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Once the script for the pilot—essentially the first two 
half-hour episodes of the show—was completed some-
time during the first few months of 1977, most of the 
cast and crew were assembled. 

By far one of the biggest “gets” for the new series was 
director Jay Sandrich. With more than 20 years of 
television experience, including working on roughly 
two-thirds of The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s seven-year 
run, he was one of the most respected directors in the 
business. Though everyone who worked with Sandrich 
on Soap loves him to this day, most say that he seldom 
suffered fools gladly; he had a schedule to keep and you 
weren’t leaving the set until he got what he wanted.

Sandrich had worked briefly with Witt Thomas Harris the season 
before on a pilot (long lost to memory) which, like most pilots, 
didn’t get picked up to series. By the time Soap was starting up, The 

Mary Tyler Moore Show was winding down, the director remembers. 

“They’d asked me to do Betty White’s show—she is one of my 
favorite people in the whole world—but the script wasn’t ready 
and I got the Soap script. I had to make a decision; it was very hard 
to leave [Mary Tyler Moore’s production company] MTM. It was 
particularly hard to say to Betty, ‘I’m not going to be there to do 
your pilot.’ But I read the Soap script and I thought it’s so differ-
ent, it’s either going to be a real embarrassment or it’s going to 
be something that’s wonderful, depending on how we cast it. The 
fortunate thing was we had time to cast. Sometimes you get into 
pilots and you have three or four weeks, but we had good time to 
cast this show. Part of it was, as a group, we were pretty much in 
sync.” Meanwhile, The Betty White Show would be canceled by CBS 
after just 14 episodes.* 

As JD Lobue remembers it, Sandrich had known him for a little 
while before he asked Lobue to be his associate director on Soap. “I 
said Jay, thank you, I’m really flattered, but you know I’m directing 
these days and I’m trying to cut back on the AD work. He says, 
well do me a favor, just come in and meet these people. I think 
you’ll like them.” 

secretary to The Practice’s executive producer, industry legend Sam 
Denoff. But three months later, The Practice was canceled.

“The producers of the show were Paul Witt and Tony Thomas,” says 
Posner. “And Tony said I know you got a layoff notice from MGM 
but forget it, you’re coming with us. They moved into offices at 
20th Century Fox and we did seven episodes of a show called Loves 

Me, Loves Me Not. That didn’t work. The next thing I know, we’re 
casting for the pilot of Soap.”

As she points out, one of the perks of being Susan Harris’ secretary 
was being the first to see her words on the page. During the day 
she was frequently reminded just how close she was to the writer’s 
office. “Sometime’s I’d be typing and I’d start laughing, and she’d 
run out and say, ‘What are you laughing at?!’”

This desperation to know which parts of her script had worked 
speaks to an aspect of Harris’ personality that has often been held 
up as a contradiction by journalists over the years. As a TV Guide 
reporter put it in a 1980 piece: “Soap being one of the loonier 
shows on TV, I expected its creator to be more fun. But Susan 
Harris seems bound up, terribly serious, almost grim.” However, 
this seriousness is perfectly in keeping with her character, and that 
of most successful satirists, such as her longtime role model Paddy 
Chayefsky*. To successfully write about the human condition, even 
humorously, you have to take the accompanying quirks seriously—
you have to give a shit. 

“I’m funny on paper; I’m not particularly funny in person,” Harris 
admits. “When Soap became a hit, I remember one luncheon we 
had. After the lunch, the head of Sony or Columbia or whatever 
called my agent and said, ‘She’s not funny.’ They sat next to me and 
they were really disappointed. People had those expectations. They 
would see Soap and they would figure I would be a barrel of laughs 
and that was just never the case, so I was just constantly disap-
pointing people.”

It was this dichotomy in Harris’ approach to life and her work that 
gave her scripts the ability to, as Posner puts it, “make you laugh 
and make you cry in the space of two minutes like nobody’s busi-
ness.” 

Chayefsky is best 
remembered 

today for his screenplay 
for the groundbreaking 
1976 movie Network 
(“I’m mad as hell and 
I’m not going to take it 
anymore"). He also 

addressed the morass 
that is American health 
care (1971’s The 
Hospital), and the give 
and take of marriage 
(1957’s The Bachelor 
Party), all with a 
humor that highlighted 
the pathos of everyday 
life.

Geoffrey Cowan’s 
book See No Evil 

suggests that part of 
the reason why The 
Betty White Show didn’t 
do as well as expected 
was because Fred 
Silverman, then-head of  
rival ABC, had 
defensively snapped up 
the contracts of some 
of the MTM writers who 
would’ve otherwise 
written for that show.

Director Jay Sandrich 
(circa. 1977)


