Premiering in 1972, The Bob Newhart Show quickly established itself as one of the most beloved
sitcoms of the 1970s. Created by David Davis and Lorenzo Music, and starring Bob Newhart as
Dr. Robert "Bob" Hartley, a mild-mannered Chicago psychologist, the show blended Newhart’s
signature deadpan humor with a grounded, relatable look at life and relationships. The Bob
Newhart Show became a defining series of the decade, remembered for its unique mix of wit,
character-driven humor, and observational comedy. Let’s explore the history, cultural
significance, and lasting impact of 7he Bob Newhart Show, examining how it shaped the sitcom
genre and contributed to Newhart’s enduring legacy as one of television’s most iconic
comedians.

1. The Origins of The Bob Newhart Show

Before The Bob Newhart Show debuted, Bob Newhart was already an established comedian
known for his understated, deadpan delivery and his success in stand-up comedy. His 1960
album The Button-Down Mind of Bob Newhart became the first comedy record to hit No. 1 on
the Billboard charts and won a Grammy for Album of the Year. Newhart’s comedic style, based
on subtle, observational humor and long pauses, was a departure from the more boisterous
comedic performances of the time. His success in stand-up paved the way for a career in
television.

After an unsuccessful first foray into television with 7he Bob Newhart Show (a 1961 variety
show on NBC that was canceled after one season), Newhart returned to stand-up before being
approached by producers David Davis and Lorenzo Music in the early 1970s. They pitched the
idea for a sitcom centered around Newhart’s signature comedic style, casting him as a
psychologist in Chicago. This role allowed Newhart to showcase his comedic strengths while
interacting with a diverse cast of supporting characters.



CBS, which was in the midst of its famous "rural purge"—canceling shows with rural settings
like Green Acres and The Beverly Hillbillies to make room for more urban, sophisticated
programming—saw potential in the idea. The Bob Newhart Show debuted on September 16,
1972, as part of a Saturday night lineup that also included The Mary Tyler Moore Show and All
in the Family, two other groundbreaking sitcoms of the era.

2. Plot and Characters: A Slice of Life Sitcom

The Bob Newhart Show was notable for its focus on the daily life and relationships of its central
characters, particularly Bob Hartley’s interactions with his patients, colleagues, and wife. Set
primarily in Bob’s apartment and his psychology office, the show focused on the humorous
aspects of ordinary life rather than relying on outlandish situations or gimmicks. This grounded,
character-driven approach made the show relatable to its audience.

e Dr. Robert "Bob'" Hartley (played by Bob Newhart) was the calm, rational center of the
show, often acting as the voice of reason amid the chaos of his patients’ problems and his
friends’ eccentricities. Newhart’s deadpan delivery and subtle reactions were the
cornerstone of the show’s humor.

o Emily Hartley (played by Suzanne Pleshette), Bob’s wife, was a sharp, independent
character who worked as a schoolteacher. Emily was portrayed as Bob’s equal, and their
marriage was one of the first on television to depict a modern, dual-income, urban couple
with mutual respect and affection. Suzanne Pleshette’s witty, straightforward portrayal of
Emily balanced Newhart’s more subdued style, and their chemistry became one of the
show’s highlights.

o Howard Borden (played by Bill Daily), Bob’s neighbor and best friend, was a bumbling
but well-meaning airline navigator. Howard’s cluelessness and childish nature contrasted
with Bob’s more reserved, intellectual demeanor, providing much of the show’s physical
comedy and absurdity.

e Jerry Robinson (played by Peter Bonerz), Bob’s close friend and the dentist with an
office next to Bob’s, was a more sarcastic and wisecracking character. His friendship
with Bob brought another layer of humor to the show, often based on their good-natured
rivalry and contrasting personalities.

e Carol Kester (played by Marcia Wallace) was Bob’s brash, outspoken receptionist,
known for her quick wit and candid comments. Carol’s role as a single woman in her
thirties was a departure from the typical portrayals of women on television at the time,
and her character’s struggles with dating and independence added depth to the show.

The dynamics between these characters gave The Bob Newhart Show its heart. While the series
featured comedic interactions between Bob and his quirky patients, much of the humor came
from the everyday, relatable situations that arose in Bob and Emily’s life, Howard’s frequent
visits to their apartment, and the banter between Bob and his colleagues at work.



3. Humor and Tone: Deadpan Wit and Observational Comedy

At the core of The Bob Newhart Show was Bob Newhart’s unique brand of deadpan humor,
which became the show’s defining feature. Newhart’s ability to react to absurd situations with
understated confusion and long pauses for effect was key to the series’ comedic rhythm. Rather
than relying on slapstick or exaggerated jokes, the show’s humor stemmed from Newhart’s
reactions to the eccentric personalities around him.

In many ways, The Bob Newhart Show was an early example of the "slice of life" comedy, where
the humor came from everyday interactions and situations. The show avoided broad, formulaic
setups and instead focused on the subtle absurdities of life, particularly in the context of Bob’s
job as a psychologist. Bob’s sessions with his patients often provided a platform for
observational humor, as his patients represented various neuroses and quirks of contemporary
life.

The show’s ability to balance witty dialogue with situational humor was one of its strengths. For
example, episodes like "Death Be My Destiny" (Season 2, Episode 16), in which Bob
experiences a series of misunderstandings that make him think he’s about to die, showcased
Newhart’s talent for delivering dry, reactionary humor while maintaining a sense of grounded
realism. The show’s humor never veered into the outrageous, which helped maintain its
relatability and longevity.

4. Relationships and Marriage on The Bob Newhart Show

One of the most progressive and influential aspects of The Bob Newhart Show was its depiction
of the relationship between Bob and Emily Hartley. Unlike many sitcom marriages of the time,
which often portrayed wives as nagging or subordinate, Bob and Emily’s relationship was one of
mutual respect and affection. They were equals in their marriage, both professionally and
personally.

Suzanne Pleshette’s portrayal of Emily Hartley was particularly significant because she
embodied a new kind of TV wife—smart, independent, and assertive. Emily was never relegated
to the role of a passive housewife; instead, she had her own career and interests, and her dynamic
with Bob reflected the evolving gender roles of the 1970s. The Hartleys' marriage was depicted
as a partnership, where both characters worked through everyday challenges with humor and
communication, rather than conflict and tension.

This portrayal of a modern marriage was groundbreaking at the time and helped pave the way for
more realistic and balanced depictions of couples in sitcoms. The Hartleys” marriage was often
compared to that of Mary Richards (Mary Tyler Moore) and her eventual love interests in The
Mary Tyler Moore Show, both of which presented women as equals to their partners.



5. Impact on the Sitcom Genre

The Bob Newhart Show had a significant influence on the evolution of the sitcom genre. By
eschewing the traditional laugh track-heavy, gimmick-driven format that many shows relied on,
The Bob Newhart Show focused instead on character-driven comedy and realistic dialogue. This
approach made the show feel fresh and sophisticated compared to other sitcoms of the time.

The show also helped establish a model for workplace comedies that would become a staple of
television in the years to come. Bob’s job as a psychologist provided a natural framework for
introducing new characters and situations without needing elaborate setups or forced comedic
scenarios. This workplace setting allowed for a steady stream of new material, as Bob dealt with
a rotating cast of patients with unique quirks and neuroses.

Many future sitcoms would draw on this model, combining workplace dynamics with the
personal lives of characters. Shows like Cheers, Frasier, and even Seinfeld owe a debt to The
Bob Newhart Show for its focus on situational humor grounded in relationships and everyday
life.

Additionally, Newhart’s deadpan style of comedy, which emphasized timing and reaction over
punchlines, influenced generations of comedians and television writers. The show’s subtle
approach to humor laid the groundwork for later sitcoms that employed a more restrained
comedic style, such as The Office and Parks and Recreation, which also relied on character
interactions and understated wit rather than broad comedy.

6. The Evolution of Comedy in the 1970s

The Bob Newhart Show was part of a broader shift in television comedy during the 1970s, a
decade that saw sitcoms becoming more reflective of societal changes. Alongside shows like 4//
in the Family, MASH*, and The Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Bob Newhart Show helped usher
in a new era of sitcoms that dealt with contemporary issues in a more realistic and nuanced way.

While The Bob Newhart Show was less overtly political than some of its contemporaries, it still
reflected the changing dynamics of American society, particularly in its portrayal of marriage,
gender roles, and psychology. The 1970s was a time of significant cultural and political shifts,
including the women’s liberation movement, changing attitudes toward mental health, and the
increasing complexity of family life. The Bob Newhart Show subtly incorporated these themes
into its storytelling, presenting characters who were navigating these shifts with humor and
grace.

In particular, the show’s portrayal of Bob’s profession as a psychologist reflected the growing
public interest in mental health during the 1970s. While psychology and therapy had been taboo
subjects in previous decades, The Bob Newhart Show brought these topics into the mainstream,
treating them with both humor and respect. The show’s portrayal of Bob’s patients—who often



exhibited exaggerated versions of real psychological issues—helped normalize the idea of
seeking therapy and discussing mental health in a public forum.

7. Critical Acclaim and Popularity

The Bob Newhart Show was well-received by both critics and audiences throughout its six-
season run. It consistently performed well in the ratings, especially as part of CBS’s highly
successful Saturday night lineup, which also included A4/l in the Family, MASH*, and The Mary
Tyler Moore Show. This lineup is often regarded as one of the strongest in television history, and
The Bob Newhart Show was a key part of its success.

Critics praised the show’s smart writing, understated humor, and strong performances,
particularly those of Bob Newhart and Suzanne Pleshette. Newhart’s unique comedic style,
which had already made him a success in stand-up, translated well to television, and his ability to
carry the show with his deadpan reactions and subtle wit was widely appreciated. Pleshette’s
portrayal of Emily was also lauded for bringing depth and intelligence to the role of a sitcom
wife.

The show earned several Emmy nominations throughout its run, although it never won in major
categories. Nevertheless, The Bob Newhart Show has remained an enduring part of television
history, and it continues to be regarded as one of the best sitcoms of the 1970s.

8. The Legacy of The Bob Newhart Show

The Bob Newhart Show left an indelible mark on television comedy, influencing not only future
sitcoms but also shaping Bob Newhart’s long-lasting career. After the show ended in 1978,
Newhart continued to find success on television with Newhart (1982—1990), another successful
sitcom that built on his established comedic persona. Newhart was similarly praised for its subtle
humor and ensemble cast, further solidifying Bob Newhart’s reputation as one of television’s
most beloved comedians.

The show’s influence can also be seen in the way future sitcoms portrayed married couples,
workplace environments, and psychological issues. By presenting a marriage based on equality
and respect, The Bob Newhart Show helped pave the way for more progressive portrayals of
relationships on television. Similarly, its focus on workplace dynamics and character-driven
humor would influence later sitcoms like Frasier, which also featured a psychologist protagonist,
and Cheers, which shared its focus on the interactions between a close-knit group of friends.

In addition to its impact on television, The Bob Newhart Show has maintained a lasting legacy
through syndication and streaming. The show has continued to attract new generations of
viewers, who appreciate its timeless humor and relatable characters. Its influence can be seen in
modern sitcoms that prioritize character development, subtle wit, and the humor of everyday life.



9. Suzanne Pleshette’s Impact and the Role of Women on Television

Suzanne Pleshette’s role as Emily Hartley was groundbreaking for its time, as she portrayed a
strong, intelligent woman in a marriage of equals. At a time when many sitcoms still adhered to
traditional gender roles, Emily’s character stood out as a model of the modern woman. She was
career-oriented, sharp-witted, and independent, but also deeply committed to her marriage with
Bob. This balance of independence and partnership was a refreshing portrayal of a sitcom wife in
the 1970s.

Pleshette’s chemistry with Bob Newhart was key to the success of the show, and many critics
praised their on-screen relationship as one of the most realistic and relatable in television. Emily
was not just a supportive spouse; she had her own distinct personality, desires, and agency,
which helped make the Hartleys’ marriage feel authentic.

In many ways, Emily Hartley set the stage for future portrayals of women in sitcoms. Her
character anticipated the more fully realized female characters that would come to dominate
television in the 1980s and beyond, such as Clair Huxtable in The Cosby Show and Murphy
Brown in Murphy Brown.

10. Conclusion

The Bob Newhart Show was a groundbreaking sitcom that set a new standard for character-
driven comedy in the 1970s. Its unique blend of deadpan humor, observational wit, and relatable
situations made it a beloved show during its original run and an enduring classic in the years
since. The show’s portrayal of marriage, psychology, and everyday life resonated with audiences
and helped redefine the sitcom genre.

Bob Newhart’s performance as Dr. Bob Hartley, along with the strong supporting cast led by
Suzanne Pleshette, Bill Daily, Peter Bonerz, and Marcia Wallace, created a world of humor and
heart that remains influential to this day. The show’s emphasis on subtlety, wit, and character-
driven storytelling paved the way for future sitcoms that sought to combine humor with deeper
themes.

Today, The Bob Newhart Show is remembered not only for its contributions to television comedy
but also for its impact on how relationships, mental health, and workplace dynamics are
portrayed in sitcoms. It remains a testament to the enduring appeal of clever, understated humor
and the brilliance of Bob Newhart’s comedic style.
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