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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
MINISERIES
PHENOMENON

The 1976 ABC
television miniseries
Rich Man, Poor Man
stands as a landmark
event in the history of
American television.
Based on the sprawling
1970 novel by Irwin

Shaw, the series
captivated a nation
with its multi-

generational saga of
the Jordache family,
tracing their lives from
the end of World War I
through the
tumultuous 1960s.

More than just a
compelling story, the
project served as a
powerful launchpad for
a generation of
talented performers.
The actors in Rich Man
Poor Man brought an
unprecedented level of
cinematic depth and
raw emotion to the
small screen, forever
changing how
audiences viewed
serialized storytelling.
While the narrative
centered on the bitter
rivalry between
brothers Rudy and
Tom, the cast was a
rich tapestry of
character actors and
rising stars, many of
whom would go on to
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define Hollywood for
the next several
decades.

Nick
Nolte:
The
Breakout
Star as
Tom
Jordache

Before he became a
two-time Oscar
nominee and a rugged
icon of American
cinema, Nick Nolte was
a relatively unknown
stage and television
actor. His portrayal of
Tom Jordache in Rich
Man, Poor Man was
nothing short of a
revelation. Tom, the

"poor man" of the title,
is a brooding, violent,
and deeply sensitive
soul who constantly
struggles against the
shadow of his favored
brother and the
constraints of his
working-class destiny.

Nolte brought a
visceral, almost feral
intensity to the role.
His performance was
marked by a
physicality that was
rare for television at
the time—a coiled
tension that suggested
violence could erupt at
any moment. Yet, he
balanced this with a
profound vulnerability.
Scenes where Tom
yearns for love or
grapples with his own
failures are delivered
with a heartbreaking
rawness. Audiences
were mesmerized by
his authenticity. This
role earned Nolte an
Emmy nomination and
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instantly made him a
household name. It is
impossible to discuss
the actors in Rich Man
Poor Man without
acknowledging Nolte's
performance as the
cornerstone that
elevated the entire
production from a soap
opera into a tragic
epic. He perfectly
embodied the post-war
American
male—troubled, proud,
and searching for a
place in a rapidly
changing world.

Peter
Strauss:
The

Calculate

d
Ambition
of Rudy
Jordache

If Nolte was the flame,
Peter Strauss was the
ice. As Rudy Jordache,
the "rich man," Strauss
delivered a
masterclass in
controlled, simmering
ambition. Rudy is the
golden
boy—intelligent,
handsome, and driven
to escape his
immigrant father's
bakery and ascend the
political and social
ladder. However,
Strauss never allowed
Rudy to become a
simple villain. Instead,
he portrayed him as a
complex figure whose
relentless pursuit of



success comes at a
devastating personal
cost.

Strauss’s performance
was built on nuance.
The subtle tightening
of his jaw when faced
with a moral
compromise, the
smooth charm he
deployed to
manipulate those
around him, and the
quiet despair that

flickered in his eyes
when he realized the
emptiness of his

victories—all of these
choices made Rudy a
tragic figure in his own
right. Where Tom was
outwardly explosive,
Rudy was inwardly
corrosive. The dynamic
between Strauss and
Nolte was the engine of
the series; their scenes
together were electric
with unspoken
resentment and a
deep, damaged love.
For his work, Strauss

also received an Emmy
nomination, cementing
his status as a leading
man and setting the
stage for a long and
successful career in
television mini-series,
including the iconic
The Jericho Mile and
Masada.

Susan
Blakely:
The
Heartbre
ak of Julie
Prescott

Caught between the
Jordache brothers was
Julie Prescott, the
object of both Rudy's
and Tom's affections,
brilliantly played by
Susan Blakely. Julie is
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the quintessential girl
next door, but Blakely
infused her with a
spine of steel and a
deep well of emotional
complexity. Julie's
journey from innocent
teenager to a woman
battered by life's
cruelties is one of the
most heartbreaking
arcs of the series.

Blakely had the difficult
task of making the
audience believe that
Julie could genuinely
love both brothers,
albeit in different ways.
Her chemistry with
both Nolte and Strauss
was believable and
potent. The emotional
weight of the series
often rested on her
shoulders, as she was
the witness to the
brothers' self-
destruction. Critics
praised her ability to
convey deep sorrow
without becoming
maudlin. Her

performance in the
scene where she
confronts her own
tragic fate is a
masterclass in
television acting. Like
her male co-stars,
Susan Blakely earned
an Emmy nomination,
and she went on to win
a Golden Globe for her
performance,
solidifying her place as
one of the key actors in
Rich Man Poor Man.

The
Supportin
g Cast: A
Gallery of
Memorabl
e



Character
S

While the central
triangle drove the plot,
the series was enriched
by a deep bench of
supporting players who
brought the world of
the novel to vivid life.
The actors in Rich Man
Poor Man in supporting
roles were not mere
scenery; they were
crucial to the story’s
texture and emotional
depth.

EDWARD ASNER AS
AXEL JORDACHE

In a role that was a
stark departure from
his beloved character
Lou Grant, Edward
Asner played the
Jordache patriarch,
Axel. He was a stern,
bitter, and hard-
working German

immigrant whose
harshness forged the
deep resentments
between his sons.
Asner played him
without sentimentality,
making Axel a
formidable and often
unlikeable figure, yet
he found traces of the
man's own broken
dreams and immigrant
struggles. It was a

gritty, dramatic
performance that
proved Asner's

incredible range as a
character actor.

DoroTHY MCGUIRE
AS MARY JORDACHE

The late, great Dorothy
McGuire brought
warmth and quiet
dignity to the role of
Mary Jordache, the
long-suffering mother.
As a veteran of
Hollywood's Golden
Age, McGuire lent an
air of classicism and
gravitas to the
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production. Her scenes
were often the
emotional anchor of
the series, providing a
stark contrast to the
chaotic lives of her
sons. Her quiet sorrow
and unconditional love
were palpable, and her
death scene remains
one of the most
poignant moments in
the entire series.

BiLL BixBY AS
WILLIE ABBOTT

Known to most as the
star of The Incredible
Hulk, Bill Bixby played
Willie Abbott, the loyal
friend and boxing
trainer. Bixby brought
a hard-boiled but
deeply loyal energy to
the role. As Tom's
mentor and confidant,
Willie provided a sense
of grounded reality.
Bixby’s performance
was a compelling mix
of street-smart
toughness and genuine

affection, and his fate
in the story served as a
major turning point for
Tom's character.

OTHER NOTABLE
PERFORMANCES

The depth of the cast
was astonishing. Ray
Milland, an Oscar
winner, brought regal
disdain to the role of
Duncan Calderwood,
Julie's wealthy father.
Gloria Grahame,
another Oscar winner,
was captivating in her
final significant role as
the faded movie star
Sue Prescott, Julie's
alcoholic mother. Kim
Darby and Robert
Reed (of The Brady
Bunch fame) also
contributed powerful
performances, adding
layers of complexity to
the sprawling
narrative.



The

Legac}f film.

and

serious medium for
performance, rivaling
the depth and prestige

he series also
changed the trajectory
of several careers. For

IMmpactiOfiie v o

Telev

n

The success of Rich
Man, Poor Man was a
watershed moment. It
proved that long-form,
serialized drama could
attract massive
audiences and critical
acclaim. It paved the
way for the "novel for
television" format that
dominated the 1970s
and 1980s, influencing
everything from Roots
to The Thorn Birds.
The actors in Rich Man
Poor Man
demonstrated that
television could be a

. major

| $b@hg to roles in The

film  career,
Deep, North Dallas
Forty, and 48 Hrs. For
Peter Strauss and
Susan Blakely, it
cemented their places
as stars of the
burgeoning mini-series
event. The casting of
the series, carefully
curated by director
David Greene and
producers, created a
perfect storm of talent.
Each actor seemed
perfectly suited to their
role, fostering an
ensemble chemistry
that felt less like
performance and more
like a documentary of a
family's disintegration.
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Furthermore, the series
tackled themes that
were relevant then and
remain so today: class
struggle, the corruption
of the American
Dream, the scars of
war, and the eternal
conflict between
brothers. The actors in
Rich Man Poor Man did
not shy away from the
darkness of the
material. Nolte’s Tom
is a product of
violence; Strauss’s
Rudy is a product of
greed. The show’s
willingness to present
these flawed, often
unlikable characters
with honesty was a
testament to the
bravery of the
performers.

Conclusio

n: A
Lasting
Ensemble

Nearly half a century
after its initial
broadcast, Rich Man,
Poor Man remains a
compelling watch, a
time capsule of 1970s
television and a
showcase for
exceptional dramatic
talent. While Irwin
Shaw’s novel provided
the rich source
material, it was the
actors in Rich Man Poor
Man who gave it a
beating heart and a
blazing soul. The raw
power of Nick Nolte’'s
Tom, the icy charisma
of Peter Strauss’s
Rudy, and the tragic
grace of Susan
Blakely’s Julie created
a love triangle for the
ages.



The supporting cast,
filled with legends like
Edward Asner, Dorothy
McGuire, and Ray
Milland, created a
complete and
believable world. The
show was a perfect
alignment of material
and talent, a moment
in television history
where the right actors
brought a generation-
defining story to life
with unforgettable
passion. For fans of
classic television, the

10

return to this powerful
drama. The
performances are not
just good for their
time; they are
timeless, a testament
to the power of great
acting to elevate a
story into a cherished,
enduring classic. Their
collective work remains
a gold standard for the
mini-series format, a
stellar example of how
a cast of talented
actors can turn a
beloved novel into an

cast remains the wunforgettable
primary reason to television experience.
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