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PRAISE FOR BABY, DON’T HURT ME


“No one appreciates a scar more than me. I always loved Chris Kattan, but this book made me love him even more.”


—Amy Sedaris


“Chris Kattan is one of the greatest physical comedians I have ever seen. He would play a small animal and believe he was 20 pounds. He would play a male stripper and believe that he was an amazing dancer. He would play an old lounge act and you would think he really had been trapped in a smoky Vegas room for 50 years. I’ve always admired his commitment to his characters but also his thirst for learning about comedy. He is a real student of the craft, and he was always great to me and gave me good advice on top of ‘laugh until we are in tears’ moments on SNL. This takes me back.”


—Jimmy Fallon


“I highly recommend this book to anyone who wants to succeed in comedy as a performer or a writer. Chris Kattan gives a rare, detailed look behind the scenes of SNL. His stories are laugh-out-loud funny (driving Mrs. Koogle!) and very touching. He bares his heart in this riveting memoir.”


—Molly Shannon
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This book is dedicated to you. Yes, you, the reader, for


without you, this whole thing wouldn’t be a thing.


To the kindred spirits who dream of succeeding in


comedy, or at least want to make a livable wage at it!


To the trusting, the gullible, and the pure of spirit. Keep


that, and try not to get jaded.


To my father, my mother, Marc, Andrew, and my Billy,


Jennifer.


To the people who put me back together: my surgeon,


Carl, and my physical therapist, Karen.









“Silence is of the gods, only monkeys chatter.”


—Buster Keaton


“Been hiding my scars in broad daylight bars / Behind laugh tracks on TV.”


—Arcade Fire









FOREWORD BY SETH MEYERS


I will never forget the first time I saw Kattan as Mr. Peepers eat an apple.


It wasn’t the speed at which he did it, it was the precision; the ability to rip it apart like a lawnmower through grass while also managing to spit it directly at his scene partners. With no exaggeration I believe it to be the most impressive live act ever performed on SNL. I also believe it to be a perfect distillation of what I love about Chris Kattan. A kinetic, yet controlled tour de force.


Kattan (I have never called him “Chris” in my life and I’m not going to start now) was a workhorse in the SNL cast that brought the show back from the brink in the mid-90s. And I’m not kidding when I say the “work” part. No one sacrificed himself more physically for a laugh (and as you’ll find out in this book the sacrifice was real). SNL needed a reinvention, and Kattan was exactly what the doctor ordered. Enthusiastic character-driven comedy in bold colors. Red! (Peepers) Blue! (Roxbury Guys) Pink! (Mango).


Kattan was fun. Genuinely fun in the way the best SNL cast members are. He was fun to be around during the week and he was fun to watch on Saturday. Hosts liked to be in scenes with Kattan because whatever fears they had about doing the show were erased by his contagious, joyous energy.


And, more importantly to me, he was kind. He looked out for me when I started in 2001, giving me small parts in his sketches and saving me from weeks in which I had no lines at all. But while that was nice, my biggest debt to Kattan will never be repaid. In the summer of ’08, he invited me to his wedding and I met Alexi Ashe, who is now my wife and the mother of our two amazing boys. When people ask Alexi and I what we have in common, the one thing I know most to be true is, “We both love Kattan.”


Lastly, my first season at SNL was 2001. My first show was two weeks after 9/11. Everyone was wondering when you could laugh again, and I’m not sure I did at all during that first show. But in the second show, during “Weekend Update,” Jimmy read a story about a German historian who asserted that Hitler was a homosexual. Kattan entered as Gay Hitler and, with a perfect delivery of his only line, “Sprechen Sie Dick?” made me laugh exactly how I needed to.









INTRODUCTION


First off, I’d like to formally thank you for buying my book. Clearly, you have good taste. I’m not saying you had poor taste on any level prior to picking up this book, but now . . . congratulations. It’s official.


Some of comedy’s most memorable characters were born in studio 8H, on the eighth floor of 30 Rockefeller Plaza in New York City. That studio, home to Saturday Night Live, was also home to characters like Wayne and Garth. Stefon. Matt Foley. Debbie Downer. Ed Grimley. Stuart Smalley. The Samurai. Mr. Robinson. Mary Katherine Gallagher. King Tut. Master Thespian. Opera Man. They were created by legends like Bill Murray, Chevy Chase, Gilda Radner, Eddie Murphy, Mike Myers, Phil Hartman, and an overwhelming list of others—artists who have gone on to make us laugh for decades and will forever be known as some of comedy’s greatest.


In my almost eight seasons on SNL, I was fortunate enough to create a few memorable characters myself. I’m probably remembered from my years on the show as the physical and energetic short guy who brought to life such deeply bizarre individuals as the androgynous stripper Mango, goth teen (and Cinnabon employee!) Azrael Abyss, or the apple-eating, face-humping Mr. Peepers.


It’s a little strange to know you’re mostly remembered as other, fictional people. When I’m dead, lying in a casket located at what I can only hope will be one of the more prestigious mortuaries in Southern California, I’m sure someone will walk up to my coffin and say: “Oh, God. Such a terrible loss. And such a good-looking guy, too.” Then, grabbing a fistful of my Silver Fox hair, they will surreptitiously bop my head back and forth like one of the club-hopping Roxbury guys.


In 1995, twenty years after its historic debut, Saturday Night Live was in serious jeopardy of being cancelled. The so-called frat pack of Adam Sandler, Chris Farley, Chris Rock, and Rob Schneider had all left or been fired due to pressure from network executives, and mainstay Mike Meyers had departed for Hollywood. Producer Lorne Michaels was faced with the unenviable task of finding a whole new cast of proven sketch performers who would click with viewers, please the network, and prevent him from losing the show he’d created.


He found the majority of that cast—including me—at the Groundlings Theatre & School in Los Angeles. Since its founding in 1974, the Groundlings Theatre has become the foremost comedy training ground in Hollywood, counting among its alums such notables as Paul Reubens, Phil Hartman, Kristen Wiig, and Melissa McCarthy—not to mention the great Kip King, who was one of the original Groundlings cast members and, more importantly, my dad.


When I made my SNL debut late in the 1995–96 season, I knew I had only had the season’s six remaining shows to create an impression that would get me invited back. Thankfully, my six years as a Groundling had prepared me well, and I arrived in New York with a trunk full of characters developed on the same LA stage where, as a kid, I’d watched my father perform.


What followed were some of the most intense and enjoyable years of my life. I always felt that the SNL of the second half of the 1990s was more of a performer-driven show than a writer’s show. Obviously, you need both kinds of talent to make the show work, but the strength of the cast in those years leaned heavily toward the ability to bring a full-bodied character to life on stage rather than a knack for writing clever sketches. From 1996 to 2003, my cast included Will Ferrell, Amy Poehler, Tina Fey, Jimmy Fallon, Tracy Morgan, Seth Meyers, Fred Armisen, Molly Shannon, Will Forte, and Maya Rudolph, among others. Looking back, I feel we were one of the sharpest and most gifted SNL casts in its forty-plus years of history—in part, because we were allowed to stay together and grow. I’ve always thought Lorne knew our particular group was exceptional, and he wanted to preserve it. We worked together for years as part of an ensemble, creating and collaborating and churning out characters and ideas.


Saturday Night Live and pop culture media in general were a lot different then. We had no YouTube, no Funny or Die, no podcasts, Twitter, Instagram, or Snapchat. There was no means for a sketch to go “viral” moments after it aired. Today a cast member can appear on just a few episodes and wind up in a Judd Apatow film. Back then, it was rare to see a cast member working on a film while doing the show. As long as you were on the show, you were still a “not ready for prime time” player. You weren’t focused on the “next big thing” because the chances of moving on and becoming a Bill Murray or an Eddie Murphy were slim. We all felt lucky to be “Live from New York” every Saturday, and there was a certain etiquette about extending yourself too much in film and other media: It wasn’t cool to do commercials or bunches of TV guest spots. Today, it’s not only acceptable, it’s almost expected, as if SNL is just a step toward something else rather than the ultimate destination.


For years, people have been telling me to write a book about my time at SNL. Whether because of my improv training, or the way I grew up, I was always very observant of the details of my surroundings and experiences, almost as if I were outside of myself watching events unfold. Sometimes, during my years on the show, I felt like I was a journalist disguised as a cast member. There have been some really great books written by former SNL cast members. For my part, I want to tell what every cast member knows or has experienced but, for whatever reason, fails to mention when given the opportunity to write about it. Rather than just stories and anecdotes told for the purpose of being funny, I feel the need to tell a deeper truth, choosing “raw” over “fluff.” This is not a comedy book; it’s a book about a comedian. My story is one about a guy with dreams who makes it, but it’s not exactly typical.


I grew up shuttling between a world of monks and a world of movies, and my career trajectory hasn’t been what you’d call linear. I’m hoping that reading about my exhilarating years on SNL, how I got there in the first place, and what life’s been like since, will be entertaining, sure, but also that it will encourage some of you with similar aspirations. Allow me to save you years of anxiety, and many hours of expensive therapy, by sharing what I have learned about patience, achieving success, and surviving it.


For a long time after I left Saturday Night Live, I was in a bad place. Beaten down by pain, major surgeries, and personal tragedy, I had trouble even seeing the point of living. I felt as if I wasn’t needed anymore, and almost as if I were already dead. Perhaps that was it for me, I thought: I was just someone who did something really well years ago and now was forgotten. Maybe all people would ever think of me was: Whatever happened to Chris Kattan? Who knows? What a waste. This refrain played in my head for a long time, and things like being left out of SNL anniversary shows or not being asked to be in certain movies only further convinced me that not only was my career dead, its gravestone read: Chris Kattan—was briefly amazing.


Eventually, something shifted inside of me. I was sick of misery and self-pity. I grew tired of being embarrassed about the injury I sustained on the show and lying about the impact of the pain and surgeries that followed. I began to surround myself with supportive people who believed in me. And with their belief in me, I started to believe in myself again. That’s when I got back out into the world and reconnected with my fans and my love of comedy through stand-up. I’ve spent the last few years touring the country and making people laugh face-to-face again, remembering what it feels like—it feels like there is nothing you can’t do. This outlook opens you up to the fruition of new ideas from your imagination.


Bill Murray once said that after four years on Saturday Night Live, you can do anything. And he’s right. The pressure you endure and the technical skills and lessons you learn can’t be found anywhere else. You walk out of there shell-shocked, relieved, grateful, and hopefully fulfilled. You learn to be a survivor.


I’ve had this beautiful life, and I’ve felt and experienced so many amazing things. Every day now I’m able to wake up and see that. I’m a much stronger person than I used to be. I don’t bullshit anymore; I don’t spend all my time looking back over my shoulder. I don’t have expectations, so I’m rarely disappointed. I feel grateful. I feel blessed.


Thank you for reading my story.


—Chris Kattan









Chapter 1
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NO, PEEPERS! NO!


So there I was, hanging upside down by my bare feet, which were wrapped around the neck of a seven-foot-tall gentleman by the name of Roy Jenkins.


Holy shit, I thought to myself, I’m hanging upside down with my feet around someone’s neck. When did I learn to do this?


It was a Monday night in 1993. Monday night’s class was the one you never wanted to miss because not only was it the one time you got to do improv exercises, it was the only night to pitch sketches that might get you in the lineup for the upcoming Groundlings Sunday show.


The Sunday show director was Melanie Graham, who’d started as a member of the Groundlings main company and would years later become a writer for SNL for a few seasons while I was on the show. Melanie bore a strong resemblance to Edna Mode from Disney’s The Incredibles (as well as to legendary Hollywood costume designer Edith Head, who I believe the Incredibles character was based on). Melanie was intimidatingly smart, but encouragement was not her forte. She was critical, with high expectations, and it was easy to feel like she was being too hard on you. But ultimately, Melanie’s expectations made us all better performers and better writers. At the time, I didn’t realize that writing was such an important backbone of comedy. Looking back now, I can honestly say Melanie was one of the greatest teachers I’ve ever had.


Anyway: Monday night, 1993. We were just finishing warm-ups, and Melanie instructed Roy and me to go onstage and do a scene as poorly as we possibly could, breaking every improv rule. This was one of my all-time favorite exercises. I mean, to do a scene where you got to make the worst possible choices without any justification? Oh my God, I loved it!


For the top of the scene, Roy was alone onstage while I waited offstage for my cue. Roy began by doing terrible “space work.” He held an invisible glass and pretended to make himself a drink, then walked over a couple feet and—forgetting he was supposed to be holding a glass—grabbed a sword out of nowhere with two hands before returning to make his imaginary drink. His imagined props just kept disappearing and reappearing without any visual justification. It was really funny. Then I heard Melanie’s scratchy, dehydrated voice belt out, “And Kattan enters!”


Without having a single thought to back me up—no character in mind like you’re supposed to when entering a scene in an improv—I threw open the weightless stage door and galloped, gazelle-like, over to Roy and leapt up with my arms opened wide enough to wrap around his chest. Then, some mysterious impulse combined with an enormous surge of strength took control. Like an Olympic athlete executing a pole vault, my feet swung up toward the theater lights, my arms let go of Roy’s chest, and my calves wrapped around his neck as my bare toes locked together. Roy, now on the phone, still holding a drink, continued, as if totally oblivious to the fact that all 138 pounds of me was swinging from his neck like a human pendulum. More like a monkey, actually.


The talented Roy Jenkins was one of the most prolific cast members in the Groundlings’ Sunday show, which featured Will Ferrell, Cheri Oteri, me, and a few others. Roy and I were both good friends with Will, but Roy and Will had been a team months before I came into the picture. In fact, the first time I ever saw Will was in a sketch with Roy where they played a barbershop-type a cappella duo singing to passersby in the Main Street section of Disneyland.


Roy and I both recognized my vault onto his neck for the golden nugget of possibility it was, and knowing how rare the birth of an original idea can be, we immediately rushed to find each other during the break to talk about it. Now we just needed to structure some kind of story around . . . whatever we’d just come up with.


At the time, I did not know one person who wasn’t a fan of Johnny Carson. He was so engaging, so funny, you would need to have the worst comedic taste not to like him. He was there for us five days a week for thirty years, so you could take him for granted, forgetting that someday he might not be on the air anymore. When Jay Leno took over The Tonight Show, everyone missed Johnny. And Doc Severinsen and His Orchestra. And Ed McMahon. I especially missed Johnny doing Carnac the Magnificent or acting as the host of the “Tea Time Movie” (who, by the way, Horatio Sanz does a dead-on impression of). I even missed the prescription sunglasses that Ed McMahon wore when he was drunk. But what I missed most of all was when zookeeper Jack Hanna was a guest, bringing along some supposedly well-trained animal. Inevitably, the creature would misbehave and do fun animal things, like jumping on Johnny’s desk and trying to cuddle up behind him. The cameras would zoom in on Johnny laughing while some koala or something played peekaboo from behind his earlobe. Adorable. Then for the big closer before they cut to commercial, the animal would pee in his eye. If they were really lucky, meaning the encounter would eventually make it on to some volume of The Best of Carson, the creature would take a classic Tonight Show dump on Johnny’s desk, right next to his coffee mug.


So, you’ll never guess what Roy and I decided our sketch should be about. Yep, you got it on the first try. Roy would be the Jack Hanna type of guy and we’d get Will to be the talk show host, but we didn’t just want to write a straight parody of The Tonight Show, and, well, I didn’t want to pee on anybody. So for the “blackout” of the sketch—the Groundlings’ term for the bit at the end of the sketch that gets the big laugh to turn the stage lights out on—I’d do something even more innovative. Namely, I’d hump Roy’s face while I “suck-slapped” Will’s.*


The only difficult part was choosing what kind of animal I was supposed to be. It obviously had to be some sort of monkey, but an impression of an actual monkey species wasn’t seminal or funny enough, and besides that had been done. What really made the scene work wasn’t my character but what I was physically able to get my body to do with (or on) Roy. That hyperphysical interaction carried the scene. Finally Roy came up with the idea of this animal being the “missing link” between man and monkey. And, since he was a captive creature, he obviously had to have a moronic pet name that a child would remember at the zoo.


I stood up straight, put down my notepad and pen, and asked him what part of my body looked bigger or more obvious than that of most people.


“I guess your eyes,” Roy told me.


“Like, my ‘peepers’?”


“Mr. Peepers would be a funny name to yell at an animal when they’re misbehaving, don’t you think?”


I tried it out, and yelled: “No, Peepers! No!”


And . . . it just worked. I have no idea why.


Then I asked Roy if there was some trick I could do. Like a trained seal at the circus spinning a ball on its nose or playing a horn.


(Why they make seals play horns at the circus, I have no idea. Why just seals? Why not a squirrel? Anyway . . .)


“Is there something you can throw to me to catch?” I asked.


“A banana?”


“Too cliché.”


“What about an apple?”


“Yes!”


There was something hypersexualized about Mr. Peepers. I imagined him like somebody’s overexcited puppy who goes around humping everyone’s leg. Except, instead of your leg, Mr. Peepers might go straight for your face. The apple became a part of that same ravenous quality, and when Peepers finally got his hands on the forbidden fruit, he didn’t just bite into it. He devoured it.


As a boy, I used to watch this old Mickey Mouse cartoon from the ’30s called “Mickey’s Trailer” on one of those old, portable projection screens on a tripod that my dad kept in his garage. In it, there’s a scene where Goofy eats an ear of corn on the cob in like five seconds: holding it at both ends, he gnaws swiftly from one end to the other, a row at a time, rotating the cob like an old manual typewriter carriage as he goes. This was my inspiration. But since Goofy was animated and this wasn’t something I’d seen a human do before, I had to practice, figuring out how to eat the apple in as many bites as possible in a matter of seconds, without biting my lip off. I eventually worked out how to get through an entire apple in one ravenous attack, but there was no way I could swallow fast enough to keep the pace while chomping the entire thing.


“Spit it out!” Roy suggested.


When we finally put it all together in front of the audience that Sunday, it was an unpredicted smash.


The following week Melanie scheduled the sketch as the first-act closer for Sunday’s show, which was traditionally the slot given to the biggest crowd-pleaser of the night, and it remained there in the lineup for another year and a half.


There were no lines for me to memorize because Mr. Peepers didn’t speak; he just barked out an unthreatening “Baa! Baa!” whenever he was hungry or confused.


But while there was some comfort in not having to deliver any lines in order to get laughs, I had to work twice as hard physically. In order to continue performing Mr. Peepers for a year and a half at the same high-energy level the character demanded, I had to stay constantly in shape. By the time I ran backstage to the dressing room, I was usually totally out of breath with my heart racing. A lot of nights I’d make it through the entire apple (it had to be a Red Delicious because they were the softest) and afterward discover that my mouth was full of blood because I’d gnawed open the insides of my cheeks without noticing it.


As grueling as it was, playing Mr. Peepers gave me one of the best experiences I ever had performing at the Groundlings. After milking and trying out every new physical possibility with the character, I finally ended up leaping off the stage and into the audience—Peepers gave me the perfect excuse to “break the fourth wall.” I climbed over people’s shoulders, did pirouettes on top of their seats, and crawled from one audience member’s head to another until at last I stopped to arbitrarily grab some stranger’s face and dry hump it. I know it may not sound all that sophisticated or funny, but the energy of the sketch became its own animal. You had a nonvolunteer audience member nearly being physically abused, and they were hysterically laughing the whole time. There was something amazing about seeing how lucky they felt to be the chosen victim. “Hump my face! Hump my face! Quick! Someone take a picture!”


After my debut in the last six episodes of SNL’s 1995–96 season, I came back for my first full season no longer just a “featured player” but a full-fledged regular cast member. And my seventh show, the first show of the 1996–97 season, was the busiest one I’d had yet. First off, Will Ferrell and I did a Roxbury Guys sketch—another sketch first performed at the Groundlings, introduced on my second appearance on SNL the prior season. This time, we head bopped with the week’s guest host, Tom Hanks. Lorne came up with the idea of filming a pre-tape of the three of us bopping our heads in the middle of Times Square. I remember Tom Hanks being such a sport when we filmed this. He didn’t break character, even when some unknown asshole yelled out, “Hey, Forrest! You’re fat!”


Knowing I needed to have more than just a Roxbury guy as a recurring character, I decided to pitch Mr. Peepers to Tom Hanks. That season, I shared a seventeenth-floor office with Colin Quinn. Colin was just a writer at the time and the perfect office mate. Despite being incredibly funny and sharp, he didn’t have that comedian thing of being always “on.” He was quiet, wise, and maybe because he was older than me, very open and unguarded. He also had probably the most attractive, well-lit office there—I think it was the only one with a plant that was actually alive. When I first moved in, he admitted that he suffered from vertigo, which did raise the question of why someone on the show had placed him at a desk right in front of a seventeenth-floor window—the only window in the office—not to mention why he’d decided to stay there. I offered to switch sides, but Colin said, “Nah, don’t worry about it. It’s good for me.”


Anyway. Tom Hanks made the rounds of the offices to hear pitches for sketches featuring him for that week’s show. When he arrived at our office, Colin was at his desk, and I was on a couch under a poster for Adam Sandler’s The Wedding Singer that then SNL head writer Tim Herlihy—who wrote the movie with “Sandman,” as his friends lovingly called him—had put in Colin’s office as a joke when the movie became a success.


Tom took a seat in my desk chair, and I began telling him about Mr. Peepers. I explained that Peepers was the missing link, described how he ate apples, and told him that it was really funny, which is never helpful to say. The more I talked, the worse it sounded. This was one of my biggest problems during my run at SNL. Getting a physical character or idea across in a pitch without any type of demonstration, or by reading it in script form during a table read, is almost impossible.


But guess what, bitches: I came prepared. I had video of the sketch being performed at the Groundlings. So I stopped trying to explain and popped in the VHS tape of me, Will, and Roy.*


Tom Hanks laughed from the very beginning to the absolute end. I’m not talking a polite little chuckle here or there. No: he laughed so hard he literally fell off the rolling chair onto the floor. He laughed until he started coughing. What a crazy surreal moment this was for me. Tom frickin’ Hanks was on the floor in hysterics, curled up like a fetus.


At first, it was incredibly flattering, but when he kept going, it actually became a little scary.


Jesus, is he okay? I thought. Do I wait until he’s done? Should I go tell someone this is happening? Tom fuckin’ Hanks is on the floor having a conniption fit. Would it be wrong of me to take a picture? What the fuck do I do?


I looked at Colin, who was staring at me accusingly. I mean, come on, what was this? What if we actually hurt Tom Hanks and it was all my fault? Finally, the seizure lessened. Tom got to his knees and said, “What do you got, Colin?” And Colin said, “How the fuck am I supposed to follow that?”


The next day, about an hour before the table read—where the cast gathered to read through all the sketches before the final lineup was selected for air—I saw Tom exiting the executive producer’s office, carrying the stack of sketches in his arms. As he spotted me, he stopped and put one of the manuscripts right under his nose, pretended to smell it, and said, “Nope, not funny.” He smelled another one. “Nope, not funny.” Then he pulled out one last sketch, held it toward me so that I could see the title, “Mr. Peepers,” inhaled a long, grateful sniff and said, “Now that’s funny!”


Everyone packed into one room for the read through. There was never an empty chair, and people who didn’t have seats in the room—research assistants, interns, and assorted others—would sit on the floor just outside in the hallway, reading from the same packet of sketches while we waited for Lorne, sometimes for hours.


Lorne was always the last one in. He wasn’t late, just the last one. It was part of the clockwork routine that kept the show’s pre-production process working perfectly and predictably for decades.


When he entered the room, Lorne would squeeze between the backs of the cast members seated around the table and the fronts of the network censors and script department people seated in chairs against the walls. Then, on his way to his spot next to the guest host at the far end of the table, he’d reach over between the shoulders of writer/producer Steve Higgins and director Beth McCarthy, grab a handful of green, seedless grapes, and pop a few in his mouth. The assortment of fruit and cold cuts the interns provided for the read-through table was the same every week, and so sad looking and visibly unfresh that no one touched it—except Lorne. No kidding, I think he popped these grapes in exactly the same manner every single week I was there. Like I said: clockwork.


Like any read through, the norm was to stay seated while reading aloud a piece you were cast in. It didn’t matter if it was a musical parody or the sketch included a dance number, or if it was one of those “Update” features where Fallon or Sandler played the guitar. There was an unwritten understanding that no matter how much the sketch relied on visuals, to get up and perform would be awkward and uncomfortable for everyone else (and would probably work against you in terms of having your sketch selected for the show). But with Mr. Peepers, I felt like I really didn’t have a choice.


So as soon as the sketch started, I took off my shoes and socks and jumped onto the table. I remember keeping my eyes low so I wouldn’t be discouraged by the sight of everyone in the room looking at me, wondering why I felt the need to not only get out of my seat but put my bare feet onto the fucking read-through table. I dashed across, cautiously avoiding the fruit plate—yes, the same fruit plate that provided Lorne’s precious seedless grapes—and scurried into Tom Hanks’s arms just inches away from Lorne, who, by the way, was the only one not watching me. He just kept reading the sketch. Never looked up once. Not knowing where to go next, I jumped up onto the windowsill behind Lorne and, while trying to balance on one foot, I rested against the glass, seventeen stories up, and ate manically through an apple.


Staff writer Matt Piedmont, who was a friend and wrote the “How Do You Say? Ah Yes, Show with Antonio Banderas” sketches with me, and later Casa de Mi Padre with Will, yelled—and I mean yelled—“Jesus, Kattan!” The rest of his thought was unspoken, but clear: We get the joke, dumbass—now would you get the hell away from the window?


My commitment to staying in character had landed me somewhere that was probably neither safe nor smart. If I’d jumped a little harder or the window had been a little flimsier, I would have died. But at least I’d have died in character. Well—a character that never would have made it on air. That would have been the real tragedy. Honestly, even if I’d fallen out, I think Lorne would still have been obliviously reading the scene direction when they were scraping me off 44th Street in front of the 30 Rock entrance.


About two hours later, during the read-through break, Tim Herlihy told me that if the sketch didn’t make it in, it was probably because Lorne didn’t like the character. This was the second time I’d been told he wasn’t a Peepers fan. But the Peepers sketch did make it in, and not only that, it became the first sketch of the Tom Hanks/Tom Petty show, right after the monologue.


Hanks plays a character named John Bumbry from the San Diego Wild Animal Park, a guest on The Tonight Show, with Darrell Hammond as Jay Leno. When the sketch begins, I am in front of them, perched on a bar stool and hidden underneath a blanket.


“That’s a big bulge underneath that blanket,” Hammond/Leno jokes. “What do you got—Dennis Rodman under there?” (Yes, it was written to be a bad joke. Nothing against Jay, but sometimes his one-liners weren’t exactly home runs.)


As Hanks finally unveils Mr. Peepers to the world, I pretend to be waking up, sitting, and then standing and stomping my feet and letting out loud “Baa” sounds. My outfit consists only of red shorts, held up with suspenders. After clapping like a trained simian and nimbly raising one of my legs, I jump onto Hanks and began clambering all over him as he tries to keep talking, half out of breath.


“Believe me,” he says as I lick his cheek extravagantly and then try to gobble his ear while my left hand explores his head, “if there were more of these little fellas, I’d be a busy bee!”


I hang upside down from his waist. After Hanks manages to disentangle himself, he puts me back on the stool, announcing that I have a vocabulary of over five thousand words.


“Peepers, say ‘Jay Leno.’”


“Baa!”


“Jay Leno!”


“Baa!”


“Jay Leno!”


“Baa!”


I am rewarded with an apple, which I begin furiously masticating, tearing through the flesh of the fruit and spitting it out—then I demand another before finally jumping off the stool, attacking Jay, and then humping the other guest, Andie MacDowell as played by Ana Gasteyer.


I thought Mr. Peepers’s first television appearance might be his last, because for some reason, the sketch didn’t go over as well as I’d hoped. The character’s weird energy just didn’t feel as wild and immediate as it had on the smaller Groundlings stage. And I couldn’t exactly break the fourth wall, because everybody behind that imagined wall was sitting at home watching through a television. Oh, man, I thought, after it was over, Are all the characters that I wrote back home even going to work?


Lorne didn’t care about making sure everyone’s particular talents and pet characters were showcased, he cared about one thing: what was best for the show. I was going to have to tailor my repertoire specifically for the SNL format or I wasn’t going to last. And finding the perfect balance between looking out for myself and working for the best interests of the show as a whole? That was going to be tricky.


Another problem with bringing Mr. Peepers back a second time on live TV was finding a guest host who saw the humor in getting face humped. Tom Hanks’s enthusiasm is the reason I got to do Mr. Peepers on the show in the first place. But not everybody is as cool as Tom Hanks. (To answer the question that everyone always asks: Yes. Tom Hanks is by far one of the greatest guests I ever worked with on SNL.)


I got another shot at making Mr. Peepers into a recurring character that January, with guest host Kevin Spacey in the first episode of 1997. This time, the setting was a monkey lab. Will Ferrell played Spacey’s lab assistant. I cast him not just because he’d done Peepers before and was reliably funny in any sketch, but because he was really the only cast member capable of holding me. Will was tall enough for me to wrap my legs around and swing upside down from—which I did—while Spacey riffed off his domineering, abusive Swimming with Sharks character and yelled at me. At one point, I stood on my stool face-to-face with Spacey while we shouted “Baa!” back and forth at one another. I devoured an apple with the usual gusto, and then Will chased me around the lab and got his face violently sucked when Peepers went into “attack mode.”


Not only did the sketch land better with the live audience this time, it was also appreciated more by the audience at home. In fact, this time Peepers worked well enough that the show would bring back the apple-spitting, dry-humping, half man, half monkey a dozen more times.


One day in 1997, Adam McKay, one of the best writers on the show, called out my name as I passed his office. He told me he had an idea for Mr. Peepers and wanted to write it up.


Adam didn’t tell me what the idea was, but I was so dumbstruck that he actually wanted to write a Peepers sketch that I didn’t even ask. Of course, McKay would go on to co-write and direct various movies with Will, including the Anchorman series, Talladega Nights, and Step Brothers, and then to write the critically acclaimed dramas The Big Short and Vice. With The Big Short, Adam became the only writer to come out of SNL, write a dramatic screenplay, and win an Oscar for it. In fact, he was the first SNL alumni to ever win an Academy Award at all. SNL cast members had been nominated, but they’d never won. It’s really quite impressive to succeed in writing both comedy and drama, and even back when I was on the show, everyone knew how gifted Adam was.


In the past, whenever I’d gone to Adam’s office to pitch him an idea, he’d offered to take a look when I was done but never seemed interested in working together. But he did write this sketch for Mr. Peepers. And during the read through, the sketch got more laughs than Peepers ever had before. I performed in the room like I always did now, but the laughs this time had nothing to do with my antic agility. It was all the script.


Well, almost all—there was one person seated at the table who was laughing at my antics, and that was the guest host, Claire Danes.


In the sketch, Will is once again Peepers’s handler, and Claire plays Will’s assistant. The two of them stand behind a jeep in the heart of the jungle, having brought Mr. Peepers back home to where he was found and saying a last goodbye to him. Unlike the written jokes that got the best reactions in the read through, the biggest laughs when the sketch aired were once again my circus-level humor and dry humping. This time I am humping the back of the jeep, and Claire Danes keeps breaking character and laughing.


The joke of the sketch is that every time Claire completes a heart-wrenching goodbye, Peepers runs off into the jungle . . . and then immediately comes running right back and jumps into Will’s arms.


In the scene, there are four of these very emotional goodbyes where Will and Claire think Peepers is finally off to find his real family, but no. The cute, spastic, slaphappy little simian has no interest in leaving his captors at all. Will, by goodbye number four, is completely fed up, so eventually he grabs a prop gun from the back of the jeep and starts yelling, “Get the hell out of here! Now! Go!” At last, Peepers gets the hint. He waves his fifth and final goodbye to his Homo sapiens friends and leaps over to the set’s foliage, twirling and “baa”-ing as he exits. Suddenly, a Peepers family of three—Ana, Jim Breuer, and Cheri—appear among the leaves to welcome Mr. Peepers home.


It didn’t come to me until a few days later: They were trying to keep Peepers from appearing on the show ever again! Even though the audience liked Peepers, it had become pretty obvious that almost everyone else on the show was tired of him. Will might not have been performing when he yelled at Mr. Peepers to get the hell out and just go.


But you can’t keep a good monkey/man down, and in November 2000, the high-strung primate ne’er-do-well finally found love. And I experienced something I will never forget: working with a female guest host who was unabashedly fearless, a woman who wasn’t afraid to “unleash the beast” during a sketch. No surprise, this was Charlize Theron. She seemed to turn her performance into an extended dare, taking it as far as she could within the limits of not-ready-for-prime-time sketch comedy. I may have been responsible for creating the atmosphere with the scenario in the script, but what she did with it was 100 percent her own—we never discussed it prior to walking on set.


The sketch took place in the high-rise office of a conservative sex therapist. Molly Shannon played the therapist, and Charlize played a patient diagnosed as unable to experience any level of arousal. Amazingly original plot, I know. Charlize is on a couch, and Molly, seated in an armchair, hands her a blindfold to cover her eyes. Then, instead of bringing out a compatible human match for Charlize’s character, Molly calls for Mr. Peepers to come out and perch next to Charlize on the couch.


We practiced all this at dress rehearsal.


“Now, Mr. Peepers is going to eat some fruit,” Molly says, and as expected, a juicy fat delicious-looking apple is scarfed up and annihilated.


“Now, open your mouth. Peepers is going to try and arouse you,” and I begin spitting chunks of what’s left of that poor juicy apple into Charlize’s mouth.


“How does that make you feel?” Molly asks, which Charlize can’t answer because of the unpeeled banana that I’m stuffing in her mouth, followed by a bottle of milk. Most of the milk spills down her neck and all over her blouse. Charlize, drenched in this fruit massacre, is now yelling, borderline Meg Ryan in When Harry Met Sally, “Give it to me! Ohh, I want you so bad,” as scripted.


Never had I seen a guest this committed to a scene, completely trusting. After all, she was blindfolded. Was it funny? Yes, but probably in an “I guess you had to be there” way. I was actually a little surprised the sketch made it into the lineup, not because it didn’t work—it definitely worked—but because the network censors weren’t exactly enjoying themselves watching us.


After dress rehearsal, Lorne had one note for the three of us in the sketch—and yes, I do mean the three of us because apparently Molly had been getting pretty riled up as well and I hadn’t even noticed—and that was, “Could you pull back on the . . . not go so far with . . . you know.” He didn’t even know what to call it! He just couldn’t come up with a word for whatever the fuck was happening.


I’m not sure what it says about me, or maybe human nature, that when an authority figure says something that could be considered controlling, my natural reaction is to rebel. But, well . . . ten seconds before the sketch went to air after the commercial break, while we stood by the set’s door waiting for Jenna the assistant director to wave a two-finger silent cue to enter, Charlize looked at me and whispered, “Let’s just fucking go for it!”


Without a beat, I answered, “Yeah! Let’s just fucking go for it!” I mean, why would I say no to anything Charlize Theron asked me to do?


Halfway into the sketch, Molly says, “Now take off the blindfold.” Charlize whips off her blindfold and chases after me while I spin and twirl around the office. When I perform, every now and then when I’m not nervous, I’ll have a sort of out-of-body experience and watch myself in the sketch as if behind the cameras, from the audience. This is what happened. But my vision is not always accurate: I saw myself spinning around the room just like the Tasmanian Devil, when in reality, I twirled around maybe two times. Not even close.


Anyway, after knocking over everything in the room, as scripted, I jump over the couch and land on all fours on the coffee table, facing the camera. Charlize lands right up behind me, her legs cradling mine. Meanwhile, Molly’s unleashed beast is cheering us on.


Then—unscripted—Charlize grabs hold of my wig while her other hand is latched onto my waist, and she starts pumping me from behind. I don’t mean to get graphic, but she was doing some crotch slamming! I remember thinking: What the fuck did I do? It’s like I’m Dr. Frankenstein, and I’ve created a monster with barbarous hormones!


And then—not only have I never experienced this, but I’ve never seen it happen again—after a few intense dry humps, the screen went to black and the sketch ended before it was technically over. Someone pulled the plug.


Afterward, Charlize and I walked offstage, out of breath, trying to process what had occurred on stage. Then she started laughing.


“I can’t believe I tore your wig off!” she said. “What just happened?”


I tried to think of an answer, but I couldn’t. But I knew one thing: whatever it was, around eleven million people had just watched it.


If Charlize Theron brought out the sexual side of Peepers, then Katie Holmes produced the romantic one.


When I first met her, a few minutes before the cast gathered outside Lorne’s office for the pitch meeting, she was in an empty office down the hall with her publicist. She wore a fitted tan trench coat and sunglasses sitting on top of her head. I introduced myself, and she stood up and shook my hand. It was 2001. She was still on Dawson’s Creek, so there was no Tom Cruise, there was no Scientology, and she seemed genuinely like that one girl you would always dream about in high school. She had the most delicate smoky eyes, and when she smiled, the right side of her lips turned crooked, and her bottom lip curled up when she laughed. I was so infatuated with her. She was the kind of girl you would write a song to and then stand outside her bedroom window and serenade. During every sketch we did together, and there were a few, it was almost impossible for me to communicate with her without flirting. And most of the time, she flirted back.


I remember rushing from the seventeenth floor down to studio 8H Friday afternoon to watch her rehearse the opening monologue. In it she takes her clothes off, revealing a sexy outfit, like something from the musical Chicago, and dances with all these buff guys in ties. It was a strange choice for the monologue to have her do a Broadway-themed song-and-dance routine, because she wasn’t known as a singer or dancer. It was also not very funny. But I remember saying, “Oh, my God. The monologue is amazing. Did you guys see it?” and “Her voice is so beautiful, I didn’t know she could sing so well!” and “Did you see her dancing? It’s so good.” I was so smitten that week I thought everything she did was unbelievable.


In the Peepers sketch, which had three sets and a pre-tape, the last set was her bedroom. The sketch was a parody of Dawson’s Creek, and the story was that the school had a new exchange student named Mr. Peepers. In the last scene, Katie’s depressed because she’s gotten pregnant, so she takes a bunch of sleeping pills and passes out on the floor, as one usually does when depressed, according to teen dramas. Suddenly, Peepers appears, looking in through the back window. He backs up a few steps, spins around, and crashes in through the frame. He rushes over to Katie on the floor, realizes she’s possibly near death, and then lies on top of her and humps her back to life. I should specify that when I humped her, my genitalia were not placed over her . . . area. I was humping a few inches down on her upper thigh.


When I’d gotten as many laughs as I could humping her leg, I moved my face up to hers—keep in mind that she’s pretending to be dead, so her eyes are closed and she can’t move until I give her the cue to come back to life by tapping the left side of her ribs. As rehearsed, I started sucking various parts of her face, then listened to her heartbeat, sucked her face again, and listened to her heartbeat. When I moved back up to her face a third time, she whispered—with her teeth clenched and her lips barely moving so the audience couldn’t see—“Don’t you dare touch my mouth.”


I was slightly taken aback. It felt like that moment when you go out to dinner or a movie or something with someone, and then afterward you drive her home, or walk her home or whatever, and when you get to her front door, you move in for a kiss goodnight . . . and she pulls away and says, “Don’t you dare touch my mouth.”


So I didn’t. I may have been spoiled by Charlize’s fearless method performance and gotten carried away, who knows, but after that it seemed safe to assume that Katie probably didn’t want to hang out any time in the near future, ever. At the after party, she arrived wearing a blue bob wig, the kind Scarlett Johansson wore when she sang karaoke in Lost in Translation. I have no idea why Katie was wearing the wig; maybe she thought wigs were a way of letting loose and celebrating, I don’t know. But she looked great, regardless, and I did talk with her for a few minutes. We had the kind of brief conversation you have when the music is so loud that you need to lean in to each other, put one hand over one ear, and then yell directly into each other’s ear canal.


Imagine my surprise me when she gave me her phone number. She wrote it in ink on a dinner napkin, but the strange thing is that she wrote it in what I guess you’d call a code. It was a poem about how she’d enjoyed working with me, but every line had a number hidden in it, looking just like one of the letters. It was really clever and almost brilliant in a kind of Da Vinci Code way, to be honest. Eventually, I figured out the number—by asking one of the SNL writers from Harvard to do it for me—but I wanted to play it cool, so I waited a couple of weeks to call her, and when I did she wasn’t home, so I left her a message. These were the ancient days when people left messages for each other on actual machines they kept for this purpose at home.


A few days later, I got a message from her in return. This was the message:


“Baa! Baa! Baa!”


Despite his successful run on SNL, I never felt Mr. Peepers fully translated from stage to screen. I eventually concluded that part of the problem was framing. When an audience member is watching you perform on stage, they can, at least peripherally, see the entire stage and every activity that’s happening on that stage. Regardless of where the main “action” is, they can choose to look at any part of that stage at any time they want. Sometimes the best part of a sketch is watching the reactions of the actors who aren’t even meant to be the focus of the scene. Or the actions of background characters that another character is failing to notice.


Back when I was a young little tot watching an old comedy in my dad’s garage, a lot of the scenes that I found the funniest were those that stayed on a wide shot. Especially those in silent films like Buster Keaton’s The General or College, which are full of visual jokes. Or his short film One Week, which has that insane and unforgettable shot of the side of a house with an open window frame collapsing over Buster as he stands directly beneath it and just barely slips through, avoiding what could have been a tragic death. Or the famous mirror pantomime in the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup, where Groucho is in pajamas and Harpo is dressed as Groucho, also in pajamas, and pretends to be Groucho’s reflection.


But on SNL, in order to sell the joke, it was pretty common for the director to have the studio camera shoot whoever had the line or was speaking at that moment, and seldom would they have the camera on someone’s reaction unless by chance they decided to cut to it. In almost any modern film or TV setting, the camera does a lot of close-ups. For example, in almost every Norman Lear sitcom, including All in the Family and The Jeffersons, there was always a cult character with a famous catchphrase. And when it was said, the camera would almost always go to a close-up. When it was Archie Bunker whining “Aww, Edith,” the camera would focus the audience’s attention where the director thought it ought to be—on the joke. Sometimes that focus makes sense to a director mostly because it makes sense to the writer, who already knows where the jokes are. But for a performer, especially when you’re doing something physical, it’s not always your first choice. In pretty much every Peepers sketch on SNL, when we blocked it for the camera, I found myself constantly asking the director to stay on a wide shot so the sketch wouldn’t suffer and fall into the standard close-up comedy trap. To me, Mr. Peepers worked best when the audience had a view of the whole scene. Maybe this was why Lorne wasn’t initially a big fan of the sketch. Who knows? Maybe even though we never mentioned it to each other, we both felt that it would never work as well on television live from New York as it had onstage back in LA.


Now I often wonder if Peepers should have been left back home, at the Groundlings. Instead, Peepers made the leap from LA to New York like I did—which is to say after a long journey of multiple false starts, and an unfortunate incident with a poodle.


[image: ]


* suck-slap \ sƏk-slap \ probably a verb: 1a to draw recipient’s face toward mouth through suction force produced by movements of the lips and tongue, meanwhile or/and then striking same or second subject sharply with or as if with the open hand; 1b as unpleasant for recipient(s) as it sounds.


* You can watch the 1993 Mr. Peepers Groundlings sketch on my YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7dsFjN4niDE
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