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Seinfeld is something I learned to do because I was given the opportunity. Then the show spiraled off into this whole other entity that I knew I had to serve because it had its own desire to be something.

—Jerry Seinfeld



Note on Reporting Methods


THE FOLLOWING NARRATIVE’S SCENES FROM the years Seinfeld was on the air are re-created with the help of dozens of personal interviews with those who were present, as well as accounts from newspapers, books, magazines, recorded interviews, and other research materials. I privileged uncut, recorded, archival interviews over other secondary sources. I’ve indicated within the text, when necessary, who is doing the recounting. Scenes were checked by multiple sources when possible; dialogue comes from the accounts of those who were present. Full notes on specific sourcing are available at the end of the book.



Introduction


The Baseball Game

THREE WOMEN IN BIG HAIR and flowered dresses—plus another in jeans—convulsed on the grass near third base. Earth, Wind & Fire’s “Shining Star” pumped through the speakers of the Brooklyn Cyclones’ minor league stadium for the world’s most herky-jerky dance-off. Only one woman could be crowned the Best Elaine. They writhed and spasmed as if their lives depended on it. And this was exactly what the sold-out crowd of 7,500 spectators had come for. The baseball game was beside the point.

On July 5, 2014, the team’s stadium—nestled within Coney Island’s boardwalk and hot dog stands—became its own carnivalesque attraction. A banner at the entrance to the field rebranded it “Vandelay Industries Park” for the day. The first three thousand fans through the gate got bobblehead dolls that looked like former Mets player Keith Hernandez. This meant showing up at least three hours early. There were reports of people later selling them for up to $60 to other desperate fans. (A year later they were selling for up to $100 via online auction sites.)

Inside, a lanky seventy-one-year-old with a backward baseball cap over his gray curls hocked ASSMAN license plates and MASTER OF MY DOMAIN sweatshirts. Among the many who threw out “first” pitches: an importer/exporter, postal workers, architects, a latex salesman, and a New York resident named George Costanza. If you do not understand why this procession of individuals was chosen, you did not belong at this game.

This bizarre parade of nonsensical characters and references made plenty of sense to those who had clamored for the tickets. It was Seinfeld appreciation night, and it was packed with activities that brought the show’s trademark bouillabaisse of cultural references and inside jokes to life. The aspiring Elaines were reenacting the 1996 episode in which Elaine—the only woman among the four main characters, and the only one with any clear career ambition—loses the respect of her employees when she dances absurdly at a work function. Vandelay Industries is the company that George, the balding schlub with a deficit of ambition, pretends to work for. Keith Hernandez famously played himself in a 1992 episode, becoming a sore point between Jerry, the show’s main character, and Elaine, who ends up dating Jerry’s longtime idol.

Never mind that this show went off the air sixteen years earlier. The game sold out weeks in advance, and the vast majority of the crowd was not there for baseball. Few people left even as the score shot farther and farther out of the Cyclones’ favor, ending up at an 18–2 blowout. That’s because almost every nonbaseball moment was filled with something far more fun: a Junior Mint toss, a cereal-eating contest, a marble-rye fishing race, a pick-or-scratch contest. In a presumable coincidence, the women’s restrooms ran low on toilet paper. Some fans reenacted the “Can you spare a square?” Seinfeld moment, whether they wanted to or not, giggling knowingly.

Fans carried giant cutouts of Seinfeld’s and Hernandez’s faces. One guy dressed like Kramer, with a bushy wig and a pipe. Another wore a jersey with the name KOKO on the back, an obscure reference to George’s least-favorite office nickname. Several puffy shirts of the kind Jerry once reluctantly wore appeared throughout the crowd, and on the team’s seagull mascot.

Emily Donati, who had traveled nearly a hundred miles from Philadelphia to be there, had VANDELAY INDUSTRIES business cards printed up, with the fake e-mail address importer@exporter.gov and the tagline . . . AND YOU WANT ME TO BE YOUR LATEX SALESMAN! She passed them out to appreciative fellow fans throughout the day.

Fans preferred talking Seinfeld with one another to watching the increasingly horrific game. By the fifth inning (score: 16–0), they were mostly concerned about how much longer they’d have to wait before the end of the game so they could participate in the promised postgame extravaganza: Every fan who wished to could run the bases, and people named Jerry got to go first.

This particularly consumed Jerry Kallarakkal. He’d gone to get a wristband that would allow him to the front of the line, but the woman hadn’t even asked him for an ID. And they’d run out of wristbands, so she gave him a stick-on name tag that said JERRY. What kind of operation was this? Surely there would be hundreds of fake Jerrys out on that field after the game.

Then again, the boundaries between “real” and “fake” had dissolved long before this incident.
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SEINFELD HAS A SPECIAL KIND of magic.

The Cyclones’ Seinfeld gambit was so successful that five months later, a minor-league hockey team, the Condors, of Bakersfield, California, had its own Seinfeld-themed night, with the players wearing puffy shirt–style jerseys. And the Cyclones planned another Seinfeld night for summer 2015, packed with still more references: Kramer’s Technicolor Dreamcoat jerseys, a muffin-top-popping competition, a trash-eating competition . . .

Like those who filled the Cyclones’ stadium in 2014, almost every fan thinks he or she is the biggest Seinfeld fan. Like those 7,500 fans, many Seinfeld acolytes share an urge to express their fandom in some grand, public way; specifically, to interact in real life with the fictional world it created. Seinfeld created more ways to do that, more portals between its fictional world and reality, than the average show. Knowing Elaine’s dance, or the Keith Hernandez joke, or the “master of my domain” joke, is like knowing a secret password—a very widely known secret password—among the show’s fans. Coming to “Vandelay Industries Park” that day allowed those 7,500 fans not only to reach out to other fans but also to interact with the very object of their fandom. They could meet the Soup Nazi or the “real Kramer.” They could be George or Jerry or Elaine or Kramer. They could, in fact, be all of them in the same day.

When it comes to all things Seinfeld, such strange intermingling of fiction and reality has long been status quo. Such was the power of this show—and its staying power in constant reruns—that its characters, settings, jokes, and catchphrases continue to intrude on our daily reality twenty years later. Fans may wake up on any given day in the 2010s to find that someone has made Seinfeld emojis; or a 3-D rendering of Jerry’s apartment that anyone with an Oculus Rift can electronically “walk” through; or an online game that allows them to drop Junior Mints into a surgery patient, as once happened on a particularly bizarre Seinfeld episode. They can go to a college campus celebration of Festivus, the fictional holiday Seinfeld introduced, and even turn on the TV to find an earnest Fox News host debating the merits of Festivus as if our country’s future depended on it. They can attend a med school class in which students solemnly diagnose Seinfeld characters’ mental illnesses. In fact, almost from the beginning, Seinfeld has generated a special dimension of existence, somewhere between the show itself and real life, that I’ve come to call “Seinfeldia.”

It is a place that the show’s creators, Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld, constructed themselves, even if they didn’t realize it at the time, when they blurred the boundaries between their fictions and reality like no show before Seinfeld did. (Is the comedian named Jerry Seinfeld on the show the same as the comedian named Jerry Seinfeld who plays him? Are the real New York places depicted on Seinfeld as filled with crazy characters and antics as they are on television? Is Seinfeld the “show about nothing” that Jerry and his friend George pitch to fictional NBC executives in the show’s fourth season?) Seinfeldia is a place that now carries on, as vital as ever, without its original architects, thanks to incessant syndicated reruns that continue to gain new generations of fans and a religious fan base bent on ritually resurrecting the show’s touchstone moments via cocktail-party quote recitations.

This show that officially ended in 1998 still, almost two decades later, draws crowds to bus tours of its sites and ultracompetitive trivia contests about its minutiae. In 2014, the most anticipated Super Bowl commercial featured Jerry and George chatting at a coffee shop as if no time had passed.

Seinfeld has continued to survive in the most exciting—and precarious—time in television since the medium’s invention. By now, the show has been off the air almost twice as long as it was on the air, and yet it lives on like no other television series. Thus it continues to bring in millions of dollars in syndication fees and advertising revenue every year—$3.1 billion total between its 1998 finale and 2014. In 2015, streaming video service Hulu won an intense bidding war for rights to the show, offering a reported $160 million to bring it to a new generation of viewers.

The history of Seinfeld is not complete, and may never be. It is the story of two men whose sitcom—full of minute observations and despicable characters—snuck through the network system to become a hit that changed TV’s most cherished rules; from then on, antiheroes would rise to prominence, unique voices would invade the airwaves, and the creative forces behind shows would often gain as much power and fame as the faces in front of the cameras.

Seinfeld ’ s story is the story of the rise of fan culture, and Internet communion among those fans, starting from the web’s nascent days. It is the story of television gaining respect as an art form and the subject of serious academic study. It is the story of one show that has defied the odds again and again, then a few more times still, to remain a vibrant force in everyday life, in ways mundane and strange alike. It is a story still playing out every day here in Seinfeldia. But it is, of course, a story that starts with that of its founders, Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld, and the people who helped them build it. This is that story.



1


The Origin Story

JERRY SEINFELD VENTURED INTO A Korean Deli one night in November 1988 with fellow comic Larry David after both had performed, as usual, at the Catch a Rising Star comedy club on the Upper East Side of New York City. Seinfeld needed David’s help with what could be the biggest opportunity of his career so far, and this turned out to be the perfect place to discuss it.

They had come to Lee’s Market on First Avenue and Seventy-Eighth Street, maybe for some snacks, maybe for material. The mundane tasks of life and comic gold often merged into one for them. Sure enough, they soon were making fun of the products they found among the fluorescent-lit aisles. Korean jelly, for instance: Why, exactly, did it have to come in a jelly form? Was there also, perhaps, a foam or a spray? The strange foods on the steam table: Who ate those? “This is the kind of discussion you don’t see on TV,” David said.

Seinfeld had told David a bit of news over the course of the evening: NBC was interested in doing a show with him. Some executive had brought him in for a meeting and everything. Seinfeld didn’t have any ideas for television. He just wanted to be himself and do his comedy. He felt David might be a good brainstorming partner.

Seinfeld and David had a common sensibility, in part because of their similar backgrounds: Both had grown up in the New York area and were raised Jewish. Both seized on observational humor for their acts. They had their differences, too, that balanced each other nicely: Seinfeld was thirty-four and on the rise thanks to his genial, inoffensive approach to comedy and his intense drive to succeed. David was far more caustic and sensitive to the slightest audience infractions (not listening, not laughing at the right moments, not laughing enough). He was older, forty-one, and struggling on the stand-up circuit because of his propensity to antagonize his audiences out of a rather explosive brand of insecurity.

Seinfeld had dark hair blown dry into the classic ’80s pouf, while David maintained a magnificent Jew-fro, dented a bit in the middle by his receding hairline. Seinfeld’s delivery often ascended to a high-pitched warble; David favored a guttural grumble that could become a yell without warning.

They’d first become friends in the bar of Catch a Rising Star in the late ’70s when Seinfeld started out as a comic. From then on, they couldn’t stop talking. They loved to fixate on tiny life annoyances, in their conversations and their comedy. Soon they started helping each other with their acts and became friendly outside of work.

Seinfeld had gotten big laughs by reading David’s stand-up material at a birthday party for mutual friend Carol Leifer—one of the few women among their band (or any band) of New York comedians. David, nearly broke, had given Leifer some jokes as a birthday “gift.” Too drunk to read them aloud, she handed them off to Seinfeld; he killed, which suggested some creative potential between the two men.

As a result, it made sense for Seinfeld to approach David with this TV “problem” he now had. David also remained the only “writer” Seinfeld knew, someone who had, as Seinfeld said, “actually typed something out on a piece of paper” when he churned out bits for sketch shows like Fridays and Saturday Night Live.

Seinfeld was smart to consult David on this TV thing. David did have a vision, if not a particularly grand one. “This,” David said as they bantered in Lee’s Market, “is what the show should be.” Seinfeld was intrigued.

The next night, after their comedy sets at the Improv in Midtown, David and Seinfeld went to the Westway Diner around the corner, at Forty-Fourth Street and Ninth Avenue. At about midnight, they settled into a booth and riffed on the possibilities: What about a special that simply depicted where comics get their material? Jerry could play himself in that, for sure. Cameras could document him going through his day, having conversations like the one at the market the night before; he’d later put those insights into his act, which audiences would see at the end of the special. As they brainstormed, Seinfeld had one cup of coffee, then two. He usually didn’t drink coffee at all. They were onto something.

Seinfeld liked the idea enough to take it to NBC. The network signed off on it, suggesting a ninety-minute special called Seinfeld’s Stand-Up Diary that would air in Saturday Night Live’s time slot during an off week. As he thought about it, though, Seinfeld worried about filling an entire ninety minutes; thirty minutes, on the other hand, he could do.

By the time he and David had written a thirty-minute script, in February 1989, they realized they had a sitcom on their hands instead of a special. Jerry and a Larry-like guy could serve as the two main characters, who would discuss the minutiae of their lives and turn it into comedy—like Harold Pinter or Samuel Beckett for television. “Two guys talking,” Seinfeld said. “This was the idea.”

To that setup, they added a neighbor. David told Seinfeld about his own eccentric neighbor, Kenny Kramer—a jobless schemer with whom David shared a car, a TV, and one pair of black slacks in case either had a special occasion. He would be the basis for the third character. They set the first scene in a fictional coffee shop like the one where they’d hatched their idea, and called it Pete’s Luncheonette.
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SEINFELDIA’S FOUNDING FATHER AND NAMESAKE got his first inkling that he was funny at age eight. Little Jerry Seinfeld was sitting on a stoop with a friend in his middle-class town on Long Island, eating milk and cookies. Jerry—usually a dorky, shy kid—said something funny enough to cause his friend to spit milk and cookies back into Jerry’s face and hair. Jerry thought, I would like to do this professionally.

Seinfeld was born in Brooklyn but grew up in Massapequa. He spent his childhood watching Laugh-In, Batman, The Honeymooners, and Get Smart. (“When I heard that they were going to do a sitcom with a secret agent who was funny, the back of my head blew off,” he later said.) His parents, Betty and Kal, made humor a priority in their home. His father, a sign merchant, told jokes often. Even his business’s name was a joke: Kal Signfeld Signs.

As Jerry came into his own sense of humor, his performances grew more elaborate than mere jokes on the stoop. At Birch Lane Elementary School, he planned and starred in a skit for a class fair with his friend Lawrence McCue. Jerry played President Kennedy, and Lawrence played a reporter who asked him questions—essentially, set up his jokes. They were the only ones at the fair who did a comedy routine. When Jerry graduated to Massapequa High School in 1968, he grew obsessed with two things: cars and the comedian Bill Cosby. He dabbled in acting, playing Julius Caesar in his tenth-grade English class. But comedy remained his focus. He saw even geometry class as training for comedy; a good joke, he felt, had the same rigorous internal logic as a theorem proof. The only difference was the silly twist at the end of a joke.

When a long-haired Jerry Seinfeld attended Queens College, he acted in school productions and hung around the New York comedy clubs, wearing white sneakers like his idols Joe Namath and Cosby (circa the comedian’s time on the ’60s show I Spy). As he waited to get up the nerve to pursue stand-up as a profession, he used his attendance at Manhattan comedy clubs as a kind of independent study. He analyzed comics’ approach to their material and even wrote a forty-page paper on the subject.

He started to know the players: He eavesdropped, for instance, on Larry David talking to another comedian. David happened to be leaning on Seinfeld’s car, a 1973 Fiat 128 SL, in front of the Improv one day in 1975, the first time Seinfeld ever saw his future writing partner. Seinfeld was impressed with these guys’ dedication to the profession. He didn’t dare speak to them yet.

After he graduated in 1976 as an honor student, Seinfeld applied his sense of discipline to becoming a stand-up, approaching it methodically. His first appearance on a professional stage as a comedian was at Catch a Rising Star in 1976, at age twenty-two. He’d practiced his routine with a bar of soap until he had every word memorized. Comedian Elayne Boosler introduced him, and he took the stage. Once he got there, though, he couldn’t remember a word. He stood there for several long seconds, not saying a thing. Finally, he remembered the subjects he’d planned to talk about, so, without anything else to say, he listed them to the audience: “the beach, driving, parents.” People laughed, thinking this was his act, some high-concept performance art. Eventually he managed to fill three minutes with bits of material until he escaped the spotlight.

“That’s Jerry Seinfeld,” Boosler quipped to the audience when it ended, “the king of the segue.”

For four years, Seinfeld walked around the city night after night to hit clubs. He’d go eighteen months in a row without one night off. He tape-recorded his routines, then analyzed them to improve by the next night. He also fell in love with The Mary Tyler Moore Show, which became a favorite among New York City comics in the ’80s because its syndicated reruns aired after Late Night with David Letterman, dovetailing with the time they got home from work. They talked about the previous night’s episode when they saw one another at clubs, sometimes making dirty jokes about Mary and Rhoda.

In 1979, after three years on the circuit, Seinfeld got what could have been a big break. He was cast as a recurring character on the hit sitcom Benson, a mail delivery guy named Frankie who did comedy routines no one wanted to hear. (The five-foot-eleven-inch comedian would bound into Benson’s living-room set with an attempted catchphrase: “Give a cheer, Frankie’s here!”) After three episodes, however, he showed up for a read-through and found no script waiting with his name on it. When he asked what was going on, an assistant director pulled him aside to tell him: He’d been fired.

Still, by the early ’80s, Seinfeld was secure in his position on the comedy circuit. He knew his brand. As he told teenage interviewer Judd Apatow, who hosted a show called Club Comedy on the Syosset High School radio station on Long Island, it took time to develop the skills that led to great observational jokes. “It’s one thing to see something,” Seinfeld said, “and another thing to do something with it.”

He would start with something that struck him as funny—it could be something as small as a silly word—and then work on it until he conveyed what he found so funny about it to his audience. The first line of a joke always had to be funny. Then he went from there, from funny thought to funny thought with the fewest possible unfunny thoughts in between, until it got to the absolute biggest laugh at the end. He was focused only on making people laugh, nothing else. “Funny is the world I live in,” he later said. “You’re funny, I’m interested. You’re not funny, I’m not interested.”

By the time he chatted with young Apatow in the early ’80s, he was playing clubs in New York, Atlantic City, and elsewhere. Apatow asked him, “Where do you go from here? How much farther can you get?”

“There’s a lot you can do,” Seinfeld said. “You can do a sitcom, which is something a lot of people don’t want to be associated with. I’m going to do some acting. But stand-up is what I am. The acting will be to improve my visibility.” When Apatow asked what “success” meant to Seinfeld, the comedian had a clear and simple answer: “To be considered one of the best stand-up comics.”

Around the same time as his interview with Apatow, Seinfeld hit the big time: his first appearance on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson in 1981. For him it was “the Olympics, the Super Bowl, and the World Series all rolled into one,” he later said. He edited his usual twenty-minute set down to its best five minutes, then practiced it at clubs five or six times a night, repeating it probably two hundred times before his big debut. He jogged to get into top physical condition. He played tapes of the Superman theme to psych himself up.

Kal Seinfeld made a sign that he placed on his van the week before his son’s appearance. In black letters over orange and green paint, it said: JERRY SEINFELD OF MASSAPEQUA WILL BE ON CARSON SPECIAL. Kal also took out an ad in the local paper to announce the occasion.

The actual performance flew by for Jerry like a downhill roller coaster. He riffed on complex turn lanes, the 1,400-pound man in The Guinness Book of World Records, and weather reports: “They show you the satellite photo. This is real helpful, a photograph of the earth from ten thousand miles away. Can you tell if you should take a sweater or not from that shot?” Better yet, he earned laughs in all the right places, some spontaneous applause, and an “OK” sign from Carson himself.

The appearance would lead to several more on Carson’s show as well as Late Night with David Letterman. Seinfeld later called being on Carson “the difference between thinking you’re a comedian and really being one.” Seinfeld would not have to do any more embarrassing bit parts on sitcoms.

In 1984, though, he did go back to acting, as he’d predicted when speaking to Apatow. This time, his prospects looked a little better. There he was, a lanky young man with a whoosh of dark hair, slick as ever in a black suit, black tie, and white shirt as he sat behind a network-executive desk in a Showtime movie that satirized the TV business, The Ratings Game. “The networks aren’t buying Italians, Jews, Puerto Ricans this season,” he says as he swigs milk and eats chocolate cookies. “They’re buying gays, alcoholics, child molesters.”

A few years later came one more chance in television. In 1988, a new production company named Castle Rock considered casting Seinfeld in a sitcom pilot called Past Imperfect for ABC. Ultimately, the network rejected him because of his lack of acting experience, and the part went to another stand-up, Howie Mandel, but the pilot never aired.

Seinfeld segued back into full-time stand-up, doing up to three hundred appearances per year across the country. He had regular spots on The Tonight Show. He had a comfortable life and didn’t seem concerned with fame.

As it turned out, however, those last two experiences in television—his Showtime role and his almost-pilot—were prophetic. The Ratings Game included Seinfeld’s future Seinfeld costar, Michael Richards; Seinfeld’s line anticipated how NBC executives would later object to his own sitcom creation—the part about the Jews, at least. And his relationship with Castle Rock would prove critical when it came time to produce his own sitcom.
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LARRY DAVID WAS WHAT’S KNOWN as a comic’s comic, an acquired taste, “which means I sucked,” he often said. One bit, indicative of his style, zeroed in on the confusing rules of when to use the familiar tu for “you” in romance languages. “Caesar used the tu form with Brutus even after Brutus stabbed him,” he said, “which I think is going too far.” Other riffs had him putting himself on trial for masturbation and playing the part of Hitler enjoying a magician’s act. Even his appearance seemed a willful attempt to spurn mainstream audiences: He favored an army jacket and emphasized his receding hairline by letting the sides grow into great poufs that his friend Richard Lewis once described as “a combination of Bozo and Einstein. . . . Talk about walking to the beat of your own drum. I mean, this guy was born in a snare drum.”

In the early ’80s, David found a place to channel his unusual talents, ABC’s attempt at a Saturday Night Live–like sketch show filmed in Los Angeles called Fridays. There, he, too, worked with Michael Richards, one of the show’s core cast members and another baffling comic.

Fridays’ debut was received by critics and viewers with indifference for the most part. Some affiliates, however, refused to air it after seeing stomach-churning sketches like “Diner of the Living Dead” (in which patrons chew on corpses’ body parts) and “Women Who Spit” (in which female talk show guests . . . spit). In its second season, the series started to find its footing, impressing some critics with its pointed political satire, like a skit featuring a Ronald Reagan impersonator in the role of Frank, the alien transvestite in The Rocky Horror Picture Show, and another with Popeye fighting fascism.

David played a major part in one of the show’s signature political send-ups, a riff on Bing Crosby and Bob Hope’s series of silly, musical travel movies (Road to Singapore, Road to Zanzibar, etc.). The sketch skewered President Ronald Reagan’s El Salvador policy, with the bumbling stars affably engaging in hijinks in the military-governed state. David did a solid Crosby, and Richards appeared as an El Salvadoran soldier. “Boy, I gotta figure out a way to get my buddy boy out of there,” David burbled as the soldiers mistook Bob Hope for the American sent to teach them how to use the machine guns.

In other ingenious sketches, David played a childhood friend of Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi; a temp hired to fill in for the Secretary of State on one occasion and Gloria Steinem on another; and half of a couple who lives their life in front of a sitcom studio audience in their apartment.

But David hated being recognizable because it made him susceptible to public criticism of his work. With his first steady gig at Fridays, he bought himself a Fiat convertible. Ten minutes out of the dealership, with the top down, he pulled up at a light and someone at a nearby bus stop yelled out, “Your show stinks!” He put the top up and, at least the way he later told the story, never put it down again.

Fridays ended after three seasons, in 1982. Saturday Night Live’s executive producer, Dick Ebersol, offered jobs to everyone who’d worked on the show. Only David and fellow writer Rich Hall took Ebersol up on it.

In David’s one season on the writing staff of Saturday Night Live, 1984–85, he got just one sketch onto the show. It aired in the time slot few ever saw: 12:50 A.M. He quit in a rage, then regretted it and showed up back at work as if nothing had happened. He would file this experience away—and many other indignities large and small—to use as a plotline in the show he and Seinfeld would eventually create together, reinventing the medium that had once humiliated him.

A few years later, David was finished with writing for sketch and variety shows. MTV executive Joe Davola had noticed his work on Fridays and liked it so much that he asked David in for a meeting on a comedy/game show hybrid he produced called Remote Control. “I appreciate it,” Davola recalls David saying, “but this is not where I want to go with my career.” Instead, David wrote a screenplay called Prognosis Negative, which never got produced.

Meanwhile, Seinfeld had already made several smart choices in his fledgling career, and among them was to sign with manager George Shapiro.

Shapiro was inspired to go into show business like his uncle, Dick Van Dyke Show creator Carl Reiner. Shapiro’s charm—kind eyes, a warm smile, and a hint of a New York accent—made him particularly suited to being a talent manager, endearing himself to both performers and executives. He had spent the early years of his career at the William Morris talent agency in New York. There, he’d helped put together TV comedies such as The Steve Allen Show, That Girl, and Gomer Pyle. Now, as a talent manager for young comedian Jerry Seinfeld, he may have been simply doing his job when he told NBC executives that his client belonged on their network. But he was also speaking from decades of experience during TV’s formative years.

Shapiro sent regular letters to NBC’s entertainment president, Brandon Tartikoff, and its head of development, Warren Littlefield, every time Seinfeld had a good performance on The Tonight Show or Late Night. In 1988, he made his strongest epistolary plea as Seinfeld prepared for his first concert broadcast at Town Hall in New York City. “Call me a crazy guy,” Shapiro wrote to Tartikoff, “but I feel that Jerry Seinfeld will soon be doing a series on NBC.” He closed by inviting Tartikoff to attend the Town Hall event. No one from the network came, but Tartikoff invited Seinfeld and Shapiro in for a meeting.

Seinfeld didn’t know his manager had badgered NBC about him. He was still unaware when he and Shapiro headed to NBC’s Los Angeles offices on November 2, 1988, to discuss the possibility of a network project with Tartikoff, Littlefield, and the head of late-night programming and specials, Rick Ludwin. Seinfeld hadn’t the first idea what he’d do on television—his main career plan was to be a stand-up comedian for as long as he could.

He was also a little annoyed at this meeting screwing up his whole afternoon. He’d become a comedian partly to have his days free from 10:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. This meeting was at 5:15 P.M., cutting right into his free time, but he sucked it up and went anyway.

“What would you like to do in television?” Ludwin, a milky-skinned, bespectacled executive, asked. “Would you like to host a late-night show? Would you like to do prime-time specials?”

“The only thing I had in mind was having a meeting like this,” Seinfeld said, half joking. A fancy meeting with network executives had crossed his mind as a symbol of success in comedy, but he’d never thought beyond that. He told the executives he’d want to play himself in anything he did, but that was all he knew for sure.
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A FEW MONTHS LATER, SEINFELD had joined forces with Larry David on the script, starting with their fateful discussion in the diner. Once they had come up with what they believed was a solid sitcom proposal, Seinfeld had to return to pitch it to the network executives. For a real, ongoing sitcom, they’d also need a studio to finance production, and Shapiro hooked them up with Castle Rock Entertainment, which Carl Reiner’s son, All in the Family star and movie director Rob Reiner, had just cofounded. The studio had also considered Seinfeld for the Past Imperfect pilot. Now they signed on with Seinfeld’s possible new project, given that the network had just agreed to air it. Why not? The deal was done with NBC. The studio simply had to finance it, which was easy with a recent investment they’d gotten from Columbia Pictures. The network had already promised to put the show on the air, which guaranteed at least some return for the studio.

Several Castle Rock executives sat in as David and Seinfeld outlined the new sitcom concept to NBC in entertainment president Brandon Tartikoff’s office.

The comedian charmed the room, got some laughs. Tartikoff signed on with a bit of a shrug. It would require a small development deal. He and his executives liked Seinfeld’s humor. They, too, thought: Why not? “George,” Tartikoff said to Shapiro, “now you don’t have to send me any more letters.” They weren’t sure about this Larry David guy, some struggling comic who had never written a sitcom script, much less produced a show. But they went along with his involvement for the moment since it seemed to be what Seinfeld wanted.

The executives had one suggestion: They envisioned the show as a multicamera production—that is, a traditional sitcom shot in front of a studio audience, like I Love Lucy and most other TV comedies since the 1950s—rather than a one-camera show, shot more like a film, as the comedians had pitched it. David hated this change. “No, no, no, no, no,” he said, “this is not the show.” Silence descended. “If you think we’re going to change it, we’re not.”

Seinfeld proved the more diplomatic of the two, as he would in many instances to come. He said he and his partner would talk about it.

Once David and Seinfeld left the meeting, David remembered the $25,000 he was being paid for the pilot. David agreed to the change. He would at least make his twenty-five grand and move on.

Soon came another test of the budding relationship between Seinfeld and NBC, when a scathing review of Seinfeld’s stand-up show in Irvine, California, ran in the Los Angeles Times. In January 1989, Lawrence Christon wrote: “He’s expressive. He’s clear. And he’s completely empty. . . . There isn’t a single portion of his act that isn’t funny—amusing might be a better word—but ten minutes or so into it, you begin wondering what this is all about, when is he going to say something or at least come up with something piquant.”

As Seinfeld fretted over the review, Shapiro asked a staffer to photocopy a bunch of Seinfeld’s positive reviews and deliver them to Littlefield and Ludwin at NBC. In the end, though, it seemed that Seinfeld and Shapiro were far more concerned about Christon than NBC was. They didn’t bat an eye. Seinfeld and Shapiro desperately wanted this show to happen—and NBC didn’t care much either way.

By the early months of 1989, David and Seinfeld were assembling a sitcom pilot called The Seinfeld Chronicles.



2


The Players

LARRY DAVID POPPED INTO THE apartment across the hall that belonged to his neighbor, Kenny Kramer, unannounced as usual. But this time he had an unusual request: He wanted to write a character based on Kramer into his pilot script with Seinfeld, to make Kramer the Dean Moriarty of his new work. Kramer gave David his okay, thinking the chances of it coming to anything were slim, as Kramer later told me. Larry David is going to write a sitcom for prime time, he thought, and nobody’s going to put it on the air. Even David didn’t seem to think it would amount to much.

David lived in the Manhattan Plaza apartment complex in Midtown Manhattan, a subsidized development for struggling artists. Across the hall lived Kramer, another comic, a handsome, laid-back guy with a head full of thick, dark curls. David and Kramer would leave their doors open so that they could wander in and out of each other’s places at their leisure. Kramer wore a bathrobe as he grazed in David’s refrigerator while David watched Knicks and Yankees games. Kramer would ask the score, then leave again. In their more conversational times, Kramer shared tales of his previous and current efforts to make a living—making disco jewelry, managing a rock-reggae band.

Kramer dragged David along on errands, somehow turning David into his unwilling sidekick, to David’s perpetual irritation. “Come take a ride for ten minutes,” Kramer begged. “I’ve just gotta run into this building and pick up a package.” Of course, it was never ten minutes; it was always more like forty minutes, with David stuck in a car by himself. Then Kramer would say he had just one more thing to do, and another one more thing, and before David knew it, it would be 5:00 P.M.

David would cook dinner for comedian friends, promise them dessert—meaning ice cream bars—then scream at Kramer when he found the bars were missing from his freezer. “It’s embarrassing!” he would yell. “I have company!”

Of course, this arrangement worked the other way, too. Because David hated to shop or do dishes, he once decided to reduce all of his food-related accoutrements to one plate, one knife, one fork, and one spoon. With nothing to eat in his apartment, David wanted to be able to “borrow” Kenny’s food without feeling guilty. So he decided that he’d pay his friend for everything he ate. If he ate one Mallomar, he’d figure out how many were in a box and compute how much he owed based on percentage. He wrote it all down on a legal pad and paid Kramer every few weeks.

Kramer witnessed David and Seinfeld at work on early versions of their script, writing them out in longhand with their Bic clear-barrel pens on their yellow legal pads—a practice they would continue throughout the show’s run. At the time, much of their discussion centered on whether to include a Kramer-ish character. Seinfeld worried the wacky neighbor was too cliché, but David was convinced he could make the character fresh. David prevailed. Seinfeld emphasized one thing: He wanted to use Kramer’s real name for the character. It was funnier-sounding than any alternative they came up with.

Despite David and Kramer’s friendly living situation, complications ensued when Castle Rock presented Kramer with a release to clear use of his name. Before David could shoot the script with Kramer’s name in it, he had to have explicit permission from Kenny, it seemed. And the release stipulated that Kramer wouldn’t get a cent for its use.

Kramer would have none of that. Once there was fancy studio paperwork at hand, it seemed to him that there should be some compensation in the offing.

David tried to call his bluff. “We’ll just use the name Bender then.”

Script drafts went through several phases, marked by which name they used for the neighbor character. Bender. Hoffman. Kessler. (A vestigial reference to “Kessler” remained even in the final taped pilot.) But Kramer still felt like the best name. (The character would never go by his first name, they decided, so the “Kenny” part was moot.) David’s and Seinfeld’s musical ears for comedy couldn’t settle for anything else. That plosive consonant K sound is known to be among the English language’s funniest phonemes. (H. L. Mencken argued this in The New Yorker; Neil Simon made this point in his play The Sunshine Boys.) They couldn’t resist.

Finally, Castle Rock ponied up some cash to Kenny Kramer, though he had one more demand: He wanted to play this Kramer fellow.

Absolutely not, David and Seinfeld said.

He signed the contract this time anyway. Hey, a guy had to try, but he had to take what he could get, too. He would, in time, become a symbol of that new dimension, the first person who could pass freely from real life into Seinfeldia and back again.
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WHEN THE NBC EXECUTIVES READ the pilot script, they okayed it with yet another shrug. It had a sensibility about it. It seemed fun. That’s what pilots are for: to see how the script works out in the flesh.

David would write the show but didn’t even consider starring as the character based on himself. (How can I write and act at the same time? he asked himself, even though Jerry planned to do exactly that.) So he needed a stand-in character to engage in the comedic dialogues that he and Seinfeld had conceived as the show’s centerpiece. For this purpose, Larry David created George Costanza. David and Seinfeld got his last name from Seinfeld’s real-life New York friend Mike Costanza, another name they found funny. David and Seinfeld had a rough idea of who George would be: at least a little bit of David himself, but more than anything, they were looking for someone who could serve as a counterpoint to Seinfeld’s character. Castle Rock executives had complained during early drafts of the pilot that George and Jerry were too similar. David wondered why the two guys would be friends if they weren’t similar, but also saw the sense in having two main characters who were distinguishable from each other.

The producers and casting director Marc Hirschfeld saw dozens of actors who fit the basic age parameters. Stage actor Nathan Lane, sitcom vet Danny DeVito, indie film actor Steve Buscemi, bit-part actor David Alan Grier, comedy writer Brad Hall, Top Gun costar Anthony Edwards, and Seinfeld’s actor friend Larry Miller read for the role. Stand-up Robert Schimmel auditioned as well, but spent the whole time picking apart the script—never a great move. Particularly unwise when auditioning for Larry David.

But Castle Rock executive Rob Reiner had seen Jason Alexander in the play Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, and Seinfeld had noticed Alexander’s work in a Neil Simon play called Broadway Bound. And Hirschfeld had cast Alexander in a short-lived 1984 hospital sitcom called E/R. All agreed that Alexander could serve as a perfect physical counterpoint to Seinfeld—short, stocky, and balding to Seinfeld’s beanpole build and thick hair.

Alexander had toiled in the trenches of TV commercials throughout the ’80s, singing and dancing in praise of McDonald’s McDLT and pushing nearly fifty other products, as he said later, “from chicken to carpet fibers.” He had struggled to find a niche as an actor. In his early twenties, casting directors wanted to peg him as “a young Belushi.” He had a baby face but started losing his hair as soon as he hit adulthood. Sometimes he was cast as a Belushi-like wild man; other times he was cast as a suburban dad. On E/R, he played a villainous hospital administrator, even though he was only twenty-four and unlikely to be running an entire institution at that age.

A New Yorker who loved the theater, Alexander hated being in Los Angeles. Eventually, when E/R ended in 1985, he and his wife couldn’t afford to stay because she’d taken a leave of absence from her New York job to come west with him. While his wife went back to work in New York, Alexander stayed at the urging of his agent, who felt like Alexander was just gaining momentum in TV. For four months, he continued to audition. He knew he definitely hadn’t gotten the job whenever the casting directors said, “That’s great!” The more enthusiastically they responded, the less likely you were to get the part. In New York theater, directors would simply say, “Thank you,” no matter how good or bad the audition. In L.A., a veneer of fake niceness covered everything, and it drove him crazy.

Finally, he returned to his wife and New York, vowing never to go back to Los Angeles unless he had a solid job lined up. He was happy to revisit the stage in Neil Simon’s Broadway Bound, then star in a short-lived 1987 sitcom shot in New York called Everything’s Relative. It was the first time he served as one of the leads of a TV show. Reviews were decent—the Christian Science Monitor compared Alexander to a young George Burns, “wearing a squint that seems to be viewing life from far off and almost laughing.” But the show lasted only ten episodes.

In 1989, Alexander starred in Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, playing an aspiring comedy writer. For that, he won a Tony. Having achieved one of his major dreams at age twenty-nine, he quoted Pippin to his wife after the ceremony: “I thought there’d be more plumes.” He wasn’t sure he had anything left to aspire to.

Amid the hype for Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, Alexander was invited to read for the Seinfeld part from New York via video. He figured actors rarely got jobs by reading on tape for them, so he tried to determine what he could do to stand out. He knew little about the show—just that it would be about how a comedian goes about getting his material. He had only a few pages of the script, which was common practice for New York–based auditions; there, actors often got “sides,” or small packets of just the pages they needed for their part. Alexander knew nothing about the character besides his name and his lines of dialogue for the audition. He interpreted the character as a Woody Allen prototype because the dialogue about misreading women’s signals sounded a little Allen-esque. After working hard at Boston University to lose his native New York accent, Alexander now went right back to it, reading lines in Allen’s nasal, stuttering cadence while he wore wire-framed glasses. (The actor himself could see just fine.)

David and Seinfeld watched Alexander on tape in a Los Angeles screening room with Shapiro and his partner, Howard West. After two lines out of Alexander’s mouth, they knew: That’s the guy. They could see his talent and comedic prowess, as well as his strong acting ability, in just those few lines. They wanted a particularly polished actor to anchor the show against Seinfeld, who had less-developed acting skills.

About a week after Alexander first made the tape, he got a call asking him to come to Los Angeles to audition before Castle Rock and NBC executives. Alexander later said that when he got to the tryout and saw comedian Larry Miller there as well, he thought the audition was “a complete waste of time” because he figured Miller, as Seinfeld’s friend, was a shoo-in; he assumed he was there as a formality, possibly to keep Miller from asking for too much money.

But David gave him a little direction—“Not so obviously Woody, but the glasses, great, the accent, great.” When Alexander read, David could see the chemistry between Alexander and Seinfeld right away. Everyone in the room laughed. Whereas Miller had been good, they could see Seinfeld rise to Alexander’s performance.

Alexander got right into a car afterward and headed to the airport. By the time he landed at New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport, he had an offer to play George Costanza.
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DAVID’S FORMER FRIDAYS COSTAR MICHAEL Richards seemed to Seinfeld like the perfect person to play the Kenny Kramer–like neighbor. Richards had appeared in bit parts on Cheers, Night Court, Miami Vice, and other shows, always stealing scenes thanks to his manic energy and wiry hair. He used his long limbs, rubbery muscles, and expressive face to such a degree that he didn’t need lines to get laughs. He practiced yoga, and the resulting suppleness clearly helped his comedy.

On Fridays, he was known for his one strange contract demand: Give him a thousand pounds of dirt on the set, he said, and he’d do the show. The producers delivered; he used it for a memorable bit he improvised with army toys that lasted an extraordinary seven minutes and involved truly disturbing battle scenes, real fire, and “amputating” a plastic soldier’s destroyed limbs with wire cutters.

Seinfeld knew Richards’s work from Fridays and elsewhere, so he was excited by the possibility that Richards might be available for Seinfeld. David remained doubtful about Richards, who didn’t match up with David’s vision of his neighbor.

Richards, in touch with his intuition, was sure he’d get the part the first time he met Seinfeld at his audition. The magic felt so palpable to him that he didn’t worry about the other guys waiting to read, which included TV regular Tony Shalhoub and character actor Larry Hankin. How could the producers pass up this chemistry? Seinfeld felt it, too: as he later described it, it was “the mysterious hand of the universe going, ‘You two are going to be together.’ ”

Richards worked perfectly as Kramer, the mysterious ne’er-do-well across the hall, who existed apart from the normal demands of humanity. Richards got the character from the beginning: Kramer was a guy who could fit into any situation, make it his own, and make it a little funnier.

Seinfeld had made up his mind. But to get final network approval, Richards had to read for the producers and NBC’s head of entertainment, Brandon Tartikoff. Tartikoff would cram him in between meetings in a suite at the Century Plaza Hotel, a nineteen-story crescent of a luxury hotel in the middle of a Los Angeles business park.

Outside the room, Richards paced the hotel lobby, guests hustling by as he mumbled his lines to himself. Richards exploded into the room from the start, his hyperkinetic energy in full force. David excused himself and listened through the door to avoid throwing his old Fridays friend off. Richards read his lines opposite Seinfeld, confident in their connection. Everything he did elicited screams of laughter, not the least of which included finishing the scene standing on his head.

When Richards left the room, Tartikoff said to the producers, “Well, if you want funny . . .” Richards got the job.
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FOR THE FINAL POTENTIALLY REGULAR role, David and Seinfeld had to cast a woman to play the waitress at Pete’s, George and Jerry’s regular diner where they’d have many of their obsessive discussions. At the top of their list was Lee Garlington, a redhead who had mastered a tough-chick, Stockard Channing vibe. When she walked into the audition room, she was surprised to find Jerry and another actor seated at a makeshift dining table, ready for her to deliver her audition lines to them. She was used to reading lines to a camera, with a casting director filling in for the other characters.

When she finished, Seinfeld said to the others, “See, see, what’d I tell you?” Garlington got the feeling she’d get the job, and she was right. Soon, she was rehearsing with Seinfeld, Richards, Alexander, and David at Desilu-Cahuenga Studios in Hollywood. She lunched most days with Richards, Alexander, and Seinfeld, laughing the whole way through.

She enjoyed being the only woman among the main cast. While she hung out with her three costars, she whipped out her new video camera and shot some footage of them goofing around together. A security guard approached. “You can’t videotape,” he warned them, oblivious to who they might be.

Of course, she didn’t get too attached to the new job, either. She’d starred in enough TV pilots to know she couldn’t tell which would work and which wouldn’t.

Alexander had also done his share of pilots and short-lived shows, and he felt the same. Seinfeld asked him, “So, Mr. Experience, what do you think?”

“No way,” Alexander said of the show’s chances. “I think the No. 1 show right now is Alf. Who’s going to watch this? The audience for this show is me, a white guy, Jewish-Italian, who lives in a big city, between eighteen and thirty-two. And I don’t watch TV.”

As soon as Alexander got the full pilot script, he noticed a major difference between The Seinfeld Chronicles and other shows he’d done. The pages contained few to no behavioral cues or stage directions; they had nothing but dialogue. He had no idea what he was supposed to do during all this talking. He and his costars would have to come up with that themselves, lest they end up standing in the middle of the stage, simply reciting line after line. As they rehearsed on the set, he and Richards and Seinfeld started helping one another move around: Maybe go get something out of the refrigerator. Maybe doodle on a notepad.

This process grew in time and eventually helped to build a strong team mentality.
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THE RESULTING PILOT EPISODE TURNED out to be a lightweight affair, with only glimmers of potential. Looking back on it, its quiet calm would be shocking to anyone familiar with what the show eventually became. The plot focuses on misinterpreted social cues between Jerry and a female acquaintance he’d met on the road. She comes to town and asks to stay with him. George and Jerry discuss it in the diner and in the Laundromat. Does this mean she wants to sleep with him, or not? (George: “All right, if she puts the bags down before she greets you, that’s a good sign.”) Jerry and George, with a bit of input from Kramer, debate this for the entire twenty-two minutes until the ironic conclusion: She takes a call from her fiancé while at Jerry’s place, just as Jerry’s about to make his move.

The inconsistencies with later episodes jump out in the pilot: George comes off as both supportive and better at reading women than Jerry; Kramer knocks before entering Jerry’s apartment. Seinfeld himself is, as he later recalled, uncomfortable as an actor, even when playing a version of himself. The show we’d come to know as Seinfeld only peeks through in this episode’s obsession with social details, its attempt at being an Oscar Wilde for television.

Its first test came at a screening for a few dozen NBC suits—from programming, advertising sales, marketing, management—in the network’s Burbank offices, a regular occurrence for pilots. When the lights came up, anyone could see that The Seinfeld Chronicles was no Cosby Show or Golden Girls—the same room had erupted with wild applause at the end of those pilots. But the executives had laughed throughout The Seinfeld Chronicles, despite its lack of high-stakes story, and noted that the show was fresh, different. Tartikoff wasn’t sure: “Who will want to see Jews wandering around New York acting neurotic?”

He felt he could say this because he was a Jew from New York.

Seinfeld’s biggest network supporter, Rick Ludwin, countered, “I’m not from New York, I’m not Jewish, and I thought it was funny.” As the head of late-night, he had no preconceived notions about what a sitcom should look like. He just responded to anything he thought was funny, and he’d had his eye on Seinfeld’s late-night performances for a while.

About a week later, though, came the pilot testing phase, which garnered a much stronger reaction. This round of testing involved about four hundred households, recruited by NBC via phone, who watched new pilots on unused local cable channels. In the first week of May, Littlefield got the test results on all his pilot contenders—the results phase always came around his birthday, and usually ruined it. This proved no exception: Viewers were unimpressed with The Seinfeld Chronicles. “You can’t get too excited about going to the Laundromat,” one viewer told researchers.

“No segment of the audience was eager to watch the show again,” the report concluded. “Jerry Seinfeld, who was familiar to about a quarter of the viewers, created, on balance, lukewarm reactions among adults and teens, and very low reactions among kids. . . . None of the supports were liked, and viewers felt that Jerry needed a better backup ensemble.” Then, the final blow: “Pilot performance: weak.”

Littlefield had hoped for the best for the show, but the research report concerned him. The Seinfeld Chronicles did not make the cut for the fall schedule, which would instead feature shows starring Cloris Leachman as “the oversexed head of housekeeping at a family-owned New York City hotel,” as the press release announced, in The Nutt House; Stephanie Beacham as “a hard-edged, adventurous nun placed in charge of an unruly group of orphans who are surprised to discover that she is no pushover” in Sister Kate; and David Hasselhoff in the sexy lifeguard drama Baywatch. The network’s Thursday lineup remained its powerhouse, with The Cosby Show, A Different World, Cheers, and L.A. Law.

The Seinfeld Chronicles would air as a onetime “special” during the TV dead zone of summer. In the bit of press it got, Seinfeld described it to the Associated Press as a show full of “aimless wandering.”


OEBPS/images/secbreak.jpg







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Seinfeldia

How a Show About Nothing
Changed Everything

Jennifer Keishin Armstrong

Simon & Schuster

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi







OEBPS/images/9781476756127.jpg
“Spectacular.” —The Washington Post

HOW A SHOW ABOUT NOTHING
CHANGED EVERYTHING

JENNIFER KEISHIN ARMSTRONG








