"Cheers" actors sue over robotic recreations
John Ratzenberger and George Wendt v. Host International
The United States Supreme Court has left standing a 9th Circuit Court of Appeals ruling in favor of actors John Ratzenberger and George Wendt, the actors who played "Cliff" and "Norm" on the hit TV series "Cheers". 
It all started when Paramount Pictures (Producers of Cheers) entered into a contract giving Host International, Inc. the right to re-create the Cheers bar in Airports around the world. As part of the recreation, Host included two robot characters akin to "Norm" and "Cliff" sitting at the end of the bar. Host first approached the actors for permission, but both refused. Host then proceeded with its plans, swapping the moustache and hairstyles on the two robots. 
The Actors filed suit against Paramount and Host for violations of their Rights of Publicity (A personal right of a person to control the commercial use of his name, voice or likeness). Initially, the Court granted Summary Judgment in favor of Paramount and Host, and the 9th Circuit remanded the matter for rehearing. On rehearing the lower court again ruled in favor of Paramount and Host. On the second appeal the 9th Circuit reversed the ruling. Paramount and Host appealed to the Supreme Court, which Monday denied certiorari (refused to hear the case). The case can now proceed to trial. 
The case raises some complex issues involving the conflict between the Law concerning Rights of Publicity and the Copyright Law. Paramount claims that, as the owners of the copyright in "Cheers", it has the right to make "derivative works" based on the original, and that since the Actors on the show signed contracts making their contributions to the program "works made for hire", it owns the rights in question. The Actors obviously disagree. 
A jury will decide the issue, but the case is expected to take at least a year before trial begins. Stay tuned! 
