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Introduction, or Why I [image: image] Jennifer Coolidge



The first time I saw Jennifer Coolidge was in American Pie, in a small but incredibly pivotal breakout role as Stifler’s Mom, the leggy blonde cougar in a skintight blue dress with a propensity for Scotch—essentially 1999’s very own Mrs. Robinson.


But the first time I really remember Jennifer Coolidge happened the next year, when I saw a little movie called Best in Show at my neighborhood art house theater in Chicago. Among a plethora of memorable characters—quirky canine owners from across the country, each vying for their pooch to take the grand prize in the fictional Mayflower Kennel Club Dog Show—Jen stood out as Sherri Ann Cabot, a ditzy trophy wife whose relationship with her purebred poodle’s handler, Christy Cummings, played by the indomitable Jane Lynch, might be a bit… more than friendly.


At first I didn’t realize this actress was also Stifler’s Mom, but I thought she was absolutely hilarious, from her introduction alongside her decrepit husband, when she seriously informs the camera, “We both love soup,” to Sherri Ann’s final scene, when she proudly unveils American Bitch magazine for lesbian dog owners alongside her new partner—none other than Christy Cummings.


Several months after Best in Show, I sat down at my hometown movie theater with my mom and sister to watch a new studio movie called Legally Blonde. The three of us adored Reese Witherspoon as the peppy, scrappy Elle Woods and cracked up when Paulette Bonafonté was introduced—Elle’s manicurist and confidante who’s devoted to her dog, Rufus, and can’t help but crush on the hunky UPS guy who delivers packages to the salon.


As I giggled while Elle taught Paulette a man-catching move in the film’s now-iconic “bend and snap” scene, I couldn’t help but wonder: Where had I seen this actor before? Something about her unique voice, her funny facial expressions, and her commitment to every line and bit. Oh my god, I soon realized, that’s Sherri Ann Cabot! And she’s also Stifler’s Mom!


And just like that, my obsession with Jennifer Coolidge took root. Through the years I sought her out in everything: a rerun of Seinfeld, which was her very first onscreen appearance, where she played Jerry’s masseuse girlfriend who refuses to give Jerry a massage; quirky indies like Gentlemen Broncos, where she acted with writer/director Mike White, a relationship that would change her career and life; and more mainstream fare, like the sweet holiday comedy Single All the Way—was there ever a more memorable Christmas pageant? And when she stepped off the boat in the first episode of The White Lotus as the filthy-rich and extremely complex Tanya McQuoid, I was hooked. And I wasn’t alone.


What is it about Jennifer Coolidge that we all adore? E. Alex Jung, who profiled Jen for Vulture, may have said it best: “Part of her uniqueness is her mien, her lips that pout like a scrunchie, her hooded eyes, but really it’s her voice and delivery that inspire delirium. The shortest lines—‘Hi’ or ‘Okay’ or ‘So moist’—are putty in her hands. She stretches vowels out across entire emotional vistas: plaintive, alien, funny.”


Jennifer Coolidge’s career spans three decades. As of this writing, she has 131 acting credits on IMDb (the Internet Movie Database), and she’s come a long way from her small Massachusetts hometown. Her versatile roles in film and television—from bit parts to leads, from memorable guest spots to recurring roles—include not only fantastic comedies but also serious dramas (Promising Young Woman) and fun voice-over gigs (Robots, King of the Hill), plus action adventures (Shotgun Wedding). Says podcaster and fellow Coolidge fanatic Evan Ross Katz: “She is an actress whose résumé is both lengthy and girthy, comprising a breadth of roles that in any other hands might not have cemented themselves in film history.”


But most of all, Jennifer Coolidge is relatable. She’s dealt with her share of rejections, setbacks, and heartbreak, but she’s persevered and come out wiser, funnier, and more fabulous than ever. Most recently Jen won an Emmy® and a Golden Globe®, walked the red carpet at the Academy Awards®, and made a surprise appearance with the GLAAD Awards®. “These gays,” as Jennifer observed in a nod to The White Lotus and to the crowd’s delight, were not trying to murder her! If I loved her before, I absolutely heart her now.


This book is a celebration of everyone’s favorite pop culture icon, Jennifer Coolidge, along with a look at her most memorable roles—and the ones you may not be as familiar with. Jennifer is five feet, ten inches of pure happiness—an animal lover, loyal friend, style icon, and screen legend—and in her sixties, but just getting started. More than anything, Jennifer Coolidge is a testament to the power of being your own hilarious, awesome self. The world would be a happier, quirkier, and cooler place if we could all be a little more like Jen.















Early Life



Jennifer Audrey Coolidge was born on August 28, 1961, in Boston, Massachusetts, to Gretchen (née Knauff) and Paul Constant Coolidge. According to a profile in Vulture and New York Magazine, her father worked in resin manufacturing and was a craftsman on the side; her mother was a homemaker. She has two sisters, Elizabeth and Susannah, and one brother, Andrew. Jennifer was raised Unitarian Universalist, she told E. Alex Jung of Vulture as the two discussed reincarnation, “which,” he said, “ultimately means she believes in some big-picture thinker in the sky, although she’s not sure exactly what.”


Jennifer’s parents had a happy marriage, she recalls in the Jung profile. “My father really worshipped my mother.… He really thought she was the most incredible person that ever lived on this planet.” The Coolidge family resided in Norwell, Massachusetts, a small town outside Boston, and Jennifer dreamed of being both a singer and an instrumental musician; she went to orchestra camp for three summers, playing the clarinet.


What was young Jennifer Coolidge like? “I was kind of out to lunch, to be honest,” Jennifer told The Times podcast in 2022. “I was always sort of, like, off in my head and staring out the window or not listening to what anyone was saying. I was sort of inside my own mind.”


Though Jennifer’s parents always loved her, they worried she wouldn’t have much of a chance at success, according to conversations she overheard as a child. “My bedroom was not far from the kitchen,” she recalled on The Times podcast. “I could hear my parents talking about me and they were just like, ‘Oh my God, what are we going to do?… What’s going to become of her?’”


She was also a fast runner, admitting to The Times podcast, “That’s the only other good thing I had going for me.” Though Jennifer never looked at track and field as a career path, she always assumed she’d keep up that skill—and had a rude awakening decades later on set. “I did a movie recently, Shotgun Wedding, where you had to run really fast,” Jennifer told Vulture in 2021. “I used to be a really, really fast runner, and I just assumed I still was.… This fantasy I had about myself, I thought I was an Olympic athlete, you know?… It was a humbling moment.”


Not only was Jennifer fast, but from a very young age, her creativity shone bright. In second grade Jennifer won “a contest for who could name the six guinea pigs in the classroom,” she told Us Weekly. “I named one Bell Bottoms. I can’t believe they went for it.” That same teacher, Jennifer continued, asked the students “to write a flattering paragraph about our moms for Mother’s Day.” The first line of Jennifer’s paragraph: “My mother has soft brown eyes like a cow.”


Jennifer is a lifelong film fan. As she grew older, she told Us Weekly, “I begged teachers to let me substitute movies for papers.” And at ten years old she took a shot at making her own movie—a reboot of the classic film Jaws. “My dad swam with a fin on his back and my sister was the shark victim,” she remembered. The next year, Jennifer said to Us Weekly, she gave her acting skills a try offstage: “I bought a case of beer when I was 11, with my mother’s wig.”


As Jennifer grew older, she received advice from her father that she would always remember and later apply to her career and life. “My father used to always say to me—he said it more than any other little phrase—‘Jennifer, you have to remember that character is fate,’” she told Deadline in 2022. “And I think he’s right. Who you are forms your ending, and you have the power to be good or rotten.”


Jennifer attended both Norwell High School and the Cambridge School of Weston. She earned her bachelor’s degree in theater from Boston’s Emerson College in 1985. Her high school yearbook quote would prove to be telling: “There is no sacrifice too great for man’s art.”














Making It


“I was kind of a lost soul for a really long time,” Jennifer shared with comedian and podcaster Marc Maron in 2017. After college Jennifer moved to Los Angeles for the first time. Because her father would help financially if she was in school, Jennifer studied at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts and lived in some interesting places, including a room in a nursing home and a beachside house with a unique roommate.


“I was dating this guy, and his brother’s parrot was loose in his apartment,” Jennifer said of one of these places, a house in Venice Beach, where she and her then-boyfriend also waited tables. “It didn’t matter where you were in the apartment, it would eventually just fly over you and dump on you.” Eventually Jennifer got tired of both the boyfriend and the parrot, so she returned to the East Coast.


As a young twentysomething in Manhattan, Jennifer went on auditions and dabbled in the sketch comedy scene. She also worked as a cocktail waitress at a restaurant called Canals, alongside a then-unknown actress named Sandra Bullock, who was a hostess. However, Jennifer told Maron, the two women treated their acting careers very differently.


“She was actually doing the life,” said Jennifer of Bullock. After their nightly shift ended at 2:00 a.m., Bullock would go home and prepare for auditions, while Jennifer embraced New York nightlife with a vengeance. Before long, Jennifer developed a problem with cocaine. “And one time my sister said, I went to visit her down in New Orleans, and she was like, ‘Oh my god, Jennifer, your head is too big for your body,’” she told Maron. After that, with the support of her family, Jennifer entered a rehab facility at twenty-seven years old and graduated.


In 1990 a slightly older, wiser, and recovered Jennifer returned to Los Angeles, but this time she had a plan. Knowing that a curriculum would keep her focused, she began classes at The Groundlings, an iconic improv troupe whose alumni include the likes of Will Ferrell, Lisa Kudrow, and Melissa McCarthy. Though Jennifer had a lot to learn—“You have to be able to come up with some sort of activity while you’re talking to someone, and for the first two years I was on a golf course [or] I would be stirring a bowl of batter with a spoon,” she confessed to Maron—she eventually made an impression, first joining the Sunday performance company, then The Groundlings’ main company.


Jennifer’s secret? Pretending to be people she knew and didn’t like. She told Maron: “I don’t think I was a great writer, but… I had a really good ear for exactly what someone said to me. And I always had these really condescending bosses, and I could remember exactly their wording and everything. So, I would just write it all down immediately. And then just put it on stage.… I got out all of my anger and everything by just recreating these, you know, people that made my life difficult.”














Be More Like Jen: Top Six Life Lessons from Our Queen


Jennifer Coolidge’s life hasn’t been all fabulous gowns and gold statuettes. She’s kicked substance abuse in the butt, experienced heartbreak, and endured many career ups and downs. Nevertheless, she persisted: finding (and keeping) friends who love and support her, seeking out the place where she feels most at home, and, most of all, becoming her own authentic self. Here are the top six life lessons we can all learn from the one, the only, the divine Ms. Coolidge.


1 )  NEVER GIVE UP ON YOUR DREAMS, EVEN WHEN IT’S HARD


Jennifer got her big break—her guest spot on Seinfeld—when she was thirty-two years old. By then she’d been trying to “make it” for over a decade: taking acting and improv classes, going on endless auditions, and working thankless jobs. Jen bounced from Boston to LA to New York and back to LA again and overcame addiction along the way. Shortly after Jennifer booked the Seinfeld role, she lost her mother to cancer.


Not everyone appreciated Jennifer’s tall blonde voluptuousness, especially early on. Jennifer told E. Alex Jung of Vulture that an LA roommate said to her, “I don’t see you as someone in front of the camera.” During the same period a casting agent called Jennifer for a meeting and promptly told Jennifer she’d never cast her in anything because “I only cast good-looking people on my soaps.”


Even once Jennifer embarked on an acting career, not all her projects were hits—far from it. The same day she got Seinfeld, Jennifer also booked a sketch comedy show called SheTV that ABC quickly canceled. Another sketch show, Fox’s Saturday Night Special, met the same fate, despite having Kathy Griffin as another cast member and Roseanne Barr as a producer. Earlier on, Jennifer experienced a major blow to her comedy career—a lost chance to join the cast of NBC’s iconic Saturday Night Live.


Jennifer shared that experience with comedian and podcaster Marc Maron in 2017. In the early 1990s she and a group of other Groundlings members, including Will Ferrell, Cheri Oteri, and Chris Kattan (Jennifer dated Kattan and still thinks of him fondly), were flown to New York to audition for SNL. The audition went well, and upon returning to Los Angeles, the actors were “put on hold” for three months while casting decisions were made. Though this isn’t an uncommon industry practice, Jennifer’s new agent felt the hold was an insult. “[H]e was like, ‘I think that’s outrageous,’” Jennifer recalled. “‘And I’m gonna tell them that they either make up their mind today or… we’re not doing it.’”


Did the SNL ultimatum work out? No, and neither did the agent. Soon after, Jennifer told Maron, she called her agent’s office, only to be informed that he’d quit and gone to work for his family’s meat business! While Jennifer admitted that she’d treat the situation very differently today—probably letting SNL know directly that she’d had an issue with her agent but was still available—she was still fairly new to the industry, and thus her Saturday Night Live dreams were dashed.


Even after the successes of Legally Blonde and a string of Christopher Guest films, Jennifer continued to experience setbacks. She lost the role of Lynette on Desperate Housewives. Not all her films and TV shows were hits. Still, Jennifer persevered, eventually landing regular television roles, branching out into theater and voice-over, and sticking with films before becoming the Emmy®-winning legend we know and love today.


For every role Jennifer got, there were many, many more she didn’t. At a particularly dark time in her twenties, her penchant for drugs and partying threatened any career plans. And her growing success as a character actress didn’t mean there wouldn’t be more failures along the way.


However, Jennifer always kept going. She went to rehab and moved back to Los Angeles, where she knew she could take classes, make contacts, and go for the gigs she wanted. Even after the Saturday Night Live debacle, when many would have given up, Jennifer kept performing with The Groundlings and was eventually discovered by Catherine O’Hara and Christopher Guest, whom she’d work with in multiple films, including the career-defining Best in Show.


Jennifer never gave up on her dreams, even when addiction, lost opportunities, and box-office flops threatened to stand in her way. Whether you’re an actor, an artist, or a truck driver, take a page from The Book of Jennifer Coolidge today, and never give up.


2 ) GO BIG OR GO HOME


You always remember Jennifer Coolidge! Even her TV guest roles are incredibly memorable. Is it her distinctive voice? Is it her fantastic facial expressions? Her incredible physical delivery?


Or is it all of the above?


Lead part, guest spot, three lines or three hundred—it doesn’t matter: Jennifer Coolidge commits to the role and commits big. Even in more serious fare, Jennifer brings humor to the smallest moment, and you never forget a Jennifer Coolidge character. Ever.


Jen commits big in her personal life as well, going on over two hundred dates after her popularity in American Pie, purchasing a historic home in New Orleans, and moving to LA not once but twice to act. She brought her signature style to everything from Sex and the City to 2 Broke Girls to Shotgun Wedding—even wielding an assault rifle and screaming, “Nobody fucks with my family!”


On the awards show circuit, Jen is no shrinking violet: she wears gorgeous dresses on red carpets and isn’t afraid to sport high heels that make her even taller. And when Jennifer won a Golden Globe Award® in 2023 for The White Lotus (she rocked a black Dolce & Gabbana sequined dress and a stunning blonde sixties-style bouffant and was escorted onstage by hunky Colin Farrell while giving him an eyeful of appreciation), her speech was positively epic. Here’s a highlight:


I just want you all to know that I had such big dreams and expectations as a younger person, but what happened is they get sort of fizzled out by life and whatever.… I had these giant ideas. And then you get older, and, oh, shit’s going to happen. And Mike White, you have given me hope. You’ve given me a new beginning… even if this is the end because you killed me off. But even if this is the end, you changed my life in a million different ways.






[image: image]







White Lotus creator and Jennifer’s close friend White was moved to tears, and can you blame him? The entire speech was vulnerable, lovely, and uniquely hilarious, and Jennifer paid tribute to White and those who had given her opportunities along the way—Ryan Murphy (The Watcher), Reese Witherspoon (Legally Blonde), Michael Patrick King (2 Broke Girls), and Paul and Chris Weitz (American Pie). Acceptance speeches can feel cliché, overlong, and dull, but not with Jennifer, who went straight for the heart and made us love her even more.
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