
rich man poor man mini series

rich man poor man mini series is a landmark television drama that first aired in the 1970s and has

since become a significant reference point in American TV history. Adapted from Irwin Shaw’s novel,

the series explores the complex lives, ambitions, and relationships of two brothers from a working-

class family. This mini series masterfully weaves themes of family dynamics, social mobility, and

personal struggle against the backdrop of mid-20th-century America. Its compelling storytelling, strong

character development, and emotional depth contributed to its critical acclaim and lasting popularity.

This article delves into the rich man poor man mini series, covering its plot, characters, production

details, and enduring impact. The following sections will provide a comprehensive overview and

analysis of this classic television event.
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Overview of the Rich Man Poor Man Mini Series

The rich man poor man mini series originally aired on American television in 1976 and was produced

as a limited series format, which was relatively novel at the time. Spanning twelve episodes, the mini

series was based on Irwin Shaw’s best-selling novel of the same name. It chronicles the divergent

paths of two brothers, Rudy and Tom Jordache, as they navigate challenges and opportunities in post-

World War II America. The narrative captures the essence of the American Dream, contrasting wealth

and poverty, success and failure, and the personal costs of ambition. The series is noted for its in-

depth character study and social commentary, providing viewers with a window into the complexities of

family loyalty and individual desire.

Historical Context

The mini series is set in the mid-20th century, a period marked by significant economic and social

change in the United States. This era saw the rise of suburbanization, shifting class structures, and

evolving cultural values, all of which are reflected in the narrative. By situating its story during this time,

the rich man poor man mini series offers a nuanced portrayal of American society and the struggles

inherent in achieving upward mobility.

Format and Structure

The series is structured as a serialized drama, allowing for extensive character development and

complex storytelling. Each episode builds upon the previous one, providing detailed insights into the

brothers’ lives and the people around them. This format was influential in popularizing the mini series

genre on television in the 1970s and beyond.

Main Characters and Cast

The rich man poor man mini series features a compelling cast of characters whose performances



brought depth and authenticity to the story. The two brothers, Rudy and Tom Jordache, serve as the

central figures driving the narrative forward.

Rudy Jordache

Rudy Jordache is portrayed as the ambitious and determined older brother. His pursuit of wealth and

status defines much of the story, illustrating the challenges and sacrifices associated with climbing the

social ladder. Rudy’s character embodies the archetype of the “rich man” in the series, and his

journey highlights themes of power, morality, and family responsibility.

Tom Jordache

In contrast, Tom Jordache represents the “poor man” archetype. His life is marked by hardship and

resilience as he struggles to find his place in the world. Tom’s experiences emphasize themes of

perseverance, identity, and the search for meaning beyond material success. The dynamic between

Tom and Rudy underscores the central tension of the series.

Supporting Characters

Several secondary characters play crucial roles in shaping the brothers’ paths and enriching the story.

These include the Jordache family members, romantic interests, and antagonists, each contributing to

the complex social fabric depicted in the mini series.

Mary Jordache – The matriarch whose influence impacts family dynamics.

Julie Prescott – A key romantic interest with significant narrative importance.

Anthony Falconetti – An antagonist whose actions affect the brothers’ lives.



Willy Abbott – A pivotal character providing insight into criminal elements.

Plot Summary and Themes

The rich man poor man mini series narrates the intertwined lives of Rudy and Tom Jordache against

the backdrop of societal expectations and personal dreams. The plot explores their divergent choices

and the consequences that follow, weaving a rich tapestry of drama and emotion.

Plot Overview

Beginning with the Jordache family’s modest origins, the story follows the brothers as they leave their

troubled hometown to pursue different futures. Rudy seeks financial success through hard work and

determination, ultimately becoming a wealthy businessman. Meanwhile, Tom faces a series of

personal and legal challenges, including incarceration and entanglement with criminal elements. Their

lives intersect with various characters and events that test their values and loyalties.

Major Themes

The series delves into several profound themes, including:

Family and Brotherhood: The complex relationship between Rudy and Tom highlights both loyalty

and rivalry.

Social Class and Mobility: The contrast between poverty and wealth reflects broader societal

structures.

Ambition and Morality: Characters grapple with ethical dilemmas in their pursuit of success.



Identity and Self-Discovery: The brothers’ journeys embody the search for personal meaning.

American Dream: The series critically examines the promises and pitfalls of this ideal.

Production and Broadcast History

The rich man poor man mini series was produced during a period when television networks were

experimenting with long-form storytelling. Its production values, casting, and direction set new

standards for mini series on American TV.

Development and Direction

Produced by Universal Television, the mini series was directed by David Greene, who brought a

cinematic quality to the project. The adaptation remained faithful to Irwin Shaw’s novel while taking

advantage of the visual medium to enhance emotional impact. The production involved location shoots

and meticulous set designs to authentically depict the time period.

Original Broadcast and Reception

The series premiered on ABC in 1976 and was broadcast over several weeks. Its high viewership

ratings and critical praise demonstrated the growing audience appetite for serialized drama. The

success of rich man poor man mini series influenced subsequent productions and helped establish the

mini series as a popular television format during the late 1970s and 1980s.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The rich man poor man mini series left a lasting imprint on television storytelling and popular culture.



Its exploration of family, ambition, and social issues resonated with viewers and critics alike.

Influence on Television

The series is credited with popularizing the mini series format in the United States, paving the way for

other notable productions such as Roots and Shogun. Its success demonstrated that audiences were

receptive to complex, mature narratives presented over multiple episodes.

Enduring Popularity

Decades after its original airing, the rich man poor man mini series continues to be referenced in

discussions about classic television. It has been re-broadcast and made available on various platforms,

allowing new generations to experience its storytelling.

Adaptations and Sequels

Following the original series, a sequel titled "Rich Man, Poor Man Book II" aired in 1976-1977,

continuing the story of the Jordache family. The enduring popularity of the narrative has spurred

interest in adaptations and analyses, cementing its place in television history.

Awards and Critical Reception

The rich man poor man mini series garnered numerous awards and nominations, underscoring its

artistic and narrative achievements.

Major Awards

The series received multiple Emmy Awards, including Outstanding Limited Series and acting



accolades. These honors reflected the high caliber of performances and production quality.

Critical Acclaim

Critics praised the mini series for its engaging storyline, complex characters, and social relevance.

Reviews highlighted the strong performances of the cast and the effective adaptation of the source

material.

Legacy in Criticism

Scholars and television historians often cite rich man poor man mini series as a pioneering work that

elevated the mini series format. Its blend of literary adaptation and television drama remains a subject

of study in media and cultural analysis.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series about?

The 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series is a drama that follows the lives of two brothers, Rudy and Tom

Jordache, who take very different paths in life, exploring themes of family, ambition, and social class.

When was the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series first released?

The 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series was first released in 1976.

Who are the main actors in the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series?

The main actors in the mini series include Peter Strauss as Rudy Jordache, Nick Nolte as Tom

Jordache, and Susan Blakely as Julie Prescott.



Is 'Rich Man, Poor Man' based on a book?

Yes, the mini series is based on the 1969 novel 'Rich Man, Poor Man' by Irwin Shaw.

How many episodes are in the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series?

The original 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series consists of 12 episodes.

Was there a sequel to the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series?

Yes, there was a sequel called 'Rich Man, Poor Man Book II' which aired in 1976-1977.

What genre does the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series belong to?

The mini series is primarily a drama with elements of family saga and romance.

Where was the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series filmed?

The mini series was filmed in various locations including California and Colorado in the United States.

Did the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series receive any awards?

Yes, the mini series received several Emmy Awards and Golden Globe nominations, with Peter

Strauss winning an Emmy for Outstanding Lead Actor.

Is the 'Rich Man, Poor Man' mini series available for streaming?

Availability varies, but the mini series can often be found on DVD and occasionally on streaming

platforms that offer classic TV series.

Additional Resources

1. "Rich Man, Poor Man" by Irwin Shaw



This is the original novel that inspired the famous mini-series. It chronicles the lives of the Jordache

siblings, Rudy and Tom, as they navigate the challenges of family, ambition, love, and rivalry in post-

World War II America. The story explores themes of class conflict, personal struggle, and the pursuit of

the American Dream.

2. "Rich Man, Poor Man Book II" by Irwin Shaw

The sequel to the original novel continues the saga of the Jordache family, focusing on the next

generation and the evolving dynamics between siblings and their offspring. It delves deeper into

political intrigue, business challenges, and personal betrayals, maintaining the dramatic intensity that

made the first book a bestseller.

3. "The Thorn Birds" by Colleen McCullough

While not directly related, this epic family saga shares thematic similarities with Rich Man, Poor Man,

such as complex family relationships and spanning generations. Set in Australia, it follows the Cleary

family and explores forbidden love, ambition, and the struggle for power within a sprawling family.

4. "Dallas: The Unauthorized Biography" by John M. Miller

Inspired by the popular TV series "Dallas," which shares a similar focus on wealth, family rivalry, and

power struggles, this book offers an inside look into the lives of the Ewing family. It captures the drama

and intrigue that fans of Rich Man, Poor Man mini-series would appreciate.

5. "East of Eden" by John Steinbeck

This classic novel examines the complex relationships between two families in California’s Salinas

Valley, touching on themes of good versus evil, sibling rivalry, and personal redemption. Its deep

exploration of family dynamics and moral conflict resonates with the themes found in Rich Man, Poor

Man.

6. "The Godfather" by Mario Puzo

A gripping tale of a powerful crime family, this novel delves into loyalty, power, and betrayal within a

wealthy dynasty. Though focused on organized crime, its exploration of family loyalty and ambition

parallels many elements seen in Rich Man, Poor Man.



7. "The Forsyte Saga" by John Galsworthy

This multi-generational family saga captures the trials and tribulations of the wealthy Forsyte family in

England. Themes of wealth, social status, and familial conflict make it a classic comparison to the

Jordache family’s story.

8. "Bloodline" by Sidney Sheldon

A thriller centered around a wealthy pharmaceutical family, this novel explores dark secrets, family

loyalty, and corporate intrigue. Its blend of suspense and family drama will appeal to readers who

enjoyed the tension and complex relationships in Rich Man, Poor Man.

9. "Empire Falls" by Richard Russo

Set in a declining small town, this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel focuses on the life of Miles Roby and

the economic and social struggles of his family. Its rich character development and exploration of class

and family echoes many themes from Rich Man, Poor Man.
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