
fictions. Just as The Mary Tyler Moore Show is a product not only of the
creative talents of Brooks, Burns, Sandrich and Mary Tyler Moore and
her co-stars but also of MTM™, so MM itself is a product not just of the
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combined talents of Miss Moore, Arthur Price and Grant Tinker but of
a moment in American television history. And that moment has
exercised its own momentum on the ‘television formation’ of MM, both
as a ‘housc’ and as a ‘style’.
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The Mary Tyler Moore Show:
Women at Home and at Work

Serafina Bathrick

Situation comedy situates us. More than any other television genre, it
provides us, as viewers whose everyday experience may be shaped by
TV's presence and programming, with a powerful model for private life
in the age of broadcast culture. Sitcom humours us with its comic
portrayals of the collisions which characterise our conflicting attitudes
towards technology. By personalising the tensions that exist between
our real needs as human beings and the dictates of a highly rationalised
society, these comedies encourage us to ‘fit in’ and even to enjoy our
efforts at doing so. But we may also continue to feel a sense of regret as
we organise our lives around the televised image of the everyday. And
although the representation of life at home has changed since the early
years of television, we are confronted with our own loss of experience as
we watch situation comedy. For while the video image seeks to be
ever-relevant so as to integrate and ingratiate itself into our present
lives through its visual style and narrative conventions, it also con-
fronts us with what we have lost historically since the arrival of
industrially produced culture.

By the mid-1gth century a systematically cultivated ideology of the
nuclear family compensated for the dissolution of community. A belief
inindividualism replaced the needs for collectivity, and rigidly
imposed sex-gender differences helped explain the schism between
private and public life. At this time the birth of a culture industry
which printed and circulated the facts and fictions of this new era
became essential to the shaping of a modern consciousness. In the
mid-20th century, with the advent of a mass medium that brought a
constant flow of images and information into the very centre of private
life, the focus on the bourgeois family ideal gave way to an ideology of
the familial. The old opposition between family and society had begun
to collapse. Contemporary sociologists Michele Barrett and Mary
Mclntosh describe this phenomenon:

Just as the family has been socially constructed, so society has been
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familialised. Indeed it can be argued that in contemporary capitalist
society one dominant set of social meanings is precisely an ideology
of familialism. The meaning of family life extends far beyond the
walls of concrete households in which proverbial ‘co-residing close
kin> go about their business of marrying and raising children.!

Social and economic factors thus widened the gap between the promise
and the reality of family life. In this way the ideology of the familial
may be viewed as a new effort to salvage what is most positive about
family-as-community, while at the same time it is used to reinforce
some of the conservatism associated with gender and family hierarchy.
Pivotal to this ideological shift is the changed position of the middle-
class woman: from domestic True Woman in the nineteenth-century
family idyll to the career True Woman in the twentieth-century
familial workplace.

It is woman who provides situation comedy with its capacity to
mediate historical change through its representation of both the family
and the familial. This tendency began with the ideology of the
nineteenth-century True Woman who was worshipped as she was
assigned the role of family maintenance-expert. Ever devoted to her
home and family, she was estheticised by the mass media as fragile and
feminine while she was in fact asked to function as the powerful
preserver of individualism in a newly competitive industrial society.
Monumentalised as one who could ‘uphold the pillars of the temple
with her frail white hand’, the True Woman functioned as an essential
ally-and-invention of the culture industry.? Above all, she was to
preserve her home as a refuge from the marketplace, while at the same
time she would grow increasingly dependent on that marketplace for its
goods and services. Thus many of the values which she maintained as
alternatives to the rationalised work sphere were eroded by the
invasion of consumer culture into the home. By the 1950s the arrival of
television insured an almost complete ‘occupation’ of the private by the
public. For the True Woman, there was surely the experience of seeing
her own family replaced by the Tv family. But there was also the new
economic reality that confronted Americans in the post-World War I1
era: middle-class women, wives and mothers were entering the labour
force as never before. Between 1950 and 1970 the number of married
women who worked doubled, and the percentage of women who made
up the workforce grew from 34% to 43%.3

When Tv sought legitimacy as a made-for-the-family product during
its first decade, situation comedy and nostalgic drama combined in
popularity to recall a previous time in history when the nuclear family
was in mother’s keeping. The reality of the working housewife was
denied completely as old-fashioned mothers on TV spoke family-
wisdom to America’s new postwar mothers. There were real married
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couples who played comic married couple routines for newly weds who
were learning to stay home with their Tvs. Because family ‘together-
ness’ was synonymous with Americanism in the 1g50s, the middle class
who could afford the first televisions co-operated in front of their
screens, their couches and chairs lined up as if to mirror the living-
room sets in domestic dramas and sitcoms like / Love Lucy and Ozzie
And Harriet. They rearranged their dinnertimes to allow for watching
the dining-room-table-as-family-forum in I Remember Mama. That San
Francisco-based Norwegian mother and her New York Jewish immi-
grant counterpart Mrs Goldberg wanted nothing more than to stay
home. Lucy always complained that she wanted to be in show business,
and we knew Lucille Ball was a powerful entrepreneur, but as Ricky’s
dizzy wife she too stayed home and had babies. (More people tuned in
to the birth of little Ricky on I Love Lucy than to Eisenhower’s
inauguration spectacle: Americans were increasingly familiar with the
television family.) Ozzie and Harriet, another married couple who
performed as a Tv family, provided broadcast fans with a continuous
and seamless family-album as they moved from radio to television,
bringing their sons into the picture when they were old enough to take
on public personalities. All of these series preserved the mythic nuclear
family ideal for postwar audiences.

Mary Richards and her working women friends appear in 1970 as
television’s first serious concession to a changed world where middle-
class daughters leave home, earn their living, and remain single. This
new image emerged at first quite tentatively. TV Guide presented Mary
Tyler Moore the actress and Mary Richards the central character on The
Mary Tyler Moore Show to a first season audience as if they had both been
helped substantially in their efforts to perform as modern women by the
television industry itself. The rhetoric of a September 1970 article in TV
Guide describes the star’s capacity as a television actress, and maintains
its own self-promotional interests by presenting Mary Tyler Moore as an
‘instinctual’ performer who has ‘never had a lesson in her life’, and who
is thus a natural ‘fit’ for the medium that seeks to validate daily life as
sitcom. Not a professional who had made it on stage or in the movies, this
star is quoted in an article entitled ‘You’ve Come A Long Way, Baby’:
‘I’m not an actress who can create character. I play me. [ was scared if I
tampered with it I might ruin it.” As if to suggest that the television
medium is best for the untrained but trusting neophyte, Mary Tyler
Moore is also credited with having grown up to success as ‘middle-class
America’s zingiest housewife’ on The Dick Van Dyke Show from 1961-6.*
As is characteristic of TV Guide and of television culture, this actress’
inability to succeed in any other of the performing arts of mass media is
attributed to her own gender-determined priorities: she has a private life
and works to protect a happy marriage to her business partner. All of
these points are made as preface to the season’s new show — about a
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single career woman of thirty. Surely such a mixture of self-
congratulatory praise for television and for the inherently home-loving
nature of this star must remind us that The Mary Tyler Moore Show
stepped cautiously into the American living-room.

Soon after The Mary Tyler Moore Show had become a successful
Saturday night prime-time programme TV Guide published a second
kind of commentary which dealt with women who sought jobs in Tv
production, and women’s roles in current Tv series. Much like the
self-aggrandising prose that had previously hyped the responsibility of
the industry as it ‘looked after’ its female star, these articles promote an
image of a responsive medium that is granting women opportunities to
work behind the scenes. In both instances, the sexism is blatant: the
female star who appears on screen is a virtuous homebody, while the
working woman who produces is revealed as a pin-up on the job in
articles entitled ‘The Writer Wore Hotpants’ and ‘Cameraperson in
Hotpants’.® It is in this context that TV Guide readers encountered a
number of serious attacks by feminist journalists who were finally
voicing and publishing their outrage about Tv roles for women. Early
in 1971, Caroline Bird, author of Born Female, reviewed the roles played
by women in the so-called ‘relevant’ shows of the recent seasons. In an
essay entitled ‘What's Television Doing for 50% of Americans?’, Bird
asserts that working women portrayed on TV are never granted private
lives and that mothers are denied any relationship to the workplace.
The few ‘shadowy’ female characters who exist as independent women
in responsible jobs take no initiative within the narratives, and
frequently disappear for weeks at a time. Caroline Bird sees and names
covert hostility on the part of network television towards working
women, claiming that ‘None of these shows is challenging the family
system, demanding a new kind of sexual relationship or a new division
of labour in the home.”®

Diane Rosen contributed an attack on ‘Tv and the Single Girl’, in
another 1971 TV Guide article, where she remarks that fifteen years
have passed since Father Knows Best, and yet, ‘1, a single 27-year old
living alone in New York City, can no longer find a reflection of my life
anywhere on commercial television.” She points out that for five years
(1966—71) Marlo Thomas’ portrayal of That Girl simply reinforced the
idea that a single woman is endearing only insofar as she is incom-
petent. Marlo Thomas’ role is that of a dizzy aspiring actress who
depends on her father and her boyfriend for all advice and affection.
Rosen credits this actress with having struggled with aBc executives for
permission to play the part of a single woman who lived alone, and
even implies that she may have helped The Mary Tyler Moore Show to
appear in 1g70. While this article emphasises the miraculous arrival of
two unattached thirty-year-old working women in Mary and Rhoda,
the author suggests that shows about single women remain rare and
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necessarily tokens to the modern woman’s experience. Rosen notes that
neither Sandy Duncan in Funny Face or Shirley MacLaine in Shirley’s
World, both from the 1971 season, present unmarried women in
convincing contexts. In fact neither of these shows lasted out the
season, a further indication that The Mary Tyler Moore Show succeeded
in part because it was the only one of its kind.”

In another TV Guide article that appeared in late 1973, Letty Cottin
Pogrebin, a feminist columnist and author of How To Make it in a Man’s
World, writes an introductory essay to an upcoming ABc documentary
entitled Woman’s Place. Like Bird and Rosen, Progrebin reinforces the
feminist claim that ‘the personal is political’, in a recollection of how
television betrayed her as she was growing up in the 1g50s. She
develops a powerful argument for how she learned to lie as she became
a well-socialised girl during this decade, and cites the many self-
demeaning steps she took in an effort to imitate television’s teenagers
and to obey television’s mothers. Pogrebin shows how the mass media,
specifically Tv, aligns itself with the interests of the nineteenth-century
bourgeois family. Thus women continue to uphold the myth of the
patriarch. ‘In the constant search for male approval we were willing to
lose ourselves,’ she laments. Her argument suggests that middle-class
mothers who were learning to shape family life around the Tv family in
the 1g50s saw themselves idealised by the medium, and from that
private bond created between mothering and televised representations
of mothers, Pogrebin adds that as teenage daughters, ‘We never knew a
girl had any other choice.” Finally, the article exonerates network Tv,
for it turns the reader’s attention to the possibilities within contempor-
ary documentary to explore woman’s place in American society. And
insofar as ‘unlearning the lie’ means rejecting the early decades of
family-focused sitcom, her final lines affirm a determination apparently
shared by television itsell: ‘Now we are teaching the truth to our
daughters so that growing up female can mean growing up free.”®

It is interesting to note that in some of the same ways that TV Guide
sought to reassure its viewer-readers that the network’s new career
woman show was really another, albeit more ‘responsive’, commitment
to family values, the determination of its co-producers Allan Burns and
James Brooks to avoid social issues complemented what the publicity
branch of the industry was promising. Burns and Brooks have recently
been interviewed in The Producer’s Medium and both make clear their
commitment to ‘character comedy’ rather than Lear-style comedy with
its political tendency. When asked whether he felt that The Mary Tyler
Moore Show addressed the question of women’s rights, Brooks attributes
to ‘good timing’ the relationship that is established. Mary Richard’s
character and the women’s movement ‘evolved’ simultaneously, he
claims, ‘but we did not espouse women'’s rights, we sought to show
someone from Mary Richard’s background being in a world where
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The Mary Tyler Moore Show (from bottom left, clockwise): Betty White, Ted Knight, Gavin
MacLeod, Ed Asner, Mary Tyler Moore, Georgia Engel

women’s rights were being talked about and it was having an impact.™

But while these producers may have viewed the women’s movement
as ‘background’ to their series, it is essential to note that they did hire
women scriptwriters for The Mary Tyler Moore Show. The fact that Burns
and Brooks bought more material from women writers than any other
Tv producers at that time is noted by Ellen Sherman in a 1974 MS$
Magazine article on the long history of discrimination against women
seriptwriters in the medium. Sherman remarks that it is one of The
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Mary Tyler Moore Show regulars, Gail Parent, who along with Renee
Taylor, became the first woman to win an Emmy in 1973. In 1974 there
were eight women awarded Emmys for a variety of categories in Tv
production, among them Treva Silverman, who received an award for
Best Comedy Series Writer for The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Silverman,
Parent, the team of Barbara Gallagher and Sybil Adelman, as well as
Karyl Geld, all worked for Burns and Brooks. In 1974 Silverman, then
the only female head story editor in television, is quoted by Sherman:
‘Women on The Mary Tyler Moore Show are allowed to have a sense of
their own intelligence. It’s only then that the real breakthroughs for
women can be made in television.” The M§ article mentions that 50%
of the scripts accepted by the mT™ producer team in 1973 were written
by women, way above the typical percentages for other shows. During
that same year, Sherman attests: ‘out of 63 series on television, 36
employed no women writers whatsoever.’'°

It remains important to explore how Burns’ and Brooks’ commit-
ment to character rather than social comedy occasionally collided with
the political interests of female writers who had struggled for work in a
sexist culture industry. What these producers say about politics as
‘background’ and the ways in which they defend the primacy of
individual characters as the basis for comedy confirm what we have
seen as the historical and ideological mandate for keeping the familial
intact through the presence in the workplace of the humane and
accessible woman. There is surely a move away from domestic sitcom
where a private house provides the stage for all problem-solving, but
whether the Tv newsroom as workplace marks a new environment for a
new kind of women’s work remains to be considered. Just as television
audiences were comforted in the 1950s by the mirroring of their own
lives in the screen’s surface imagery of home spaces, it is arguable that
the 1970s audience was wholly familiar with the look of a ‘newsroom-
family’, and so was receptive to the position of the career woman in this
context. The emphasis on character remains a powerful reminder of
how the appeal of the familial includes its expansion at various times in
history to encompass the sanctity and significance of human relation-
ships in all aspects of daily life. And while there is an important
concession to woman’s new place in the postwar economy, we must
also ask to what extent Mary Richards remains separated from the
powers of authorship in the newsroom and from the policy-making
work that is involved in editing and shaping television news.

THE MISE-EN-SCENES OF HOME AND WORK ON THE ‘MARY TYLER
MOORE SHOW’

The continuity which is achieved by character comedy is heightened by
the use of limited sets and locations; we quickly learn to associate the
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three men and the three women who play major roles on The Mary Tyler
Moore Show with specific rooms, doorways and furniture. The men
function primarily in the wjM newsroom where each occupies a
designated desk or separate office. The women who are Mary
Richards’ neighbours meet in her apartment where they situate
themselves in different arcas, depending on whether they have been
invited or have simply dropped in. Domestic and work spaces are thus
quite rigidly distinguished, and are marked according to gender by the
kinds of'social interactions which take place in each. Because we do not
know what goes on between these two worlds, we are further reinforced
in our perceptions about separate spheres. While Mary alone is
consistently comfortable in occupying both places, we never see her
commuting between the two. And aside from the opening montage
sequence which accompanies the titles for every episode, there is no
city, no suburb and no transportation to connect them. We thus view
Mary’s privileged role in both spheres as uniquely hers, perhaps
coming to believe that she is afforded this mobility largely because
others remain in their gender-determined places. Although there are
significant instances when a woman from her house appears in the
newsroom or when a newsman visits her apartment, these events mark
irregularitics in the narrative, small transgressions often associated
with personal crises or more specifically with the needs of individuals to
seek out Mary at such times.

The two principal interior sets provide contrasing mise-en-scénes,
although they are similar in their obvious staginess and so remind us
that both exist for a live studio audience as well as for us as
home-viewers. As a Tv audience we are established in relation to the
live performance by the use of an editing pattern that cuts from full
stage shots to tight shots on individuals or pairs. There are two long
shots that recur: one of the whole set that is Mary’s apartment and one
that encompasses the entire newsroom. Both of these camera positions
provide us with a strong sense of accessible space — space that may
mirror or simply come to feel as familiar as the place of the viewer
her/himself. Above all, there is a symmetry in the composition of these
two establishing shots. They function in similar ways to return us to
‘normal’, a well-tried technique in sitcom. From having been moved
about and around the verbally conflicting and sometimes physically
colliding characters as they break from their places with such inevit-
able rhythms throughout any episode, these shots return us to a calm
associated with spectator privilege but more importantly they affirm
our belief that resolution involves people-in-their-proper-roles-and-
places. They also afiirm Mary Richard’s power to mediate, so that a
return to a full stage shot heightens our awareness of and even our
investment in her social skills. Thus the mise-en-scéne of her apartment
and that of her workplace gain a particular significance in relation to
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that True-Womanly aspect of her character. We see that she shapes
and guides the interactions in both places, insuring that each remains
separate but connected, by her own presence.

From the first episode (‘Love is All Around’, 1970), a number of
clues to Mary's personality and to her social role are established by her
relationship to her private living space. Some of the same efforts to
legitimate modern womanhood by recalling old female attributes are
intact through the very architecture of her home.'! As she moves into a
one-room ‘studio’ apartment, from the quaint interior details and from
an cxterior shot that introduces the first scene as she arrives in the
Minneapolis suburb, we also learn that Mary lives in a big Victorian
house. Subdivided now for the modern one-child family or the ‘single’
adult, the turreted mansion recalls an age when an extended family
lived there with servants to care for its three generations of inhabitants.
lts present state also reminds the audience of war-time changes and
postwar realities: the middle-class family can no longer aspire to such
palatial housing, and by the 1g50s the surburban tract-home became
the model for a more cfficient nuclear family that could not afford to
hire domestic help. Mary’s apartment house thus represents the entire
history of the American middle-class family home, and we are alerted
to the ways in which she herself might embody one hundred vears of
good housekeeping. It will be her task to ensure that yesterday’s family
becomes today’s familial. When Mary first enters the modernised space
that will be hers, it is the empty but potential stage that will contain all
her private life encounters for the first five years of the show. (Mary
moves to a downtown highrise apartment towards the end of the
series.) As an audience we are asked to identify with this moment of
arriving and moving-in, and while her first encounters at home and at
her job all take place on Mary’s first day in this new city, each meeting
provides us with a brief dramatic introduction to the five characters
who will become her familial-friends and co-workers.

Phyllis Lindstrom is Mary’s married friend from the past who lives
on the first floor with her daughter Bess and husband Lars. She is
landlady for the house and is the one who introduces Mary to her new
apartment. While boasting about the clean paint and the new wall-
to-wall carpet, Phyllis leads Mary towards the closed curtains, as if
finally to display a view of suburbia through the three-part Victorian
windows. She opens them with a dramatic gesture and what is revealed
instead of the wooded landscape is the dark figure of a woman washing
the windows from the outside ledge. Shrouded in an old-world kerchief
and a big black coat is Rhoda, the other woman with whom Mary will
share this house. She is disdained by Phyllis, and the reason for their
animosity seems instantly apparent: Rhoda has challenged her neigh-
bour’s would-be gentility as hostess and even Phyllis’ right to rent the
apartment to Mary. As though from another world (and indeed as a
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Jew from the Bronx she is an invader to Mary and Phyllis’ midwestern
idyll) Rhoda enters her new neighbour’s space through a window. She
is dark and comical next to Phyllis Lindstrom, a recalcitrant city
woman who transforms a polite discussion of decor to talk of salaries
and property and upward mobility. Rhoda claims she put a whole
month’s paycheck into the new carpet because she planned to move
from her upstairs garret into this more airy space. Phyllis characteristi-
cally runs for help from the building’s owner and returns with the
authority to ‘tell on” Rhoda and to inform Mary that she is lying. Mary
registers shock at her crass invader: ‘You lied to me,” she says to
Rhoda, who answers with perfect equilibrium: ‘You betcha’. Mary
Richards must learn to mediate. From the first encounter with her
opposing women neighbours, one from upstairs and one from down-
stairs, we find her in the middle, bending to negotiate the differences
between an aggressive single working woman and a passive-aggressive
married one. Throughout The Mary Tyler Moore Show she will bring
Rhoda and Phyllis together, thus finding within herself and within her
living space, the room for difference. Mary’s true work as mediator will
depend very much on her apartment, situated as it is between these
opposites and in a house that once contained a family. We will ask,
throughout the series, as if to rework the words of day-time radio
programmes: ‘Can Mary Richards, girl-next-door, learn to live with
and let live, her antagonistic neighbours?’

There are three important parts to the set that is Mary’s living space,
and each area provides for different kinds of interactions between the
residents of the big house and others who visit her there. At the extreme
stage right is a door to the hallway on the second floor. This is Mary’s
front door, but it is also the meeting place for Phyllis and Rhoda, who
frequently collide at this half-way point between their own apartments.
They are always seeking out Mary’s capacities to find equilibrium and
often they want both her spiritual and material provisions. This
doorway also serves as a mini-stage for numerous goodnight kisses that
become awkward goodbyes because just as things get serious in Mary’s
private life, one of her ‘family’ members rings the bell or just walks in.
Mary’s boyfriends become strangers when Lou, Murray or Ted appear
at her door. There is a passageway that leads from the door behind the
sunken living-room centre of the stage to the kitchen on the extreme
left. This allows the characters who know and need Mary to proceed
directly to her food supply or to her round dining table. It also
distinguishes them from the ‘guests’, outsiders who are motioned to the
couch and stuffed chairs that consitute a ‘parlour’. Because this more
formal space often appears to dictate where people should sit and even
what they should say, it functions to remind us of the differences
between an old-fashioned hostess and a modern friend. Sometimes an
establishing shot of the whole set reveals an agonised group staring out
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at us as though obedient to some decorous ideal that went out with
horsehair furniture. But Mary’s apartment as a whole does not have
that kind of formality. Neither a fireplace nor a v set provides a focus
for her visitors. As a result it is Mary herself who is a centre. Sometimes
still and attentive with one other person, sometimes moving skilfully
between several people, her apartment appears to facilitate her social
skills.

Mary can stride like a long-legged runner across the span of her
apartment in order to answer the doorbell, and she can provide for
close community needs by settling people at her dining table, the third
important area in her place. Innermost, and closest to the kitchen that
is cvery ‘I'rue Woman’s heartland, this space recalls the round-table
togetherness that included the Nelsons, the Goldbergs and Mama's
Norwegian family in the early years of Tv. Mary gathers her feuding
neighbours there for quiet meals, serves coffee and cookies to the
newsmen who visit, and reminds us that she can still bring everyone
together in old-fashioned ways. We also learn in the first episode that
Mary's ‘open-house’ modern lifestyle corresponds to the same lack of
privacy which characterises lifc in an old family house. In the first
cpisode when Rhoda returns for the tag to commiscrate with Mary
about the final visit and departure of her two-year-long ‘relationship’,
Mary marvels that her crass neighbour could be so attuned to her
feelings of regret and resignation. The house itself provides an answer
to this bond among sensitive women: Rhoda points to a low place on
the wall near Mary’s door and says, ‘/'ve got this tremendous intuition
and youwe got this heating duct that goes all the way up to my
apartment.’ 'The script and the mise-en-scéne thus confirm that both
women’s language and listening skills are dependent on their home-
lives. Here is the origin of the communications skills which Mary will
take into the workplace.

In the wym newsroom, Mary's desk situates her in a fixed position at
the very centre of the set. Her desk is next to Murray’s, and their names
and places suggest that ‘Mur’ and *Mair’ provide the newsroom
‘family’ with its twins: the associate producer and the newswriter. "The
narrow space between their desks serves as a median-line in the
composition of the whole, with an entry door on the extreme right, a
path across the open space behind Mary and Murray, and on the
extreme left, usually off-screen (like Mary’s kitchen), the private office
of the boss, Lou Grant. Ted Baxter, the newscaster, appears frequently
coming out of his dressing room or from the broadcast booth where he
has been on-camera. The booth is behind a curtained wall at the back
of the set, placed in a relationship to the room that is similar to that of
Mary's windows in her apartment. But the newsroom is painted blue
and grey, and what is warm and colourful about Mary’s room is cold
and efficient here. While we look directly out of Mary’s big windows to
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see nature’s changing seasons, the curtains to the broadcast booth are
never opened, and the windowless newsroom is related to an outside
world only by multiple clocks, wire-service machines, telephones,
typewriters and television sets. The lack of visual stimulation tells us
that this is a ‘man’s world’, a bastion where man-made machines send
and receive man-made information. There are large grey panels that
make up the walls of the newsroom. They look as if they could be
moved and resituated to provide for more efficient space-modules as
new machines replace the few humans that are left. We learn that
Mary works here and that she is a central character among the men at
wJM, but we also see that she will never conform to this space, never
disappear into its hard surfaces.

Mary’s clothes (she never appears in the same outfit on different
shows, perhaps to suggest that because we only see her once a week,
unlike her co-workers, we miss some aspects of her everyday presence)
frequently provide a dazzling contrast to the grey neutrality of the
newsroom. And in conjunction with her animated gestures, the higher
pitch of her voice, and her capacities to move speedily from her desk to
her boss’s door, these brightly coloured costumes mark her feminine
presence at all times. Sometimes too, Mary and Murray both dress in
bright colours, as if bonded in an effort to be inconsistent in a
consistently rationalised atmosphere. When these two match it is often
because their allegiance as teamworkers is emphasised, or because Lou
Grant’s patriarchal postures make their tie more irgent. The self-
serving vanity of Ted Baxter is also made obvious by occasional
outrageously loud ties and handkerchiefs, and these function to keep
him the ready-target of his boss’s anger. There are occasions when
Ted’s red ties seem to stimulate Lou’s bullish disposition, .confirming
for us the differences between an old time shirt-sleeves-rolled-up
newsman and a foppish anchor-man.

Above all, the newsroom is a divided place. Unlike Mary’s apart-
ment it does not allow for the easy flow of people nor does it provide
access and intimacy. Its different parts suggest hierarchy among
workers and competition between men and machines. In particular
Lou Grant’s office is a sealed-off glassed-in private space where loud
confrontations are audible only to specific victims on the inside, but are
visible to those who are on the outside. The ritual of knocking and
waiting outside this door provides a vivid contrast to the way that
people are welcomed into Mary’s apartment. And because Lou’s office
corresponds to the space that is Mary’s kitchen on that set, we also
experience the sharp differences between her boss’s desk-drawer liquor
supply and Mary’s kitchen coffee. When she is first interviewed for the
Job, Lou barks an invitation to her, hoping he has found a drinking
partner. She completely misses his meaning, asks for a Brandy
Alexander, and watches in silence as he drops his whiskey bottle back
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into his filing cabinet. Its metallic clank punctuates a meeting which is
not what this newsman had expected from an office buddy. But Lou
Grant remains intrigued by Mary, aware of a new kind of energy
brought into his daily routine. In a three-part shot-reverse-shot
sequence, he barks at her: ‘“You know what? You’ve got spunk.” Mary
responds with a smile, and we cut to another medium close-up of her
future boss: ‘I hate spunk.” This non-conversation is followed by
another in which the older man closes their deal: ‘If I don’t like vou, I'll
fire you. If you don’t like me, I'll fire you.” Are these the words that
men in power speak to women who have none? Mary listens. We listen.
In this way and in many others she will provide this workplace with
some humorous alternatives to its own deadlines and its own division of
labour. She brings with her the playful flexibility of a modern woman
and the sensitivities of a True Woman. Both are qualities much needed
in an atmosphere where communication depends more on machines
than people.

To what extent, we must now ask, does Mary’s presence in these two
locations grant The Mary Tyler Moore Show a critique of woman’s place?
The answer to this question will emerge in relation to the concept of
family that is developed throughout the series. There are two directions
in which these characters are pulled by Mary as a family-minded single
woman. One is in the direction of community and co-operation, and
the other is in the direction of a rigid social order that keeps men’s and
women’s roles organised around opposing values and modes of behav-
iour. This comedy series takes us both wavs. We have observed how
the mise-en-scénes of home and work mark the differences between these
two aspects of the familial. And we have noted how it is Mary’s
capacity to move between the two spheres which keeps the comedy
intact. On the one hand, she can go beyond her nineteenth-century
domestic model to accept and combine all kinds of single and often
separated characters in her one-room apartment, and similarly can
enter the workplace to encourage more collectivity. On the other hand,
Mary often appears to mediate between widely different people in
order to send them all back into their narrowly-defined roles as men
and women who seem unchanged by and unable to challenge the social
constraints that surround them.

RELATIONSHIPS AND ROLES AT HOME AND WORK

Three kinds of relationships that have been the focus of much feminist
debate provide The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Rhoda with some of their
central themes and incidents. The first is mother-daughter relation-
ships. There is perhaps no subject of more significance to the women’s
movement than this one: it raises historically and psychologically
important questions about both kinds of women’s roles, and more
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importantly about the kinds of family bonds that are traditionally
maintained through these relationships. Mary Richards has left her
mother, but is placed decisively in the middle of Rhoda’s relationship
to her mother and Phyllis’ relationship to her daughter. Second, we will
look at a related matter: how does ‘sisterhood’ become a new source of
strength and community for women who seek alternatives to marriage
and family-defined roles? The importance of Mary’s familial friend-
ships with Rhoda and Phyllis are central to her own show, and remain
intact throughout both of these characters’ spin-off series. These three
women are bonded initially as neighbours, but also because they are
engaged in finding careers and male lovers, a combination long
considered transgressive, if not impossible. Lastly, this study will
explore some of the issues raised on The Mary Tyler Moore Show around
women and work, more specifically Mary’s relationships to both the
men and the job in the Tv newsroom. Feminist critics have long noted
that women in journalism are frequently isolated or infantilised by
their all-male co-workers, and it is most important to observe the ways
in which Mary as a writer-producer appears to be a source for constant
jokes, while as a smoothing force of mediation within the newsroom,
she is a serious, if not central character at wjm.

While Mary has left her small Minnesota town to come to the big
city (we see her making this break, with flowers and goodbyes, during
the opening montage sequences that accompany the titles of cach
episode for the first two seasons), she remains a midwestern middle-
class woman who lives alone on the middle floor of her apartment
house. Separated from her parents, who occasionally visit in an
episode, Mary appears to be a well-adjusted daughter who has
successfully internalised her mother’s homemaking and interpersonal
skills, while having also moved towards the world of the father where
there is financial autonomy and a public presence. Her separation from
the mother recalls Pogrebin’s article on ‘\WWoman's Place’ in a T} Guide
from the early years of The Mary Tyler Moore Show. 1t was this feminist’s
argument that she could not separate from a web of girlhood lies until
her father intervened to unfasten the glue that attached her own
mother to the Tv Mother of the 1950s, and that had thus entrapped the
adolescent author in the feminine mystique. Mary Richards does not
discuss her own parenting, but her move from a small home town
mirrors Mary Tyler Moore's own move from The Dick Van Dyke Show
where she played a perfect wife and young mother from 1g61-6. When
Mary meets Lou Grant in the first episode of The Mary Tyler Moore
Show, he affirms this many-levelled act of separation for her: he is the
father-like boss who will take her away from her family past and will
give her a job in the wjum newsroom. In this sense Mary Richards is
beyond ker family, but is still linked to familial needs and concerns.
There is a marked difference between biological mother-daughter
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relationships in The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Mary’s more mediated
position as sisterly or daughterly in her friendships with women at
home and men at work. Both Rhoda and Phyllis are still caught in
mother-daughter dependencies, and it is Mary’s task and trial to listen
and often negotiate for her two best friends: one a daughter and one a
mother.

Rhoda’s relationship to her mother Ida is the central one in her life.
While she has moved to Minneapolis to work, it is immediately clear
that Rhoda has not separated from her mother in any way but
geographically. She enjoys some respite from Ida’s Jewish mothering
because, she tells Mary, talking on the telephone is less taxing: ‘I like
her better person to person than in person.’ Later she will cling to the
distance that the intercom provides when she is back in New York
dealing with Ida on the Rhoda show in 1974. Rhoda refers to the double
difficulty of meeting her mother after a long commute; ‘Ma and jet lag’
seem an awful combination. In short, there is no separating from this
kind of mother, and in addition to the temporary relief that Rhoda may
find from short and long distance communication systems, she depends
primarily on Mary’s capacities to mediate when Ida is a visitor to
Minneapolis. In the first two years of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, there
are at least two such occasions: one episode in 1970 when Ida arrives
with an immense present for Rhoda, with which she will attempt to
guilt-trip her daughter, and another in 1971 when she will try to
establish a ‘modern’ mother-daughter bond around look-alike outfits.
In both of these shows, Mary rescues Rhoda from two oppressive kinds
of mothering: one Ida’s own Jewish version, in which the note on the
present says ‘No one in the world will ever love you as much as I do’,
and the second in which mothering as friendship is challenged as a
miserable alternative to the first.

In both of these episodes, Rhoda clarifies for Mary the profound
problems that are associated with Ida’s mothering. In the first
(*Support Your Local Mother’, 1970), as Mary goes to read the card on
what she sees as a most generous gift from mother to daughter, Rhoda
cracks: ‘It’s not a card, it’s a curse.” She can feel the ways that this
attachment is not love, but need, and yet she cannot escape it. Mary
must listen to her friend: ‘You’re talking about midwestern love, I'm
talking about Bronx love ... My mother wants the people she loves to
feel guilty.” But it is not until she agrees to let Ida stay with her that
Mary recognises the no-win situation that Rhoda is in. In one of the
more physical comic scenes between women, Mary and Ida chase each
other around Mary’s sofa trying to grab and give back the money
which Rhoda’s mother pretends-and-insists she wants to pay for her
stay. Mary is exhausted and even frightened by this acted-out game, so
that the next day when Ida moves to another level, demanding to be
called ‘Mama’, she becomes more determined to reunite Ida with her

i3

WorldRadioHistory



own daughter. We view Rhoda in the window of Hemple’s department
store fussing with a bridal couple, mannequins who are perfectly
placed and dressed for the very event that Rhoda herself longingly
anticipates. With the appearance of her mother outside the store
window, and Mary on the inside urging her friend to talk with Ida,
Rhoda is caught. As the unhappy daughter is reunited with her mother
in a resigned embrace, we cut to Mary still standing in the store
window. As if she wishes to be invisible, she assumes the pose of a
mannequin well-wisher at the wedding. The comedy is thick with
something serious, if not tragic, about Rhoda’s life. While we may
laugh to see the topic of predatory mothering as something that
well-adjusted, midwestern Mary has to confront, at another level it is
an essential part of every woman’s experience in this culture. Feminist
scholars have long noted the implications of women’s tendencies to
merge, relating them frequently to mother-daughter bonds. Questions
of women’s relationships to men and to work are skilfully integrated in
this script, where Rhoda’s mother is a deterrent to the sense of self that
is required for both. It is in this way that we come to understand
Mary’s critical role for Rhoda, as a separated ‘sister’ and a midwestern
friend.

In ‘A Girl’s Best Mother is not her Friend’, from the 1971 season,
Ida visits and attempts to imitate Phyllis’ relationship to her daughter,
Bess. Because we know that Phyllis is a follower of trends and a
consumer-wife and mother, her inane claim that mother-daughter
matching dresses are a sign of ‘an easy, open relationship’ falls into the
comic realm of her character-type. It is only when Ida hears this that it
becomes the primary theme for this episode. This sometimes cruel
mother has already, upon her arrival at the house in Minneapolis,
begun to insult her daughter by comparing her to Mary: ‘Mary, you
look so slim and trim, and Rhoda, you ...’ This comment is based on
a sight-gag created by a cut from the three women in a long shot to
Ida’s point-of-view shot of Rhoda’s bottom as she bends over to pick
something up. Mother’s critical gaze thus becomes an invitation, if not
an insistence, that the Tv audience participate in the competitive
exchange. Now we know that Ida is in control, and will attempt to
build a faddish mother-daughter friendship with the vuinerable Rhoda.
Phyllis, the ‘expert’ in this context, offers to lend Ida the books she has
bought on the subject. The episode culminates with the unexpected
appearance of Ida and Rhoda in the wjM newsroom, holding hands as
they stand together in matching dresses. Ida’s foolish plan has now
become a comical performance for Mary and the newsmen. In a
previous scene Murray, the father of two, had responded to Mary’s
worried account of the mother-daughter plan: ‘Kids don’t need parents
for friends.” So that when the two look-alikes arrive, Ida’s miscon-
ceived notion of modern mothering has been partially corrected by
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Murray’s paternal wisdom to Mary. Now the dynamic shifts, and in
the next scene Ida, Rhoda and Mary are eating dinner at Mary’s table.
We learn that Ida is taking some desperate steps to identify with her
daughter, and has decided to stop wearing a bra in order to be ‘with it’.
Rhoda responds succinctly: “Ma, you’re not **with it”’, you’re “without
it”.” By the end of this episode, perhaps because Mary has learned and
mediated Murray’s position and because Mary’s table provides the
necessary forum for exchange and clarification, Rhoda says to her
mother: ‘You’ve been a swell friend, but I need a mother.” This brief
moment of equilibrium is soon lost, however, and in the tag we see
Mary standing guard between mother and daughter. The feuding pair
speak to cach other through Mary: ‘Will you tell her ..., ‘Will you
tell her ...> Mary mediates as the scene fades to black.

In this episode, there is a clear mockery of consumer-defined
relationships between mothers and daughters, and of that post-war
domestic ideal that implies that consuming is mothering and that
shopping for matched outfits insures ‘togetherness’. But at a deeper
level, the attachment between Ida and Rhoda is also represented as a
genuine longing on the older woman’s part to be close to a ‘younger
self’. Even this sentiment is related to a critique that runs throughout
The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Rhoda, of the many ways that our culture
privileges youth just as it idealises motherhood and marriage. Perhaps
Rhoda’s constant talk of diets and make-up serve as reminders of how
mothers’ criticisms feed a marketplace that in turn profits from
daughters’ low esteem.

It is evident throughout the MmT™ shows that while character comedy
remains foregrounded, what co-producers Brooks and Burns call
‘fortunate timing’ in relation to the women’s movement served script-
writers, directors and actors well. And while social issues surface
largely through personality and family interactions, the critique — in
this case of mother-daughter bonding — resonates with feminist con-
cerns. As we have seen in other contexts, family relationships are often
depicted as rigid and even harmful. Neither Ida nor Rhoda can
separate enough to accept each other as different people. It is note-
worthy, however, that these series do leave room for personal growth
and change. In this way, there is an apparent response to some of the
utopian aspects of feminism, and beyond providing ‘background’ for
static or stereotypic characters, there is movement implied by some
developments in Ida and Rhoda’s relationship. The Rhoda show
continues to explore this same mother-daughter dynamic in consider-
ably more detail, and while the gags about fat and age provide the
necessary character-based continuity with The Mary Tyler Moore Show,
the two women gain a new understanding of themselves as they become
more separated. When Rhoda leaves her marriage to Joe after one year,
Ida works through something for the first time: ‘In my day,” she tells
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her newly separated daughter, ‘my mother would have said, ‘‘make
any adjustment to save the marriage ...;” that doesn’t go now, does
it?” (‘The Separation’, 1976) Also for the first time in this episode, Ida
realises that while she would like to stay with Rhoda to comfort her at
this lonely time, “That would have been good for me, but not for you,
huh?” At this moment Rhoda can accept her mother’s concern, and
says ‘stick around, Ma’. For viewers who have followed this painfully
routinised relationship from its first appearance on The Mary Tyler
Moore Show in 1970, to the moment when Ida in her old-world kerchief
can listen to and embrace her daughter in the final seconds of the
episode, this change has historical meaning. It is not that all family
relationships are hopelessly entrenched, or that we can only sit back
and laugh at the status-quo. It is also that alternatives surface in these
women-oriented comedies, and that the possibilities for new relation-
ships among women seem to emerge, even within families, when there
are possibilities for relationships between women and work.

In the case of Phyllis’ relationship to her pre-teenage child, Bess, a
very different dynamic is brought to light. Like Ida, Phyllis is a
home-bound parent, infantilised by Lars in the way that Ida is ‘taken
care of by Martin. Both women appear determined to prove their
capacities for full-time mothering, whether in an up-to-date mode or in
a traditional sense. Phyllis has clearly read the latest literature, and
she and Bess are on a first-name basis. Bess has been encouraged to
regard the All-American family mythos with distaste and to make
precocious comments whenever possible. The basis for comedy in this
mother-daughter relationship lies in the fact that Phyllis herself is
deeply committed to most of the conventions and values upheld by the
bourgeois family, and perpetuates myths about the ‘creativity’ of
housework, a ‘pleasurable’ marriage to Lars, and a ‘rewarding’ and
‘open’ relationship to Bess. From the moment when she introduces
Bess to her ‘Aunt Mary’, and is unmasked for such family-mindedness
when Bess calls her antagonist ‘Aunt Rhoda’, we know that Mary
Richards will be caught in many years of mediating another mother-
daughter conflict. Her rapport with Bess will be built on the fact that,
for different reasons, both have accepted family-togetherness as some-
thing of the past, perhaps as mass media hype. In ‘Baby Sit-Com’
(1971) Lou Grant is asked by Mary to take care of Bess one night when
Phyllis and Lars are away and when Mary wants to go out on a date.
The young girl and the older man get along fine; she makes cookies and
he gets drunk. They end the evening playing poker with the cookies,
having decided that there was nothing worth watching on Tv, once
Lou’s much anticipated prizefight was over after a few seconds. Bess
makes it clear that she has better things to do than to watch The Clancy
Clan, where ‘They have all these kids, and everyone laughs a lot
because they have all these kids.” She is, like Mary, one of the single
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female characters on The Mary Tyler Moore Show and on its spin-offs,
who understands that family no longer means the redundant comedy
generated by two parents and a lot of children. Her thinly veiled
reference to The Brady Bunch (1969—74), an ABc programme about the
marriage of two widowed parents with three children each, functions to
provide The Mary Tyler Moore Show viewer with some added encourage-
ment to question that older model. Treva Silverman is the scriptwriter
for this episode and her efforts to place this series outside the family
sitcom involve her pointed use of Bess, the wise only child who ‘knows
best’ that friendship is more enduring than family, and whose ‘old
man’ is too loaded to disagree.

In another episode scripted by Silverman (‘The Birds and-um-the
Bees’, 1971), a different kind of commentary on family-ideology
emerges. In the central plot Phyllis begs Mary to tell Bess the facts of
life. This plan has been triggered by a subplot about a Tv programme
that Mary has produced, entitled: ‘What’s Your Sexual 1.Q.” While
Phyllis found the documentary ‘informative, enlightening and mature’
(‘in other words, boring,” says Rhoda), she does not feel like enough of
an expert to tell Bess about such matters. When Mary asks if perhaps
Bess’ father Lars, a doctor, could do so, Phyllis notes that because he
slept through the programme, he would do the same while talking
about sex to his daughter. Rhoda supports Phyllis in this one instance,
and asks Mary to speak to Bess, recalling the absurdities of her own
mother’s explanation of the facts of life: ‘I thought I had to swim up the
Columbia River.” But before Mary agrees, she tries one more possible
source of fatherly advice, for herself in this instance. She speaks to Lou
Grant at the office, who explains to her that it was ‘perfectly natural’ to
educate his three daughters; he had simply told them that their mother
had something to say to them about sex. After this extended buck-
passing, itself a gentle mockery of how unmodern modern parents
really are and of how much they may need to rely on a non-parent for
this kind of interchange, Bess and Mary do begin to talk. Predictably,
Bess takes over: ‘Are you leading up to telling me about love ...»" but
unpredictably adds ‘I already know about sex.” Their conversation
uncovers the greatest of family myths, and Bess asks for clarity: ‘Love
and sex go together, right? So if you love someone, do you ...»” Mary is
cornered as the only expert, a single woman and a Tv producer-expert
who must play the role of a parent. But she is honest and acknowledges
to Bess that there is a difference. Perhaps for censorship reasons it is
Rhoda who calls out her gratitude from the armchair where she has
been listening in: ‘Thanks Mary, separating love and sex has changed
my life.” The tag supplies this episode with a last stab at family-based
morality. Phyllis re-enters Mary’s apartment to try to talk to Bess on
her own, now that Mary has done the real work: ‘I’ll make it sound
spiritual and ethical ... almost true.’ Silverman’s script explores the
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comic side to the ways in which mothering means lying, and as is
frequently the case, it is Mary’s task to provide an alternative to that
kind of female socialisation.

The need to bypass and seek alternatives to family-defined relation-
ships is nowhere more obvious than when we look at the ways in which
Mary’s female friendships are privileged in this series. Most particu-
larly in the first four seasons, before Rhoda moves to New York and
begins her spin-off in 1974 and Phyllis moves to San Francisco for her
own show in the next year, these two neighbours are the subjects of
every episode, central friendships in Mary’s daily life as a career
woman. We find that Phyllis and Rhoda provide her with more
interesting interactions, conversations and comradeship than do most
of the dates with whom Mary shares some of her private life. While
often these boyfriends are buffoons who make brief comic appearances,
they also disrupt the primacy of her friendships at home and at work.
The wjm newsmen are often depicted as jealous and petty about any
‘outside’ man in Mary’s life, and similarly her women friends are
shown to be occasionally jealous but more often hurt when she ignores
them for a stranger. While we are encouraged to admire Mary’s
capacities to keep everyone feeling cared-for, so that she can freely
pursue her romantic interests, The Mary Tyler Moore Show is largely
about the vitality of her friendships at home and at work. We too learn
to take lightly the intruders. We are involved with Mary’s own
determination to live and work alone, among friends. Phyllis and
Rhoda provide particularly significant alternatives to romantic or
marital relations, and seem to affirm the feminist slogan of the period:
‘Sisterhood is Powerful’.

By the early 1g970s consciousness-raising groups had begun to
politicise many middle-class feminists. In these contexts they could
practise another basic tenet of the women’s movement: “The personal is
political’. Such groups allowed participants to acknowledge the isola-
tion of their lives at home as well as the inadequacies of their social
lives, where in ‘mixed company’ they were isolated by gender. cr
groups challenged the claim that women’s talk was trivial, for they
provided the safety wherein women could discuss both personal and
political issues. Above all, women could come to understand that these
two spheres are related, and that there are similar needs for collectivity
at home and at work. The Mary Tyler Moore Show reinforces the
importance of women’s talk by presenting small gatherings at Mary’s
apartment as a daily event in the lives of Mary, Rhoda and Phyllis. In
some ways, the old ideal of women’s community in pre-industrial times
was behind the structuring of modern cr groups: women had met
regularly to talk, quilt, and share meals. At Mary’s, women convene
spontaneously for coffee, or to talk about problems associated with
not-eating. The simple repetitions of Rhoda’s and Phyllis’ entrances
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and exits reinforce for us the interconnectedness of their lives. In
addition to these regulars, Mary is also visited by Ida and Bess and,
after the Rhoda and Phyllis spin-offs, by Georgette and Sue Ann, her two
other friends whem she knows through connections at wjm. But all of
these encounters, and the fluidity with which they occur, are associated
with Mary’s position as a single woman, and all of them serve to
remind us that women’s talk is neither trivial nor peripheral to
women’s lives. It is interesting to note that while Mary and her friends
are often lured into alternative communities where lonely people meet,
these excursions prove to be inadequate, if not farcical. There is no
place like Mary’s apartment where her circle of women friends feel at
home.

Early in the first season of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, in a script
written by Treva Silverman (‘Divorce Isn’t Everything’, 1g70), Mary
and Rhoda are seen exercising together in Mary’s apartment. The two
seem aligned in their commitment to the new cult of aerobics, but only
Mary is really moving her body. Rhoda stands still and waves her
hands, for she is more interested in talking about joining the ‘Better
Luck Next Time Club’, where newly-divorced people meet. She asks if
Mary is often questioned about being single. Mary stops jogging in
place and gathers herself to answer in her most clegant way: ‘I could
discover the secret of immortality, and still they’d say, “look at that
single girl, discovering the secret of immortality”.” With this comment,
Mary focuses the entire episode on this absurd and painful truth about
women’s lives when they remain unmarried. She first suggests that
singles are forever ‘girls’, a word which a woman scriptwriter was
surely sensitive to, and that no effort of imagination or humane work
can provide a meaningful identity in the face of this lack. It is with this
admission of anger that Mary is convinced to join Rhoda for an evening
among the divorcees. While Rhoda is usually willing to lie her way into
such situations, Mary is humiliated into this activity. The group is
pathetic and Mary is approached by a strange dentist who falls for her
teeth. There is some irony here, since of all the characteristics that
make Mary insecure about her appearance, her teeth are often the
subject of comic exchange and some mockery about how her eager
smile makes her ‘likeable’. Her encounter at the divorcees’ club results
in Mary’s being elected vice-president, at which point she admits that
she has never been married. Rhoda confesses at'the same time, and so
do all the people assembled. All of them are single, and all of them live
with the awareness of what Mary had said about the onus of not being
married.

In Rhoda there are many incidents devoted to similar efforts by the
women characters to join ‘groups’ which provide encouragement and
company for the lonely and the overweight. In ‘An Elephant Never
Forgets’ (1976), Rhoda and her sister Brenda, both single at this point,
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go to a ‘weight control centre’ in an effort to find a way out of the
fat-and-therefore-lonely rut they share. The first segment of this
episode is devoted to several comic exchanges between the instructor
and the participants. Miss Fiske is thin and snippy, and we laugh at
her claim to control the situation with scales. The room is filled with
men and women who lie and confess, each with a mother-food story or
a secret spaghetti-popsicle recipe. The scene culminates with a physical
fight between Rhoda and Miss Fiske over Rhoda’s weight. Each
woman accuses the other of ‘jiggling the beam’ on the scales, and
Rhoda takes most of her clothes off in an effort to ‘win’. But the lesson
learned in this case is only presented after the sisters have gone home
(they share the same apartment building in much the way that Mary,
Rhoda and Phyllis had on The Mary Tyler Moore Show), and Brenda is
approached by a handsome male neighbour who ‘sees’ her now that
she is thinner. He brings her flowers, but she is troubled: ‘Would you
go out with me today if I were fat?’ she asks. He answers ‘no,” and asks
her, *‘Would you go out with me if [ were ugly? To this she answers
‘ves,” and sends him on his way. ‘You’re the best-looking guy I ever
rejected ... You're also the only guy I ever rejected.” In each of these
episodes the ways in which American culture conflates singleness and
loneliness are articulated. So too the ways in which marketing and
promotion benefit from this pro-family tendency within the society
become the basis for many comic incidents.

But the most important critique of pro-family ideology is shaped by
Mary and her woman friends whose meetings prove essential to the
problem-solving that brings comic possibilities and calming resolution
to every episode. In ‘Father’s Day" (1973), the central plot revolves
around a reunion between Ted and his long-separated father. Ted's
anxiety about this encounter immediately involves Mary - for her own
distance from family matters and for her compassion towards others
who are less reconciled. She sympathises with Ted's fears, and like his
wife Georgette, who cares for him at home, Mary accepts this vain and
infantile man in the workplace. With both women’s encouragement
Ted is finally on his own, alone with his father, and we watch the two
exchange life-experiences: those of a pompous anchorman and those of
a humble laundromat owner. It is Mary’s clear-thinking that enables
Ted to meet his father, and as he does so we also recognise something
that Mary seems to know about Ted’s unformed sense of self: there
may be a connection between Ted’s perpetual childishness and his
unresolved status as a son without a father. Following the scene in
which the two men talk in Ted’s dressing-room at wjm, we see Mary
alone in her apartment cooking. Rhoda enters saying that she is hored,
and Mary replies, “Tell him to go home.” Rhoda responds, “Tell who?
I’'m alone.” Mary concedes that she is also bored and the two sit down
to share Mary’s meal, as if to acknowledge that their friendship is an
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essential antidote to being bored with a man or by oneself. At this
point, Ted and Georgette enter and Ted’s proud reunion with his
father is the subject: ‘Someday I'm going to look that way, like that
little bald old man with a laundromat.” Ted has agreed to loan his
father the money he'd asked for, and Mary and Rhoda approve as he
goes off to take the older man to the bus station. Thus while families
can pose problems for almost all the characters on The Mary Tyler Moore
Show, Mary’s single status and the alternative to parenting that she
provides keeps her capable of helping others while she enjoys the
friendships that they provide for her.

While Mary and Rhoda may complain about being bored and alone,
the ways in which they consistently find each other and affirm their
positions as single women is an important concession to the historical
changes that have been shaping women’s lives since the 1g50s.
Middle-class women in the 1970s are marrying later, and are doing so
after they have established careers. As we have observed in this
discussion of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, the extent to which the single
career woman can provide the centre to a circle of people at home and
at work is dependent on the fact that she cares for and mediates
between people who are either married or are involved with family
relationships. Mary does not proselytise against those who have
families, but as an outsider to their worlds she can offer and sometimes
advocate the new familial way of life. In a last example of how she
recalls for us both the resilience of women'’s collectivity and the needs
for people to make family-like commitments, we find that Mary
promotes the more utopian aspects of the familial as she cultivates her
dependencies on women friends. In ‘The Square-Shaped Room’
(1971), written by Susan Silver, Mary, Phyllis and Rhoda form a chain
of interdependence as they appear to perpetuate the borrowing and
returning of advice and things among themselves. At the outset of this
episode Mary is alone in her apartment talking with Phyllis about her
latest problem: how to help Lou Grant choose the new decor for his
house. Surprisingly, Phyllis recommends Rhoda’s skills, perhaps
because Rhoda is not present, but at this moment her sometimes
adversary enters and good-heartedly suggests that Phyllis’ talents be
involved. Mary’s feuding neighbours meet and co-operate to help her
help her boss, but at another level they affirm a female pattern of
sharing as they exchange suggestions. Rhoda’s pretence for coming
down to see Mary is to borrow an egg. Mary gives one to Rhoda who
then gives the same egg to Phyllis from whom she had originally
borrowed one. Phyllis recalls that she owes Mary an egg, and so gives it
back to her. This circular game accompanies their three-way conversa-
tion about Lou’s decorating problem, and through such co-operative
words and gestures there is suggested a modern quilting bee. In the
tradition of naming patterns for their specific documentary functions,
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this visual counterpart might have been called ‘Sister’s Choice’, or
‘Robbing Mary to Pay Rhoda’. At Mary’s there is affirmed both the
place for familial trust and the mutual exchange that has always
characterised the daily lives of women. Theirs is not a competitive but
a co-operative relationship, as long as Mary is in the middle. While
some older gender-defined topics are central to this conversation, these
women appear to be making and affirming a network for modern life
where being single can still mean belonging.

When Rhoda and Phyllis leave The Mary Tyler Moore Show in 1974
and 1975, there is a shift in Mary’s focus away from her women friends.
In part because the two women who remain on the show are directly
related to Mary’s work life at wym, and in part because there is no
longer a communal house where Rhoda and Phyllis surround her,
Mary’s relationships with Sue Ann and Georgette are less integral to
her daily life. These two have been peripheral characters from early on
in the series, but after the departure of Mary’s neighbours for opposite
coasts in spin-off shows of their own, these two women are included in
almost every episode. But they are profoundly different from the two
women friends whom they replace. While Rhoda and Phyllis had been
somewhat rounded characters whom we knew to be engaged in their
mother-daughter involvements and in their efforts to be separate
people, Sue Ann and Georgette are caricatures of the male-defined
woman. Perhaps because narrative continuity dictates, and because it
is fully in keeping with Mary’s character, these women also gain
Mary’s respect and acceptance. She establishes an allegiance to both
the naive newly-wed Georgette and the seasoned marriage-wrecker Sue
Ann. These two function in a different way from Mary’s earlier
friendships, and while they do not offer the same circle of trust and
commitment that Phyllis and Rhoda had provided, by comic contrasts
to Mary’s stability, Sue Ann and Georgette depend on and thus further
motivate Mary’s single lifestyle.

Georgette is helped by Mary in her efforts to marry Ted (these two
characters’ off-screcn names are Georgia Engel and Ted Knight —
surely another effort to integrate life and Tv and a ‘perfect’ marriage for
Mary to mediate), and is counselled early on in The Mary Tyler Moore
Show by both Rhoda and Mary to quit doing Ted’s laundry and acting
like a ‘professional victim’. On ‘The Georgette Story’ (1972), they
teach Georgette to have some self-esteem. ‘Say something positive
about yourself’, Mary demands of the fluffy blonde dressed in pink.
Georgette’s response reveals her willingness to learn, an attribute that
will soften her child-bride stereotype. ‘I have good handwriting and 1
like animals. I like to think I’'m a nice person. Very Nice. Damn nice?
Throughout the series Georgette will accompany her saccharine baby-
talk with tough-talk, perhaps the vestiges of what she learned from the
old days with Rhoda and Mary. We know from this episode on that
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‘Ted will not change and will remain a sexist, but that Mary’s concern
for and advice to Georgette will lead to their happy marriage. Ted tells
Mary how pleased he is with Georgette’s new self-esteem: ‘It’s like
being with a different woman. It’s like being equal. I understand you're
responsible. As long as I live, I'll never forgive you.” This exchange
characterises Mary’s friendship with Georgette; they will never be
women who share the same commitment (o a career and a single life,
but Mary does not condemn Georgette, and operates as a caring
counsellor to her throughout the show, finally even playing, with Lou
Grant presiding, hostess and midwife at the birth of Georgette’s and
Ted’s daughter, born during a party in Mary’s apartment.

Sue Ann is Georgette’s opposite, a bawdy Tv personality who calls
herself’ “T'he Happy Homemaker’, while behind the scenes she is an
outrageous vamp. Competitive and quick witted, Sue Ann needs Mary
for some very different reasons. She is often led astray by men whom
she believes that she has captivated, and because we see her almost
exclusively in the wjM newsroom, on frequent breaks from her own
show, Mary’s role as Sue Anne’s rescuer is also cultivated by Lou
Grant’s advice and fatherly concerns. Sue Ann is one of the family in
this context, and when a seductive but deceitful woodsman seeks to
enter into a business deal with her, it is Lou’s request to Mary that she
save Sue Ann from this fate. As they hug each other in a ladies’ room,
Sue Ann softens and admits to Mary: ‘I feel so alone.” It is Mary’s
capacity to be alone that allows others to accept similar feelings. And
even though she has lost her two best friends, both of whom are capable
of living alone, Mary’s continued bonding with Georgette and Sue Ann
recalls for us that in being alone she is not a lonely woman.

Mary’s relationship to the men at wym confirms the pattern that we
have seen emerging. Friendship is the enduring social bond, and as a
single woman Mary is the one who demonstrates and teaches this
truth. But while she seems to form a centre for her closest women
friends, Mary’s work-related friendships with men are less convinc-
ingly ‘modern’. It is in this sphere that far more rigid familial roles
operate, and Mary seems to play the female parts neccessary to
maintain a traditional dynamic. Her same capacities to listen and
mediate in this context are less directed towards a larger critique of
woman’s place in the society, and are consistently associated with her
obedient ‘daughterly’, admiring ‘sisterly’, and her accepting ‘motherly’
qualities. That is, the social model for the newsroom maintains the
conservativism of the nuclear family, and some of Mary’s resistant
impulses that are shared with Phyllis and Rhoda are lost in this
context. It is ironic, but perhaps historically predictable, that as we
find her a competent career women in an all-male office (and a largely
male profession), we also find her limited to female family-stereotypes.
We must ask if this is because our society has deeply cultivated a belief
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that women can only be mothers or whores, a dichotomy that leaves no
place for a *good’ career woman? Or does this tendency simply reflect
ways in which patriarchy is the basis for institutional relationships that
endure under capitalism, even when the traditional family has been
challenged by women’s new social and economic needs? A last
consideration must include the fact that until Mary arrives wjM is a
motherless-daughterless family, and that as Mary becomes an integral
part of that group, she ultimately reveals her male co-workers as
somewhat trapped in their own patriarchal world, and clearly lacking
some of the qualities and skills that are limited to women’s roles in this
culture. If there is a critique implicit in this aspect of the series, it lies in
the fact that we sce all three newsmen grow increasingly dependent on
Mary in ways that they cannot admit or consciously accept.

In a 1976 episode entitled ‘Mary’s Three Husbands’, the fantasy
lives of Lou, Ted and Murray are enacted as ‘dreams’ when each
imagines his own version of a marriage to wjM’s associate producer.
The narrative begins as the three men sit in Lou’s office drinking late
into the night. Mary is conspicuously absent, on a date, and the
somewhat inebriated men acknowledge their desires to possess her as a
wife. Each one focuses on an aspect of Mary’s personality and each
reveals his own specific need to move her from the familial to the family
— where his control is unchallenged. Murray’s dream is the first: he
situates himself as a struggling creative writer, impoverished but
adored for his genius by his wife Mary. In this fantasy Mary appears as
a flower-child bride, pregnant and absolutely selfless as she waits on
Murray. When she feels the pains of labour, rather than disturb him,
she retires quictly to a back room to give birth. Mary Richards’
qualities of caring and competence are recognisable in Murray’s
imagining, as are her few familiar shouts of ‘Oh Boy! as she ackow-
ledges some pain. When she returns within seconds to show Murray
the new baby, he looks up in awe and says ‘What a woman’ as his
dream fades out. It is fitting to find that Murray, father of three and the
newsroom'’s family-man, sees a magic mommy in his co-worker, but as
viewers we have come to know and accept Mary’s decision not to marry
and mother. Thus Murray’s comical fantasy reveals a conflict that men
cannot casily acknowledge but must feel as they learn to work with
career women whose encouraging ways they need but whose lives they
cannot control.

In the next sequence, Ted’s dream envisions Mary as his new bride
as théy enter a lush honeymoon hotel suite. ‘You’re mine,’ he tells her,
and she answers, ‘Ted, darling, let’s never leave this room.” But as he
sits on the bed’s satin sheets and removes his shirt, his undershirt has
an image of his own face on it. Trouble. Mary appears in a baby-doll
nightie, and Ted says, adoringly, *You’re even more beautiful than I
am.” Ted’s cliché-ridden mind can find no more alluring way to
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imagine a wedding night with Mary, but what transpires is indicative
of how truly limited this man really is, even in his own unconscious.
Ted’s Mary has no intention of being ‘his’, and she tells him so as she
leaves the room: ‘I will not get into that bed with you. Bye.” Ted
blubbers on alone until his fantasy with Mary fades. This man is such
a narcissist that it is only in his dreams that he can picture Mary as
anything but his mother. The role she plays with him in the newsroom
is indeed that of a tolerant and often nurturant parent, who works to
keep Ted’s fragile ego intact when Murray and Lou cannot stop
themselves from mocking him outright. That his dream should bring
him close to a sexual relationship with this unconditional provider, a
woman who gives him her home-made fried chicken for his office
lunches, is indeed a comment on Ted’s confused sense of self.

But it is Lou’s fantasy about a marriage to Mary that shapes our
final understanding of her role in the newsroom. In his dream, Lou and
Mary have been married for fifty years. They are an old white-haired
couple who are still putting the news together for Ted Baxter, an aged
anchorman who cannot even remember his name. An old mustachioed
Murray accuses Ted of being ‘as senile as you were 50 years ago’, and
‘Ted simply says ‘thanks’, as he would have 50 years ago. But the comic
sameness that Lou’s dream implies shifts when Mary calls after her
ancient boss and husband: ‘Mr Grant, it’s time we consummated our
marriage.” To this Lou replies from his beloved off-screen office: ‘Now
you have to ruin it.” But Mary demands an explanation in this flash
forward, and Lou tells her: ‘When we were first married you were like a
daughter to me, and it seemed unthinkable. Then you were like my
sister, and now you're like my mother.” At this point Mary Richards,
done up in a white wig, unpins her hair and lets it fall to her shoulders,
bats her eyes at Lou and waits for him to call her into his office. The
dream fades to black and we return to the three newsmen, now quite
drunk and tired from their story-telling. In the tag, Mary comes into
the newsroom, late in the evening and finds her three colleagues
muttering to her about some future marriage. Each one gives her
advice that is related to his own dream of desire, and as they leave her
puzzled and alone, she stands for a minute, lifts the empty whiskey
bottle and looks into it.

This curious episode is as tasteless as it is mythic, a script that seems
not to fit the pattern of this series. But what it does do, is to reveal in
perhaps the only way that is possible for such comedy, the underlying
dynamics that operate to keep Mary in her job. ‘Mary’s Three
Husbands’ touches on the nature of her relationship to the newsmen,
and makes an awkward effort to comment on the incest taboo that
keeps this news-family in working-order.

‘There are numerous routines that occur frequently throughout The
Mary Tyler Moore Show which further contribute to our understanding of
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this traditional family model. In the final pages of this discussion, let us
turn to an examination of how this dynamic functions to keep Mary
Richard’s career as a newswoman in the shadow of her family-dictated
role. There are several instances where Mary’s efforts to define her job
as a journalist conspire to humiliate her, in most cases returning her to
the work she does as Lou’s assistant, a role that suggests she is more
secretary than producer.

From the first episode when Mary arrives in the wjmM newsroom to be
interviewed for what she believes to be a secretarial job, there is the
lurking possibility that this is what she has been hired to do. Murray
calls out to Mary as she crosses the newsroom for the first time: ‘We’ve
already hired a secretary’, but when Lou Grants meets her in his office,
Mary impresses him as someone whom he needs around. He negotiates
with her for the salary and the title she will have: as associate producer
he will be able to pay her ten dollars less per week than a secretary. She
says that she cannot afford to be a producer when he goes on to offer
that job for fifteen dollars less than a secretary per week. This comic
exchange terminates when Mary delightedly agrees to be hired as an
associate producer, but as she reaches across her boss’ desk to shake
hands, he doesn’t budge, so she recovers in her most gesturally creative
way, and simply waves goodbye — like a little girl. In seven years, Mary
will never call this man Lou, or only when she is angry. In one
instance, she defends her need to call him Mr Grant. It is in her
character to do so: ‘I call him Mr Grant because I want to, not because
I fecl 1 have to. I started calling him Mr Grant six years ago. It was
comfortable then. It's comfortable now. It’s what I want to call him.
It's what I’'m going to call him.” Mary’s history at wjM is the history of
every woman who works in an all-male office. From the first day, they
all call her Mary, and from the first day, she calls her boss Mr Grant.
This deference may be explained as part of Mary’s nature, but it is also
a feature of her job and of the hierarchy that remains intact through
such means.

Mary asks for a raise on ‘Good Time News’ (1972), and the central
plot revolves around whether or not Lou Grant will agree to giving her
the fifty dollars more per week that she has found her male predecessor
received. Before this issue surfaces, in a discussion at home with
Rhoda, there are several indications that Mary is resentful of this and
other inequities. She and Rhoda discuss the latter’s recent date with a
‘stewardess’. Mary corrects Rhoda, ‘They’re called “‘stewards”’ and
Rhoda responds, ‘I'm no sexist’. Mary is working late a lot at the
newsroom and in the same conversation with Rhoda, she explains that
she feels burdened by her token position. ‘This is our woman executive,’
Mary quotes as she describes the way in which she is presented by the
station managers. Following this exchange at home, Mary complains
to Lou about her needs for a higher salary. He brushes off her request
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as ‘one of those woman things’, and until the end of the episode there is
no more mention of Mary’s right to equal pay. But it is the way in
which she is finally granted this raise that is suspect from a feminist
perspective, for Mary is ‘rewarded’ by Lou mainly because she talks
back to Ted Baxter while he is acting like an arrogant fool on the news
show. Because he does not want to share the camera with anyone else,
and because Lou has been told to add some ‘entertainment values’ to
help boost his ratings, it is Mary’s responsibility to break Ted into this
new format that will involve several different newscasters on each
programme. She does Lou’s work for him, and in one of the few ways
that an expressive and angry woman can be useful to a news producer.
Because Ted actually interrupts Mary’s editorial commentary while
she is on the air, she shouts at him: ‘Shut up, Ted’. This is Lou’s own
style, and he is delighted to sec Mary on the screen doing what he could
not do to humiliate Ted in public. It is a gesture that is not
characteristic of Mary’s way in the newsroom, but she is given her raise
for this outburst. The question of equal pay for women is thus
subverted by an interaction that ultimately reflects the boss’ needs and
his own power to get what he wants from his workers.

Itis possnble that the sexist nature of Mary’s work as a producer of
feature stories is occasionally mocked by a scriptwriter who titles her
documentaries to suggest that she is stuck in the soft-news ghetto that
is woman’s place in journalism. There are some references to the names
of her productions which perhaps serve as commentary on this
phenomenon: ‘Chimps and What They Teach Us’, or ‘Know Your
Sexual 1.Q.” But the most explicit instances where Mary’s opportuni-
ties as a journalist are shown to be limited are in the episodes where she
attemplts to become a writer, and fails each time. In ‘Room 223’ (1971),
by Susan Silver, Mary’s lack of experience is first revealed when she
must take over for Murray, and finds she cannot write up the fire story
that comes over the wires. Lou hovers authoritatively over her as she
tries to type this in time for the evening news, loses patience with
Mary’s bungling efforts and writes the story himself in a few seconds.
Mary is hurt by this incident, and in the next scene she, Rhoda and
Phyllis are found sitting in her apartment talking about what she
should do. Phyllis suggests a college journalism course, which is what
Mary tries. But the central plot in this episode soon forms around her
relationship to her male professor, who is instantly both attracted to
Mary and anxious about her authority as a full-time news producer.
‘The contflict over her work-related skills and authorship thus becomes a
romantic problem, somewhat complicated by the fact that Lou Grant is
jealous of Mary’s new-found duthonty figure. When Mary receives a
(it on her first assignment, she is reassured by her arrogant professor
that he has ‘gone out with “C” students before’. She wonders why he
gave her a ‘plus’ since his comments had harshly criticised her writing
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for being too ‘flowery’ and feminine, to which he quips: ‘I couldn’t keep
my personal feelings entirely out of it.” Discouraged, Mary shows her
first effort to Murray, her best-brotherly fan, and he is predictably
enthusiastic about her work, calling it ‘terrific’. Mary is caught
between three men-who-write in this episode. She cannot get either
genuine encouragement or fair criticism from any one of them, and this
is because she is a woman. The issue of authority is here explicitly
related to authorship, and Susan Silver’s script seems to suggest that
within the institution of journalism, a woman may mediate but not
make the news.

In ‘Mary the Writer’ (1976) she tries to affirm her skills as a
journalist by producing a personal reminiscence about her grandfather.
Once again, automatically Murray likes her work, and once again Lou
does not even want to read it. She begs for his response, however, and
after reading it he tells her, ‘It stinks.” She stands tentatively in his
office while he rants on about ‘what good writing is’, and finally reads
her a passage from Raymond Chandier. The prose is ‘masculine’, a
classic description of Los Angeles-style anxiety: ‘It was one of those hot
dry Santa Anas that come down from the mountains and curl your hair
and make your nerves jump.’ Lou Grant’s effort to demonstrate ‘good
writing’ to Mary is obviously unrelated to her preferred subject or
style. But she puts her boss and his favourite mystery author in their
places with a deft and backhanded compliment: *He writes well about
the weather.” And from this brief rallying point she goes on to insist
that her idea for a story is valid too: *Most people love reading about
delightful, warm-hearted old men ... We respect Mary for her
tenacity, but the battle is lost. Mr Grant is no sentimentalist, and in
this context “father knows best’. Later in this same episode Mary again
challenges him for his tough-mindedness and his refusal to compliment
her on her writing efforts. She compares herself to Ted, saying that Lou
Grant never treats him so meanly for his miserable writing skills. At
this point her boss explains: 'I respected you enough to tell the truth;’
and thus reveals to Mary his fatherly concern that she learn the trade
like a ‘real man’. What he cannot concede is that as a woman she might
choose to write a different kind of prose, perhaps challenging the myth
of objectivity that informs the form and content of news journalism.
But the legitimacy of her position is completely eroded by the end of the
episode and although Lou Grant may be learning to be more sensitive
to the feelings of a new writer, Mary’s impulse is to retreat from the
confrontation, having begged her boss to lie to her about the quality of
her prose. Like a daughter who was briefly treated as a son, Mary
recovers her girlishness as if to keep the familial order intact. As we
have seen in other instances, an episode which begins by opening up a
series of questions about authorship and authority ends with the
recuperation of inter-familial relations and roles. In the context of the
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workplace this tendency preserves the division between the sexes for
the sake of the traditional division of labour. Mary will type the words
and thoughts of the men who write the news at wim.

CONCLUSION

In “The Last Show’ (1977) a final goodbye scene takes place in the wym
newsroom where a sobbing, clinging collective of the three newsmen,
Mary, Georgette and Sue Ann bunch together in an enormous hug.
With their arms intertwined they pass around a box of tissues for their
tears, and move in unison towards the office door for the last time. The
station manager has fired everyone but Ted, who never produced the
news and who will remain behind as a showbiz personality, perhaps a
last comment on the priorities of modern broadcast executives. Implied
is the fact that an old-style journalist like Mr Grant is no longer
relevant for the production of today’s Tv news-as-entertainment. As
this nostalgic group gropes its way across the floor, Mary steps aside to
make her own farewell statement. As much as the past seven years may
mark the end of an cra for broadcast news, for Mary Richards they
allowed a beginning and a new way to see herself as a working woman:

I just wanted you to know that sometimes I get concerned about
being a career woman. I get to thinking my job is too important, and
I tell myself that the people I work with are just the people I work
with, and not my family. And last night I thought, *What is a family
anyway? They’re just people who make you feel less alone and really
loved.” And that’s what you’ve done for me. Thank you for being my
family.

It is this message which explains in personal terms what is historically
regressive about The Mary Tyler Moore Show, as well as indicating its
innovative dimensions. In its seven years the heroine, Mary Richards,
remains separate from her own family, their small town, and the 19508
Tv-idyll in which women married and stayed home to raise big families.
She continues throughout the series to grow up as a single woman,
occasionally mentioning her age as if to remind us of her special
authority and her increasing confidence that living alone is not lonely.
Her friends at home and at work are her ‘family’, she says, and we have
seen how these dependencies provide the basis for what is most positive
about family trust and co-operation and what is most confining about
family roles and hierarchy.

In a brief but significant scene during “T'he Last Show’, Mary is
reunited with Rhoda and Phyllis. Lou Grant has arranged for them to
surprise her with a visit to her apartment, and they arrive from
opposite coasts to support and cajole their old friend as she adjusts to
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the loss of her job at wym. It is reassuring and comical to see that Mary
is still the stable centre for these two who scrap over which one she will
visit and which one she will sit nearest to as they talk. All three women
are single now, with Rhoda’s divorce in the past and Phyllis recently
widowed. Their appearance functions in part to recall for us the
feminist concerns and hopes that had for so many years connected
them as neighbours. During the first half of the series these three
shared lives that provided an alternative to family life, and Mary
played an important part as she encouraged Rhoda and Phyllis to
struggle within their individual families. Most particularly, she was a
role model for these two friends as they sought to separate from a
mother and a daughter. They also questioned consumer values and the
place of woman as buyer and believer in the myths of transformation.
And above all, these women aflirmed the interdependence and com-
patibility of a daily life that combined home and work. Thus Mary,
Phyllis and Rhoda formed a familial group, sustained by what is most
necessary to modern life: community and critique.

What is clearly a more patriarchal notion of family relations appears
to have shaped Mary’s role among the newsmen and the nature of her
work at wym. In this sphere the problems raised around sex-roles and
the division of labour provide the basis for much comic conflict
between the men and Mary, but narrative closure in cach episode
involves the return to a ‘working order’ that affirms traditional family
hierarchy. Problem-solving in this context requires that Mary mediate
less as a single woman friend and more as a daughter, sister or mother
— and sometimes even as a forbidden wife-lover. In playing these roles
Mary functions as a nineteenth-century True Woman, this time
‘upholding the pillars’ of the workplace with her willing hand. But
while she thus humanises the newsroom, we see that in many ways she
must deny her role as a producer in that context. Like her counterpart
from a previous era when middle-class women were the angels of the
home, Mary sacrifices with a smile at wjM, granting her co-workers a
sense of individual worth and the capacity to form a caring collective.
The increasingly rationalised and highly technical aspects of Tv news
production are thereby slowed for a resistant moment — those seven
mythic years when Mary Richards brought her familial skills into the
workplace.
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Drama at MTM: Lou Grant
and Hill Street Blues

Paul Kerr

If the first seven years of MTM’s existence were inevitably dominated by
The Mary Tyler Moore Show and its sitcom spin-offs, the second seven
years can best be characterised by two drama series, Lou Grant and Hill
Street Blues. For, by 1977, American television had changed profoundly
and MTM, in order to ensure its own survival, had to change with it.
This essay attempts to detail the strategy it elected to follow in
negotiating the new era of broad-and-narrow-casting, of cable and
cassettes, superstations and satellites. That strategy, however, was to
prove double-edged, for it depended on the tempting not only of
‘quality’ audiences back into prime-time but also of major corporate
sponsors in order to secure the spaces, the relative autonomy that only
non-network corporate capital could acquire. But at the same time it
necessitated granting those same corporations considerable power over
their product — the power to advertise or not. The controversial history
and eventual cancellation of Lou Grant and the equally renowned
creation and amply celebrated survival of Hill Street Blues testify to the
existence of spaces for such ‘difference’ at the same time as evidencing
their very precariousness. Certainly, corporate capital has ‘bought’
mt™ Enterprises the space for ‘contradiction’ and ‘quality’ in
prime-time; equally certainly, the price exacted in return for that space
can be inflated at any time to enforce the incorporation of such
contradictions cither literally, via the acquisition of MM by a major
studio, or metaphorically, via acquiesence to an at best ambivalent, at
worst anodyne, aesthetic.

When, in 1982, cBs announced the cancellation of Lou Grant it was
abandoning the then longest-running fictional character on prime-time
television. Lou Grant, played by actor Ed Asner, had first appeared on
the small screen in 1970 as Mary Richards’ irascible boss in the Tv
newsroom setting of wjm Minneapolis in The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
Indeed, Lou Grant as a character and as a series had only been spun off
from its parent show when MT™ decided in 1977 to wind up its first and
oldest series while it was still a major success. With a self-consciousness
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that was already an MT™ trademark, the final episode of The Mary Tyler
Moore Show involved the acquisition of wim by a cut-throat competitor
whose first action as new owner was to sack the entire newsroom staff —
with the exception of the monumentally incompetent ‘T'ed Baxter — in
an abortive attempt to improve flagging ratings. While The Mary Tyler
Moore Show was sold off into syndication and perpetual re-runs, Lou
Grant was created by MTM on the basis of a cBs commitment to actor kd
Asner, on whose already familiar face, and on whose already popular
persona as Mr Grant, the network felt they could capitalise. But Lou
Grant was always much more than a mere sequel to its prestigious
predecessor. It was not a 3o-minute comedy but a 6o-minute drama
and, according to sociologist Paul Iispinosa who sat in on some of the
carly story conferences, there was an ambition for and an atmosphere
of confident distinction and distinctiveness about the series:

The producers of the Lou Grant show see themselves as producing a
different kind of product ... From top management down to
members of the crew, the show is talked about as though it were
different from, superior to, better than, and more intelligent than
other television shows ... The Lou Grant show is an odd hybrid of
television genres. As an hour long show it has the form of the
dramatic show, as opposed to the situation comedy show, variety
show, game show, etc. Nevertheless, what is peculiar to the Lou Grant
show is that the central character, Lou Grant, is a spin-off character
from a situation comedy, another distinctive genre. From the start,
the show’s executive producers, all veterans of the situation comedy
genre, intended to blend comedy and drama in the show, recognizing
that they were switching genres. One of the early promos the
producers wrote for the show reflected this split: *Lou Grant. It’s
drama. It's comedy. It's new and different.”!

This ‘difference’, this distinctiveness, was a consequence of a desire to
differentiate MTM’s new series not only from its competitors but also
from the MTM house style itsell. And this desire is realised in both the
move to a bo-minute dramatic series format and the hybridisation of
genres. For MTM in 1977 was in the thrall of a major attempt to diversify
its product. From its origins as a sitcom (or character comedy)
company, MT™ determined in 1977 to move into a varicety of other ficlds.
‘That year the company set up a subsidiary MT™M-AM, t0 make day-time
programmes such as soaps and game shows, and also produced the
company’s first mini-series, TV movies, specials and so on. A bricf
glance at the section of this book devoted to pilots reveals the extent 1o
which this trend away from sitcoms had cffected M by 1977. Two
vears earlier they had set up an unpublicised subsidiary to develop quiz
shows? and, when that proved unsuccessful, MT™ made its first — and to
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date only — series directly for first-run syndication, The Lorenzo and
Henrietta Music Show. All these attempts to diversify related to the
expansion of MT™ from what had once been a ‘family’ firm specialising
in character comedy to a ‘faceless’ corporation; as James Brooks put it,
‘at a certain point the idea of giving the creative part of the staff that
kind of autonomy became completely impossible for business reasons’.?

Certainly the company needed to diversify. Equally certainly it
lacked both the creative staff and the resources to do so. New
writer-producers were required if MmTM was to be able to conceive the
sorts of Tv movies, mini-series and specials that the new era of
programming apparently demanded. Gene Reynolds, who had worked
with Brooks and Burns on Room 222 and who had since been at work on
cBs’ M*A*S*H, was attracted to Mt on the strength of a part in
developing Lou Grant. Patchett and Tarses were persuaded to stay by
being given the opportunity -to oversee an hour-long variety show,
Mary, for the 1978 season. Writer-producer {and sometime director)
Bruce Paltrow was hired to create The White Shadow, which was
produced by Grant Tinker’s son Mark (who had previously worked on
such series as Three For The Road, The Bob Newhart Show and the pilot
Royce). Also involved in The White Shadow, which was another hour-long
drama series, were the writers Joshua Brand, John Falsey and John
Masius. Together with Paltrow and Mark Tinker they remained with
that series and, after it was cancelled, reunited to create St Elsewhere in
1981. In the meantime, Steven Bochco, a writer-producer mt™ hired
away from Universal, had overseen several pilots for mT™ including
Operating Room (with Bruce Paltrow — seeds of the later successful series
St Elsewhere?), Every Stray Dog and Kid and Vampire (which was screened
as a Tv movie). On Vampire and the shortlived series Paris, Bochco was
teamed up with another writer from the Universal lot, Michael Kozoll,
who had already contributed to Three For The Road as a freelance. When
Paris was cancelled in 1980 Bochco and Kozoll, in collaboration with
director Robert Butler, came up with a new series, Hill Street Blues, the
unprecedented success of which encouraged NBc to acquire another
Hill Street-style series from mTm, St Elsewhere. Also in 1982, Robert
Butler co-created another crime series for mT™, Remington Steele, and the
following season Bochco and Hill Street’s Greg Hoblit co-created Bay
City Blues, an unsuccessful baseball variation on the police precinct
original. Like The White Shadow and two of MT™M’s TV movies, Fighting
Back and Something For Joey, this was another sports-based fiction, which
attempted to transfer the dense texture of Hill Street Blues to yet another
fictional site. 1984 saw only one new mTM series on the schedules; The
Duck Factory was created by Gene Reynolds and Allan Burns, the only
one of MT™’s writer-producers who has stayed with the company since
its beginnings. It concerns, appropriately enough, the employees of an
independent production company producing (animated) programmes
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for television. (This combines an homage to Burns’ background as a tv
cartoonist with a reflexive focus on an ‘indie’.) The Duck Factory shares
with MTM’s most recent pilot, Bliss, a factory setting (the latter
concerned the owner of a chocolate factory), an interesting departure
from the familiarly intimate environs characteristic of earlier MmT™
fictions. Perhaps product here was simply reflecting the changes
undergone by the production company itself, from a family business to
a considerable corporation.

From the late 70s to the early 8os, mT™’s full-time staff rose from
about twenty to about goo employees; its three vice presidents escala-
ted to nine. Some of this expansion, of course, is no more than a
necessary consequence of diversifying from 3o-minute sitcoms to
6o-minute dramas. But in the course of its first decade as a production
company it did grow from a single-series firm to one of the largest
independents in Hollywood. One consequence of this expansion was
that the cost of production escalated enormously. It was not simply
that deficit financing was still a drain on resources; rather, MTM was
willing to invest larger amounts of money in its products than almost
any of its competitors. This was the price of quality, after all. But the
other side of the quality coin was the attractiveness of such series for
luring back to prime-time the large corporations which had left
‘network television in the 1g60s. One pointer to this change was the fact
that it was not a network series which won the most Emmys in the
mid-seventies but pss’ import Upstairs, Downstairs, which went out in
the corporate-sponsored anthology slot ‘Masterpiece Theatre’.

cBs’ series commitment for an mTM-produced package starring Ed
Asner — once again an agreement which did not oblige MT™ to make a
pilot or involve them granting the network story-approval rights — freed
MTM to try out several ideas. But because the Asner/Grant persona was
so well-known and because its past associations with ‘news’ offered
such natural opportunities for the sort of topical and/or relevant
fictions which were an mT™ trademark, they stayed with the idea of a
newsroom, this time in the world not of television but of the press. A
newspaper setting had, in fact, been among the original concepts for
“The Mary Tyler Moore Show, in which the Mary Richards character was
to have worked as the stringer for a gossip columnist. Also in that
series, Lou Grant had occasionally harked back to his apprentice years
in the newspaper business (just as in Lou Grant he would occasionally
reminisce about his time at wjM Minneapolis). Thus Brooks, Burns
and Gene Reynolds became convinced that a newspaper setting was
perfect for the new series. But if the setting was, in part, a legacy of Lou
Grant’s past life in The Mary Tyler Moore Show (and a ‘realistic’
continuation of that life story) it also provided a comfortably familiar
but credibly facilitating site from which to launch and in which to
anchor pointed fictions about the real world.
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Grant Tinker once described the 1977-8 season — the scason of Lou
Grant’s launch — as “the year of the stewardess’. He did so while taking
part in a pss station discussion about the networks entitled “The
Realities of Commercial Television Production’? In that programme,
Tinker proposed that network television could be considerably im-
proved if it readopted the sponsorship system which obtained in the 50s
and carly 6os. (‘The programme was made and transmitted by the Los
Angeles PBs station KCET-r.a, which in 1982 was to broadcast a
documentary anthology scries entitled Independent Eye, all of whose
‘presentation costs” were underwritten by yry.)® Also in that pro-
gramme Tinker took the opportunity to attack the network’s current
obsession with ratings, arguing that under a renewed sponsorship
svstem there need be no more of such hysterical competition or of its
concomitant lowest common denominator programming. As if to
illustrate the depths of his frustration with the networks — and with the
adverusers — Tinker ook the opportunity to announce ym’s comple-
ton of a pilot for pes for a fifteen part series entitled Going Home Again.
As it turns out, the pilot never seems to have been developed into the
hoped-for series, though whether this is due to the decision of sy
itself, rBs or simply the (ironic) absence of corporate sponsors for the
serics 1s unknown. However, it should be noted that it was precisely the
success of Lou Grant in attracting major corporate advertisers to
regularly advertise in 1ts slots which was to facilitate the sponsor
blacklist that came into operation in 1g82. For n fact. Lou Grant was to
suffer from almost exactly the same sort of advertiser interference
outrage and eventual blacklisting which characterised the sponsorship
cra ol the 50s and 6os and which Erik Barnouw has described in such
detail in his book. The Sponsor.® The only obvious difference is that with
Lou Grant the interference was retrospective (i.e. it cither occurred at
the time of re-runs or. [inally, after rather than before a ‘controversial’
statement, by Asner himself as well as by the series). The final irony,
thercfore, is that if Lou Gran!’s eventual cancellation can in some senses
be laid at the door of the political umidity of corporate sponsors (or
advertisers) its very success as a series and, indeed, yMTy’s own
cconomic upturn in the 198os is cqually attributable to those large
corporations which were explicity wooed to advertise in such series as a
result of their *quality’ audiences.

Lou Grant was created by Brooks, Burns and an outsider, Gene
Reynolds, who, before co-creating M A*S*H in 1972, had worked with
both of them on Room 222. At first, there secems to have been some
difference of opinion within sy about the extent to which the series
should and could concern itself with ‘real” issues. There was also a
simultaneous and in some ways analogous reluctance among some of
those involved to privilege drama over and above comedy. That these
differences within the production team didn’t result in disastrous
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compromises is probably at least partly due to the series’ newspaper
setting. This enabled the series to ‘naturalise’ those concerns by
transforming them into the day-to-day business of the reporter protag-
onists. From the very beginning, however, Lou Grant ran into difficulties
with ¢Bs, who considered it too upmarket for its audience and
advertisers and not heroic enough. At the beginning of the premiére
scason cBs executives told the series producers, ‘Fellas, fellas, what
you’re giving us is the New York Times and what people read is the Daily
News.” Another executive added that, ‘Ed is a loser. He’s not heroic
enough.’” Apparently they wanted a crimefighter, not another news-
paperman; ‘They wanted Kojak.” But MTv, as if to snub and at the
same time console ¢Bs, came up with a story for the very first episode of
the series set in a police station, ‘Cophouse’. While ¢Bs were eventually
satisfied, first by the series’ accumulation of Emmys and later by its
steadily increasing audience, the advertisers were always sensitive. In
1982 a Lou Grant episode entitled *Blacklist’ prefigured the series’ own
eventual end by doing a story about a moral majority campaign to
dissuade corporate advertisers from using the “T'ribune’ (Lou Grant’s
fictional paper) because of its sex column. at™ being MTM, in fact, the
company’s house-style hvbrid between ‘realism’ and ‘self-conscious-
ness’ was illustrated in the very first episode of the series, in which the
Grant character berated his ultimate boss, the owner Mrs Pynchon,
with the words ‘You hired me for being a man of strong opinions. You
didn’t tell me they had to be yours.” It was a remark that could be
repeated with multiple ironies in 1982.

From its inception and as a direct result of its ambitions the creative
tecam behind Lou Grant were committed to — and proud of — their
achievement. And that pride, that commitment, that ambition was
both a consequence of and a contributor to the series’ identification
with the real world of reporting. In this identification, as much as in the
association between actor and role (Asner was later accused of thinking
he was Grant), some of the seeds of the controversial cancellation of Lou
Grant were sown. Certainly, Ed Asner was often quoted about his own
pre-acting ambitions to be a reporter. And two of the three creators of
the series stressed the importance of rigorous rescarch. James Brooks
had actually begun his career in television as a c¢Bs newswriter, an
academic researcher Michele Gallery was hired to check the ‘accuracy’
of the series stories, while Gene Reynolds was well known for arguing
that television fiction can and should disseminate ideas as well as
entertainment. Reynolds also noted some surprising similarities
between actors and reporters:

Reporters are very much like actors. That’s the last thing a reporter
would like to hear — but they have these things in common, a sensc of
craft, great identification with their work, caring a great deal about
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their work. There’s a certain amount of their work under the control
of somebody else, like a director or an editor. They want to get credit
for what they’re doing. Most of all, they’re very sensitive people. . . .2

Seth Freeman, another of the Lou Grant creative team, has added
another parallel. ‘Episodic television is a weekly thing — which can be
like having your own newspaper column.’® Allan Burns has also noted
the function of the newspaper sctting to ‘naturalise’ a certain style of
topical story-telling, more in tune and intertwined with the real world

than The Mary Tyler Moore Show:

In Lou Grant we are into larger issues because of the newspaper
setting. Newspapers deal with large issues as well as small ones. I'm
uncomfortable with Lou Grant sometimes because I think some of the
subject matter leads us into polemic. I think our most successful
shows are the ones that deal more with people and less with issues.
Lou Grant has very much taken on the character of Gene Reynolds,
who is executive producer. Gene, having come off M*A*S*H, I think
saw an opportunity to say some things he felt needed airing. When
we all (Jim, Gene and I) did Room 222 together Gene would want to
get into issues. Gene is a very concerned individual, more than I am
on a day-to-day basis. Gene really pays his dues. He does a lot of
research and goes to a lot of conferences and he especially wants to
impart his knowledge to other people, to share it ... Nobody would
deny that Lou has a liberal slant, but then most newspapers have a
liberal slant. Most reporters are liberal. Most management is not. So
we try to show that, t0o0."

Burns’ discomfort with the liberal polemic of Lou Grant is shared by Jim
Brooks, who left MT™ after co-creating the series:

I think you can mark it as becoming more and more issue-oriented,
and I think brilliantly so, but I was less and less involved as that was
happening. If I were active with Lou Grant right now [1g81] it would
be less involved with issues ... !

The ways in which such ‘issues’ are dealt with and dramatised in Lou
Grant is described elsewhere in this book. Paul Espinosa’s account of
the early story conferences of the series also sheds some light on the
manner adopted by the series’ creators of dramatising such issues
without transgressing the ‘acceptable levels’ of their assumed audience
or advertisers or ¢Bs Standards and Practices department.'?

Perhaps significantly, however, Tinker himself while stressing the
importance of balance seems more sympathetic to Lou Grant’s topicality
and polemicism than two of its creators:
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What we do is open up the mind a little bit. I think we shouldn’t take
a strong position, though I guess you can’t not scem to be on the side
of God and motherhood and what’s right, but if we just get people
thinking about things, talking to each other, | think then that’s about
all that you can expect to do. If you just do personal stuff, then it
doesn’t have any great value: if you just have Linda and Bobby and
Ed relating to each other, I think that wouldn’t last too long. I think
the glue is that it’s about something.'

Allan Burns attributed both Lou Grant’s basis in issues and its
ambitions for balance and avoidance of bias to Gene Reynolds:

‘The Mary [Tyler Moore] Show couldn’t be accused of having a political
bias, I don’t think. Where 1 think you see it is in Lou Grant, but there
is an attempt, and Gene is really scrupulous in this, to try to balance
everything. He thinks we should always keep a point of view but that
you should try to show the other side t00."

I will return to Reynolds’ contribution to Lou Grant and 1o the wider
MTM strategy in the late 70s later in this article.

The combination of assumed determinants here, from authorial
creativity to character continuity, to realism about the newspaper busi-
ness and about newspaper reporters are all deeply embedded with
liberalism. But they are also all symptomatic of several broader changes
both at MTM™ in particular and across the entire television industry in
1977. Indeed, 1977 was proving a watershed year for the industry. In
particular, ABc, which was challenging cBs for the ratings lead, was
championing a new form of programming and scheduling with a succes-
sion of specials and big events culminating in the mini-series Koots. In
fact, 1977 was the year in which the networks belatedly discovered that
long-form programming (in 60, go and even 120 minute slices) could be
even more popular — and profitable — than go-minute sitcoms.”™ But
while ‘event’ scheduling was making headlines, so too was a shortlived
trend toward topical ‘issue-oriented’ content-based drama. Thus it was,
that when David Wolper (Brooks’ old boss) produced Roots, which was
transmitted in a week-long strip in January 1977, 130 million Americans
were watching. That same year (6-11 September), Paramount pro-
duced a mini-series ‘faction’ about Watergate entitled I ashington: Behind
Closed Doors. James Brooks has denied that Lou Grant was created on the
crest of the Woodward and Bernstein wave (the film All The President’s
Men had been released in 1976): ‘We were not doing Woodward and
Bernstein like everyone else was doing.”'® But several critics have noted
some similarities, not surprisingly, to the film, the book on which it was
based and to the crusading reporter mood which Watergate and its
fictional reproductions brought into being.
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If the success of Roots in particular and the mini-series and Tv movie
balloon inflated at that time had any influence at all on MTM, one aspect
of that influence may have been at the level of casting. Roots was
transmitted while MT™™ and cBs were discussing the format for Ed
Asner’s new series and the casting of Asner in a straight role in Roots
(for which he won an Emmy) may well have encouraged MT™M to
attempt a dramatic rather than comedic vehicle this time. More
certainly, the casting in Roots [1: The Next Generations in 1979 of James
Earl Jones as Alex Haley and Lee Chamberlain as his wife was
replicated in MT™’s Paris, which reunited Jones and Chamberlain as
husband and wife in a detective series. And Paris, in its turn, was to sow
the seeds for Hill Street Blues.

Some critics have attributed the liberalism of Lou Grant to the period
of its emergence, that of the Carter presidency (1976-80). Others have
seen it as the ironic result of that period’s very illiberalism in television,
when the imposition of the Family Hour forced sitcoms like MT™’s out
of prime-time and away from their audience, hence accelerating their
move toward later slots in the schedule and more ‘serious’ modes like
drama. Either way, iU’s a happy irony that during the Carter presi-
dency mt™’s Lou Grant could have his revenge on behalf of all
reporters on Nixon and Agnew and the American right for their attack
on press freedom a decade earlier.

In 1978 Lou Grant did an episode based on the so-called Love Canal
incident in which most of Michigan’s cattle were poisoned as the result
of a toxic fire-retardant chemical in their fodder, peB. This episode,
‘Slaughter’, was initially scheduled for transmission on the night before
the 1978 Michigan gubernatorial primary in which the incumbent’s
candidature was being challenged on the grounds that he had not acted
swiftly enough to avert the catastrophe. The episode proved so topical
— and so sensitive — that its transmission was postponed until the
following week when the election would be over. Grant Tinker has
commented on the sort of interference such topicality aroused:

On Lou Grant we had a kind of Love Cianal show, and the network
made us put in a speech that one character makes, saying, ‘Well, not
all chemical companies do this.” Even though we were telling the
story about a fictional chemical company that was polluting, con-
sciously, and that seemed believable enough, the network didn’t
want to suggest that all chemical companies were that way. I guess
that saves them a lot of grief."”

Network sensitivity over such issues is often a consequence of actual or
potential offence to programme sponsors or regular advertisers.
‘Home’, a 1979 episode, portrayed a fictional home in which Billie went
undercover to investigate complaints about ill-treatment, and was
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attacked by the American Health Care Association for ‘distortions and
lies”. When this episode was re-run on 27 August 1979 the anca
persuaded Prudential, Kelloggs, General Foods and Oscar Mever to
withdraw their commercials, while the American Association of
Retred Persons and the National Retired T'eachers Association urged
their members to tune in. So Lou Grant had experienced some consider-
able trouble with both ¢Bs and its advertisers long before 1982. Indeed
it 1s to the series” and to mra’s credit that it sustained its critical edge
tor so long rather than blunung it against network and corporate
merta. Tinker defended the series’ topicality against objections that
recall eritical complaints in Britain about the politics of plays like Seum,
in which specific fictions have been mistaken for journalism.™

We did an episode ... about nursing care, and there was an
organization that started a letter-writing campaign not just to css,
but to the sponsors. 1 got a lot of it here. And people do pay
attention. In that case, even though in the body of the show there
were the same “Not all nursing homes’ kind of speeches, they just
don’t hear those, they just see vou doing a story about inadequate or
bad care and they take offense at that. That’s what 1 love about the
Lou Grant show, its topicality. The fact that more often than not what
vou sce on Monday night was in the papers vesterday or will be
tomorrow. "

This topicality, which had been a factor in arrs’s *house-styvle” sinee
the company’s inception. was perhaps both Lou Grant’s finest attribute
and one of 1ts final assassins. Certainly Tinker's claim for the series’
topicality is casy to substantiate. The first episode of its second season,
Pills’, concerned Rossi’s right to protect a news source (Mary
Richards had gone to jail for the same thing in The Mary Tyler Moore
Show). This episode was transmitted in 1978 while a New York Times
reporter, Myron Farber, was tighting a contempt of court violation for
exercising just such a journalistic right. Similarly, the second episode of
that scason, ‘Prisoner’, dealt with allegations of torture in a fictional
Latin American dictatorship. “Malagua’, and this while in Managua
and the rest of Nicaragua the Sandinistas were fighting Somoza’s
(cra-backed) army.

Such issues and the confusions between fact and ficton, between
characters and performers were to have repercussions on Lou Grant.
Indeed it was, ironically, to be Asner’s comments in a private capacity
about another Latin American regime and its American allies which
were finally to contribute to the cancellation. In 1979 the Los Angeles
chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union gave actor Iid Asner its
Bill of Rights Award for his character’s contribution to civil libertarian
causes. Ramona Ripston of the acru explained that the award was for
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‘the kind of topics his show had devoted itself to. It raised important
issues in a popular way for large audiences.’?

The following year the entire Lou Grant cast were invited to a Press
Meets Press briefing on the then imminent Screen Actors Guild strike.
During the strike which followed — and which postponed production of
Lou Grant and other mTM series — mT™’s president Grant Tinker
condemned Asner for ‘talking with Lou Grant’s credibility’ but ‘think-
ing with Ed Asner’s judgement’.?! Lou Grant, which had dominated the
Emmy nominations in 1979, also dominated the awards in 1980,
winning five Emmys including Best Drama Series. Ed Asner, one of the
leaders of the strike, did not attend the ceremony; nor did Nancy
Marchand (Mrs Pynchon), who won a Best Actress award. In
November of 1981, Asner was elected President of the Screen Actors
Guild. Within six months Lou Grant had been cancelled.

One of sac’s discussions in the winter of 1g81—2 concerned the
proposal to give the Guild’s annual award to ex-sac president Ronald
Reagan. Reagan was rejected as the preferred recipient of the award,
however, on the grounds of his harshly anti-union stance. (In the
deciding vote, Asner abstained.) The relationship between Asner, sac
and the campaign against them both by the new American right has
been described elsewhere. Suffice it to say that sac’s liberal attitudes to
such foreign issues as Apartheid, Solidarity and, crucially, Latin
America, as well as numerous domestic issues such as the Equal Rights
Amendment, unemployment and union mergers proved increasingly
provocative to the ‘moral majority’.

On 15 February 1982 Asner gave a Washington press conference on
behalf of Medical Aid for El Salvador. At the same time he signed a
mailout appeal for the same organisation which began with the words
‘My name is Ed Asner. I play Lou Grant on television . ..” Almost
overnight a campaign was organised against Asner and subsequently
against the series he starred in. Another ex-sac president, Charlton
Heston, was one of the right’s spokespersons and he was quick to warn
Asner to dissociate himself in his personal pronouncements from both
his prime-time persona and his union function: ‘He should remember
that he is Ed Asner, president of of the Screen Actors Guild, not Lou
Grant the crusading editor.’®

Allan Burns has described the campaign against Asner as: ‘swift,
continuous and excessive ... I’ve never seen anybody transformed so
quickly from being everyone’s favourite uncle to a Communist swine.’*®

On 25 February the New York Times announced the plans of the
newly formed Congress of Conservative Contributors, a right-wing
campaign against sponsors of liberal Tv shows, set up to ‘urge a boycott
of advertisers on the Lou Grant television series’.?*

Lou Grant was one of prime-time’s most prestigious programmes and
consequently its advertising slots sold at a premium. But that very
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virtue had its own drawbacks; its regular advertisers included some of
America’s major corporations and their spots on Lou Grant were very
visible. On 1 March immediately preceding that evening’s transmis-
sion of Lou Granf John Amos, the Chief Executive Officer of a television
organisation called American Family Corporation’s Broadcast Divis-
ion went on air on his own stations (which were cBs affiliates) in
Georgia, Missouri, Alabama and Iowa condemning Asner for assum-
ing the role of a ‘self-appointed Secretary of State’ and accusing him of
seeking to influence the beliefs of his audience.?® On 10 March Joseph
Solomon, the president of Vidal Sassoon Inc., a regular Lou Grant
advertiser, wrote to css president William Paley expressing his own
concern:

Please find attached to this letter copies of letters we have received
from viewers who have taken exception with Ed Asner using his
position for political purposes. As the sponsors of the Ed Asner show
we are indeed concerned. We, by sponsoring the show, did not wish
to embroil ourselves in a political controversy. We do not feel that we
should be pressured into withdrawing our sponsorship, but on the
other hand, we do not wish to have our products suffer because of an
unfortunate association with a political issue. Please advise us how
this matter should be handled. We are very concerned about our
company image and the image of our products, and we therefore look
to you for a solution to this unfortunate situation.?®

Sassoons were obviously very sensitive; according to Gitlin even by as
late as early June they had still only received 13 letters complaining
about Asner’s political exploits. Nevertheless, cs President Thomas
Wynan felt obliged to reply and on 5 April c¢Bs stressed their absolute
unwillingness to interfere in matters of privately held beliefs.?”

By mid-March another Lou Grant ‘sponsor’, Kimberly-Clark, the
makers of Kleenex, were said to be sending out explanatory letters to
‘worried’ customers about their withdrawal of advertising spots from
the series. Their letter read:

Thank you for writing to us about your objections to Ed Asner’s
recent statement on El Salvador. We appreciate the opportunity to
tell you that we have discontinued all advertising on the Lou Grant
television programme?®®

Since several sources reprint an anecdote about one of the first
recipients of this ‘withdrawal’ letter having in fact written to
Kimberly-Clark congratulating them for their sponsorship of the series,
since cBs denied that Kimberly-Clark had any ads to withdraw from
the series and were thus in no sense a ‘sponsor’ and since Kimberly-
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Clark had two paper plants of their own in El Salvador and were a
fervent supporter of the regime there, their attack on Asner and Lou
Grant must be treated with some caution.

On 19 March Jerry Falwell sent out a direct mail letter about
Asner/Grant’s threats to civilisation as we know it to members of the
moral majority movement, which had been one of the prime movers
behind Reagan’s electoral victory. Falwell’s letter alleged that:

Ed Asner says President Reagan’s Communist enemies are his
friends. Are we to stand idly by while ultra-liberal actors like Ed
Asner arrogantly insult the president of the United States?®”

Other mailings soon followed Falwell’s. On 22 April the Council for
Inter-American Security, a right-wing think-tank specialising in propa-
ganda about Latin America, sent out a direct mailing to an estimated
50,000 sympathisers. This letter, which enclosed a pre-addressed,
pre-written postcard to css Chairman Paley, encouraged recipients to
join a nationwide boycott of eight Lou Grant sponsors’ products
(excluding, significantly, Kimberly-Clark and Sassoons) with the
words:

If you liked Jane Fonda you’ll love Ed Asner . .. If Ed Asner says he
has the freedom to do what he wants, then you and I have the
freedom to refuse to buy his sponsor’s products.*

By the end of April Peter Paul-Cadbury and Estee Lauder were also
reputedly considering withdrawing their sponsorship of the series.
Then, on 3 May, an episode of Lou Grant entitled ‘Unthinkable’ about
the lead up to a nuclear crisis was aired. The series’ ratings had been
dropping all season; this episode, though, was the lowest-rated in the
series’ history. As always in television, simple explanations are seduc-
tive but suspect. The campaign against Lou Grant and Asner was
clearly important but whether or not it was decisive is hard 1o say.
Asner may have become just too familiar a face — by 1982 he had been
playing Lou Grant for twelve years — and since his clection to the sac
presidency he had made numerous television appearances in that
capacity too. Meanwhile cBs series were slipping in the Niclsens right
across prime-time schedules and Lou Grant was by no mecans their
worst-rated show. Others, including some MM insiders, have suggested
that the series itself may have been slipping; cBs to avoid attracting
criticism may have been down-playing the series in their on-air
promotions; furthermore, the ~NBc and ABc counter-programming
against Lou Grant was particularly tough in the 1981-2 scason with
Monday night football and expensive specials proving hard to equal in
the ratings. Finally, on 6 May cBs announced that both Lou Grant and
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another MmT™ series, WKRP [n Cincinnati, would not be renewed for the
following season. IW'/KRP had also, in its own way, been a controversial
series, if only in its ‘counter-cultural’ protagonists and its (character-
istic MTM) media setting, a rock and roll radio station.® That both these
series were made by MTM is perhaps less a consequence of an explicitly
‘political’ strategy on MTM’s part than a symptom of the company’s
creation in 1g6g—70 in a political climate which positively encouraged
the incorporation of counter-cultural rhetoric, if only in order to tempt
back young, urban consumers into the thrall of prime-time.

In the immediate aftermath of the cancellation Ed Asner was
apparently given only 48 hours to clear his office in the css building.
MT™ were treated little better by css: “The producers learned of the
show’s cancellation only two hours before the public did.”®* On 8 May
the Chicago Daily News reported that css had imposed a virtual blackout
on material poking fun at the White House.®® (Lou Grant and The Mary
Tyler Moore Show had had more amicable relations with Rcagan’s
Republican predecessor, Gerald Ford, whose wife Betty made guest
appearances on both series.) On the same day, moral majority leader
Jerry Falwell was quoted in the New York Times as saying ‘I have
absolutely nothing to do with the cancellation of the series.’®

On 10 May, a Monday night, at the regular time of Lou Grant
screenings, opponents of the cancellation held a large demonstration
outside cBs. Similar demonstrations took place on 17 and 24 May.
Meanwhile, numerous contradictory accounts of the events leading up
to the cancellation were beginning to emerge. In some accounts the
‘political’ explanation dominates; in others the economic explanation is
privileged; others still like smM’s Michele Gallery opt for combinations
of the two (arguing, for instance, that disenchantment with Asner’s
politics aroused by moral majority propaganda caused fewer people to
tune in to the series and the ratings to drop to a level where
cancellation was ‘naturally’ on the cards).

As early as 7 May James H. Rosenfield, executive vice-president of
cBs Broadcast group, was quoted in the IVall Street Journal as declaring
that ‘Politics had nothing to do with this. There’s one reason and one
reason only that we made this decision — the ratings were on the
decline.’® As late as July, Rosenfield was still sticking to his apolitical
guns, telling TV Guide that * ... emotionally we wanted to keep it on
... [but] the audience was eroding. Lou Grant was five years old, and
that’s when series begin to show wear and tear ... There was no
political pressure or political complaints.” At least one American
magazine, however, cited an unnamed css official as admitting that
‘When Asner made his comments [about El Salvador] it became
inevitable the network would have to cancel the show. He left us no
choice.”® Similarly, Arnold Becker, cBs vice-president for National
Television Research, admitted that ever since his election to the sac

145

WorldRadioHistory



presidency ‘Ed Asner was perceived as a pain in the ass’ and added
that “the best we could expect would be another marginal year. No one
thought there was any chance of turning it around.”® Tinker himself
had expressed a similar view about Asner’s political judgement during
the strike and this too may have made MT™ uncertain how to react to
the cancellation. An additional — but unquantifiable — factor is the fact
that being deficit-financed Lou Grant, like other mtm series, would only
go into profit when it was sold into syndication and, ironically, while
some local station operators like John Amos were in favour of the
cancellation and loathed Lou Grant others were willing to offer large
amounts for the series.

While mt™ declined to comment, Michele Gallery, a writer on the
scries and its one-time creative consultant, has suggested a number of
contributory factors:

My guess is that network research indicated that the show was not
getting stronger, it was getting weaker. The ratings evidence indi-
cated that it was a show that nobody in the network was going to lose
a job keeping on the air. I also think nobody in the network was
going to losc a job by cancelling the show. Lou Grant definitely fell in
a grey area. cBs had been strong in the last several years and
therefore could afford to cancel marginal shows, in the way NBc in
the last couple of years held on to marginal shows — like Hill Street
Blues. 1 think the audience had seen a lot of Ed Asner. Lou Grant
existed seven years before the show and so I think the desire to watch
what that character was doing had diminished a bit. 1 think we
tended to have a sharper audience than many shows on television.
And I think for some reason we weren’t meeting those demands. I
think many people saw a lot of Ed Asner on the news — and not just
with El Salvador, but also doing public service announcements.
People saw a lot of him and that might have had some influence on
whether or not they might have wanted to see him on a Monday
night. There’s some difference of opinion in the office. 1 think I
subscribe to the political theory of the cancellation less than the
people in the office. Some people, and their arguments are pretty
persuasive, think that the network jumped at the opportunity to
cancel Lou Grant because it was a political hot potato.’®

The ratings explanation seems the weakest of all. As Media Reporter has
revealed, the ratings at the end of Lou Grant’s 1982 season were running
at about a 27% share, which is by no means low enough to automatic-
ally lead to cancellation.*®

Allan Burns, the only one of the original Mary Tyler Moore Show
creative team still at mT™, has commented on the company’s and its
premiere series’ defining characteristics in a manner that reflects on the
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demise of Lou Grant and the success of Hill Street Blues. Describing the
differences between the Mt approach and that of their rival Norman
Lear, Burns suggested that:

He deals with controversy; we are subtler about it. We were more
content to take on small issues, the day-to-day issues of living, of just
getting through the day, of interpersonal relationships and heart-
break and disappointment and hopes and small dreams and big
ones. We dealt with problems, the day-to-day stuff that ordinary
people go through as opposed to big themes that Norman would take
on: birth control and abortion. Our issues were the small ones. I find
those frankly more interesting for myself ... that's why I like
M™A*S*H. Despite the fact that there is a large war going on,
basically those are people just trying to get through the day.*!

Here Burns seems to be both describing his own disenchantment with
Lou Grant and at the same time announcing his preference for a series
such as Hill Street Blues, which would adapt the MT™ house-style to the
everyday lives of people in a tough situation just trying to make it
through the day, while around them in the ghetto a kind of war rages.

Rosenfield commented simply that: “The mood of the country may
have shifted away from the topical subjects handled in Lou Grant and
toward lighter, more fantasy and more comedy-type escape entertain-
ment.”** Rosenfield was right; the mood of America (its president and
network presidents included) was changing. css, for instance, no longer
wanted to be identified as the network that brought its audiences Lou
Grant; it wanted to be known for Dallas. At NBc, there was a similar
move ‘downmarket’ toward traditional genre television and, interest-
ingly enough, re-elevating female viewers. For this was the season of
Flamingo Road, The Gangster Chronicles and Hill Street Blues.

In 1977-8, 1978-9 and 1979-80 Lou Grant, like its parent series, won
copious critical acclaim and ultimately numerous Emmys. But at the
end of the 1980—1 season another MT™ series had taken its place in the
limelight; that series was Hill Street Blues. Indeed, at the end of its very
first season Hill Street won more Emmys and Emmy nominations than
any other weekly series in American television history. Ironically, MT™
by producing a series even more prestigious than Lou Grant was stealing
both its thunder — and its umbrella — as the quality show of the year.
From then on the defence from prestige for Lou Grant was much harder
to make. Back in 1977 when Lou Grant was first aired, Hill Street Blues
wasn’t even on the horizon. There were, however, signs of things to
come. One was a pilot made by MM for NBc which was known in
production as Doctors And Nurses but was eventually broadcast, in 1978,
as Operating Room. 1t was created by Steven Bochco and Bruce Paltrow,
co-creators respectively of Hill Street Blues and St Elsewhere, and it
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starred, among others, Hill Street’s Barbara Babcock. Variety noted a
resemblance to M*A*S*H. While Operating Room was in production,
pBs transmitted a video vérité documentary entitled The Police Tapes.
The impact this documentary made is important; extracts were run on
aBc News and an edited version became the first pBs documentary ever
to be broadcast by one of the networks. In 1979 Ed Asner, with time on
his hands before throwing himself into the sac strike and later the sac
presidency, was cast in a feature film about the same police precinct
which The Police Tapes had been about. The film was called Fort Apache,
The Bronx. That same season Fred Silverman (who had just moved
from aBc to NBc) decided that what his new network needed was an
updated, ethnic gritty cross between a precinct sitcom and procedural
drama. Whether or not Silverman remembered The Police Tapes from
his aBc days, the formula he gave to Michael Zinberg, an ex-mT™
director/producer now an Nsc vice-president for comedy development,
encouraged Zinberg to recommend MtM and two of its in-house
writer-producers Steven Bochco and Michael Kozoll. Between them
Bochco and Kozoll had clocked up credits on such series as The Name
Of The Game, MacMillan And Wife, Columbo, Richie Brockelman—Private
Eye, Quincy, McCloud, Switch, Kojak, The Six Million Dollar Man, Delvecchio
and Paris.

The meeting between Bochco, Kozoll and ~Bc¢’s top brass has
become almost legendary. The sort of mixture that Silverman and his
fellow executives had in mind included such ingredients as the films
Hospital, for its ragged style and generic parody, M*A*S$*H, for its
tragicomic tone, and Fort Apache, The Bronx for its ghetto precinct
settings and protagonists. Also mentioned were such series as Police
Story for its focus on the private lives of its police protagonists and on
the consequences of their professional public duties on those lives,
Barney Miller, for its ethnic mix and precinct comedy, and the Tv
spin-off series M*A*S*H for its televisual version of a cinematic style.

MM, of course, had already essayed its own generic parody of police
series with the show-within-a-show conceit of The Betty I hite Show, and
while the prospect of another crime series seemed uninviting, the
promise of unusual licence in the conception and creation of a pilot
proved irresistible. Initially, however, Bochco and Kozoll were
cautious about what sounded to them like just another example of
Silverman’s notorious affection for spin-offs and clones (ironically
perfected while he was at cBs when among the beneficiaries of his style
of programming was MM itself). It was Gene Reynolds who brought to
Mt™ M*A*S*H’s multi-character, multi-narrative blend of comedic
and tragic elements, as well as an indebtedness to the visual style of the
feature film of the same name which had been directed by Robert
Altman with much fluid use of telephoto lens, eight-track sound and
hand-held camera. Up until then, however, this style was unique to
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M*A*S*H on television (for all its overuse in cinema) and M*A*S*H
itself employed it only very sparingly. Hill Street Blues, on the other
hand, partly because of its nature as a generic hybrid (fusing crime
series, sitcom, soap opera and cine-vérité), could accommodate such
devices in considerably more prominence. For by virtue of encompass-
ing all of these tele-genres at once Hill Street could lay claim to being
ruled by the conventions of none of them and this simultaneity of
‘similarities’ produced a ‘difference’ all Hill Street’s own, licensing MT™M
to infringe (within a rigidly restricted range) some of prime-time’s —
and network standards and practices’ — own aesthetic law and order.

Gene Reynolds’ experience on M*A*S*H may well have been
decisive. While that scries was set during the Korean war (among a
medical team) it was screened during the Vietnam war and it regularly
echoed that contemporary conflict in its storylines. On Lou Gran!
Vietnam reappeared on numerous occasions, from the second episode
of the first series, ‘Hostage’, to a second season episode entitled ‘Vet’, in
which we learn that Lou Grant regular, Animal, is a Vietnam veteran, to
a final season story, ‘Immigrants’, in which the “Trib’ hires a
Vietnamese photographer. One of the series writers, Gary David
Goldberg, was encouraged by MTM and ¢Bs to attempt to create a series
about journalists under fire in Vietnam, under the title Bureau. Eventu-
ally, after two unsuccessful pilots had been made (the first was a
g30-minute sitcom, the second a 6o-minute drama, though neither of
them was ever transmitted) the idea was dropped. But the Reynolds
influence was not restricted to Lou Grant or its offshoot, Bureau. Hill
Street Blues not only continued M*A*S*H’s grim combination of
comedy and tragedy but also, by going back to the latter series’
cinematic source, introduced an ‘Altmanesque’ style to television
filming, a style that later was also borrowed for St Elsewhere where it
was returned to its original medical environs.

Before Hill Street Blues, the most recent development in the police
series genre to have received critical acclaim of any kind had been
liberal, ‘realistic’, anti-heroic series like Police Story and The Blue Knight,
both of which were based on the stories of Joseph Wambaugh. Police
Story had run on NBc from 1974-7 and Ed Asner had appeared in the Tv
movie pilot that launched it. Because its format had been that of an
anthology drama series with new characters and situations every week
it was unable to adapt to the melodrama-led move to continuing series
of the second half of the 70s, spearheaded by series like Dallas. On the
other hand, however, it was in a sense a precursor of the Tv movie and
mini-series trend toward ‘issue-based’ stories epitomised by Roots. In
1973, Wambaugh’s novel The Blue Knight provided the basis for one of
television’s first mini-series. It was directed by Robert Butler. In 1975 a
second Blue Knight TV movie was made as the pilot for a series that ran
on ¢Bs through the 1975-6 season.
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Meanwhile at mT™ the success of Lou Grant both with audiences and
critics alike encouraged them to try and come up with additional
drama series. The Whilte Shadow and Paris are discussed briefly elsewhere
in this volume, but one side-effect of this decision was the need to
attract further writer-producers to the Mt™ stable. One such recruit
was Steven Bochco, who had been writing crime series for Universal for
several years and was grateful for Tinker’s offer to come up with pilots
for the studio. Aside from the already mentioned casting coup of
re-uniting Rools [I’s combination of James Earl Jones and Lee
Chamberlain, Paris also afforded Bochco the opportunity to build up a
veritable repertory company of performers who he would return to for
Hill Street Blues. 1t brought together Michael Warren, Joe Spano, Keil
Martin and Michael Conrad. Conrad and Martin had also appeared in
Bochco’s last series for Universal, Delvecchio, alongside Charles Haid.
Bruce Weitz had played an eccentric cop in Every Stray Dog And Kid.
Between them, the Hill Street cast had also appeared in a number of
feature film adaptations of Wambaugh’s multi-character procedural
novels: Charles Haid in The Choirboys, James B. Sikking in The New
Centurions, and Barbara Bosson in The Black Marble. Other cast
members had long track records with mTM; Taurean Blacque, for
instance, had appeared as a guest in The Tony Randall Show, The Bob
Newhart Show, Paris and The White Shadow.

Hill Street Blues emerged out of a complex intersection of forces in late
1g70s American television — and, of course, American culture generally
— including the advent of prime-time soaps like Dallas with their large
casts and multi-layered storylines; the move toward mini-series and Tv
movies and 6o-minute long-form drama series; the return to prime-
time — and to American political life — of (the Reaganite rhetoric of) law
and order; NBC’s shortlived but decisive strategy to sidestep Nielsen
aggregates by buying ‘high quality’ consumers via ‘quality’ pro-
grammes; MTM’s attempt to sustain its demographically targetted
product by transforming itself from a provider of character comedies
with ensemble casts into the supplier of character drama, with
work-based situations, synthesising comedy, drama, topicality and a
reflexiveness about genre rare in prime-time but not at MTM.

Since it eschews the issue-based approach of Lou Grant, Hill Street
Blues has been the subject of considerable political debate. Some critics
on the left, for instance, have argued that the series offers an aestheti-
cised — or even anaesthetised — image of the operation, and the
operators, of law and order in 8os America.*® Such critics suggest that
the series’ very ‘realism’ about the apparent insolubility of social
problems, about the difficult job done in impossible conditions by all
too human police officers, personalises and depoliticises one of the most
urgent issues on the lips of the Reagan rhetoricians. One — perhaps the
only — defence against such charges is implicit in Bochco’s boast that
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Michael Warren and Joe Spano in Hill Street Blues

Hill Street is ‘an equal opportunities offender’. The series, and mTM
itself, have evolved a strategy for eluding network censors and eliding
prime-time conventions by building such densely constructed shows
(dense, at least, in terms of the accustomed conventions of maost
American television if not necessarily in those of classic Hollywood, let
alone European art cinemas) with such a dexterously handled
orchestration of tone, such a panorama of points of view, so many
characters, so much over-lapping dialogue, so many intricate — and vet
integrated — storylines that it is, ironically, a difficult series to police.
Testing this hypothesis out in an interview with actor Joe Spano, who
plays the liberal Lt Goldblume in the series, I suggested that beneath
the surface chaos lurked a layer of quite conventional narrative and
characteral strategies epitomised, for example, in the counterbalancing
roles of Goldblume and the station’s swaT (in the series it’s called EaT)
team leader, Howard Hunter. Spano rejected my suggestion that the
series had seen a very visible diminution in the right-wing rhetoric of
Hunter (making the character more conventionally likeable, more of an
MTM character and less a Lear type). When 1 proposed that as Hunter’s
politics were blunted so Goldblume’s liberalism was necessarily weak-
ened to maintain ‘balance’. Spano responded that ‘Perhaps Howard
Hunter seems to have softened simply because of our increasing
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familiarity with the character’, adding that Goldblume’s retreating
liberalism might equally derive from a realistic acknowledgement of
the effect of several years in a tough spot ‘on ideals that may just not be
operable there’.** While we are not obliged to accept Spano’s analysis
and its ‘realism’ it is tempting to apply the same terms to Hill Street
Blues itself, which has exhibited a very markedly diminished ‘differ-
ence’ from the rest of prime-time programming and, indeed, from its
own original style after its four scasons.

Certainly the sophistication of its narrative and stylistic strategies
remains very different from the relatively simpler structures of Lou
Grant, for all the lauer’s own departure from conventions, its un-
resolved plots and filmic fluidity. Barbara Bosson, a Hill Street Blues
regular, has noted that while Lou Grant aimed for an issue-oriented
approach: ‘What is typical about Hill Street is that we are not issue
oriented. And by that same token we often help the issues.™®®

Steven Bochco, interviewed at the same time, used the example of an
episode in which a brutal policeman is posted to the precinct to
illustrate the pitfalls of a content-based approach to scripting:

You see that is the trap. That is where you become pedantic
Those episodes weren’t about police brutality — they were about a
man under crippling stress and thatisall ... and there’s actually no
conclusion that we tried to draw from that story and, boy, I tell you,
anytime anybody starts talking to me about message or soap box
politics I start running.*

The “liberalism’ implicit in these remarks — the emphasis on individual
cases and extenuating circumstances — apart, there is also a hint of the
ways in which Hill Street has indeed at its best avoided being ‘about’
social problems and has instead dealt with them indirectly. Instead of
making racism an ‘issue’ as perhaps Lou Grant would have done, Hill
Street Blues actually wrote racists and anti-racists into its continuing
characters in the precinct. In an interview with the cast in Playboy, the
Howard Hunter character is described as ‘our Archie Bunker’ and the
Renko character is identified as a redneck racist.*” By integrating
characters like this into the series as regulars, by including arguments
about urban policing and positive discrimination among the running
conversations of the characters, the partisanship of the series is difficult
to identify but equally difficult o legislate against. Bochco defends this
strategy in a discussion of NBc's Broadcast Standards Department and
their incessant demands for ‘balance’:

The moment they demand balance, you’re dead in the water,
because it takes away from your opportunity to say anything. So they
give with one hand and wind up taking away with the other. You're
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never going to get a balance in terms of demographic equality. Our
feeling is that over the long haul, it all balances out. You are going to
see many sides of every question in the process.*

It is interesting to speculate where Hill Street’s licence to supersede
such ‘balance within each episode’ strictures originated. Several factors
seem crucial. First, the series emerged from an arrangement with Nsc
which guaranteed no network interference with storylines. Further-
more, the pilot of the series was actually written and shot on the
clear-cut assumption that it was extremely unlikely ever to go to series.
Before writing the pilot script, therefore, Bochco and Kozoll demanded
an unusual preliminary meeting with Broadcast Standards to ascertain
what kind of ‘liberties’ they were able to take and to what extent the
imprimatur of Fred Silverman would carry over such obstacles.
According to Kozoll:

Fred Silverman wanted to make a cop show and Steven Bochco and
I were invited to do it. I didn’t particularly want to do it. I owed a
favour to MmT™ because I had spent a year there in ‘Development’ not
agreeing with anybody and consequently not developing anything.
And since they're nice people I thought I'd oblige them with a pilot.
Because 1 was given autonomy to do what I wanted o do and
because | didn’t care about the show getting on the air I wrote
something that I had some feeling for and that’s how Hill Street Blues
came into being.*

Bochco’s account of Broadcast Standard’s responses to the pilot
script’s provocations is similar:

Broadcast Standards loves to demand kind of equal time in all areas.
‘They always want to be able when they get the angry letter to point
to something which is its opposite number in terms of balance. And
we maintained that there would be no balance. I mean the thing that
I began jokingly to say and which became less and less of a joke is
that we were equal opportunities offenders.>

Indeed it even seems possible that the strengths of the series owe less to
Bochco and Kozoll’s ‘inspired creativity’ than to their very disenchant-
ment with the project as just another cop show pilot. According to
Kozoll:

No matter how well intentioned you are when you go out to do a cop
show it’s almost impossible not to end up with a bag of shit afterward.
Because we’ve all done those boring, heroic, tired, tired shows, and
vou’re going to kill yourselfand the public doesn’t want 1o watch them
any more and they really don’t address a serious issue .. .3
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But while Broadcast Standards at xBc could certainly legislate
forcibly on the series’ use of language and on ‘explicit’ violence and sex,
it was considerably harder to coerce MmT™ into employing the conven-
tions and character types characteristic of the classic realist text.
Bochco and Kozoll claim that perhaps because Hill Street Blues ‘raised
unanswerable questions’ they and their series were ‘unfashionably
liberal’, “a little out of fashion with the rest of the country’.5® Arguably,
however, the very success of the series is predicated less on its casting,
craft or ‘chemistry’ than on that very ambivalence, that very avoidance
of overtly visible partisanship, of one sort of solution over another.
‘Todd Gitlin has claborated this approach succinctly:

. it spoke to and for a particular cultural and political moment.
Hill Street worked in part because it immersed itself in major popular
crosscurrents — far more than the law and order shows that hit the
airwaves at the same moment. The energy swimming through in Hill
Street was the energy of American liberal-middle class ideology
turned on itself, at a loss for direction, Bochco and Kozoll had
floated into a maelstrom point of popular consciousness.5

That this success is therefore not entirely attributable to authorial
talent (Kozoll, for instance, attributed the series to ‘a long series of
flukes’) is evident in the history of the series’ title. Far from it being the
result of an inspired moment among the creators of the series it came
up out of an argument with nBc's Fred Silverman. The pilot had
originally been called Hill Street Station but NsC was apparently
unhappy with this. Silverman, to Bochco and Kozoll’s despair, came
up with The Blue Zoo as an alternative. Incensed at its racism but
unable to think up an alternative they were relieved when an xBc
staffer in Business Affairs came up with Hill Street Blues, economically
combining connotations of police uniforms with a melancholy which
was later amplified by Mike Post’s theme music.

Bochco’s own diagnosis of the series’ political project and sub-
sequent popularity is suggestive:

We don’t answer questions that people desperately want answered
simplistically. ‘The appeal of Ronald Reagan ... has always been
solid, simple answers to very complex questions. | think what
Michael means when he says that we are unfashionably liberal is in
our perception that those simple, easy answers don’t yield results.*

Elsewhere Gitlin mentions an episode in which the murderer of a
prostitute turned out to be the self-righteous city-councillor — a
clumsily predictable ‘surprise’ denouement. Bochco commented,
‘Every time we get neat we make mistakes.”® When NBc began to
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demand a little more ‘neatness’ in the second season by obliging MT™ to
tie up at least one story-line per episode, the tendency to opt for this
sort of narrative strategy was increased and the series suffered as a
result.

Perhaps, therefore, the role of Furillo, balancing between his duty to
the streets his precinct oversees, the police station and its officers and to
his bureaucratic superiors, can be compared to the roles of Bochco and
Kozoll themselves, who are also balanced, between networks, advertis-
ers and sponsors, up-market audiences and ambitious but constrained
regular members of cast and crew. If this is the case, it may also be
significant that, in Bochco’s words:

Furillo is a pragmatist. Furillo is very rooted in the real world . . . he
understands that he’s not going to solve crime. By and large that’s
not what he’s there for. He negotiates truces; he keeps the peace to
some extent. He negotiates survival on the hill ¢

Elsewhere Bochco has described the precinct as ‘a holding operation’
and this is ironic in that Hoblit, by the beginning of the third season,
and in the wake of some inescapable creative retreats, was admitting of
the series itself - rather than of the fiction ~ ‘What we’re up to now is a
highly paid maintenance operation.’>” Certainly, since the now legend-
ary first series there have been a number of modifications and
softenings of the original structure and style. At the end of the first
series Kozoll withdrew from his role as co-executive producer and
co-writer to become creative consultant, composing storylines with
Bochco but otherwise having almost no further involvement. By the
end of the second series he was gone. Meanwhile, NBc imposed their
compulsory narrative wrap-up on Mt™ for at least one major storyline
per episode for the second season and thereafter. In 1982, a Writers
Guild Strike postponed the season start but still meant that the
backlog of Hill Street scripts was severely reduced and writing schedules
were drastically cut back to one week per script. Previously writers had
enjoyed a fortnight or more full-time writing on each episode. Hoblit
began monitoring the average number of stunts employed per episode
and noted that the second scason exhibited an acceleration in the
show’s reliance on fights, shoot-outs, car-wrecks and chases in what
amounted to an attempt to conceal diminished creativity and complex-
ity in the scripts. Hoblit’s figures showed that the stunt factor had risen
from an average of 0.8 in the first season to an average of 2.4 in the
second. And, to make matters worse, these stunts took their own toll on
production; they were more expensive and exhausting to shoot than the
sort of ‘character drama’ dialogue sequences which they were replacing
and which had characterised the series.

How then has Hill Street Blues been able to survive where Lou Grant
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finally proved so vulnerable? One answer seems to be in its very
ambivalence. Where Lou Grant tackled issues and, its creators
ambitions toward ‘balance’ notwithstanding, often pointed to the
perpetrators of some of America’s social ills, Hill Street tackles con-
sequences not causes. (It may be significant here that MT™’s follow up
to Hill Street, St Elsewhere, is set in a hospital, which almost guarantees a
focus on victims rather than perpetrators, as well, of course, as
naturalising those social ‘ills’.) Grant Tinker has been quoted as
admitting that The IVhite Shadow ran into problems because it was
‘about real and frequently unresolvable problems and situations’.® Hill
Streel’s televisual solution to this apparent impasse is, quite simply, to
delete the ‘about’ and turn its predecessor's subjects into its own
backdrop. Thus Tinker could say of The I$hite Shadow, ‘We and cBs
decided inner-city problems that didn’t have solutions and therefore
couldn’t be wrapped up neatly and happily at the end were depressing
people ... "> Hill Street was not about such problems, it was simply set
amongst them. If the advantage of this strategy was the ability to
continue smuggling ‘the real’ into prime-time programming whilst
simultancously avoiding the issue-based and occasionally crusading
rhetoric of Lou Grant, the disadvantage was an crosion of any attitude at
all to those ‘problems’ and a consequent pessimism.

One aspect of this ‘ambivalence’ finds its form in the generic mix of
the series between character drama, (sitycomedy, crime series, prime-
time serial melodrama and, of course, documentary — its style borrow-
ed from, indeed based on, The Police Tapes. In Emmy, Tinker defined the
MM style as evidenced in The Mary Tyler Moore Show as ‘more steak than
sizzle. There was a beginning, a middle and an end. You sort of had to
pay attention.’® Hill Street’s beginning, middle and end — though each
episode is always apparently chronological — is much harder to
describe in such linear terms. And both sympathetic and unsym-
pathetic critics agreed that you had to watch carefully. A third
ambivalence is its politics. One simple example will suffice. In the
1970s the critical debate par excellence was about the inherent
liberalism — or otherwise — of All In The Family’s protagonist Archie
Bunker, whose reactionary attitudes were the object of the series’
‘ironic’ humour. There was to be no really right-wing regular character
in an MT™ series until the advent of Howard Hunter and Hill Street
Blues. Hunter, the foil for Goldblume’s liberalism, also provided a
target for the writers’ assumption about the inadequacy of conven-
tional ‘simple’ solutions. By the second season, Hunter’s reactionary
rhetoric had been visibly reduced and Henry Goldblume too was less
the precinct’s token liberal.

The complexity that these characteristics lend the series has contri-
buted to what is often described as its ‘quality’ and this in turn has
been seen as responsible for its comparable longevity. In the year
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before Lou Grant’s assassination at the hands of network indifference
and moral majority interference T'inker suggested:

[ think if you set your sights high enough, these problems that
perturb Donald Wildman and Jerry Falwell will largely go away, or
be significantly reduced. I don’t mean they won’t have some
problems — for instance, on Wildman’s hit list is Hill Street Blues,
because he sees it as violent, and | guess, maybe, sexy. The reason
that the Wildmans of this world don't bother me, and that I don’t
think they ever will become any kind of a major factor in terms of
influence, is because he's crazy to pick a show like Hull Street. It is a
legitimate entry in the mix of network television: I think a rather
responsibly made show with good values.®!

Hill Street’s high sights and good values have paid off magnificently for
xBC and, in the long term, should do the same for MTy. One ~NBC
vice-president has been quoted as admitting that Hill Street is of
incalculable value to the network since it successfully attracts those
all-important young urban adults in the 18-49 age range which
advertisers are willing to pay the highest premiums for. Indeed, Nsc
can charge more for Hill Street Blues than for top ten hits considerably
better rated generally for just this reason.®

Mercedes-Benz — a rare presence in prime-time — became a regular
Hill Street advertiser in 1983, continuing a tradition of major corporate
sponsorship of MM programmes comparable to pss. (Just An Old Sweet
Song was a General Electric presentation; Something For Joey was spon-
sored by 18m; The Boy 1W'ho Drank Too Much was sponsored by Xerox.) And
the reason for this attractiveness to advertisers is, quite simply, demo-
graphic, itself the very raison d’étre of mT™’s emergence. 'I'hus Hill Street
Blues, for all its relatively low status in the overall ratings, actually rates
first among men of all prime-time programmes in the crucial consumer
category of 18-49 year-olds, as well as rating third among women in the
same age group. Pollan also points out that Hill Street, alongside some of
NBC's other ‘quality’ series, actually proves:

exceptionally popular with urban viewers, which is why ~BC's
prime-time ratings in the large urban markets belie its poor national
showing. This bodes well, not just because most advertisers want the
urban viewer, but because NBC’s five owned stations are in the big
cities: New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington and Cleveland.
Collectively, the stations are having an exceptional year. And most
significant of all, in the face of xB¢’s bleak national Nielsen returns
week after week, the flagship station, wxsc — Tv, has been running
first in prime-time this season in New York City, the nation’s largest
and richest market.’®®
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This recalls — and neatly reverses — Robert Wood’s verdict in 1970 on
cBs, which was winning the nationwide Nielsens but faring far worse in
its owned and operated stations. 1t was wNBc—Tv, ironically, which was
the New York station re-running the made-for-css series The Mary Tyler
Moore Show in late night slots in 1984 to high ratings.

That the success of MT™ is perhaps less a consequence of the quantity
of ratings its programmes accumulate than with the ‘quality’ (i.c.
disposable incomes) of the demographics of the specific audience they
attract is discussed elsewhere in this volume by Jane Feuer. But that
that connection may itself be a consequence of the company’s origins in
1970 when the networks were finally prohibited from profiting from
syndication, and were worried about what Les Brown described as the
future fractionalising of the audience into demographically distinct and
differentially addressable ‘vertical’ sectors, is intriguing.* When the
Niclsen company in 1982 did a survey of television usage in homes
receiving pay cable, most prime-time programmes were rated lower in
cable households but Hill Street Blues accumulated even larger shares of
the audience in such homes.*®

It is, therefore, perhaps equally unsurprising that it was Hull Street
Blues’ commercial breaks which were chosen by the sales department of
Thorn-em1 as the site of the first advertisements for video software on
American network television.®® Similarly, computer owners subscrib-
ing to a computer information service called The Source were able, in
1981—2, to tap in their responses to the series in a scheme in which Hull
Street’s producers apparently co-operated. The Source, owned by The
Reader's Digest Association, had some 17,000 subscribers by this ume
and in a pilot scheme they invited them to input their responses (o two
television series, Simon And Simon and Hill Street Blues. Though the
initiative was launched by the executive producer of Simon And Simon,
that was soon cancelled by the network and Hill Street Blues’ producers
were left to monitor the results of this electronic ‘Points of View’.®
Elsewhere, one of the series’ producers, Gregory Hoblit, has described
the show's regular viewers as ‘college educated and middle class’
noting that they often ‘pride themselves on their selective viewing’.®
The obvious attractions of such an audience in an age when the
networks are worried about the impact of video and cable and their
value in attracting corporate sponsors rarely seen in prime-time may
also have nurtured MTM’s relationship with public broadcasting.

In this respect, it is useful to remember that Grank Tinker urged the
return of the sponsorship system in a 1978 speech, in which he urged
that network television would be better under the old system.® (By
1978, of course, only pBs remained, rather ironically, as a network
largely funded by corporate sponsors.) As we have seen, these remarks
were made in the course of a pBs local station programme entitled “The
Realities of Commercial Television Production’, which was broadcast
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in September 1978, and during the programme, Tinker announced the
completion of an MTM pilot for pBs called Going Home Again. He argued
that corporate sponsors were more public spirited than they had been
in the 50s and 6os and that a consequence of a return to a sponsorship
system would be an end to the obsession with ratings that characterises
network competition.

On that same programme, Lee Rich, president of Lorimar (the
independent production company which produces Dallas) was com-
plaining that the networks were finding ways around the rcc regula-
tions prohibiting financial interest. Rich charged the networks with:

‘setting up .. .. indie producers or going out and tying talent to a web
on an exclusive basis and then laying them off to an outside production
company ... " That, of course, was precisely what Fred Silverman

had done to MT™ in tempting away Brooks, Weinberger and Daniels in
a deal with aBc and Paramount the previous year.

That same season, in an interview with Robert Sklar, Tinker was
more ambivalent about support for further anti-trust action against the
networks.

A lot of the producers think it’s time to move in and attack through
the Justice Department a lot of the practices the networks have been
getting away with for years. All of those things that work to make
theirs a good business and ours not so good. My fear is that we might
be out of business ourselves. The networks act as policemen in our
forest, and without them there might be anarchy. Universal might
come in and gobble us little guys up. I'd like to see the law of supply
and demand work a little better. I don’t want to see it change that
much,™

In 1980, when aABc became the last of the three networks to sign consent
decrees with the Justice Department over the Syndication and Finan-
cial Interest Rules, numerous independent production companies
expressed their disappointment at the weakness of the conditions.™
Tinker, however, was almost indifferent to the decision: ‘“The whole
thing seems much ado about little. There are only three networks and
there is nothing anyone can do about it. You can’t expect them to allow
people to run across the street to sell spin-offs.’”® Then, in 1980, the Fcc
published a report which argued that the Financial Interest, Syndica-
tion and Prime-Time Access Rules were inefficient and obstructive to
the operation of the forces of the free market. In general, therefore, it
concluded that network television should be shaped ‘by impersonal
marketplace forces rather than by the desires of a centralized govern-
ment agency’. (New Television Networks: Entry, Jurisdiction, Ownership and
Regulation; Final Report. October 1980, Federal Communications Com-
mission.)™ In 1983 the Fcc expressed its ambition to deregulate
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American television. In November President Reagan advised the Fcc
that a two-year moratorium on the subject would be beneficial to all
interested parties. In March 1984 a group of fifteen senators led by
Barry Goldwater wrote to the Fcc chairman recommending the Com-
mission’s agreement to such a moratorium. At the time of writing that
moratorium holds. Nevertheless, throughout 1983 and into 1984 there
was considerable concern in the industry about the possible repeal of
the rcc rules, particularly those which in 1970 had helped to bring
many of the independent companies, mT™ included, into existence.
Variety commented that free of Fcc restraint the networks could lure
independent producers away from the majors:

And that situation could deal a crushing financial blow to the Tv
divisions of the six major studios (Universal, Paramount, 2o0th
Century-Fox, Warner Bros, Mom/ua and Columbia) and a possible
knockout blow to Embassy, mT™ and Lorimar.”™

The Fec Rules, according to Variety, had ‘helped these three companies
to become giants by permitting them to own the worldwide syndication
rights 1o all of the series they produced subsequently.’™

In response to the proposal to repeal the rules an opposition caucus
within the industry was promptly set up; M was one of the first
members of this Committee For Prudent Deregulation.”” At a press
conference held by the Committee in Los Angeles, Mel Blumenthal, an
executive vice-president at the company, argued that independent
producers feared that the networks would be freed by repeal to
‘warehouse’ shows until they finished their first runs rather than
allowing them to be sold off more swifily into syndication, where the
independents made their profits. Blumenthal alleged that the network
cfforts to repeal the Financial Interest and Syndication Rules were an
attempt to put a stop to the increasing share of the audience which was
being taken by the local independent stations:

I don’t believe what the networks say about their problems being
pay-Tv. The problem is that the independent stations are making
inroads. The networks want to keep them down ... Without the
expectation of selling a successful show into syndication, there will
be no incentive on the part of the producers. We won’t have the
ability to take financial risks. MTM would not be able to do such
programmes as Hill Street Blues or St Elsewhere, where the deficits are
enormous.™

Interestingly enough, Viacom International, the syndication company
that was spun off from css in the early 1970s (as Worldvision was from
ABC) as a direct result of the F1 & s Rules, was also expressly opposed to
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repeal. Viacom’s chairman, Ralph M. Baruch, has been quoted as
follows:

Networks do not want programmes which are successful to compete
with them; they do not want strong independent stations made
stronger and more competitive through programming. Networks, if
allowed to do so, will totally control software ... If the networks
were to take over programme ownership and syndication, competi-
tion would certainly be decreased. A producer trying to get his show
on the networks will give up everything to the networks just to get his
show on the air. Without that airing, the show has no value. So when
the networks take over ownership and distribution, the smaller
distributors, like Victory Television, distributing programmes for
Mary Tyler Moore Productions such as WKRP and White Shadow, tell
us they have to go out of business.™

ces responded to fears about the potential increase in network
monopoly over independent producers in a post-repeal industry by
placing an advertisement in the trade press which ‘conjured up for the
independent producer a land of opportunity post-repeal.’® Variety also
quotes c¢Bs vice-president for corporate affairs, Bill Lilley, who had
devised the ad, arguing that:

The ad is a rebuttal to the hyperbolic charges of network monopoly
by the six major studios and the three big independents. From that
charge you’d think the networks have a secret agenda to crush
independent producers and make all of them nothing more than
employees of the networks. None of that is true. We have no plan to
start up any in-house production. We want more independent
producers submitting ideas to us, not fewer. In the 10 years since the
Fce established the rules, the number of producers has decreased by
40% 8!

Whether one believes that the networks want an increase in the
number of independent producers in order to diversify their sources of
supply and the sort of programmes supplied as a result, or whether one
concludes that their goal was more probably a weakening in the
bargaining power of the existing suppliers (a sort of diversify and
conquer strategy) is hard to decide. Variety, though, points out that
while cBs effectively financed the three largest independents in the
early seventies by commissioning All In The Family from Norman Lear,
The Waltons from Lorimar and The Mary Tyler Moore Show from mTM,
both Lear’s company Embassy and mMt™ itself are rather reluctant
about expressing their gratitude.
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Thus, Variety concludes:

... i’s ironic that cs is using All In The Family and the Moore show
as examples of why independent producers should be happy about
repeal of the rules, because both companies are convinced they were
taken to the cleaners by css in the deals for those shows.82

Norman Lear even launched a major law suit against css — which he
eventually lost — in his attempt to wrest the syndication rights for All In
The Family away from Viacom, while: ‘M™ made no secret of its
unhappiness with the contract that called for control by css of the
worldwide syndication rights to The Mary Tyler Moore Show which
harvested big bucks for Viacom.”® In the spring of 1983 the New York
Times noted that Hill Street Blues was costing some 65,000 dollars an
episode more than the 800,000 dollars licence fee being paid for it by
NBC. By the end of that series’ fifth season MT™ expects it to have run up
a total deficit of well in excess of 6 million dollars. Arthur Price,
president of MTM, is quoted as saying that: ‘We are dealing with large
amounts of money and hoping for a payoff down the road.’®*

‘The prospective repeal of the rcc Financial Interest and Syndication
Rules has obliged mt™ therefore to explore other options than those
offered by traditional networking. According to the New York Times
article: ‘Mr Price is not especially interested in producing mini-series
or made-for-Tv-movies for the networks but he is looking seriously at
feature films.’8 After the critical and commercial failure of A Little Sex,
MT™ appointed a new vice-president for Feature Films, and spent
thousands of dollars developing scripts as well as reserving 10 million
dollars to make two features. As early as 1981, however, MM had
launched a feature arm to develop two projects: Finnegan Begin Again
and Prisoners. At that time Mary Tyler Moore, who was to star in both
films, said: ‘We [mT™] will develop them and take them to a major to
coproduce.’® In the event, Prisoners has still to surface while Finnegan is
presently being made as a co-production by several companies, includ-
ing Home Box Office and Central Tv’s film subsidiary Zenith, as a Tv
movie to star Miss Moore but without MT™ involvement. James Brooks,
writer-producer of the Oscar-laden and hugely successful Terms Of
Endearment, was initially unable to raise enough money until his agent
thought of going to MT™ for the rest. Brooks is quoted in Film Comment
as admitting that Price: ‘said to me later that his associates told him he
was crazy to make the investment, and he said, “I don’t expect to make
money, but I think it'll do well enough where I'll break even ...”"7
MTM has also recently appointed Harlan Kleiman, formerly of uso, to
explore the possibilities of producing for cable:

Irrespective of what I may feel about the movie business, we have to
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be out there to participate in the pay and cable business. Producing
for cable is not economically viable yet, but it is going to be and we
might as well grow with it. The company has to grow. [t can’t stand
still. I don’t think the industry can allow MM to exist anymore the
way Grant and | were running it.%

At the time of writing, though, Mty still seems not to have entered
these new markets. Meanwhile, although mtwm’s only feature film to
date, A Little Sex, was a critical and commercial failure, James Brooks’
Terms Of Endearment proved a triumph and Hugh (IWKRP In Cincinnati)
Wilson’s Police Academy broke box office records. There had, briefly,
been plans to spin off a cinematic feature from Hill Street Blues; Steven
Bochco, for instance, had at one time been keen to ‘explore the
feasibility of making a feature’ version but as Barbara Bosson pointed
out the idea begged the question, ‘Why anyone would pay money to sce
something that they could see on television for free?’ mT™ decided not to
develop the idea and it remained stillborn, just as they rejected NBC
requests to spin-off a series featuring the characters of Hill and Renko.
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L ou Grant

Christopher Wicking

In the beginning there was ‘Lou Grant’ — a running character as
Mary’s boss and producer/news director of wiM-Tv for the whole of The
Mary Tyler Moore Show’s seven year tenure. Like most of the news crew,
Lou was fired in the final episode of the series when new management
took over the station. In the normal course of Tv history, that might
have well been that. But some four months later, at the opening of the
1977-8 season, Lou and Edward Asner, the actor who portrayed the
character, were back on the air in a spin-off series bearing his name,
Lou Grant.

Such developments are quite common Tv events, and the audience
would have taken it in its stride. Afier all, two previous series — Rhoda
and Phyllis — had spun-off from The Mary Tyler Moore Show. What more
natural than a new series about a 50 year old divorced and unemployed
news director going it alone? The difference, however, was striking. The
Mary Tyler Moore Show, Rhoda and Phyllis were all 30-minute situation
comedies (their creators prefer the phrase ‘character comedies’, and
quite right too) with audience laugh tracks. Lou Grant was an hour-long
show, with no laugh track. Indeed, apart from a vein of naturalistic wit,
it wasn’t a comedy at all. It was a dramatic series, relocating ‘Lou
Grant’ in California, where he was starting a new job as city editor of
the daily newspaper “The Los Angeles Tribune’ (“The Trib’), returning
to his roots in journalism after many years away.

It probably took some adjustment for the audience to relate to the
‘new’ Lou and a framework dealing with heavyweight social issues
such as the American Nazi party, senile Superior Court judges, mental
hospitals, wife-beating, football scandals, cult religions, radioactive
contamination and other such subjects which the Trib investigated in
its first season. In the event, Lou Grant proved more successful than
anybody at Mt could have hoped for. Five seasons and over 100
episodes later, Lou Grant went off the air amid fierce controversy —
cancelled, said the cBs network, because of falling ratings; cancelled,
said outraged supporters of the series, because actor (and Screen
Actors Guild president) Asner’s political activities and outspokenness
had riled right-wing sponsors who had threatened retaliatory action
against css if the show remained on the air.
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But by then, MmtM had become as renowned for its production of
innovative, prestigious and award-winning drama as it had previously
been for its comedy output. Arguably, without Lou Grant, vm™™ would
never have achieved such a pre-eminent position. How ironic then that,
without Asner, Lou Grant might not have happened at all. As co-creator
James L. Brooks recounts: ‘Allan Burns and I were given an on-the-air
commitment by cBs to come up with a show starring Ed Asner. We
were going to make him something else, and Ed said to us, “Just in
terms of your thinking, I love the character [of Loul. Do what you
want, but I love the guy.” We asked ourselves, “‘when is a spin-off not a
spin-off?”’, and that’s when you spin off into another form, you take a
comedy character and you go into a dramatic form. And that’s what we
did."!

In its first season, Lou Grant quickly established itself as the best
‘serious’ series on the networks — indeed it was just about the only one
that didn’t depend on the genre frameworks of cop show, soap opera or
sitcom (though, in a way, it blended all three). To be sure, ‘the
reporter’ had long been a hero-character in movies and on Tv, but by
the mid-1970s had generally gone out of fashion in favour of the visual
media (the trend already evident in The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s
situation — ex-print editor Grant as news director on Tv). But All The
President’s Men the previous year had made reporters — and newspapers
- ‘sexy’ on the movie screen again, excellent timing for Brooks and
Burns with their ‘Lou Grant’ spin-off problem. What better than to
take Lou back to his professional roots in journalism, and be ‘inspired’
by All The President’s Men? Consciously or unconsciously (for a lot of
original research went into the creation of the series) Lou Grant owes a
heavy debt to All The President’s Men. The movie posters bore the
catchline ‘The most devastating detective story of this century’ — and
allowing for Hollywood hyperbole, the detective aspect is a crucial one,
for Lou Grant’s investigative journalism is closely related to the process
of detection. The film also provided a ‘look’ for the Trib’s vast
ncewsroom set; a model for a new generation of committed journalists; a
female publisher/owner and a team of editors concerned as much about
printing ‘the truth’ as they were about the moral and social repercus-
sions of doing so (or of not doing so).

In itself, it is perhaps doubtful that these and other ingredients
would have been enough to make Lou Grant successful. For the Tv
audience is in many respects a quite different one from the movie
audience, with a loyalty to and a preference for its own stars and their
fictional incarnations. The renewed public interest in newspapers and
crusading reporters was a timely element for the series itself — but what
Lou Grant had going for it in the first instance was good old ‘Lou Grant’,
and a small-screen favourite for seven years already in the role —
Edward Asner.
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Thus the character’s proven popularity — and Asner’s identification
with the role — gave the new series a standing start and doubtless also
made it easier to sell the liberal, socio-political framework which it
used; ironically, again, in the light of the controversy to come, when
Asner’s very identification with the role, and his other public persona
as President of the Screen Actors Guild, were to conflict with his
individual citizen’s rights to hold — and freely practise — his political
beliefs.

The most initially startling aspect of Lou Grant was its willingness to
confront important social and political issues of the day. Where once
American television had its ‘Golden Age’ of Tv drama, and sub-
sequently produced East Side, West Side (social workers), The Defenders
(the legal system), Slattery’s People (the legislature), For The People (the
Public Defender’s office) and other dramatic series in the 1g6os which
took their impetus from the world around them, by the 70s such series
had all but disappeared from the screen. By then, the ‘made-for-Tv’
feature had become an established part of the medium and provided a
framework for the film equivalent of ‘Golden Age’ anthology drama,
although such works as Green Eyes, The Death of Richie, The Deadliest
Season, The Amazing Howard Hughes and Red Alert (all from the 1976—7
season preceding Lou Grant’s debut) were very much the exception to
genre and action-adventure dominance. In that same 1976—7 season,
Police Story and Family (the one a cop show, the other a soap opera) were
the only series dedicated in their own ways to looking at the deeper
issues of modern life.

This is not necessarily to condemn the other, more “escapist’ series,
for American film/Tv has always used the concept of genre in a
distinctively creative way. Nevertheless, when Lou Grant arrived on the
air it was received with gratitude and surprise by most media observers
starved of intelligent, non-genre episodic Tv, and the series was quickly
picking up a loyal and ever-growing audience along with major
awards.

When Lou Grant first opened in London, this viewer at least had no
strong recollection of Lou’s previous life at wyM-tv. The opening
episode, ‘Cophouse’, seemed in no way really remarkable, dealing with
Lou’s problems in settling into the new job, having a conflict with
young hotshot reporter Joe Rossi as the major dramatic hook and an
investigation into alleged police corruption as’its main ‘story’. Most
remarkable was the disparity between Edward Asner’s performance —
broad and blustery — and the ‘naturalistic’ style of the rest of the cast.
Retrospectively of course, Asner was finding it difficult to adjust from
‘sitcom’ to ‘drama’. From just this one episode, Lou Grant seemed a cut
above the then-average Tv episode, but little more.

The main titles to the series, however, were intriguing, and in
marked contrast to any others currently on the air. A bird trills in a
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tree, a power saw cuts the tree down, it’s stripped and sliced in a mill, is
converted to paper, wrapped round a printing press drum and becomes
‘The Los Angeles Tribune’. A newsboy tosses one copy into a puddle
near a front stoop, a second up onto a shingle roof, a safely-delivered
copy gets read at breakfast and, when finished, gets slid onto the floor
of a birdcage, whose occupant trills as unconcernedly as his cousin in
the opening shot. (For the second and subsequent seasons the credit
sequence was of a more conventional kind, introducing the regular cast
at work in the Trib office.)

There’s a nice, dry humour here and a wry acceptance of the
transience of a newspaper’s life, a far cry from the frenzy of The Front
Page, or the acerbity of Ace In The Hole in the big screen newspaper
genre. So it shouldn’t have been surprising, really, that the second Lou
Grant episode, ‘Hostage’, was so good.

A young man, played by John Rubenstein, bursts into the city room
at gunpoint and holds the staff hostage — in order to get a story printed
in the Trib. A store owner — a disabled war veteran — has shot a young
man who was attempting to rob him and this has been reported. But
Rubenstein, the brother of the young man, wants the ‘real’ story to be
reported: that his brother worked at the store, had been fired, was owed
$148.50 and was trying to recover the debt. He wasn’t ‘shot’, says
Rubenstein, he was ‘killed’ . . .

While a s.w.A.T. team lurk outside (presented as trigger-happy louts,
frustrated because they can't use their weapons in the situation), the
Trib’s personnel debate what can be done, with the dramatic shape of
the narrative inspired by “The Stockholm Syndrome’ (victims getting
to like their kidnapper). By the time the episode ends (‘reason’ having
prevailed, a compromise reached), we have experienced a lively and (in
the context of American prime-time television, 1g77) a most surpris-
ingly literate and intelligent presentation about the moral and social
responsibilities of a newspaper’s role in society, enlivened by sharp
writing, deft characterisation, low-key, unsensationalised mise-en-scéne.
The various narrative and character threads interweave richly, there is
no formulaic ‘suspense’ nor last-minute ‘rescue’. The whole thing has
the complexity of a minor-league Rashomon. New-name-to-me writer
Seth Freeman being credited as the series story-editor seemed to bode
well for the future — and indeed, ‘Hostage’ proved to be a Lou Grant
‘norm’.

Lou Grant works on a very intelligent double level, which is mirrored
in the overall shape of the series. As Horace Newcomb remarks in his
book Television: The Most Popular Art, ‘the regular and respected
appearance of a continuing group of characters is one of [Tv’s]
strongest techniques for the development of rich and textured dramatic
presentations.” As with the baldest soap opera, we’re drawn into the
lives of the Lou Grant regulars so that we ‘care’ what happens to them
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each week. Lou himself is bluff, grufl, somewhat old-fashioned, but an
old-fashioned liberal. Veery much the boss to his staff, he is just as much
an ‘employee’ to his own bosses, widowed owner/publisher of the Trib
Margaret Pynchon (Nancy Marchand) and managing editor Charlie
Hume (Mason Adams). Lou’s team is the younger generation: report-
ers Billic Newman (Linda Kelsey). the modei of the ‘new’ independent
career girl, and Joe Rossi (Robert Walden), brash, aggressive and vain.
Assistant editor Art Donovan (Jack Bannon) is the cool, cynical
‘dandy’” of the office, while Dennis Price, known as ‘Animal’ (Daryl
Anderson), is a loping, neo-hippie photographer.

This group (along with a handful of other ‘irregular’ regulars, such
as Adam Wilsen (Allen Williams), financial correspondent, and, in the
final season, Lance Richarky (Lance Guest). the new trainec, is very
much the archetypal surrogate Tv “family’, a cross-section of types and
ages corresponding to the main audience groups and containing
underlying father/mother/children/lover relationships on a symbolic
level. Yet their stories are not what animate the series the way
inter-personal intrigues push Dalles and its clones to near stream-of-
consciousness proportions. Instead the Lou Grant *family’ is closer to
the Howard Hawks-type team of professionals, about whom we’re
curious the way we are about friends and colleagues, wishing to
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‘understand’ them as they go about their work, but not living/loving/
hating vicariously, which is the required response of the soap opera.

The family’s work — news-gathering, reporting, bringing out a daily
newspaper — is what propels Lou Grant’s second, parallel level: the
‘story of the week’, usually a contemporary social issue of great public
concern, less often more ‘timeless’ issues such as the inevitability of old
age and its problems, indeed the process of dying itself. The way the
personal and investigative stories interweave, sometimes kaleido-
scopically, is one of Lou Grant’s great accomplishments on a creative
level.

Take, for example, a splendid, tour de force episode titled ‘Marathon’
(from the second season), which is the apotheosis of this kaleidoscopic
style. Reminiscent of Jack Webb’s feature film -30- (aka Deadline
Midnight), it is set almost entirely in the newsroom (most other episodes
go with the reporters as they trail their stories) from g.coam one
morning to 2.00am the following day, as a cave-in out at Chatsworth
dominates the news. Skilfully creating concern for those trapped, the
course of the rescue attempts create the main dramatic tension, along
with the Trib’s deadly rivalry with Tv coverage and its on-the-spot
immediacy (eventually the rescue breakthrough is made around
midnight, when Tv news is over — meaning that it will be a scoop for the
print media). Also, there’s the story behind the story; was negligence
on the part of the construction company the reason for the cave-in?

But also packed into a 47-minute running time are the following
themes and stories: will Donovan resign as Lou’s assistant to take a job
as press secretary to the Governor in Sacramento, causing Charlie
Hume to put pressure on Lou to soften his criticism of Donovan (their
occasional rivalry being a key reason why Donovan wants to go)?;
another continuing story of a human fly climbing the outside of a
building in the city; the progress of a new intern from usc on a
three-month gig with the Trib (chicfly because he’s heard that it would
be good training for a Tv career); a return visit from an carlier episode
of a crank who regularly reports extra-terrestrial visitations from
Andromeda (the next one’s due at the end of the month at Burbank
Airport; there will be a press reception held for the visitors after they
land at the Baden-Baden Hofbrau downtown); a team of Swedish
businessmen and their interpreter touring the building; a running joke
about the Tv reporter (the Tv coverage of the cave-in is naturally
scrutinised thoroughly by the Trib’s team) and will someone get him a
warm coat before the next telecast, it having started out a warm day,
with nobody anticipating how long it would take to effect a rescue (he
doesn’t get the coat; on the next telecast, “This is Ken Burgell freezing in
Chatsworth’); Mrs Pynchon’s weekly lunch with some of the staff; and
probably other little nuts and bolts which I have now forgotten. As the
evening comes round, and the day staff stay on in the newsroom, both
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to help the night staff and because of their own concern about the
events in Chatsworth, the Hawksian ‘professional’ ethic referred to
earlier is exemplified.

An episode like ‘Marathon’, though exceptional in terms of its
sclf-imposed strictures of form, the claustrophobic concentration on
events as they unfold in the newsroom, is a Lou Grant norm in terms of
the series’ attempts to be continually different, to push the conventions
of the episodic series. The writer of ‘Marathon’ was Gene Reynolds,
co-creator of the series with Brooks and Burns. He was also executive
producer of the entire series, produced the first season, wrote four other
episodes and directed eleven more. He was a newcomer to the MT™
set-up, though he had worked with Brooks and Burns before, and there
was even a Grant Tinker connection with all three before MT™M was ever
conceived.

It was Grant Tinker, then a television programming executive at
20th Century-Fox, who put the team of Brooks and Burns together to
develop what became The Mary Tyler Moore Show. And it was under
Tinker at 2oth Century-Fox, where he was a contract producer/
director, that Gene Reynolds first worked with Brooks, on the develop-
ment and production of the series Room 222, which sounds very much
like an MTM show in embryo. It’s described in The Complete Directory of
Prime-Time Network Television as a ‘School room drama about Pete
Dixon, a black history teacher in an integrated big-city high school.
The programme was highly regarded for tackling current problems
relevant to today’s youth (prejudice, drugs, dropping-out, etc.) and it
received many awards and commendations from educational and civil
rights groups.’

‘At the time,” said Reynolds, ‘there was the black revolution in
America, along with the youth revolution and a kind of explosion of
ideas in education. Room 222 was a successful show — and quite a unique
one in its time — kind of a comedy drama. I was on it for a couple of
years before I got into a quarrel with the aBc network, because they
kept saying ‘‘make it more of a sitcom, make it funnier.”” 1 got bounced
off the show at the end of the second year. Then Fox asked me to
develop the pilot for M*A*S*H. There’s a lot of “story” in M*A*S*H.
Sometimes we had three themes in one show. Like in Lou Grant, where
we also have parallel stories. Sometimes there’s no connection, some-
times they mirror each other, there’s a counterpoint. I like that way of
working. [t gives the story a tremendous amount of motion. You work on
one area, one theme, one story, then — we call it a Double Curve - you
pick up another story and when you come back to the first one you’ll
have finessed some of the less interesting transitions and intervals in
between. The story has progressed. Both stories are developing as you
bounce back and forth. It’s actually a form of cutting which is just a
variation on what D. W. Griffith discovered in parallel cutting. The
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fact that there's sometimes a harmonic between the two stories gives
them a certain amount of weight, and gives the audience something
that they have to reach for — which is always desirable. Make them
reach for it, don’t lay it right out in front of them.” (From an interview
with the author in1g8o)

Hence, an episode like ‘Home’ (a gimmick of the series is that all the
episode titles consist of just one word). Old age is the theme; a corrupt
nursing home the focus of the Trib’s investigation; Lou’s relationship
with an clderly jogging partner (played by the wonderful Jack Gilford)
the parallel story. A report comes in of an 8o year-old lady who had
been wheeled into the county medical office by the nursing home owner
because, through a computer foul-up, $5000 of state funds have not
been paid into the home for patient upkeep. The opening shot of the
episode is the bewildered but compliant old lady being wheeled into
and left in the office, staring out of the window at a brick wall. She dies.
A telling first sequence to hook, and outrage, the audience. Reporter
Billie Newman goes ‘undercover’ to work at the home as a night nurse,
and through her eyes we sce the apathy and callousness of the place.
Meantime, Joe Rossi follows up on general stories about “old age’, and
his investigations bring forth a myriad of views from, among others,
representatives of the Grey Panthers. Mcantime, Gilford, who has been
in happy retirement but is now feeling bored and useless, is trying to
find a job, gets mugged by some youths, is rejected by an employment
agency, and begins to lose hope, feeling like *a bum’, until he learns of a
job agency specifically for senior citizens, and gets work as a ‘grandpa’
in a children’s playground. In between times, Lou and Charlie talk
about getting old themselves, retirement, and one way or another just
about every aspect of ‘the problem’ is discussed — but in an organic,
logical way, arising either out of the investigation or the natural
conversation of the characters.

While the episode is didactic to a degree, it is never a sermon. And as
the ‘problem’ is not a ‘criminal’ one, the investigation and the ideas
discussed are by turns reflective, discursive, enthralling. And while
each of the main stories is resolved ‘happily’, this seems emotionally
justified when so much bitterness and hopelessness has been revealed
(which, we know, won’t be quickly alleviated, if ever). Thus, such an
episode comes across to the viewer more like a magazine feature than a
newspaper story.

The teamwork of the Trib's staff in an episode like ‘Home’, and
exemplified in ‘Marathon’, is paralleled by the teamwork of the Lou
Grant personnel, which is probably the main reason for the series’
success. The five seasons of 113 episodes used only 28 writers and 29
directors. Fourteen directors did one episode each, five others did two
each. On the other hand, Alexander Singer directed eighteen, Burt
Brinckerhoff and Roger Young thirteen each, Gene Reynolds eleven,
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Peter Levin ten and Mel Damski three. This pattern is repeated with
the writers: — Seth Freeman, twenty-one episodes; Michele Gallery,
seventeen; Steve Kline, eleven; April Smith, ten; Bud Freeman and
Leon Tokatyan, six each; Gene Reynolds, four.

Part of a ‘Directors’ Roundtable’ discussion from the Summer 1979
Emmy magazine will give some idea of the creative atmosphere that
permeated the Lou Grant unit. Alexander Singer is talking:

There is a situation that I've been involved in for a couple of seasons
that represents a unique combination of elements from a director’s
viewpoint, and it exists on an episodic show called Lou Grant. A
group of factors exists in making that show very close to unique in
my experience. First of all, the producer — Gene Reynolds — is
himselfa director, which may be both a curse and a blessing. In most
cases, I found it a blessing because of his understanding of the
director’s problems — a craft understanding.

‘There are two producers working under Gene, both of whom are
writers: Seth Freeman and Gary Goldberg. There’s a story editor
named Michele Gallery who was a researcher the first season and
became the story editor the second season. All four of them supply
scripts to the series. Now, they have an executive story editor named
Leon Tokatyan who is a very gifted, very talented guy, and very
frequently they have an executive consultant named Allan Burns
sitting in, who is himself a first-rate screenwriter. I have sat on a
one-hour episodic show with all of these people working as hard on
improving the script and attending to my questions and my inquiries
and my criticisms as if it were the most important thing in the world.

There is a cast reading, which for an episodic dramatic show is
very unusual. Out of the cast reading there proceeds a series of
intense story sessions in which the director’s viewpoints are so
seriously paid attention to they will literally rewrite at your request.
And they will continue to work on the show up to the moment of
shooting on the set.

I'am treated — all the directors are treated — as if my needs and
opinions were of such a serious order that they will move almost
anything they can.

‘What happens at other companies? What’s the difference?” Emmy asks.
“The difference is the difference between life and death,” Singer replies.
Singer’s delight as expressed above is more than reflected in his work
on the series. The previously-discussed ‘Marathon’ and ‘Home’ are
both directed by him, and all of his episodes that I have seen are
generally excellent, with ‘Hooker’ perhaps excelling even ‘Marathon’;
for here is another example of the series’ range — a much more intimate
piece, virtually a two-hander for Billie and (it seems to her) a very
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unconventional hooker, played by Dee Wallace. Billie meets her while
investigating a series of murders of prostitutes, and becomes fascinated
by her when she learns that she is going to real-estate school and plans
to become an estate agent. Her attitude to her life as a hooker is that it’s
Jjust a job, she seems very level-headed and ‘normal’, and to Billie, as
far removed from the conventional stereotype as could be imagined.
They become friends, Billie hoping to help her ‘save herself” while, as
the murderer is still at large, she is also concerned lest she become the
next victim. In the event, she is busted the night before taking her final
exams and, with only fifteen minutes or so between getting out of jail
and sitting the exam, she uses this as an excuse not to go; thus, by
implication, it has all been ‘a dream’. Billie is confused and dis-
illusioned. The ‘unconventional’ hooker was actually a stereotype after
all.

A central ambiguity of attitude is maintained all through the
cpisode, teetering us first to one, then to another side of the argument,
and what holds the whole narrative together and makes the totality so
spellbinding, is Dee Wallace’s performance — particularly a scenc in a
coffee shop where she finally talks about herself, her broken home-life,
being raped by her stepfather and other painful memories, which
Singer directs as if a near-improvisation, his concern that Linda Kelsey
be truly at one with her showing in her wonderfully judged and felt
reactions of pain and sorrow. Thus, it is as if we were hearing the story
ourselves in a bar. Stereotype it may be, but here’s the human being it
happened to sitting right across that table, hence the pain and feeling
seems all the more real. This is writing, acting, directing of a very high
order indeed.

If *Marathon’, and to a lesser degree ‘Hostage’, indicate the series’
desire to be radical with form, and ‘Home’ illustrates the ‘double curve’
method of thematic storytelling, ‘Hooker’ is also a good example of the
series’ attitude to its regular characters. The way in which Billie gets
involved in the story operates on a far more personal level than in much
Tv programming, and she becomes, by implication at least, a slightly
different person because of this (transient) relationship. All the main
characters are seen going through various emotional dramas as the
series progresses; Lou every now and then is emotionally attracted to
someone, though nothing ever comes of it; his relationships with his
daughters are explored (in ‘Denial’ one daughter and her husband are
in relationship trouble because she refuses to face the fact that their
small son is going deaf), which throws life on his past (The Mary Tyler
Moore Show) life and the breakdown of his marriage. Donovan’s mother
dies (in ‘Dying’, another beautifully judged Singer-directed episode,
which won awards for writer Michele Gallery and actress Geraldine
Fitzgerald); Animal (who you’d have sworn had been on peace
marches) is shown to be a veteran of the Vietnam war (in ‘Vet’, which

175

WorldRadioHistory



compassionately puts all the moral confusions of the war into a
‘delayed-stress’ perspective). Charlie Hume’s relationship with his son
(who joins a Hare Krishna group in ‘Sect’) and his slowly eroding
marriage, Mrs Pynchon’s past life with her husband (who founded the
Trib), the stroke she suffers at the end of the fourth season (‘Stroke’), a
recurring narrative thread in the fifth season, all these give a kind of
depth and an extra human dimension to the series. We might assume
that Hill Street Blues, with its much more overt and consistent use of
these personal narrative themes, was in part inspired by the way Lou
Grant had earlier tried to use them. In retrospect, only the Joe Rossi
character was hard done by in this ‘human dimension’ respect
(although he features in the storylines as much as Billie). Perhaps 1
merely missed those episodes where he is more personally involved
(such as ‘Skids’, where we learn of his father’s death through
alcoholism) — or perhaps there simply aren’t many, for his basic
character is the one least amenable for change and progression. As
Billy says, ‘Rossi feels that all public servants are corrupt. That’s
idealism for you.” Which is not to say that Robert Walden’s perform-
ance isn’t a consistently excellent one — for in episodes such as ‘Rape’
and ‘Hunger’, where the Rossi character is central, he brings a
multi-dimensional spirit to the role. In ‘Rape’, black reporter Lynne
Moody is raped by a prowler in her apartment, and while the episode
explores the emotional and legal parameters of the subject, it is left to
Rossi (not, as would have been logical — and possible easier - Billie) to
bring Moody out of the pit of shame, horror and pain into which the
assault plunges her. The emotional level of the interplay between them,
and the two fine performances, are also tribute to producer Seth
Freeman, here writing/directing for the first time.

‘Hunger’ starts off with a joking tone, with Rossi betting Lou that he
can find (or make) an interesting story out of any passer-by on the
street. The person he elects to follow — Uta Hagen — who first appears
to be a bag lady, turns out to be working for a poverty group on a
hunger scheme and persuades Rossi to follow up on a story of
government corruption/exploitation in the food production chain. This
he is required to do on his own time (nobody at the Trib can see where
the story is) and all Rossi’s crusading liberalism is needed as he is
constantly plagued night and day with new information from Hagen.
Walden’s performance, shading through all the necessary emotions, is
again first class.

‘I think the characters that we laid out in creating the series are
pretty much what we have on the screen,” says Reynolds. ‘But what we
do is like what we did in M*A*S*H — we turn the characters, it’s like
getting the dimension you have with sculpture. We move around the
characters, see different sides of them, so they become more rounded.
But Rossi has remained as he was — very aggressive, the kind of guy
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that would climb over his mother to get a story, a guy with an axe
to grind but a guy who’s a born reporter, who'll live and die a re-
porter, doesn’t want to do anything else. Though he might be a good
editor ...

The only character that wasn’t ‘laid out’ in creating the series is that
of Billie Newman — which may be one reason why the episodes
featuring her character seem the more memorable. For in the first three
episodes, ‘Carla Mardigian' (played by Rebecca Balding) is the Trib’s
young distaff reporter. As Reynolds recounts:

She’s a very talented actress, but younger [than Linda Kelsey] with
more of an ingenue quality. Eventually Linda, as Billie, became the
regular character because she’s not only gifted as an actress but she’s
blessed with intelligence and you can somehow believe that whatever
situation she’s in, she understands the problems and is able to make
sense of a great variety of situations. She’s exceptional.

As with most of the regulars (Lou, of course, excepted) Linda Kelsey
was not an overly-familiar face from previous series. She turned up in a
Barnaby Jones episode from 1975 during the Lou Grant London run,
however, and is very poor in it. Which is not to say that she is
necessarily bad, but that, as an actress, she seems unable to cope with
the blandness of what’s required of her. I wondered — if such work was
anything like a norm — how she came to be in Lou Grant. And naturally
enough there had been a previous connection with Gene Reynolds:

She’s very well trained. She’s from the theatre. She was at the
Tyrone Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis and she’s toured a lot. 1
first became acquainted with her on M*A*S*H. We did a dynamite
cpisode about nurses, directed by Joan Darling, which explored the
problems of Hotlips, her martinet relationship with the nurses under
her command and the conflict with her own emotional needs. Linda
played a nurse whose husband had come off the line and the girls got
the pair of them together and switched tents so that they could spend
a night together. Linda was terrific.

And of all the Lou Grant regulars, it’s the Billie Newman character
which is seen to develop the most. Her first major episode is ‘Nazi’,
where she investigates the American Nazi party and six episodes later,
in ‘Housewarming’, she’s investigating wife-beating. So far, she’s an
emerging member of ‘the team’, enjoying a love/hate rivalry with
Rossi, with Lou as a sort of father figure (though we sense he’d like to
he more) and Donovan making plays for her (with the impression that
he’s scored, but that she wants nothing permanent). So far, more or
less par for the Tv course. Then, in the gi1st episode, ‘Babies’, there’s
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the first reference to the fact that Billie was once married — a
‘revelation’ which arises naturally out of the storyline (she and Rossi
are posing as a married couple to expose a black market baby racket),
though perhaps more logically we'd have heard about this in the
preceeding, goth, episode, ‘Singles’,? where she and Rossi check out the
various kinds of dating agency. (This, incidentally, is a wonderful
episode, written and directed by ‘newcomers’ to the series, if not to the
MTM™ stable, and is therefore the exception to the rule that the best
episodes are done by the regular talent.) In episode 59, ‘Brushfire’, her
father Paul appears on the scene (causing lots of jokes like ‘Paul
Newman — where have I heard of him before?” ‘“There's a minister in
Rapid City with the same name.”) As played by Marshall Thompson,
he appears in a few subsequent episodes. In episode 77, ‘Catch’, she
has her first ‘meaningful relationship’ (apart from her affair with
Donovan) with ex-baseball catcher Ted McCovey (CIff Potts). She
really falls for him, but he leaves town to work as a scout now his career
is over, though a hook’s left in the water. In the goth episode, and fifth
season opener, ‘Wedding’, he turns up again — and at episode’s end
they get married. And in episode 108, ‘Fireworks’, Billie comes across
her first husband again, now successfully established in politics (and
involved in possible suspect activities .. .).

Doubtless future episodes would have explored the tensions of the
marriage (the relative incompatibility between the bright and brainy
woman and the charming but not so clever man — which was seen to be
a little strained in ‘Beachhead’), and continued to watch Lou, Donovan
and all the others grow, if not change. But there never was to be a sixth
season.

It would be foolish — and quite wrong — to suggest that every one of
Lou Grant’s 113 episodes is some kind of masterpiece. There are many
duds, and there was a period when it seemed as if all the awards and
acclaim that the show had by then received had gone to the team’s
collective head, making it self-satisfied and very smug. But then along
came an ‘Andrew’ (a two-part story investigating the treatment of
mental illness in America), a ‘Hollywood’ (one of those ‘different’
cpisodes, with the investigation of a 25-year old murder in the movie
colony, with a delightful voice-over from Lou in homage to the style of
the Marlowe-type private eyc movie), a ‘Lou’ (where Lou gets the
equivalent of battle fatigue and is forced to reappraise his life), and the
smugness was shaken off as quickly as it had appeared.

And a strong, delightfully orchestrated episode like ‘Witness’ would
turn up. A judge is beaten up, th