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			Author’s Note

			This book features more than sixty new interviews with cast and crew members of Anchorman and others, including director and cowriter Adam McKay, and star and cowriter Will Ferrell, as well as previously published interviews and reporting. In making use of unpublished material, including early versions of scripts, I have chosen to standardize spelling and punctuation throughout. All mistakes, of course, remain my own.
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			Introduction

			Every January, I welcome a new group of students to my classroom at New York University. After the preliminaries and icebreakers and perfunctory reading of syllabi, I slide open the tray of the classroom’s DVD player and slip in a disc. And every year, when the DVD arrives on its landing screen and the students realize what movie we will begin our journey together with, I am greeted by an admixture of cheers, groans, and puzzled silence that never ceases to fascinate and surprise me. But before I get to the responses, I suppose I should explain myself.

			One of the great and all-too-rare pleasures of teaching is to watch a student reconsider an opinion or impression that they held without knowing precisely why they held it. I show Anchorman that first week of Writing About American Comedy to dive into the deep end of a debate we have been collectively having in American culture for decades about the meaning, import, and value of comedy.

			I put on Anchorman and ask my students to watch it with an eye to how they might put the movie in context. We watch together, and then in our discussion, their initial confusion—why is the professor showing us this silly movie?—is sometimes overcome. We settle into the story of the wildly popular San Diego newscaster Ron Burgundy (Will Ferrell)—who surpasses no one in his fawning self-love—and the ways in which his world is changed, and threatened, by the arrival of his colleague and future love interest Veronica Corningstone (Christina Applegate), and a nearly infinite array of themes and subthemes reveal themselves: the rise of second-wave feminism, masculine fragility, media satire, the grown-up Peter Pan protagonists of so many comedies of the early 2000s.

			We put our heads together and begin to talk about Will Ferrell as a cultural phenomenon, about the conjoined nostalgia and mockery of comedic depictions of the past, the influence of Saturday Night Live on American culture in the last five decades, the feminist impulses of Veronica Corningstone, the ways in which the film asks us to laugh at Ron Burgundy’s odious antics while also holding him at a notable distance, and I can sense a new path of inquiry opening up for (at least some of) my students. But before we can get to discussing any of those topics, we must first wrestle with an unavoidable reality of Anchorman: It is really fucking funny.
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			Of all the film’s scenes, the one that often prompts the most classroom discussion comes when Veronica confronts Ron in the newsroom, prompting the two newscasters to trade barbs, and Ron to reach deep into his store of misogynistic insults in an effort to hold Veronica at bay.

			The confrontation begins slowly. Ron Burgundy has commandeered the office VCR to study clips of his Emmy speeches from years past, pressing a lowly underling into a likely unwanted role as polisher of his rhetorical trophies. (“Turn the music off! I’m still talking!” a profoundly agitated Ron shouts at the orchestra as they attempt to play him off. Ron watches himself and murmurs, “I don’t even remember doing it.”) Ron’s ego parade is keeping Veronica from her work, and she hovers in the background as Ron stares lovingly at his own on-screen image.

			They begin to argue, and Ron escalates the conflict. From his perspective, Veronica is not merely a workplace rival but the embodiment of all threats to masculine authority everywhere. “I’m not a baby. I’m a man.” (Not something you want to have to say out loud.) “I am an anchorman!” Hidden inside Ron’s retort is the belief that an anchorman is the highest form of man, man at the peak of perfection. “You are not a man,” Veronica retorts. “You are a big fat joke!”

			Here is where Ron gets weird, and where we get our first deep insight into the uglier crevices of his caveman brain. Ron is ridiculous, but we also see here just how harmful he can be when his masculine privileges are questioned. “I’m a man who discovered the wheel and built the Eiffel Tower out of metal, and brawn,” he brags. “That’s what kind of man I am.” The course of human history has been compressed into two singular accomplishments, each called to represent a kind of ingenuity and muscularity that Ron defines as masculine. Ron is a man with a nice head of hair and a gorgeous blue suit and little more but has rendered himself the inheritor of all human accomplishments throughout history. Moreover, he has craftily edited women out of this tale. History is the story of great men and their accomplishments. Ron places himself at the tail end of this potted history, standing poised to reap the bounty of all human accomplishment and accept it on behalf of men and men alone. (It is telling that earlier in the film, Ron says, in response to Champ’s [David Koechner] not knowing the definition of the word diversity, “I believe that diversity is an old, old wooden ship that was used during the Civil War era,” with Brick [Steve Carell] nodding along to every word.)

			Ron’s heated claims are silently undermined by the presence of a poster of what looks like Veronica herself, blurred but clearly visible over his left shoulder. The image gives the scene the feeling that Ron is arguing not only with the real Veronica but with an apparition or an invisible presence as well. Veronica has rattled him, and his men’s-rights temper tantrum is perhaps the result of her having taken up residence, rent-free, inside his mind.

			By now, Ferrell has dropped his right eyebrow. Ron Burgundy is about to lower the boom. “You’re just a woman with a small brain. With a brain a third the size of us. It’s science.” Ron jerks up the side of his mouth at us, with a what-can-you-do shrug to accompany it. He shakes his head and tilts it disparagingly at Veronica at It’s science, his body language telegraphing his just-the-facts misogyny. In this moment, Ron channels every threatened masculine underachiever, forced to lean on others’ accomplishments in the hopes of feeling better about himself. He is speaking to an audience that he conceives of as being solely other men; note the us, with its implicit drawing of gendered sides for this playground brawl.

			Veronica is our ally here, taking the blows of a cruel world and fighting back on our collective behalf. Veronica understands the terms of their debate and is frustrated with Ron’s intransigence. “I will have you know,” she begins, “that I have more talent and more intelligence in my little finger than you do in your entire body, sir!” Veronica raises her pinkie when she says “little finger,” and while her comments are ostensibly devoted to her talent and intelligence, one cannot help but see the ghost of a schoolyard taunt. Here is Veronica’s representation of Ron’s body, or to be precise, one particular part of his anatomy, and her depiction is not flattering.

			While Ron ranges the course of history and biology to come up with his factually challenged assaults, Veronica cuts to the chase. Her hastily appended sir does not do much to dampen the force of her blow, and Ron and Veronica exchange a series of rapid-fire insults: “You are a smelly pirate hooker.” “You look like a blueberry.” “Why don’t you go back to your home on Whore Island?” Ron’s cheek quivers on pirate hooker, and Veronica similarly trembles on delivering her line. It is telling that Ron’s insults circle around the same idea: that the polished, self-confident Veronica is some kind of prostitute, selling herself for money. Men are their accomplishments, and women are nothing more than their bodies, to be purchased by men at their leisure.

			Ron’s insults are cruel but also creative and, in the context of the movie, quite funny. They are also relatively generic. Ron is resorting to the epithets favored by every thin-skinned man convinced any woman who does not favor him must be lowly and despicable. They can be reused for any woman, while Veronica’s are personal and targeted. She is responding to his blue suit (which is truthfully quite striking), not to some platonic ideal of men’s suits. But after being called a hooker and a whore, Veronica wheels in the big guns. She knows it, too, as witnessed by her pausing midway through, assessing whether she really wants to say it: “Well, you . . . have bad hair.”

			Veronica raises an eyebrow once she finishes, as if to silently ask Ron what he thinks of that. It was bad enough when Veronica was insulting Ron’s manhood; now she is reaching into the core of his being, the most precious part of his anatomy, and seeking to tear away a chunk of his self-esteem. Ron is rattled. He furrows his brow in disbelief, and his voice drops to a whisper: “What did you say?” “I said your hair looks stupid.” Veronica dances closer to him with each word, relishing the realization that she has, at last, found Ron’s weak spot.

			We cut to an ultra-close-up of Ron’s eyes, in which twin nuclear explosions detonate. His eyes look like two fiery comets skidding through space, and as they explode, Ron shrieks, seizes Veronica by the shoulders, and sends her flying over the desk, knocking over an array of office supplies. “Let ’em work it out,” Champ shouts, holding back the crowd, and Brian (Paul Rudd) agrees: “It’s between the two of them.” Veronica staggers upright, grabs a typewriter from the desk, and flings it at Ron’s head, then leaps off the front ropes of the desk and pile-drives Ron to the ground. Veronica reaches into her purse and sprays Ron with Mace, then grabs an antenna off the television set and whips him with it. Ron grabs the canister of Mace but only succeeds in spraying himself once more. (In an alternative version of this scene, which did not make it into the final cut of the film, Ron asks Veronica to marry him and sings to her as she beats him mercilessly.)
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			All this casual cruelty raises a question that might feel somewhat peculiar within the pages of a book devoted to the subject: Just why do people like Anchorman, anyway? The simplest answer is to merely reiterate the obvious. Anchorman is a comedy, and a very funny one at that, and people enjoy the prospect of laughing at high-quality jokes.

			Having established that, let’s try poking at the dirt a bit more. People love Anchorman because it offers viewers a comically twisted sense of superiority. Ron Burgundy and his colleagues are boorish, sexist dolts, too clueless and self-involved to even realize how offensive they are.

			Every generation likes to believe itself the first to ever be truly enlightened. Revisiting the past, especially in a comedic vein, offers the distinct pleasure of laughing at the limitations and blind spots of the past. (Cue the New Testament quote about the mote in your brother’s eye and the beam in your own.)

			Ron Burgundy is a clownish mascot for the bad old days, when men were men and men were obnoxious blowhards. Haven’t we all advanced so far since the time when any of this behavior was acceptable? Anchorman asks us.

			A great deal of preparation went into filming the scene. Applegate and Ferrell reviewed what each of them would do to the other and made sure that they were comfortable with the physicality of the scene. They also rehearsed it extensively, with Applegate making use of a foam-rubber typewriter to launch at Ron’s temple.

			Ron’s fabled masculine brawn, inherited from those bygone builders of the Eiffel Tower, serves him well at first, but by the time Ed (Fred Willard) arrives to break up the fight, Ron is red-faced and breathless, having been literally whipped by Veronica. It is symbolically fraught, as well, that the weapon Veronica seizes is a TV antenna. (In the original script, she reached for a curtain rod.) Ron is being humiliated with the very tool of his chosen profession, the metal that connects him to his beloved viewers. Veronica has seized control of the antenna and is using it to publicly thrash him.
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			Every year, I show Anchorman to my students at NYU, and every year, it feels like a subtly different film. Annual rewatches make for a fascinating scientific experiment, and each visit with Anchorman is affected by events in my own life and in the world at large: the election of blatant misogynist Donald Trump as president, the rise of the #MeToo movement. We are forever adjusting our response to the movies we love, calibrating our reactions and finding ourselves changed by our experiences—personal and collective—each time we arrive again.

			If I feel a bit iffier about a handful of Anchorman’s jokes than I once did, I also feel more secure in the knowledge that Anchorman arrived here first, considering questions of toxic masculinity, emotional sadism, and culturally approved cruelty long before the culture at large did.

			We develop special relationships with the comedies we love. We watch them over and over again. We select favorite scenes that we force our friends or our children (or our students!) to sit through as we cackle heartily. We quote them in casual conversation and use them in our Twitter bios and our email signatures. We imagine ourselves into their spaces. We make them our own. We even take umbrage with their missteps and failed attempts at humor.

			A good comedy is like a magic trick. A great comedy is like actual magic. It is to start with nothing and create something that might ease the burdens of others for a brief, wonderful moment. It is to bring a group of talented people into a room with nothing more than an idea and emerge with a work of art that will convince a roomful of people to temporarily set their troubles aside and laugh.

			Of all the comedies of the past twenty years, Anchorman is perhaps the one with the most dedicated fan base, still able to quote vast swaths of the film’s script by heart. It is that rare movie able to get fans to snicker at the mere thought of, say, Ron Burgundy’s pre-broadcast vocal warm-ups (“The arsonist has oddly shaped feet”) or Brian Fantana donning the foul-smelling Sex Panther cologne. Anchorman is the film that, more than any other, has defined the course of twenty-first-century comedy to date.

			Anchorman is the product of two Saturday Night Live alumni with a gift for improvisational comedy and a yearning to create a ludicrous ode to the newscasters of their youth. What began as a screenplay about plane crashes and cannibalism turned into a story of roiling misogyny and professional jealousy in the hothouse world of local television reporters; and what started as an oddball film crammed onto the 2004 release calendar transformed into one of the most acclaimed and beloved comedies of its time.

			To properly tell the story, then, we must start at a particularly chaotic moment in the nearly fifty-year-long history of Saturday Night Live, when a disastrous season had led to a wholesale turnover of the show’s cast and writers. Two young men had been brought in as fresh blood for SNL: one a veteran of the Chicago improv- and sketch-comedy scene with a penchant for letting his routines drift wildly out of control, and the other a performer from Los Angeles with a deceptively milquetoast appearance and a willingness to give every joke, no matter how inconsequential, his utmost. They would meet for the first time at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in the fall of 1995.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			Let the Games Begin
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			CHAPTER 1

			Blowout

			Every few years, the headlines would recur. “Saturday Night Dead,” they would crow, sure that now, at long last, the venerable sketch show had reached a nadir from which it could not possibly recover. By the mid-1990s, there had already been a few such phases for Saturday Night Live, with perhaps the most famous being the post–Eddie Murphy doldrums of 1984–85, in which Harry Shearer had quit the show midseason and writer Larry David, still nearly a decade away from becoming a household name with Seinfeld, loudly tendered his resignation to showrunner Dick Ebersol (during the brief interlude in which SNL creator, Lorne Michaels, was not involved with the show) and then, rethinking his rash decision, slunk back to work the following Monday as if nothing had happened.

			For the 1995–96 season, a new roster of performers, including Darrell Hammond, Jim Breuer, Nancy Walls, David Koechner, and Will Ferrell, rebooted Saturday Night Live after the departure of stars like Mike Myers and Adam Sandler and a dispiriting previous incarnation featuring the likes of Janeane Garofalo (who also quit the show midseason) and Chris Elliott. Who were these strangers, and what had they done with Saturday Night Live?

			It’s inevitable, on entering a new workplace, to quietly assess your new coworkers. The early verdict on new repertory player Will Ferrell was that he was undoubtedly going to be the dud of the new class. New writer Harper Steele thought he looked like a frat boy, stiff and almost aggressive in his plainness. There were quiet conversations among the new writers and cast members about what he was doing there. Surrounded by potentially exciting new talents, Will Ferrell was not going to be able to keep up. In this cast of nobodies, Ferrell was dismissed as the biggest nobody of all.

			Adam McKay spotted Ferrell at one of the first gatherings of the new cast and assumed that he was present to be the straight man, there to offset likelier stars. But it took only the first read-through for McKay to realize how mistaken he had been. This unassuming-looking doofus was capable of anything, and soon writers were all competing to pen sketches for Ferrell, the breakout star of the new Saturday Night Live.
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			Comedy, we may have heard before, is often a byproduct of trauma. Experiencing pain and inner torment, comedians transmute their experiences into humor. There are exceptions to every rule, and Will Ferrell is that exception. Ferrell grew up in Irvine, California, the spiritual heart of rock-ribbed Republican Orange County. As he would later describe it, he had “no interesting demons.”

			From a very early age, Ferrell knew one thing above all: that he had absolutely no interest in performance as a career. His father, a musician with Dick Dale and the Righteous Brothers, had an unstable career, and Will told himself that when he was an adult, he would have a steady job and purchase a house.

			After his parents divorced, Ferrell lived with his mother, Kay, an English graduate student who would become a community college teacher. An Orange County upbringing instilled Ferrell’s lifelong “love of suburban, lame white people,” as he would later describe it. Without his even being aware of it, Ferrell was training as a suburban sociologist let loose in the homeland of “white male American jackasses”—the very same people he would devote his career to lampooning and celebrating.

			Will was an accomplished soccer midfielder, and his passion for sports carried him to USC, where he cheered on the Trojan football team at the Coliseum and majored in sports information. He enrolled in a fraternity (of course), where he regularly flummoxed his brothers with ludicrous suggestions presented with an entirely straight face. And that was the thing about looking like everyone’s future chiropractor: No one was ever entirely sure when you were joking.

			After graduating, Ferrell moved back home with his mother and started a news internship at a local station in Orange County. One day, he made a joke while on the air, and was stunned by the rush he felt. Making other people laugh was invigorating.

			Ferrell left the internship and tried stand-up comedy but was drawn to the collaborative nature of theater, and especially improv, and joined the sketch-comedy group the Groundlings in 1992. The Groundlings’ style differed from that of their Chicago and New York peers. Creating memorable characters was at the heart of making audiences laugh, and every lesson the Groundlings offered their students was based in that belief.

			It was easy, in those early moments with the Groundlings, to look over at Will Ferrell and be deceived. When Jim Wise first glimpsed Ferrell in class, he took in his Art Garfunkel halo of curly hair and his suburban-dad affect and assumed that he was a nice guy, well-meaning but fatally out of his depth in the Groundlings. Fellow classmate David Jahn had a similar impression until he saw Ferrell and Roy Jenkins try out a sketch called “The Disney Barbershop Duo.” Ferrell and Jenkins demonstrated their two-person version of a barbershop quartet, with Ferrell tackling multiple voices simultaneously, and Jahn reared back in surprise. “Holy shit,” he thought. “The bar is raised.”

			Where others would dial down their performance, Ferrell was uninhibited. If a role called for him to scream and rant, flecks of spittle bursting from his mouth, he would do it, whether it was in front of a crowd of hundreds or in an empty rehearsal room.

			In his spare time, Ferrell would visit classmate Maggie Baird at her apartment in Silver Lake. Baird’s apartment was crammed full of cats that she and her then-boyfriend had brought with them from New York, and Ferrell was allergic. He would sit on Baird’s couch as his face quietly ballooned, occasionally popping an antihistamine in the hopes of offsetting the damage.

			Baird (the future mother of pop superstar Billie Eilish) would worry about Ferrell falling asleep during one of his hour-long drives home to his mother’s in Orange County. Ferrell was a prankster playing tricks on an unsuspecting straight world and thought it was hilarious to drive painfully slowly, sending his fellow Southern California drivers into an incandescent rage as they leaned on their horns.

			In one memorable sketch, Ferrell and Baird played geeky members of a high school marching band who liked to taunt each other about their musical routines. The whole bit was a harbinger of Ferrell’s later SNL cheerleader routine, seeking to be true to the fixations and habits of adolescence, down to the jokes about calculus and the sotto voce efforts to attract the band teacher’s attention with paeans to his posterior. In another inspired pairing, Baird played an elderly Rose Kennedy, unable to remember precisely which of her children were still alive. Ferrell was a guest forced to hopscotch from seat to seat at the dinner table, pretending to be each of Rose’s children in turn.

			After a visit by Saturday Night Live’s Lorne Michaels and Marci Klein (who came primarily to see Ferrell’s castmate Chris Kattan), Ferrell was brought out to New York for an audition. He was told to prepare three pieces, and he was armed with his imitation of Chicago Cubs announcer Harry Caray, a routine about Ted Kennedy doing stand-up (which he rapidly realized was not exactly cutting-edge material), and a bit about a suburban father shouting at some people to get off the shed. (The latter would end up becoming one of the most popular sketches of the new season.)

			Racking his brain for a means of standing out, Ferrell decided it would be amusing to pretend to bribe Michaels for a spot on the show. He had heard that Adam Sandler had come in for his audition and humped his own chair’s leg, charming Michaels so thoroughly that he was offered a spot in the cast while still in the room. So Ferrell bought some packets of fake money and stuffed them into a leather briefcase that he brought with him to New York. On the day of the audition, he carried the briefcase, his accessories now matching his middle-management demeanor.

			The plan had been to walk into the audition, pop the briefcase, show Michaels the money, and tell him: “Lorne, you can say whatever you want, but we all know what really talks. And that’s cold, hard cash. Now, I’m gonna walk outta here. You can take the cash if you want. Or not.” But as soon as Ferrell walked in, he could see that the mood in the room was tense and businesslike, and he panicked.

			Faced with the prospect of popping the briefcase, Ferrell choked and let it sit limply at his side. At the close of the meeting, Michaels asked producer Steve Higgins if he had anything to add, and he told Ferrell, “Nice briefcase.” Ferrell was called back for a second meeting, and brought back the briefcase and the money. Michaels told him that he was hired for Saturday Night Live, and Ferrell put down the briefcase, not wanting to spoil his moment of triumph with a dumb joke. It had taken Will Ferrell all of three years to go from his very first Groundlings class to becoming a cast member on Saturday Night Live. He wound up distributing approximately $10,000 in play money to Michaels’s assistant.
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			It was always helpful for writers to partner with performers on the show, thereby increasing the likelihood that their sketches would ever make it to air. And Ferrell and McKay—who had never worked in television before but had already improvised and written hundreds of sketches as a performer—rapidly discovered that they had a shared comedic sensibility. Their sketches began with familiar templates—the job interview, the TV parody, the late-night commercial—before veering in the oddest and most unexpected directions. Other writers on the show might have taken an entire night to painstakingly craft a sketch, but McKay and Ferrell would knock out a first draft in an hour and a half, giving themselves time to come back to their work later and revise or adjust their material.

			They came up with an idea for a sketch in which Ferrell would play Neil Diamond, sharing a slew of inappropriate and off-color stories about his acclaimed songs for an installation of VH1 Storytellers. Diamond’s most famous songs would be inspired by a deadly hit-and-run accident and his deep hatred of immigrants.

			McKay soon discovered there was no one he liked writing for at Saturday Night Live more than Will Ferrell. Ferrell’s ferociousness, his ability to turn on a dime midsketch, his toggling between ordinary guy and blood-drenched weirdo (as in the sketch “Jimmy Tango’s Fat Busters,” which Ferrell swiped out from underneath Jim Carrey), meant he could brilliantly perform practically anything McKay could imagine. And more than that, Ferrell was a gifted writer as well, with the two men finding a shared comic language. Ferrell and McKay particularly loved what they called “absurd, screw-around sketches,” in which loud, obnoxious braggarts were dropped into ordinary surroundings (doctor’s offices, airplanes, work drinks) and proved themselves painfully oblivious to others’ discomfort. In one sketch, Ferrell plays Dr. Beaman, an ob-gyn who gleefully insults parents visiting his office and then goes on to admit that he lost the couple’s baby while at a BoDeans concert. In another sketch, Ferrell is a clean-cut airline pilot who gets on the PA to share his “quiet time” philosophy with his passengers: “If anyone looks at me or makes a sound, I will hit you right square in the teeth.”

			One of the earliest examples of McKay and Ferrell’s conjoined sensibility came with “Hulk Hogan Talk Show” in December 1995. After a surprisingly detailed theme song chronicling all of Hogan’s many ludicrous accomplishments, we are subjected to a comic bait-and-switch when, instead of seeing the flamboyantly maned, gleamingly muscled wrestling champion, we glimpse the pasty and inoffensive Ferrell in an off-the-rack suit, sitting in what appears to be a golden throne with a wrestling belt displayed behind his head: “Hulk Hogan is on vacation. I’m your guest host, Phil Tobin.”

			Phil is interviewing a guest (Anthony Edwards) with a harrowing story of abduction by terrorists, but the interview is continually interrupted by the format of Hogan’s show, and Phil must pause their conversation for a variety of wrestling-related highlights and features.

			McKay’s sketches had a central idea—what if the inane features of a disposable talk show preempted a serious conversation?—and let it spool out until audiences grasped the comedic stakes.

			In “Old Glory Insurance,” written by McKay in his first season on the show, Sam Waterston scares a roomful of seniors with fears of robot attacks: “Robots are everywhere, and they eat old people’s medicine for fuel.” The ludicrous idea is only enhanced by the deliberately amateurish footage of 1950s-style metallic robots clobbering silver-haired gentlemen, attacking elderly women as they rake leaves, and gobbling fistfuls of prescription pills. McKay arrived on the set for “Old Glory Insurance” and heard a “ding” in his mind. Here was “a perfect 1950s threatening robot with a perfect eighty-two-year-old woman, in perfect wardrobe,” just as he had imagined it. His ideas could take flight.

			Saturday Night Live rewarded some and diminished others. After just one season, Ferrell’s castmate David Koechner was fired. Koechner had been frustrated by the political intrigue and passive-aggressive cloddishness of SNL. The show, in his mind, had too many producer middlemen with little working knowledge of comedy, but he was still shocked at the news. “David,” Michaels told him, “you’re already on the radar. You’ll do fine.”

			At the same time, Adam McKay was named Saturday Night Live’s head writer after his first season on the show. He was twenty-eight years old and had only just started in television, and was now in charge of putting together a legendary sketch show. The work was grueling. Ninety-hour weeks were the regular order of things, and writers lived on a diet of fast food, soda, and cigarettes. By general consensus, McKay was the fastest comedic thinker in the SNL orbit. Writer Harper Steele found that McKay could instantly unstick her when she found herself trapped in a sketch idea that was not working.
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			McKay’s mother was a waitress attending night school when he was a child growing up in Worcester, Massachusetts, and Malvern, Pennsylvania, and his father a bass player. As a child, he would watch Three Stooges movies with tears of laughter rolling down his face. He loved Monty Python, Public Enemy, and Larry Bird. After McKay graduated from high school, he enrolled in college, first at Penn State (where he hated the fraternity culture) and then at Temple University in Philadelphia, where he tried his hand at stand-up work. He found a modicum of success in stand-up, once opening for Chris Rock, but the form called on him to adopt an ill-fitting persona; here he was, telling girlfriend jokes, and he did not even have a girlfriend. McKay’s friend Rick Roman had told him a revolution in comedy was under way in Chicago, being led by a radical named Del Close. McKay dropped out of Temple University, sold his comic book collection, purchased a 1976 Chrysler New Yorker, attached a lobster claw to its hood, and drove it to Chicago.

			Close was mercurial and difficult, a comedic genius who burned bridges behind him with terrifying glee. After being fired from legendary sketch-comedy showcase the Second City (possibly for an incident in which he threatened to place a couple’s baby in a trash can), he had cofounded the ImprovOlympic along with Charna Halpern. Close always encouraged his students to take the time to search for their third thought, which would be funnier and less hackneyed than their first and second thoughts. If you were going to be dumb onstage, there was no shame in that, but Close asked them to be brilliantly dumb.

			In the Movie, an improv format invented by Close, performers would treat a show as an opportunity to unspool the entirety of an imaginary film onstage, with scene changes and stage directions incorporated into the action. Close called it “scene painting,” in which the performers were summoned to describe backdrops, offstage events, camera movements, and characters’ actions, smoothing the way from scene to scene.

			The Movie style was empowering to McKay and his castmates because it allowed them to create shows that passed themselves off as other affairs: self-help conferences, virtual-reality demonstrations, explorations of the dank underworld of the conspiratorially minded. Close described the Family, an improv group McKay formed along with future Scrubs star Neil Flynn, Matt Besser, Ali Farahnakian, Miles Stroth, and Ian Roberts, as “like watching six men fall down the stairs and land on their feet.” Close would eventually do the unthinkable and agree to direct one of the Family’s shows himself.

			McKay and Roberts, joined by Besser, Farahnakian, and Horatio Sanz, formed a sketch-comedy offshoot to the Family in 1990 they called the Upright Citizens Brigade (the name would later be shared with the comedy school and performance hub). Shows would begin with sequences set in the secret lair of the ultra-powerful Upright Citizens Brigade, in which an array of surveillance devices allowed them to monitor the chaos they were intent on creating. The framing device was another version of the Movie, thematically pulling together a series of otherwise disconnected sketches.

			Their first themed show, 1990’s Virtual Reality, allowed the group to pull up audience members and have them join the action onstage by playing a variety of roles in their imagined VR, ranging from the president of the United States to a CEO to a babysitter. UCB shows were predicated on unsettling their audiences, on provoking unexpected responses. These were diatribes against manipulation that involved manipulating their audiences and then asking them to consider just what they had been cajoled into doing.

			In one performance, the audience was led outside and handed tiki torches and plastic guns, and what had been presented as a town hall meeting to discuss putting up a stop sign transformed into an unruly protest against legendarily corrupt local congressman Dan Rostenkowski. Horatio Sanz, refusing to break character during the melee, was arrested and taken away by the police. Later, fans would come up to the other members of the troupe and commend them on just how realistic the encounter was. McKay would inform them that it actually had been the Chicago police breaking up their fake riot.

			In his off hours, McKay would disappear into his bedroom in the apartment he had moved into with fellow comedian Patrick McCartney for days at a time and just write. He would eventually submit his writing to the Fox sketch-comedy series The Ben Stiller Show, where he received helpful feedback from Andy Dick.

			“Attention,” read a handbill that was distributed before a later performance of Virtual Reality. “On Feb. 28, 1992, Adam McKay, age 23, will kill himself during the performance of Virtual Reality . . . No joke.” The audience was summoned outdoors, where McKay stood on the roof of a Wicker Park building asking if they wanted to see him jump. The crowd raucously and enthusiastically encouraged him to do it, with McKay finally flinging a CPR dummy dressed in identical clothes off the building.

			In one performance that has since taken on quasi-legendary status, audience members were informed that they were attendees at the Conference on the Future of Happiness, which would offer conferencegoers a one-sentence précis on the secret to happiness. Near the end of the show, the audience was summoned to the window of a ground-floor apartment, where they watched as an intruder snuck in and murdered a resident (played by Sanz).

			The audience were then asked if they still wanted to hear the one-sentence description of the secret of happiness. When they inevitably said they did, the cast instead opened a box, took out pellets of dough, and pelted the audience with them. (How were the reviews? Seth Meyers would later ask McKay when he made an appearance on his show. Mixed, McKay responded.)

			On another occasion, actors summoned by McKay posed as locked-out union members with a cola-fueled grievance at the Pepsi-sponsored grand opening of the Navy Pier. The police approached McKay after the rowdy protest, treating his Pepsi shirt as a marker of corporate responsibility. “How do you wanna handle this?” he was asked. McKay gulped and responded, “You know what? It’s been bad enough PR, just let them go.” Everyone raced to their cars and sped away before the police could change their minds or realize they had been duped.

			Time and again, the audience would prove to be infinitely gullible and punished for their misplaced sense of trust. McKay and fellow performer Scott Adsit interrupted their set on the main stage of Second City to gravely announce that President Clinton had just been assassinated. They wheeled out a TV set and proceeded to show the audience a compilation of football bloopers. McKay was purposefully looking to prompt a collision of responses, shock and horror meeting head-on with frustration and the kind of unpleasant and faintly embarrassing surprise that can only emerge from being hoodwinked into feeling a genuine, unprompted emotion.

			In perhaps their most famous show, 1995’s Piñata Full of Bees, McKay came onstage and delivered an impassioned screed against Blockbuster Video and all the ways in which the then-ubiquitous VHS-rental giant was perverting the art of cinema by editing the films they rented to customers. He asked audience members to hand over their Blockbuster cards, which he proceeded to cut in half with scissors, dropping them into an ever-growing pile on the theater stage.

			In each of these cases, UCB was creating a heightened reality in which participants were finding themselves swept up in collective experiences they had not anticipated or prompted. They were looking to unsettle their audience and then unsettle them again, refusing them the comfort of a baseline against which to measure the pleasing fictions of the theater.

			Saturday Night Live eventually made its way to Piñata Full of Bees and called McKay for a tryout. McKay worried he did not have the slickly polished sketches that would highlight his performing abilities and hedged his bets by bringing a packet of his writing to New York and handing it to Michaels immediately after his audition. His instincts were right; McKay was not offered a position in the cast but received a call. Would he be interested in becoming a writer on Saturday Night Live?
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			McKay was now summoning some of the deliberate weirdness and political provocation of Upright Citizens Brigade for a national audience. McKay wrote a sketch called “Media-Opoly,” a Schoolhouse Rock!–esque animated musical number about corporate consolidation that deliberately bit the hand that fed it: “They own networks from CBS to CNBC, they can use them to say whatever they please.” The sketch ended with a “PLEASE STAND BY” sign and a long bleeping sound, as if it had been interrupted mid-broadcast, but its airing led to a series of actual complaints from higher-ups. The sketch was pulled from the episode’s rerun, but a friend of McKay’s tipped him off to the plan, and he leaked the story to the media.

			The deepest fit of familiar characters and underlying oddity came in the sketches that combined Ferrell’s abiding interest in homegrown white-bread oddballs and McKay’s taste for political satire. It was the George W. Bush sketches—many of them written by McKay—that fully made Saturday Night Live a success once more, returning it to the white-hot center of the comedy landscape.

			In more ways than one, Ron Burgundy would be a direct descendant of George W. Bush. Both men are given to fits of extended braggadocio. Both Ron and W. mangle, and accidentally poeticize, the English language.

			Perhaps most important, both Ron Burgundy and George W. Bush draw on a deep reserve of inexplicable popularity. They are ambulatory versions of the thumb on the scale for genial white men. With his square, stiff shoulders and a sports coat that looks like an ill-fitting hand-me-down, this Bush is every inch the callow heir. Ferrell could not help but make his George W. Bush, nepotism beneficiary and neophyte president, distinctly likable even as he scored points off Bush’s frightened-raccoon affect.

			In one of the best Saturday Night Live Bush sketches, Ferrell is chugging beer out of a mug as he assesses his chances in the upcoming 2000 election: “Man, it’s cool. I’m gonna be president. That’s wicked.” Ferrell is summoned to sit on his father’s lap, an overgrown boy with no business in adult life. “I know you’re not a bright man,” Dana Carvey, returning as George H. W. Bush, tells him, encouraging him to lean his failson head on his father’s shoulder.

			In another sketch, father and son go hunting, and Carvey gently tries to educate Ferrell about the profound responsibilities of the presidency as Ferrell fidgets with a pair of toy antlers. Carvey lifts his gun, as if to mercy-kill his son, and then restrains his hand, reminding himself that it is illegal, and that his wife, Barbara, wouldn’t like it: “Well, it’s probably just four years.”

			The acclaimed 2000 debate sketches pitted Ferrell against Darrell Hammond, who played Al Gore as a tiresome bore, sighing and talking painfully slowly, like an elementary school teacher addressing a remedial class. In one, the debate moderator asks each candidate for a single word to sum up their candidacy. Bush famously settles on strategery.

			Ferrell’s Bush knows he is in far beyond his depth, a C student who failed to study for the final exam, and is intent on faking his way through. Strategery became a summation of this frat boy posing as a statesman, his foothold on the intermediate rungs of the English language decidedly unsteady, laconic Texan charisma being passed off unsuccessfully as wisdom.

			In a clever post-election sketch, during the period of uncertainty before the Florida results were determined in Bush’s favor by the Supreme Court, Ferrell addresses the nation with an important announcement, looking vaguely into the camera as if in search of a Jet Ski or yacht on which he might escape this predicament of success. “I’m sure, just like me,” he tells the country, “most of you have been very edgy and wetting the bed.” Bush starts his acceptance speech reading from the wrong piece of paper: “Daddy, help me, I never thought I’d win this thing and I want out.”

			By 2001, McKay was feeling burned out after five years as Saturday Night Live’s head writer. He was ready to step down from the position until he was cajoled by Lorne Michaels to reconsider his decision. McKay said he would be willing to stay on at SNL if he was given his own title and budget and the freedom to create his own digital shorts, à la “Old Glory Insurance.” He also wanted to craft his own title for the new role. Michaels agreed, and McKay began his tenure as Saturday Night Live’s first and only “coordinator of falconry.”

			In his new role, McKay produced shorts like “The Pervert,” in which a cohort of grubby sexual deviants reports their disgust with one of their own for his attraction to his grocery products: “Some guys get off on showing their thing. Some guys get off on watching. Me, I get off on the Cream of Wheat chef.” The black-and-white short has a down-at-heel, Dog Day Afternoon vibe to it, and McKay crams a surprising amount of atmosphere into a three-minute film. “The Pervert” is funny but has a sense of tone and pacing that indicated McKay was in search of more than just a belly laugh.
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			During an SNL hiatus prior to becoming coordinator of falconry, McKay was brought in by Lorne Michaels, along with fellow writers Dennis McNicholas, Tom Gianas, and Steve Higgins, to write an Austin Powers–like vehicle for Alec Baldwin called The Cold Warrior, about an American secret agent who emerges from a Soviet gulag after the Cold War has come to an end. Michaels had a production deal with Paramount, and for the briefest of moments, it appeared that the script for The Cold Warrior was going to get a green light for production. When it didn’t, McKay approached Ferrell about writing an original screenplay together. Ferrell had contracted with Paramount to deliver a film script, which he still owed to them.

			Writing a film was different than penning a Saturday Night Live sketch. Rather than coming up with a single premise and a comic twist, a film script required more patience. SNL had a certain structure that had served it well for decades, and while Ferrell liked to question the necessity of, say, the monologue, that format held firm during his tenure on the show. Writing a movie allowed all of that framework to fall away and indulge every wild thought without anyone present to tell them that this wouldn’t work.

			August Blowout, written by McKay and Ferrell during the late 1990s, stemmed from a small handful of disparate influences. Most obviously, it was a comic homage to Glengarry Glen Ross, the David Mamet play whose 1992 film adaptation had been a particular favorite of McKay’s, along with the 1980 Robert Zemeckis comedy Used Cars. He had watched Glengarry seven or eight times and been particularly enamored of Alec Baldwin’s “always be closing” Blake, who inspired one of the characters in their script. Ferrell and McKay had also both loved the car-dealership commercials of their 1970s youth, in which aggressive hucksters were pushing closeout deals on the latest Pontiac.

			The script was also looking at Alex Cox’s 1984 film Repo Man, in which Emilio Estevez was a newbie summoned to a world of grubby blue-collar masculine striving. Last but not least, McKay and Ferrell were intent on re-creating a lost era of collaborative comedy, wanting to bring back the spread-the-wealth spirit of 1970s and 1980s movies like Caddyshack, Stripes, and Animal House, which, rather than featuring one star surrounded by straight men, had ensembles and granted funny moments to each of their characters—many of whom, not coincidentally, were veterans of Saturday Night Live and Second City.

			Like Anchorman would be, August Blowout was set in a hothouse world of masculine competition and aggression. The script was about a man on an irrepressible, inexplicable hot streak who runs into trouble and must wrestle with what it means to not be the hotshot he has always believed himself to be. We first meet master car salesman Jeff Tanner (intended to be played by Ferrell) in the midst of a brutal Southern California traffic jam. Jeff is behind the wheel of an SUV, and as he faces the camera and speaks directly to us, he gets out of his car and climbs atop its hood.

			Jeff goes on to describe himself like he is one of the products on his lot. He is “rugged, sexy, and American” and is “fully tricked out with all the features.” “I come with a confident handshake, an outstanding ass, a saddle in my bedroom,” Jeff says, “and except for some screwup by JCPenney, a near spotless credit report. And guess what? That’s all standard.”

			The plot is set in motion by a cutthroat sales competition lifted directly from Glengarry Glen Ross, which Jeff plans to win. “This is a car for strong, willful men who like to off-road it,” master salesman Jeff tells a young couple about an SUV, “and tame the savage land using only the rippling muscles and crackling bone that God gave him . . . and then when their musk fills the air, make love to a hard-bodied woman who wants to feel a steely beard against her naked body . . . this is the Ford Expedition.” When Jeff is done articulating just what owning the Expedition will do for them, his female customer looks down and is horrified to see Jeff’s prominent erection. “I’m not proud of this,” Jeff tells her in a moment that would echo a future Anchorman scene. “But when you talk about the Ford Expedition, it’s unavoidable.”

			August Blowout, like its future successor, is enamored of the parochialism of the nondescript midsized city. It is set in Anaheim, a city of nearly 350,000 people in Orange County best known for being the home of Disneyland and—as one of the script’s jokes makes clear—little else. These are stories of big fish in little ponds, and a montage sequence partway through the film plays up Anaheim’s second-banana status. Jeff shuttles a new salesman around the city after a long day’s sales, wanting to provide a
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