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"CHEERS": HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Background - Creators

James Burrows (b. 1941), under the tutelage of his masterful father, Abe Burrows (Pulitzer Prize winning writer and legendary Broadway director), gradually incorporated all the technical skills and artistic creativity necessary to lay the foundation to a prolific directorial career. Raised in the then unfashionable Upper West Side of Manhattan, James was introverted and rarely spoke, but enjoyed singing, especially for the Metropolitan Opera Children's Chorus and downtown in Carmen and Boris Godunov for $3 a show.

Although college did not pique any interest, James attended the Yale School of Drama to avoid the draft. After taking an inspirational directing class, and utilizing this knowledge in the summer musical theater and off-Broadway, James was hired as a stage manager for Holly Go Lightly (an adaptation of Breakfast at Tiffany's) which was directed by his father and starred Mary Tyler Moore. The show bombed, but James impressed the star and her then husband Grant Tinker, who subsequently recruited the younger Burrows to apprentice at their production company (MTM Enterprises, Inc.). Despite lacking knowledge about television directing, James was hired for his skill at relating to and motivating actors. (MTM became a comedy factory for writers in the 1970s and 1980s, and spawned such television hits as "The Mary Tyler Moore Show," "Rhoda," "Lou Grant" and "The Bob Newhart Show.")

While working for "The Mary Tyler Moore Show," James learned from experienced director Jay Sandrich, and together they captured most of the directorial awards in the 1970s. In 1978, four MTM veterans left to create their own television show, "Taxi," and recruited Burrows as their director. After four years, two of the "Taxi" creators (Glen and Les Charles) teamed up with Burrows to create a new comedy show, "Cheers." James' success and experience made him a prime candidate to direct a multitude of television pilots with the expectation that his talents and skills would elevate the show to unprecedented success. He launched many successful sitcoms such as "Dear John," "Night Court," "Wings," "Frasier" and "Friends."

The Charles brothers, Glen (b. 1943) and Les (b. 1948), were raised in Las Vegas and spent a considerable amount of time sneaking into comedy lounge acts. Glen was an advertising copywriter and Les a substitute teacher in Pomona, California, but their occupations changed when a script they wrote for "M*A*S*H" opened new avenues for them in television. In 1975, the pair began their television careers at MTM Enterprises, Inc., writing for "Phyllis." They subsequently wrote for "The Mary Tyler Moore Show," "The Bob Newhart Show" and "Taxi."

The Charles brothers achieved notoriety as comedy writers while penning scripts for "Taxi." Working together and with their most frequent director, James Burrows, they made "Taxi" a highly successful and critically-acclaimed show on ABC. After three years the trio abandoned "Taxi" before ABC axed the show (and NBC picked it up). In 1981 the triumvirate discussed another workplace comedy with a more appetizing environment, and a year later "Cheers" debuted. (Despite the success of "Cheers," the trio created other television series that were not nearly as prosperous such as "The Tortellis," "All is Forgiven," "Flesh N' Blood" and "Buck and Barry.")

The Charles brothers maintained offices on the Paramount lot across from the set throughout the duration of "Cheers." However, in 1990 they distanced themselves from the daily grind of producing the show and confidently passed the reins to director James Burrows, who handled the bulk of the production in the final years. Burrows has been credited for being the most indispensable person (on and off the set) and personally responsible for the show's success and longevity. He not only directed most of the episodes, but also supervised the overall production. Despite numerous movie offers, Burrows remained with "Cheers" because he loved the show.

The Model Tavern

The "Cheers" set was a replica of Boston's real-life Bull & Finch Pub right off the Commons on 112½ Beacon Street. The pub occupies the basement of the red brick and granite Hampshire House, and was named after architect Charles Bulfinch, who designed the nearby Statehouse and a considerable amount of the local architecture. The "Cheers" replica included 28 red vinyl barstools, a wooden bar with brass rails, an old Wurlitzer jukebox, a wooden Indian by the front door (Geronimo, owned by Nicholas Colasanto), a photograph of Red Sox pitcher Jim Lonborg (chosen to represent Sam Malone because of his lantern jaw), and in the sports bar tradition, posters of Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, and a dog-eared picture of ex-Red Sox shortstop Rick Burleson. The creators also added personal mementos, such as a picture of the Charles brothers hanging above the jukebox, an award from the Harvard Alcohol Project for scripts cautioning against drinking and driving, and a Boston Bruins hockey stick presented to Rhea Perlman.

The Bull & Finch, capacity 130, opened in 1969 under the ownership of Tom Kershaw, and earns $7 million annually (half from the gallery upstairs selling "Cheers" memorabilia—caps, T-shirts, sweatshirts, beer mugs, shot glasses, coffee mugs, ashtrays and Bloody Mary Mix). The pub is currently Boston's third most popular tourist attraction (behind Faneuil Hall and Freedom Trail) pulling in an estimated one million visitors annually (the peak is 16,000 per week) with an estimated economic impact on Boston of $125 million.

The primary disappointment of visitors is its size and layout. Compared to the television replica, the Bull & Finch is considerably smaller, less spacious, overcrowded with tables, and the bar is set against the back wall. As for parking, a locals-only rule forbids non-locals from parking after 6 p.m., but they are allowed to plug the meter during the day.

When Glen Charles originally set foot in the Bull & Finch and asked the owner (Kershaw) for permission to shoot exterior and interior photographs of the pub, Kershaw agreed, charging $1. Since then he has made millions. Under a licensing agreement with Paramount, he made a fortune and owns two companies, one of which merchandises "Cheers" souvenirs and made Inc. magazine's list of the 500 fastest-growing firms in 1990. It all began by selling a handful of shirts from behind the bar, but now Kershaw owns and operates four satellite shops around Boston. He has more than 100 employees, and has the 42nd-busiest outlet in the United States food and beverage industry.

Show Concept

Conceptually, the creators wanted a working environment that functioned as a family unit. This is certainly not a novel concept, but an effective one. "The Mary Tyler Moore Show" is probably the closest cousin to "Cheers" in envisioning a familial working environment. Despite personal insults amongst the characters (though more acrimonious on "Cheers") they always appeared more happy at work than at home, and closer to coworkers than to family.

The creators also wanted an Americanized version of John Cleese's British series "Fawlty Towers" which was set in a country inn. Original ideas included Cheers being a hotel, a California country club, or an inn near Las Vegas. As the concept evolved, they settled on a saloon, which began to resemble an old radio-drama called "Duffy's Tavern," written by Abe Burrows. A tavern setting had appeal because it opened the door to a never-ending supply of persons who could randomly wander into the bar, and was an ideal means of introducing new characters. Furthermore, it represented a place where people frequently go during important or problematic times of their lives, thus creating built-in drama and built-in stories.
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Figure 1: "Cheers" cast 1983. Standing (from left): John Ratzenberger, Nicholas Colasanto, Rhea Perlman, George Wendt; seated: Ted Danson, Shelley Long.

The tavern location became the next topic of debate. At first Barstow, California was considered but then the East Coast became the primary target as a locale. Boston was chosen partially because only five short-lived television shows claimed the city ("Banazak," "Beacon Hill," "James at 15," "Paul Sand in Friends and Lovers" and "The Young Lawyers"), and the East Coast pubs were real neighborhood hangouts. To ensure authenticity, the Charles brothers traveled to Boston searching for the right tavern. They settled on the Bull & Finch Pub after Glen Charles' wife came across the bar while thumbing through the Yellow Pages. The creators subsequently sent their set designer to take pictures.

This was the evolutionary process involved in the concept of a neighborhood bar. Judy Hart Angelo and Gary Portnoy joined forces to create the music and lyrics for the pithy theme song, "Where Everybody Knows Your Name" (sung by Gary Portnoy), to capture the essence of the East Coast pub scene. The title and lyrics were inspired by the musical Carnival (1961). In the production, the heroine Anna Maria Alberghetti sang about her hometown Mira, "It has the very greenest trees/And skies as bright as flame/But what I liked the best in Mira/Was everybody knew my name." The "Cheers" theme song was subsequently released as a single and peaked at No. 83 on the Billboard charts.

The show concept also strived for a Spencer Tracy-Katharine Hepburn relationship, mixing antagonism and romance between two highly competitive people. "Cheers" became the first sitcom to stage sexual tension as its central premise, and in the first year thrived on it. Furthermore, the show concept created desirable character personas that would not be intellectually elevated above the average American, and the ones who were had their own idiosyncratic flaws. Sam was the aging lothario representing the typical machismo demeanor; Diane was the pretentious waitress with suppressed sexual impulses; Rebecca was the neurotic corporate executive and resident gold digger; Carla was the caustic, abusive, say-anything waitress; Woody was the ingenuous, addlepated farm boy; Norm was the affable, chronically unemployed beer guzzler with a life nobody envied; Cliff was the blowhard mailman and chronic loser with women; Frasier was the socially misfit psychiatrist; Lilith was his robotic, overbearing psychiatric wife; and Coach was the pleasantly absentminded bartender.

Despite all the conceptual refinements, timing remained a central issue. The creators used an old-fashioned bar setting at a time when this remnant of Americana was on the decline; they flaunted sexual promiscuity when AIDS was becoming an epidemic; and emphasized a male chauvinistic sex-addict when feminists were beckoning for equality. The primary question of timing involved a setting that encouraged alcohol consumption when the national consciousness was moving toward abstinence. To combat this concern, the creators assured an anti-alcoholism message on a regular basis, i.e., no intoxicated patrons being allowed to drive home, stressing the negative effects of alcohol as a means of escaping problems, and avoiding humor that glorified intoxication such as slurred speech or falling down. Toward that end, rarely did the patrons do anything but sip their drinks (except Norm) and even less frequently was anyone intoxicated.

One final concern by NBC executives was the willingness of the creators to ensure authenticity on the set by stocking the bar with brand name alcohol and having the taps pour near-beer into salt-laced mugs to augment beer foam. Additional complications arose when the show began prominently displaying alcohol brand names. NBC became concerned about only promoting certain products, so the "Cheers" creators appeased everyone by agreeing to serve a different brand to each customer.

Conceptually, "Cheers" never forced societal causes upon its viewers, which was a dramatic shift in television programming at the time. Most successful shows since the late 1960s advanced some social cause. "All in the Family" and "M*A*S*H" advocated anti-war campaigns; "Family Ties" focused on the abomination of Reaganomics and the "Me Generation" of the 1980s; "The Cosby Show" always had a moral; and "Roseanne" stressed class divisions. Each show would then air the obligatory social campaign against drug abuse, illiteracy, or teenage pregnancy to raise societal consciousness or to teach viewers a lesson about life.

In contrast, "Cheers" had no social causes, no lessons to be learned, no role models; it was pure, unadulterated comedy that was sophisticated and intelligent, not pretentious. The characters never groveled for viewer affection nor overemphasized cuteness because the creators insisted on maintaining the same level of comedic excellence. It was a show that did more than entertain; it extended the viewers' circle of friends without forcing a viewpoint upon the audience.

Casting

In an uncommon maneuver, the creators chose a cast of relatively unknown actors, rather than having one premier draw to attract an audience. After auditioning over 300 actors, the male and female lead roles were narrowed to three actors for each role. The top candidates for the male lead role were Ted Danson, ex-football star Fred Dryer ("Hunter"), and William Devane ("Knots Landing"). The final female lead was narrowed to Shelley Long, Julia Duffy ("Newhart"), and Lisa Eichhorn (Yanks).

The show's concept was sold to NBC executives as a 22-minute Miller Lite beer commercial, which was immensely successful at the time. The character Sam Malone was based upon a real-life bartender that Glen Charles knew in Los Angeles. To mimic a Miller Lite beer commercial, the creators were being pressured into hiring a retired professional athlete for the part of Sam Malone (ergo Dryer became their immediate preference), but they wanted someone who could act, not just a known personality. Thus, Sam Malone was originally inked as an ex-football player, but when lanky Ted Danson received the part, they transformed him to an ex-baseball player.

The female lead was originally envisioned as a business executive, but as the concept evolved she became a pretentious college student. The producers wanted Long for the lead but she was hesitant; it took several meetings just to persuade her to read for the part. Coincidentally, after reading the script Long told the producers it reminded her of a bar she knew in Boston Commons. Coincidentally, in 1980, she was in Boston filming A Small Circle of Friends and happened upon the Bull & Finch Pub. In a wake of deafening silence, the creators paused with dumbfounded expressions on their faces because Long had envisioned the exact bar as replicated for the "Cheers" set.

Each of the six lead finalists was paired to audition for NBC executives. They were all funny, and even though Fred Dryer was the ideal Sam Malone and Julia Duffy had a phenomenal audition, the Danson-Long chemistry was instantaneous and undeniable. After signing the lead roles, the creators still had to cast the supporting actors.

The role of Norm (who at that point was named George) was an acting battle between George Wendt and John Ratzenberger. Although Ratzenberger did not earn the role, he suggested the producers include a bar know-it-all. They agreed to an audition where Ratzenberger was given a chance to resurrect a stage character he played years prior. He earned a guest spot for seven episodes, but became such a delightful and amusing character that it evolved into a regular role.

The part of Coach was originally given to Robert Prosky ("Hill Street Blues") but when he backed out at the last minute they followed a suggestion to give Nicholas Colasanto an audition. Colasanto immediately projected the ideal image of who Coach should be, and was signed as a regular cast member.

Weekly Filming

Nearly 100 crew members partook in the Tuesday night filming before a live studio audience on Paramount Studio's Stage 25. However, the actors and the rest of the ensemble began preparing for their performance a week prior. New scripts were issued on Wednesday with a no-visitors-allowed read through. The following day the director blocked shots using extras wearing cardboard placards of characters' names. Friday was a rehearsal, and a final script was issued on Monday. Each afternoon the executive producers/creators, staff writers and story editors listened to their material, and after the cast departed, they spent the evening rewriting the script.

Tuesday afternoons were run-throughs, and at 7:45 p.m. (after the audience arrived) the cast was introduced. When the actors' names were announced, James Burrows hugged each cast member before they descended the steps and went through the front door for the obligatory applause. The cast then huddled for a group handshake and a united cheer before proceeding to their acting positions.

When filming ended, the actors took their bows, the audience was removed, and then the cast and crew remained for hours shooting pick-ups (where the cast would re-shoot scenes needing work or requiring a different camera angle from the four huge cameras wheeling about the set). Pick-ups were physically exhausting and emotionally draining because each actor was required to bolster the same emotions repeatedly, on cue, out of context, and without externalizing the tedium on camera.

Predominately, "Cheers" director, James Burrows, is one of the few directors who insist upon using film rather than tape. He believes that film fully affects the ambiance and gives everything a warmer appeal. One other trademark of Burrows' directorial techniques is his attempt to interject movement in the show; the cast and extras were constantly moving, never staid or static.

Early Years - The Struggle to Survive

The first episode craftily introduced the characters by stating their names within seconds of their appearance on the set. As with nearly every sitcom, the first episode had a heartwarming finish that drew the two principal characters together. In essence, "Cheers" parallels the first episode of "The Two of Us" (canceled by CBS) where the perceived lout offered a supercilious woman a job, and their repulsion changed to instant liking.

The critics lauded "Cheers" as the most substantial comedy series since "Taxi" with the potential of becoming an all-time classic. The scripts were sharp and lively, the direction comedically timed to perfection, and the cast contained a first-rate repertoire. However, few people were aware of this because "Cheers" was the least-watched television program of the week and spent most of the entire season in the ratings cellar. Despite remaining a critical success and having a faithful, albeit small audience, there were times when the creators did not expect the series to survive (but they knew it still would look good on their resumés).

With such a dismal ranking at the end of the first season, the future of the show seemed questionable. Nevertheless, NBC was compelled to renew the series for a second season for several reasons: it was desperate for quality programming, "Cheers" earned 13 Emmy nominations (winning five) in its freshman outing, it was one of the few NBC programs receiving praiseworthy press coverage, and the NBC executive in charge of entertainment (Brandon Tartikoff) was a fan of the show. Having written many of his own one-liners and considering himself a comedic writer (but not in the same league as the writers for "Cheers"), Tartikoff appreciated the comedic genius and insisted the show remain on the air.

To bolster ratings, the "Cheers" cast made an across the country talk show tour to promote the series. When NBC discovered "Family Ties" and then "The Cosby Show" and placed both shows on Thursday nights, a huge influx of viewers tuned in and the residual audience quickly discovered and loved "Cheers." Thursday night soon became the powerhouse night of primetime television comparable to the awesome 1973 CBS Saturday night lineup of "All in the Family," "M*A*S*H," "The Mary Tyler Moore Show," "The Bob Newhart Show" and "The Carol Burnett Show."

Cast Changes

The first cast change was in 1984 with the introduction of Kelsey Grammer as psychiatrist Dr. Frasier Crane, who was intended as a temporary ploy to reintroduce Diane Chambers to the bar. The creators soon realized the talent of Grammer, and enjoyed writing for his character, so they retained him as a regular. Frasier shared the pretentious intellectual discourse previously confined to Diane. Similarly, the introduction of Bebe Neuwirth was intended to be a one-time-only role as Dr. Lilith Sternin. However, the episode was so hilarious the writers kept bringing Lilith back to lock intellectual horns with Frasier, and eventually Neuwirth became a cast regular.

The saddest cast change occurred when Nicholas Colasanto died in 1985. Late 1984 the cast learned he had an incurable heart disease, and the doctors advised he had anywhere from five weeks to five years to live (it turned out to be the former). Despite his illness, the producers labored to accommodate Colasanto's health in the scripts but he was visibly ill and often in the hospital. Moreover, it became increasingly difficult because Colasanto frequently forgot his lines, so he wrote them down on napkins, the wall or his hand. For weeks after his death, the crew found his lines scribbled everywhere and disseminated throughout the bar.

The most significant cast change was in 1987, when Shelley Long notified the producers of her intent to leave the show. Despite claiming new career opportunities as the reason for leaving, she was a source of constant friction with the cast and crew. Long's departure created a panic on the set out of concern the series would fail without her. Those fears were quickly allayed with the introduction of Kirstie Alley, who gave the other characters an opportunity to expand their roles, thereby re-energizing the show with new actors and new storylines.

Show Evolution

The original concept of "Cheers" was based upon the Tracy-Hepburn sexual tension, which actually existed in the series' nascent. Unfortunately, when Sam and Diane began dating in the second season the series lost that tension; the show changed from the "will they-won't they" sexual tension to simply endless bickering. Originally there was an equal emphasis on the character roles of a womanizing bartender and a pretentious barmaid, however, the on-screen chemistry of Danson and Long irreparably transfigured the direction of the show to highlight the nexus between them. For the next three seasons, Sam and Diane fluctuated in this cycle of sexual tension, ending when Long exited the show after its fifth season.
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Figure 2: "Cheers" cast 1987. Standing (from left): Kirstie Alley, Rhea Perlman, Woody Harrelson, John Ratzenberger, George Wendt; seated: Ted Danson, Kelsey Grammer.

When Kirstie Alley arrived, the show recaptured the essence of its original concept by creating a business-minded executive. However, her character also underwent a metamorphosis from a no-nonsense martinet to a neurotic, mediocre corporate manager. The show's emphasis returned to 50/50—half bar/half relationship—thereby allowing the producers to rejuvenate the sexual tension of whether Sam and Rebecca would ever begin a relationship. Nevertheless, the chemistry between Danson and Alley was not conducive to the sexual tension that existed between Danson and Long. Thus, the producers chose to emphasize Rebecca's vulnerability and neurotic tendencies, and even though she and Sam delved into a sexual relationship, it was never serious and did not evolve beyond friendship. This opened the door for each of them to become involved in different romantic relationships and expand the scope of the show.

Essentially "Cheers" can be divided into three distinguishable parts. First, the Shelley Long era concentrated on the sexual tension between Sam and Diane during their intermittent dating relationship. The crafty writing for this tandem molded them into one of the hottest and funniest sexual relationships on television. Second, the Kirstie Alley era redefined the sexual tension in a different context. Sam never had a serious love relationship with Rebecca, rather their relationship evolved into friendship. Similar to the first era, the emphasis was on character comedy. The last era, the final three seasons, was an emphasis on physical comedy rather than character comedy. A classic example is Woody and Kelly's farcical wedding. Although character comedy was not entirely abandoned, an increasing number of episodes emphasized physical comedy which had not been present in the preceding eight seasons.

One interesting aspect of "Cheers" is that the creators always strived for a season-ending cliff-hanger. This was quite uncommon at the time, and "Cheers" became the first non-serial show to introduce such a method, except at the end of the seventh season (1988-89). The creators developed an entire profile for the following season which revolved around Sam marrying a woman he met on the spur of the moment. Since they were undecided as to which direction Sam's life would take, the storyline was not conducive to a season-ending cliff-hanger. Regardless, the first show was a disaster and never aired so the entire idea was abandoned. The producers then scrambled to assemble an episode in a few days to air in its place, and that makeshift episode received an Emmy nomination (ep 169).

The most interesting occurrences impacting the direction of the show that required smooth script maneuvering involved the concurrent pregnancies of Shelley Long and Rhea Perlman. Both divulged their impending motherhood to the producers within days of each other with a due date of April 1, 1985. Rather than having two pregnancies out of wedlock, the creators wrote Perlman's pregnancy into the script (which they did for three of her actual pregnancies) and hid Long's pregnancy with camera and wardrobe tricks (using trays, towels, aprons, flat shoes, sinking floorboards and putting her behind the bar whenever possible).

"Cheers" - The Final Episode

The series finale was promoted as "the television event of a lifetime" and "the greatest night of television." On May 20, 1993, NBC devoted most of their Thursday night programming to "Cheers." There was a 22-minute "Cheers" retrospective, "’Cheers': Last Call!" hosted by Bob Costas; a 98-minute series finale; and a live television broadcast from the Bull & Finch Pub, starring the "Cheers" cast on "The Tonight Show with Jay Leno."

The final episode was further hyped when Shelley Long was invited for a special guest appearance, as well as President Bill Clinton (though scheduling difficulties made it impossible for him to appear). Additional intrigue came from the secrecy of taping the final seven minutes of the episode with only the cast and crew present. Similar to when Long left the series in 1987; the creators taped three different endings to ensure nobody could predict which version would air.

As part of the hoopla, NBC executives joined in the celebration by parking themselves on barstools as set extras. The stiff-suited extras included Grant Tinker, former NBC Chairman; John Pike, Paramount Network Television President; Warren Littlefield, NBC Entertainment President; Kerry McCluggage, Paramount Television Group Chairman; and Lilly Tartikoff, wife of former NBC Executive in Charge of Entertainment, Brandon Tartikoff.

Other television stations joined the "Cheers" bandwagon of media sensationalism by offering programs that catered to the viewing public. For example, the cable station Comedy Central, still in its teething years, offered a "Cheers" salute between the series finale and "The Tonight Show."

The creators masterminded the final episode—infallible James Burrows as director and the Charles brothers as writers (even though they had not written a "Cheers" episode since 1987). The finale became the first live sitcom to film an entire 75-minute episode in one night, on Wednesday, March 31, 1993. The cast rehearsed in the afternoon, and filming began at 7:20 p.m. and did not finish until 2:15 a.m., making it extremely difficult to have the specially-selected audience remain seated. When the audience was absent, the final seven minutes for each of the three different closures were taped, and a wrap party was held April 8, 1993 at Santa Monica's Museum of Flying with 825 guests dancing to the music of Los Lobos.

As for the cast's most memorable "Cheers" episode, George Wendt loved the Thanksgiving food fight at Carla's house (ep 104), and Ted Danson liked the episodes when Rebecca had sexual dreams about Sam (ep 169) and when the gang took Diane to the opera (ep 91).

"Cheers" - Relationships

The on-air camaraderie paralleled the backstage harmony. Everyone was well-liked (except Shelley Long) and quite rambunctious on and off-screen. For example, in Carla's Thanksgiving dinner episode, the cast engaged in a food fight lasting 30 minutes after filming stopped. In the episode "Bar Wars V: The Final Judgement" (ep 228), the actors hid a naked actress in the casket to surprise Ted Danson in front of the camera and live audience.

Rehearsals were equally raucous. The cast attacked one another with spitballs and water pistols, dumped buckets of water on one another, and raced around the bar on the barstools. The most memorable ribaldry was between Danson and Harrelson. Knowing Harrelson's propensity of not wearing underwear beneath his clothing, Danson pulled down Harrelson's pants in front of 100 extras. In retaliation, Harrelson took a Polaroid of Danson in the shower and inserted it on the yearly gag reel so 250 people could see it.

The only exception to the unity was Long. Although she asserted several legitimate reasons for her departure, it was undeniable that her acting style was problematic to cast and staff, and her temperament was intolerable to nearly everyone associated with the show. Reports cited backstage fits, fights, and clashing egos as the reason for Long's departure. (The endless bickering on the "Cheers" set reportedly paralleled "Moonlighting" with Bruce Willis and Cybill Shepherd, and "Remington Steele" with Pierce Brosnan and Stephanie Zimbalist.)

Ending the Series

It is quite unusual for a production company to kamikaze its own highly-successful show, but that is exactly what happened with "Cheers." The only other television hits to do the same in recent history have been "The Cosby Show" (though it was on a slow decline at its expiration), "M*A*S*H" (though the storyline was degenerating) and "The Mary Tyler Moore Show."

When Ted Danson decided not to return for another season, the production team immediately discussed their various options: ending the series, continuing without a leading man, finding a new leading man, or emphasizing one of the current "Cheers" characters. The discussion was short-lived since Danson was the centerpiece of the show and without him there could be no series.

Another compelling reason for canceling "Cheers" after Danson's departure was a unique clause in the syndication contract that committed television stations to purchase all new episodes, but only if Danson was the star. Gauging the precariousness of success without Danson and the financial instability of having no guaranteed syndication revenue, the producers chose to forego another season.

Success - The Reasons

Since its debut in 1982, "Cheers" immediately impressed the critics with its quality writing and talented cast. However, the foundation for success was laid when the creators followed their training and established track record by tailoring "Cheers" to the long-standing tradition of ensemble character comedies perfected by MTM Enterprises, Inc. Good, solid comedy writing was an important ingredient along with strong performances by a cast who could vividly accentuate the characters in a realistic manner.
 

Over the years "Cheers" amassed a stable of more than 50 writers, many of whom came from a literary background with fresh ideas (so the show would not belabor or rehash old television plot lines). Moreover, they were well-recognized and successful in the industry with established writing credentials on other hit television sitcoms. For instance, a sampling of their extensive resumés include: "M*A*S*H" (Glen and Les Charles, Tom Reeder, Ken Levine, David Isaacs); "The Mary Tyler Moore Show" (Charles brothers, David Lloyd, Earl Pomerantz); "The Bob Newhart Show" (Charles brothers); "Taxi" (Charles brothers, Lloyd, Pomerantz, Sam Simon, Ken Estin); "Rhoda" (Pomerantz, Lloyd); "Barney Miller" (Reeder); "Newhart" (Pomerantz, Dan O'Shannon, Tom Anderson); "The Jeffersons" (Peter Casey); "The Golden Girls" (Jeff Abugov); "Roseanne" (Abugov); "The Cosby Show" (Pomerantz); "Night Court" (Reeder); "Bob" (Phoef Sutton, Cheri Eichen, Bill Steinkellner); "The Simpsons" (Simon); "Wings" (Casey, David Angell); "Phyllis" (Charles brothers).

The "Cheers" comedy writing machine is often compared to feature film comedy writers, but there is little comparison. "Cheers" unequivocally mass-produced more laughs in four 22-minute episodes than any two-hour film comedy. Moreover, movies took months to produce and studios paid $20 to 30 million per film, whereas each "Cheers" episode was produced weekly on a budget of less than $1 million. (However, by the tenth season the stars' inflated salaries pushed production expenses to unprecedented levels requiring NBC to pay Paramount $2.8 million per episode.)

The "Cheers" writers crafted irrepressible humor. First, "Cheers" was unique because its fine-tuned comedy compounded multiple jokes (one upon the other). If they devised a quality joke the writers would continue to add another line, another laugh. Second, the humor was often based on the lead up, a casual aside or the character's reaction, rather than the punch line itself. Third, much of the humor hinged on dialogue, actor delivery and viewer perception of the character, rather than slapstick comedy (as some of the latter episodes portrayed). Writing that would fail on other television shows thrived on "Cheers" because of a combination of the writers' tailor-made lines that meshed with the characters' personae and then the corresponding quality of the actors' delivery, physical presence or expression. Finally, the writers did not condescend to the viewers, and allowed Diane to say "pomme de terre" rather than potato, and if the audience caught on, then fine. (This proved problematic for NBC because they were dumbfounded on how to promote a television show that made Schopenhauer jokes.)

The producers further bolstered the show's humor by creating considerable conflict among the many diversified characters and emphasizing different types of humor. Everything can be funny—stupid, weird, pompous, cruel—if the character is properly developed and the delivery is sound. The writers were auspiciously endowed with a vast and talented cast of regulars to distribute scripts as well as having broadly diversified characters to create seemingly endless plot lines. The success of "Cheers" prompted at least nine former "Cheers" producers to partake in their own primetime shows in the 1994-95 television season.

Part of the staying power of "Cheers" was the stability of its characters. Unlike many successful television shows, like "M*A*S*H," there were no abrupt evolutions in the characters' personae, and they never imposed their own personalities on the characters (nor did they create grandiose heroism). "Cheers" did not use sentiment or heartwarming sermons to court audiences, and relied upon writing, not the likability of the stars to propel the show to success.

There is no denying the success of "Cheers" was further enhanced by the sound leadership of James Burrows and the Charles brothers. First, Burrows personally directed 243 episodes and maintained a loose rehearsal with a watchful eye on quality. Second, Burrows and the Charles brothers must be commended for their superb effort in effectively replacing the departing actors and finding the perfect niche to exploit within the ensemble. Third, they were open to suggestions. The cast was frequently involved in the characters' development and freely shared their ideas with the director throughout rehearsals. Finally, and most importantly, the network maintained a distance. Although NBC executives frequently consulted with the "Cheers" producers to suggest new character and show ideas, NBC was quite obligatory not to get involved in the day-to-day production or the headaches associated with the show.

Ratings - Eleven Seasons

In 1982, heralded as what could be the best night of television since CBS' Saturday night in 1973, NBC Thursday had "Fame," "Cheers," "Taxi" and "Hill Street Blues." However, the first episode of "Cheers" was ranked 77th among 77 shows—dead last. It continued to flounder in the Nielsen ratings and remained in the cellar by season's end with a rating of 71st. In fact, all the shows on NBC Thursday in 1982 were at the bottom of the ratings.

The demise of "Cheers" was thwarted when NBC signed "Family Ties" which boosted "Cheers" to the mid-20s in the ratings. The greatest hoist came the following year (1984-85) with the signing of the instantaneously successful family program, "The Cosby Show." With the addition of both flourishing sitcoms to Thursday night and positioned in the time slots preceding "Cheers," there was an inevitable residual effect of viewers staying tuned to "Cheers," and consequently its ratings immediately spiraled upward ending the third season (1984-85) ranked 13th.

The following season "Cheers" became a top-five show partially due to the addition of Woody Harrelson (replacing Nicholas Colasanto after his death). Since "Cheers" followed "Family Ties" (starring Michael J. Fox), the younger viewing audience was better able to relate to Woody Boyd, and consequently the "Cheers" demographic ratings soared in this category. "Cheers" finished the 1985-86 season ranked fifth, and remained a top-five show for the next seven seasons. In 1987, "Cheers" had its greatest ratings success to date by ending the year ranked third in the Nielsen ratings (behind "The Cosby Show" and "Family Ties," respectively).

The next three seasons "Cheers" was ranked third, fourth and third, respectively, behind "The Cosby Show," "A Different World," and "Roseanne" in various years. During the latter of these three seasons (1989-90), "Cheers" commanded unprecedented success by capturing the No. 1 position in the Nielsen ratings for seven weeks. In the previous seven seasons "Cheers" had never occupied the No. 1 position more than once per season. Remarkably, in the history of television, "Cheers" and "Lou Grant" are the only two series to have finished both first and last in the weekly ratings.

According to the Nielsen ratings for the 1990-91 season, "Cheers" was the highest-rated program in television. In another rating system, the Q-ratings, which measures viewer preference based on familiarity and popularity, "Cheers" ranked tenth behind many shows receiving mediocre Nielsen ratings. The import of both surveys solidified "Cheers" as a cross-over success with advertisers and viewers. "Cheers" was not only watched frequently, it was well-liked by the public.

In the tenth season (1991-92), by being ranked fourth (behind "60 Minutes," "Roseanne" and "Murphy Brown," respectively), "Cheers" tied a television record for being a top-five show after a decade of airing. This astonishing ratings feat has only been matched by "Bonanza" (which was also ranked fourth in its tenth season). In the final season, "Cheers" slipped to eighth place. However, by placing in the top ten, "Cheers" made a string of eight consecutive seasons in single-digit ratings, and is often compared to "M*A*S*H" because of its longevity and late-blooming success. With an eleven-year reign, "Cheers" became the longest running comedy in NBC history.

Ratings - The Final Episode

The final episode was so hyped commercially that it failed to attain the inflated expectations of being the most-watched program in television history. However, it was the most-watched program for the 1992-93 season; the second highest-rated episodic program; and the eleventh highest-rated entertainment show in television history. "Cheers" had 93.1 million viewers, 64 percent of the viewing audience, and 40 percent of the entire nation watching the epic finale. In contrast, the highest-rated episode of all time—the M*A*S*H series finale on February 28, 1983—had 121.6 million viewers and 77 percent of the viewing audience. Experts agree it will be nearly impossible for any episode to overcome the ratings success of "M*A*S*H" because of the prolific increase in television options and cable competition that was practically nonexistent in 1983.

"'Cheers': Last Call!" was rated second with nearly 70 million viewers, and the live broadcast of "The Tonight Show" from the Bull & Finch Pub tripled its viewing audience, despite critics berating Jay Leno for a dull monologue that dampened the crowd's spirits and bored the "Cheers" cast (who resorted to blowing spit wads at one another). The encore presentation of the series finale which aired three days later was rated 42nd. Although "M*A*S*H" had the largest viewing audience, it was reported the telecasts of the "Cheers" finale on Thursday and Sunday had a combined unduplicated audience that surpassed the final "M*A*S*H" episode.

"Cheers" Impact on Television

"Cheers" has been labeled by many critics as an all-time classic, and frequently referred to as the wittiest, most intelligent, most sophisticated television comedy of its time. Moreover, it changed the typical sitcom focus by combining a group of friends linked by locale, not family.

One television show labeled as the kissing cousin of "Cheers" is the sitcom "Wings" (NBC, 1990-97) which happens to have several commonalities in personnel—technical advisors, script writers, and creators (David Angell, Peter Casey and David Lee). The one slight difference was that "Cheers" premised a story on sexual tension and conflict between friends, whereas "Wings" was based on sexual history and a contrast of brotherly differences.

"Cheers" had two television spin-offs, "The Tortellis" (NBC, 1987) and "Frasier" (NBC, 1993-04). "The Tortellis" was a short-lived series based on Carla's ex-husband Nick Tortelli's family—Loretta (wife), Anthony (son) and Annie (Anthony's wife). Although this series endured abysmal Nielsen ratings in its only season of airing (ranked 50th) and suffered a rapid demise, the spin-off "Frasier" reaped immense success. This series was based on the idiosyncratic psychiatrist (Dr. Frasier Crane) relocating to Seattle to become a radio talk show therapist. The show remained highly rated and critically acclaimed during its 11-year run. Interestingly enough, after "Cheers" wrapped up in 1993, NBC considered creating three spin-offs with at least one costarring George Wendt and John Ratzenberger as bar buddies, but it never materialized.

Awards

From the day "Cheers" premiered on national television on September 30, 1982 it received critical acclaim, which culminated in 13 Emmy nominations in its first season—more nominations than any comedy series in the history of television. "Cheers" won five Emmys that year en route to becoming the most nominated show in television history with 118 Emmy nominations. "Cheers" also amassed 28 Emmy awards, second only to "The Mary Tyler Moore Show" which seized 29 awards. "Cheers" also received a Golden Globe award for Best Television Comedy Series in 1991.

Advertising

"Cheers" had overwhelming success, but part of the credit goes to its affluent viewing audience. The show appealed primarily to yuppies with disposable income which was ideal for advertisers, as well as producers when setting advertising rates.

"Cheers" was one of the most expensive shows for advertisers, commanding $300,000 for a 30-second commercial. The season finale, marketed as "the television event of a lifetime" garnered an astonishing $650,000 for the same airtime, a figure usually limited to the Super Bowl. But many claim that NBC undersold the time slot, which may explain the encore presentation on Sunday, May 23, 1993. The Sunday telecast remained exorbitantly priced, charging $175,000 per 30-second commercial (normal rates for Sunday night were $50,000-$80,000). NBC grossed $13 million on the season finale, $5 million on the 30-minute retrospective, and $7 million on the encore telecast.

Syndication

The success of "Cheers" translated into a strong national syndication market. By the time the series concluded it was syndicated in 38 countries with 179 United States television markets and 83 million viewers. Moreover, "Cheers" earned over half a billion dollars solely in syndication revenues. Part of its syndication success was due to the lack of quality television sitcoms and the shortage of reruns for a fast-growing independent television market. As networks wield the ratings numbers, fewer and fewer shows are renewed and many freshman shows are quickly canceled. For instance, in the 1995-96 television season the networks introduced 34 new shows. A similar trend existed five years prior and in the mid-80s. Thus, to capitalize on the lack of quality programming available, the "Cheers" producers wisely ushered their show into syndication a year before any rerun episodes could air.

The other impetus was financial. Due to the lack of syndicated programs, "Cheers" was commanding lofty syndication prices comparable to the hour-long "Magnum, P.I." series which was the highest priced syndicated show (at the time) earning $115,000 per episode. Paramount wisely guaranteed the buyers of "Cheers" a minimum of 94 episodes and if the show was canceled before its sixth season, Paramount, the "Cheers" creative team and the new station partners would immediately begin production of additional episodes.

When "Cheers" entered its eleventh season, Paramount had grave reservations whether the show would continue to sell in syndication. The show already had a voluminous and exorbitantly priced library of episodes that stations were required to purchase. Moreover, the prospective twelfth season had additional quandaries because the "Cheers" syndication contract only committed television stations to purchase new episodes if Danson was the lead. Syndication of "Cheers" without Danson would have been even more perilous because of the financial insecurity in the absence of guaranteed syndication revenue.

Post-"Cheers" Activities

The cast and crew went through numerous changes during the 11-year run of "Cheers." In this time frame, ten members of the cast and crew died, and fifty children were born. For the cast, Ted Danson, Shelley Long, Kirstie Alley, Kelsey Grammer and Woody Harrelson had one child apiece; John Ratzenberger had two; and both Rhea Perlman and James Burrows had three.

"Cheers" also inspired Host International, a subsidiary of Marriott Corporation, to agree to install 46 bars modeled after Cheers in their hotel and airport terminal lounges. Marriott's catering division signed a deal with Paramount Pictures Television to open the first bar in Minneapolis/St. Paul International Airport. By 1993, the hotel chain had seven Cheers replica bars from Anchorage to New Zealand.

The replicas are complete with Sam's Red Sox jersey framed and hanging on the wall, a wooden Indian, a jukebox, two robotic regulars (Bob and Hank) perched at the end of the bar, souvenirs for sale, and menu items named after the characters. In 1993, John Ratzenberger and George Wendt filed a lawsuit in federal court claiming the robots infringed upon their image, and requested Marriott to remove the mechanical barflies. After eight years in court the parties settled the dispute for an undisclosed sum.
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KIRSTIE ALLEY

(Rebecca Howe)

Childhood

Born January 12, 1951 in Wichita, Kansas, Kirstie Louise Alley hated her first name (a Scottish version of Christine or Christina) because it was frequently the object of childhood ridicule, and also loathed her appearance—a tall, lanky body and dark auburn hair. Kirstie described her suburban family life as a relatively peaceful, serene and conventional middle-class environment sans pets because of her family allergies.

The desire to be an actress was apparent when Kirstie was 3 years old and traipsed around the house with pictures of actress Linda Darnell. Kirstie loved to make people laugh, and not only had her first taste of acting at age 6 when she debuted as the sun in a school play, but also recalls watching Patty Duke in The Miracle Worker (1962) and thinking she could do better. Nevertheless, close friends contend the nearest Kirstie came to expressing an interest in acting was reading movie magazines.

Despite a serene childhood, Kirstie was an artsy, troubled, inquisitive, and obnoxious child who always worried the family. Although she was insecure and had difficulty competing with siblings for attention, most of the problems arose during high school. Unlike her siblings, Kirstie was rebellious. She was not normal, common, or predictable, and was never satisfied with stability and simplicity.

Kirstie's rebelliousness inevitably created a disputatious relationship with her mother. They fought continuously. Kirstie's mother had little hope for her daughter, and in fact, was primarily concerned about Kirstie dying of a drug overdose or becoming a whore. Of course, Kirstie's behavior appeared worse when illuminated against the backdrop of two siblings who were model children.

As a child, Kirstie had an insatiable appetite to win, whether it was swim meets or arm wrestling with the boys. Despite being a high school cheerleader, her brash personality alienated Kirstie from the popular crowd so she veered towards a more radical appearance and demeanor. Kirstie opted for the Bohemian beatnik image—smoking, drinking and swearing, using fake IDs to get into bars, breaking curfew, sporting provocative black outfits and outrageous microminis, and dating boys who owned fast cars and loud motorcycles.

Kirstie idolized James Dean and Kris Kristofferson, and had a long-standing weakness for football players and men of danger—bikers, truckers, cowboys—men to use for a 30-day affair and then move on down the road. She loved the excitement and danger in their lives. During adolescence Kirstie slinked out of the house in geeky clothes and no makeup, and in the backseat of a car transformed herself into a provocative creature who scoured Dairy Queen searching for boys.

Kirstie also experienced the wild life of Wichita. The boredom of youth led to considerable dirty dancing (even before the movie was released) and frequently to sexual activity. She and her friends sat around drinking sloe gin and using their tongues to tie cherry stems into knots. She was wild, but not promiscuous; the pranks were mild—often toilet paper, eggs, and crepe paper dipped in water.

Family & Relatives

Kirstie was the middle child with two siblings, an older sister and younger brother. Her biology teacher and group fitness coordinator sister, Collette Ellyce Baughman (b. 1947), was the perfect child (straight-A student who practiced sexual abstinence until marriage), and their brother, Craig Robert (b. 1954), was similarly predictable as a youth, and worked as a lumber company manager. Both siblings live in the Wichita area and remain relatively close to Kirstie (though Collette hated Kirstie during childhood). The family patriarch, Robert Deal Alley (b. 1924), owned a prosperous lumber company, and his wife, Lillian Maxine "Mickie" (Heaton) (b. 1923), a German-Irish homemaker, was known for her wonderful sense of humor and being a strict disciplinarian.

Tragically, on October 23, 1981 Kirstie's parents' car veered into a telephone pole after being hit by another car. Her mother was crushed to death, and her father suffered a collapsed lung and crushed chest, and was unconscious in the intensive care unit. Although saddened by her mother's death, the trauma helped draw Kirstie closer to her father.

The only positive female influence in Kirstie’s life was her aunt Mary. Kirstie idolized and emulated Mary. Mary was Catholic so Kirstie became Catholic; Mary owned a raccoon so Kirstie owned six; Mary smoked cigarettes and wore lipstick so Kirstie developed those habits; Mary wore White Shoulders perfume and so did Kirstie on occasion. When Mary died of lung cancer, Kirstie felt alone and isolated which was difficult for an aimless 13-year-old girl.

Personal Characteristics

Kirstie is 5'8 and in her prime weighed 112 pounds with 34C-25-36 measurements. Near the end of "Cheers" she battled a weight problem and soared to 151 pounds (contributing factors included a miscarriage, early menopause, and quitting a two-pack-a-day smoking habit). Over the next decade Kirstie’s weight slowly escalated to over 225 pounds, and has since fluctuated 75 pounds using various weight-loss programs.

Kirstie’s most recognizable features are her abundantly tempestuous, opalescent emerald eyes, and husky, brassy alto voice. She is acrophobic (fear of heights) and has an unusual diet of coffee, barbecue pork rinds, Big Macs, pasta pastries, and Bacardi cocktails. Kirstie's charm is a coalescence of tough-minded realism and self-deprecating humor; a blend of down-home, girl-next-door kindness and lowbrow, down-to-earth rebelliousness. At times she is stable and in control, and other times neurotic and out of control. Although Kirstie is perceived as a self-confident, down-to-business, hard-core woman, she readily admits her insecurities and self-doubt occasionally get the best of her. Usually once or twice a year she stores her emotions for a tumultuous session of long, dramatic weeping.

Education

Kirstie graduated from Wichita Southeast High School in 1969 and continued her formal education by attending Kansas State University, majoring in interior design and English literature. After one year she transferred to the University of Kansas but attended only briefly before getting married. She attended college merely as an excuse to follow her boyfriend and decided to drop out to support her husband (working in a sweatshop laundry) while he pursued a veterinarian degree. They moved to California in 1973 where he became a partner in a veterinary clinic. Kirstie worked as a lifeguard and exerted minimal effort pursuing an acting career. 

Drug Addiction

Kirstie's cocaine addiction started in 1976 when her marriage was unraveling. She met another man (Jake) and fell in love with him. Kirstie rationalized their passionate makeout sessions by blaming her husband (Bob) for having an affair while they were dating but before they married. Jake introduced Kirstie to drugs. He was a serious user at the time and had a posse of druggie friends. She hated pot but loved cocaine. Kirstie was depressed over her marital breakup and Jake convinced her that cocaine would make her peppy and happy. She took one snort and was immediately hooked; she was convinced to do cocaine every day for the rest of her life.

What began as a weekend routine, Thursday night through Saturday, quickly consumed every day and at one point became a $400 per week habit. Kirstie was calling in sick three days a week, missing appointments, and alienating clients. The addiction became so intense that even she feared that cocaine would kill her one day. The high became less-and-less intense and lasted shorter periods of time so Kirstie would snort more cocaine. It came to a point where she thought each use would cause her to overdose. Despite maintaining employment for nearly three years, she decided to abandon cocaine after an embarrassing experience where her sister visited unexpectedly, and Kirstie was too stoned to play with her niece.

Realizing that drugs were affecting her job and alienating her family, in 1979 Kirstie made the decision to quit, and sent letters of apology to her family and interior decorating clients penned with the utmost sincerity. Kirstie found the strength to overcome her addiction through the belief in Scientology as outlined in the book, Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health (1950) by L. Ron Hubbard. The Church of Scientology provided the strength Kirstie needed to overcome her overwhelming fear of failure and pursue her dream of becoming an actress. Accordingly, Kirstie quit her job, broke up with her boyfriend, and despite having only $2,000 and lacking both experience and training, drove to Los Angeles with her clothes and dog to fulfill her lifelong dream. Of course it took 30 days to drive from Kansas to Los Angeles because she had to score drugs along the way. After arriving at her destination, but before pursuing an acting career, Kirstie spent the first month in Narconon, the Church of Scientology's drug rehabilitation program.

Since 1979 Kirstie has been a devout member of the Church of Scientology. Other sect members include: John Travolta, Kelly Preston, Tom Cruise, Nicole Kidman, Anne Archer, Karen Black, Priscilla Presley and Lisa Marie Presley-Jackson; brief members included Jerry Seinfeld and Patrick Swayze. She pursued further Scientology training and achieved the level of OT VII (Operating Thetan Level 7) in 2007, the same year in which she donated $5 million to the Church.

Employment & Career Opportunities

Kirstie's first serious career was working as an interior decorator in Wichita, Kansas. Prior to her first divorce being finalized, Kirstie moved back home to be with her boyfriend (Jake). They were decorating their home and met with Dean White, an interior designer, who was impressed with Kirstie’s creative flair. Despite her lack of experience, he offered her a position at Dean’s Designs, a local interior design firm that catered to the city's most elite. Somehow Kirstie maintained employment for nearly three years but her effectiveness rapidly declined as her cocaine usage escalated. Kirstie finally quit in 1979 and moved to Los Angeles to enter the Scientology rehabilitation program.
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Figure 3: Kirstie Alley

As an aspiring actress in Los Angeles, Kirstie had no employment prospects so she used her past experience and talents to survive. She worked as an interior decorator, cleaned houses, and appeared on game shows (winning $6,000 on "The Match Game PM" and $800 on "Password Plus" with Lucille Ball giving the clues). Despite lacking formal training or experience, Kirstie continued hunting for acting parts and going to auditions, and eventually found an agent by using her game show appearances as a selling feature. She enrolled in acting classes but after three weeks abandoned formal training because she was starting to receive small acting roles. While in Los Angeles, Kirstie met Mimi Rogers (another aspiring actress) and they shared an apartment during their acting nascent.

Hollywood - Early Years

In late 1981, within two years of arriving in Los Angeles, Kirstie was on the brink of landing a significant role in a feature film—she was invited to read for the part of Lieutenant Saavik (Mr. Spock's sidekick) in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (1982). Despite her jubilation, this was also a time of deep sorrow. During the fifth and final audition Kirstie learned her mother died in an automobile accident and her father suffered life-threatening injuries. Kirstie insisted on rescheduling the audition, and the day after the funeral she was given the part. Kirstie's deepest regret is that her mother never lived to see Kirstie succeed as The Wrath of Khan became one of the most successful Star Trek movies. This role led to many movie offers as a space alien but Kirstie rejected the offers (including a recurring part as Lieutenant Saavik in the third Star Trek movie) because she did not want to be typecast (and they offered her less money). Instead, she opted for television.

The following year Kirstie was cast for the television pilot "The Highway Honeys" where she played Draggin’ Lady, a trucker for the corrupt Apocalypse Towing Service. This led to guest appearances on "The Love Boat" and "The Hitchhiker," and a regular role in the short-lived series "Masquerade." (Kirstie was particularly upset with ABC because they would not release her from the series when she was offered another television role.) Kirstie also forged a career path with the television movies "Sins of the Past," "Prince of Bel Air" and the miniseries "North and South, Book I" and its sequel "North and South, Book II."

"Cheers" - Getting the Part

James Burrows, co-executive producer of "Cheers," recalls being impressed with Kirstie's seductiveness and great voice during her performance in the role of Maggie in the local theater production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1984). Ironically, three years later Kirstie, who lacked comedy experience and training, was the first actress to audition for the role of Rebecca Howe, a strong-willed, business-minded, career-oriented woman. Kirstie gravitated toward the role for several reasons. First, her feature film offers were limited to alien roles. Second, although she preferred comedy, Kirstie lacked comedy acting experience, so the excellent writing and talented cast could offer her invaluable experience. Finally, she figured a comedic role would broaden her character roles and feature film options.

Since Burrows questioned Kirstie's comedic abilities, he consulted Carl Reiner, who worked with her in Summer School (1987), and watched footage of the movie. Although the producers were mesmerized by Kirstie's audition, they felt obligated to audition other actresses. After ushering scores of other actresses, they went back to their original choice—Kirstie.

The departure of Shelley Long left a major void in the cast. To lighten the mood, on the first day of work Kirstie appeared on the set cloaked in a blonde wig and clothes resembling Shelley Long. Despite her initial jocularity, the next few weeks were intensely pressurized, though the cast made every effort to make her feel at home. Kirstie overcame the anxiety, nervous tremors and elevated expectations by delivering a sound performance. She proved to be comedically talented and added depth to her character thereby becoming the rejuvenating force the show needed to ascend to a higher level (and higher ratings).

"Cheers" - The Rebecca Years

Interestingly enough, the role of Rebecca Howe was originally cast as a tough no-nonsense martinet. But after the first few episodes, the executive producers and writers realized Kirstie's vulnerability and comic rhythm, and began writing her part as an amiable neurotic who was in and out of control. Actually, Kirstie's wacky disposition helped shape the character. She was so nervous during the first few weeks of taping the producers decided to incorporate her neurotic twinges beneath a facade of self-confidence.

A similar metamorphosis took place with regard to Kirstie's image and physical appearance on the show. When Rebecca was introduced as the serious-minded businesswoman, her makeup was very simple and her outfits were conservative and business-like. As Rebecca began to expose her vulnerability and infatuation with her boss, Evan Drake (Tom Skerritt), she began power-dressing in shapely suits with brighter colors, and wore additional lipstick and blush.

Miraculously, "Cheers" had a smooth transition without Shelley Long. The viewing audience actually increased, the ratings remained consistently high, and Kirstie earned five Emmy nominations for Outstanding Lead Actress, winning in 1991. The success of "Cheers" translated into financial rewards, and by the final season Kirstie was earning $115,000 per episode ($3 million per year). Despite a huge salary, her dressing room—positioned two floors above the "Cheers" set in Paramount Studio—was an indistinguishable, unadorned, closet-sized room.

Kirstie was liked by everyone and immediately gelled with the entire cast, especially Rhea Perlman, who was Kirstie's closest real-life friend on the set. In addition, she easily matched wits with the raucous behavior of Ted Danson and Woody Harrelson during their backstage shenanigans. She was like one of the guys, but also a favorite among the crew. Kirstie was quite jocular on and off the set, a sharp and pleasant contrast to Shelley Long, who was inordinately serious and intolerable at times.

Movies

Kirstie's silver screen debut was playing the part of Lieutenant Saavik (Mr. Spock's sidekick) in the highly successful Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (1982). Although she did not have a significant role, the film gave Kirstie enough exposure to receive several movie offers, mostly as an alien. Kirstie rejected those roles, and took a shot as the leading lady in One More Chance (1983). This was her first top-billing role and became one of the least successful movies of her career so she decided to accept smaller roles to build a movie career. The 1980s was filled with smaller roles having mixed reviews and mediocre box office success. Her luck finally changed in 1989 when she was paired with Bruce Willis and John Travolta.

In Look Who's Talking (1989), Mollie (Kirstie) is an unwed accountant who gives birth to a wise-cracking infant (voice of Bruce Willis). While searching for a live-in father, she falls in love with a taxicab driver (John Travolta). The movie was lambasted by critics, but the public flocked in droves making it one of the most profitable movies of the year, earning over $295 million. The movie's success bolstered Kirstie's marketability as a feature film star (and rejuvenated costar John Travolta's ailing film career). Almost instantly she received more film offers and demanded a higher salary.

Her next couple films floundered and her movie career seemed stagnant until the Look Who’s Talking sequel gave Kirstie’s movie career a much-needed boost. In Look Who's Talking Too (1990), Alley and Travolta undergo the stress of pregnancy and experience marital turmoil resulting from the financial constraints of supporting a family of four. Kirstie reportedly earned $2.5 million plus a percentage of gross revenues and $500,000 retroactive bonus for her performance in the predecessor movie. Once again, the critics expressed insolence toward the film and Kirstie was given mixed reviews, nevertheless the general audience made the feature immensely successful at the box office. The pair of Look Who's Talking movies had a combined gross revenue of more than $380 million in worldwide ticket sales, with additional prosperity in movie rentals and video sales. It even spawned the short-lived ABC television series, "Baby Talk."

In the sequel to the sequel, Look Who's Talking Now (1993), the Alley-Travolta tandem returned in a storyline revolving around a pedigree poodle (voice of Diane Keaton) smitten by a street-smart mutt (voice of Danny DeVito). Despite a delightful cast, the movie was vilified for a dreadful script, yet once again the general audience made the feature a box office success.

The next two decades proved problematic for Kirstie because she could not attach herself to another box office hit. The Look Who’s Talking trilogy proved to be the only successful movies of her career. She appeared in some good films and had some solid performances, but the movies did not appeal to the public. Kirstie continued to earn feature film roles but her star-power dwindled and she was relegated to smaller support roles. However, since she remains a tabloid staple due to her weight problem, Kirstie remains relevant in the movie and television industry.

The remainder of the decade saw Kirstie appearing in a few quality films with moderate popularity. It Takes Two (1995) with Steve Guttenberg and Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen, the Woody Allen film Deconstructing Harry (1997), and the cult classic Drop Dead Gorgeous (1999) kept Kirstie in the spotlight though her roles became less relevant. After 2002 she vanished from the silver screen and did not reappear until 2013 in Syrup with a small part. Her only other movie was Accidental Love (2015) which had a star-studded cast but bombed at the box office.

Kirstie's missed two opportunities in feature films: losing to Glenn Close for the female lead role in Fatal Attraction (1987) and falling short to Kathleen Turner for the female lead in Body Heat (1981). She lists one television acting disappointment—not being selected for a small part on the television series "B.J. and the Bear." Another interesting career fact: Kirstie made a cameo appearance in Prince’s music video "My Name Is Prince" portraying a reporter, Vanessa, who attempts to interview Prince and ask him about his relationship with Mayte, a 16-year-old crown princess of Cairo. It was a staged interview. Kirstie can be heard in spoken-word tracks on The Love Symbol album and in the Prince video Three Chains o’ Gold (1992). 

Television Roles

One noteworthy television movie was "David's Mother" (NBC, 1994), in which Kirstie starred as a plump and slobby mother (Sally Goodson) of an autistic child (David). Sally’s commitment to being the sole caretaker for David destroyed her marriage and ruined the relationship with her daughter. Kirstie was uncharacteristically lauded by critics for an awe-inspiring performance, and earned an Emmy Award for Outstanding Lead Actress in a Special.

Following the success of "Cheers," Kirstie rode the wave to become the star of the sitcom "Veronica’s Closet" in 1997. The series was given the best time slot in television programming–between "Seinfeld" and "ER" on Thursday night. "Veronica’s Closet" had initial success and retained most of the "Seinfeld" audience, and even earned Kirstie a slew of television award nominations. In the second season, after "Seinfeld" ended, the show followed another perennial powerhouse ("Friaser"). Although ratings dipped, "Veronica’s Closet" remained a top-five show due solely to its cushy time slot. In season three, the series was moved to Monday night behind "Suddenly Susan" with the expectation of bolstering ratings. This proved fateful because "Veronica’s Closet" lost 30% of its viewing audience. The two-time top-five show plummeted to 86th and was pulled before the end of the season with several episodes being left unaired.

After the demise of her series, Kirstie’s career took a hit but she remained a tabloid success due to her excessive weight gain. Her weight ballooned to over 225 pounds and she became fodder for many late-night jokes. In 2005 Kirstie used her repeated exposure to write a book and star in the reality show "Fat Actress" (she was also the creator, writer and executive producer). The series quickly bombed and was pulled after seven episodes but that did not deter Kirstie.

She reappeared in the reality show "Kirstie Alley’s Big Life" in 2010. Once again the series died swiftly and aired only twelve episodes. In 2013 resilient Kirstie finagled another series, "Kirstie" (with Rhea Perlman and Michael Richards), a sitcom highlighting Kirstie as a Broadway star and a new parent. The series ended promptly (like the others) and was canceled after 12 episodes.

Kirstie served as the spokesperson for Pier One from 2000 to 2004, and Jenny Craig from 2005 to 2008. In February 2011 Kirstie was announced as a contestant on "Dancing with the Stars" where she was partnered with Maksim Chmerkovskiy. She finished second overall; losing to Hines Ward. The pair returned to the show the following year and became the seventh couple eliminated. 

Weight Issues

On September 17, 2012 Kirstie acknowledged gaining weight in late 2003 and spending her whole life eating obsessively without gaining weight; only noticing a change in her body after she went into early menopause in 1992. While working as a Jenny Craig spokesperson she lost 75 pounds—reducing her weight to 145 pounds. In May 2009, after parting ways with Jenny Craig, she gained 83 pounds and weighed as much as 228 pounds.

In September 2011 Kirstie announced that she had lost 100 pounds using weight loss products from Organic Liaison, a company she founded in 2010. The following year a class-action lawsuit was filed against her alleging false advertising; claiming her weight loss was the result of exercise, including training for the TV show "Dancing with the Stars," not Organic Liaison products. Kirstie settled the suit in 2013, agreeing to remove the term "Proven Products" from packaging, issue a disclaimer on the brand's website that it is a "calorie-based weight-loss product," and pay a $130,000 settlement.

In April 2014 Kirstie reunited with Jenny Craig as a spokesperson after the Organic Liaison product line was acquired by Jenny Craig's parent company and integrated into the Jenny Craig product line. In January 2015 Kirstie claimed to have lost 50 pounds using the Jenny Craig weight-loss program again.

Writing Career

Credit must be given to Kirstie’s tenacity and ability to utilize circumstances, whether positive or negative, and parley them into career opportunities. Her resourcefulness culminated in two book deals and three television series in less than a decade. Kirstie remains a tabloid gem because her articles and pictures sell magazines. Rarely are the captions or articles favorable but when life hands her lemons, she makes the best lemonade. Her repeated yo-yo dieting and weight fluctuations keep Kirstie’s name relevant in the public’s short attention span.

In 2005 she was able to capitalize on her weight-related publicity. Along with the signing of her reality series "Fat Actress," Kirstie also coordinated a book deal. How to Lose Your Ass and Regain Your Life: Reluctant Confessions of a Big-Butted Star was a memoir where she openly discussed her depression over her miscarriages and infertility which caused nonstop binge eating.

Less than a decade later she released another autobiography but this time focusing on her love of men rather than obesity. In The Art of Men (I Prefer Mine al Dente) (2012), Kirstie revealed her secret love affairs with costars Patrick Swayze and John Travolta. Neither affair became physical but the emotional connection was so great that Kirstie was willing to divorce her husband to run away with these leading men. 

Charitable Contributions

Kirstie is active in charities and often volunteers to assist those in need. As the owner of over 40 animals, it is not surprising she is fiercely devoted to animal rights and an active member of PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals). She funded a chimpanzee refuge in Africa with her longtime idol, zoologist Jane Goodall. As an animal lover, Kirstie has been known to house over 40 pets—dogs, marsupials, chickens, rabbits, turkeys, raccoons, opossums, cockatoos, geese, a crow, parrots, mice, a miniature horse, koi fish and at least a dozen cats—spending about $40,000 per year to maintain them.

Kirstie was a board member of the Earth Communications Office (Hollywood's leading environmental group), and her self-originating organization—the Alley Foundation—was instrumental in publishing Cry Out, an ecological cartoon booklet printed in English and Spanish (on recycled paper) aimed at recruiting grade school children as junior environmentalists. She worked with children exposed to drug abuse, and was the international spokesperson for Narconon Chilocco, a drug rehabilitation facility in Oklahoma founded by the Church of Scientology for drug addicts of all or no denomination. Kirstie's involvement in Narconon was due to a personal obligation to make amends for past misdeeds of turning some non-drug users into cocaine addicts. She opened Lillie's Learning Place (named after her daughter), a literacy and tutoring center in her hometown of Wichita, Kansas (currently closed) as well as in Beverly Hills and Sacramento. Kirstie remains a big fan of creative arts and actively supports the Hollywood Arts Council.

Kirstie has always been a devout environmentalist who practices what she preaches. She totes canvas shopping bags for her groceries, recycles paper, glass and aluminum, and refuses to use aerosol cans or purchase produce tainted with pesticides. Kirstie's advocacy permeated her employment as well. She insisted upon recycle bins on her movie sets, urged the caterers not to use polystyrene containers, and convinced the "Cheers" producers to include a pitch for recycling in one episode.

Relationships - Romantic

Despite an attraction toward masculine men who exhibit danger and excitement, Kirstie wanted a man who had never loved before, so he could learn love from her and never want anyone else. In the 1960s she gravitated toward men of danger and excitement, like her first husband, Robert "Bob" Alley, a distant cousin having the same name as Kirstie’s father. According to Kirstie, Bob was the ideal man–amazing singer, handsome, rode horses, and looked like the Marlboro Man. They began dating in high school and married four years later in 1970. Kirstie was only 19 at the time, but wanted to get married since age 16. She admitted her immaturity ruined the relationship because she stayed 16 throughout the marriage. Soon her marriage became stale; sex with her husband was unappealing and she was bored. Kirstie sought action and began hanging out at the beach and flirting with guys. She eventually kissed a drug-addicted man named Jake and in 1976 they had an emotional affair, which lead to her divorce the following year.

Kirstie became riddled with self-doubt and self-pity so she gravitated toward cocaine because it allayed insecurities and alleviated her fear of failure. During "The Drug Years" (her cocaine addiction) Kirstie had two memorable relationships. The first was labeled the "The Wyoming Years" when she further pursued the emotional relationship with Jake. He was the son of a wealthy oil businessman, and bought Kirstie anything and everything. They lived together for a couple years where it was an endless string of drug and alcohol abuse. Kirstie then moved on to "The Holistic Years" by dating a rich hippie who ran a juice bar. However, when the cocaine ended, so did this phase of her life. Although Kirstie wanted a man who would take charge, she ultimately married a sensitive male.

Kirstie first saw Parker Stevenson (b. 6.4.52) at a Los Angeles
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