
 

 

 

LEFT AT THE SHOWALTER 
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Michael Showalter is back, and this time, 
he's not hot and wet. At least he doesn’t 
seem like it. The witty 34-year-old writer-
director of "Wet Hot American Summer," 
who began making the college set laugh in 
the early '90s with his friends Michael Ian 
Black and David Wain on MTV's cult hit "The 
State," is both enjoying the relative success 
of his troupe's current Comedy Central 
sketch show "Stella" and celebrating the 
release, this month, of his new movie "The 
Baxter." The film’s about that kind of stodgy, 
polite, too-earnest guy, the one who keeps 
getting dumped for bad-boy types with 
surprising emotional depth.  As Showalter 
tells it, lead character Elliot Sherman is an 
insufferably well-meaning CPA who doesn't 
live in Manhattan but Brooklyn (minus 
hipster pretension) and would rather read 
the dictionary than the latest issue of 
Playboy. I recently caught up with Showalter 
on a press tour in (terribly un-Baxter-like) 
Beverly Hills. And even though he'd already 
been through a barrage of equally 
unendurable interviews, Showalter was kind 
enough to explain his love for New York 
City's "other" borough and why he actually 
likes romantic comedies like "Sleepless in 
Seattle." 
 
 
Adam Baer: So what's a Baxter again? 
 
Michael Showalter: Baxter is the nice but 
wrong guy who keeps getting left at the 
altar. Actually it can be someone male or 
female. It's basically that man or woman 
who is wrong for the leading man or woman. 

 

 
 
AB: How autobiographical is this movie, and 
are you, Michael Showalter, a Baxter? 
 
MS: Not autobiographical. Not a Baxter. At 
least, I don't think I am. I think I have Baxter 
qualities, but part of what this movie does is 
purport that maybe all of us have Baxter 
qualities. We're all losers in one triangle and 
winners in another. We've all been dumped. 
If you've ever been dumped, you're a 
Baxter. 
 
AB: So is it fair to say that you should have 
been voted The State's alumnus most likely 
to succeed? 
 
MS: I don't think so. I think we're all doing 
amazingly well. I think I've got some pretty 
stiff competition. It's an amazing 
assemblage of people, that we all managed 
to come together for one brief moment in 
time, and now it's really cool that we're all, I 
think, really just starting again. One of the 
other guys in the troupe just made a movie, 
and I think in the next couple of years, it's 
going to dawn on people that, wow, this 



group of people are really in the mix. It's 
been a slow burn, but it's finally starting to 
occur to people. 
 
AB: That there's some pocket of culture that 
appreciates smart comedy. 
 
MS: Yeah, I guess. A small, small pocket. 
 
AB: Can you name some Baxters that have 
inspired you throughout history? 
 
MS: You mean fictional, from movies, or 
anything? 
 
AB: Anything. 
 
MS: Jimmy Carter’s a Baxter. 
 
AB: Why? 
 
MS: Peanuts... I mean, if you want to play 
the game with American Presidents... 
 
AB: Sure. 
 
MS: Ok, John Kennedy's not a Baxter... 
Richard Nixon...Richard Nixon's kind of a 
Baxter. ... Gerald Ford: Baxter. Clinton: Not 
a Baxter. G.W. Bush: Not a Baxter. 
 
AB: Sadly. 
 
MS: First Bush: Baxter; the elder Bush: 
Bigggtime Baxter. 
 
AB: Are you familiar with the French film 
called "Baxter"about the evil dog? 
 
MS: Yes, this is "loosely based" on that. This 
is just an English remake. Sort of like “Three 
Men and a Baby” was a remake of a French 
film about 
an evil dog. 
 
AB: You've lived in Brooklyn for 10 years, 
and the borough plays as large a role in your 
movie as Elliot Sherman, the Baxter. Yet in 
the film, one character calls the borough 
Brooklyn, Wisconsin, because "it's out in the 
middle of nowhere." Likewise, there aren't 
even any taxis in your Brooklyn. Is Brooklyn 
a Baxter? Still? Even with Manhattan-grade 
rents, the hipster parade, and the big bad 
Nets coming to town? 
 

MS: I think for most of the world, Brooklyn's 
still a Baxter, yeah. Certainly not 
Williamsburg. Williamsburg is sort of the 
cool guy. Not the leading man, but the pot-
smoking weirdo. Yeah, I think most of the 
world has still yet to catch onto how cool 
Brooklyn is. I mean, you don't get a lot of 
tourists in Brooklyn. You still feel like 
everyone you pass on the street lives there. 
 
AB: How 'bout L.A.? 
 
MS: L.A. as a Baxter? Nooo. L.A.'s the 
leading lady. The vixen. Sacramento... 
Sacramento's a Baxter. The California 
Baxter City. 
 
AB: In the movie Elliot Sherman says his 
grandmother came up with the term Baxter. 
How did you come up with it? And why does 
it work better than, say, Showalter? Or Ian 
Black? 
 
MS: I think it does. Baxter, I did come up 
with it. I wanted something that could 
suggest a certain stodginess. And I think 
Baxter is a word that fits that. It has a '40s 
quality to it. But it's not dorky. It's not like 
Dexter. There's a certain handsomeness to 
Baxter, but it's also a little square. 
 
AB: The movie is both a sendup of romantic 
comedies and a romantic comedy itself. Did 
you worry about being able to pull off that 
delicate balancing act? 
 
MS: It wasn't something I was concerned 
about but challenged by as I wrote the 
movie. While writing, I'd often question 
myself, am I going into spoof here? Because 
I wanted it to be a movie that could be 
enjoyed by itself, not just as a spoof. 
 
AB: You don't love romantic comedies like 
“Sleepless in Seattle” and the leading men 
who make all the magic happen? 
 
MS: No, I do love those movies. This is an 
homage, and I hope that comes across. I 
clearly have an enormous amount of 
affection for the genre. If anything, though, I 
loved the Bill Pullman character [that gets 
dumped] the most, and didn't want to let him 
go. If anything, this is his story—finished. 
 
AB: Elliot Sherman has an undeniably 



British, Monty-Python quality to him. 
 
MS: Elliot definitely has a kind of John 
Cleese "Mystery of Silly Walks" quality to 
him. I do think there's a kind of Britishness 
to him. And I think that's because the British 
are still stuck in those kinds of traditions: the 
chivalrousness, and social mores, and right 
and wrong, and how to behave, and 
politeness, and manners. All of these ideas 
that Elliot has in his mind about how you're 
"supposed to act," and I think that lends 
itself to a certain Britishness, a certain 
stuffiness. But I just kind of fell into that 
character. It wasn't a conscious choice. 
 
AB: At one point Elliot Sherman says "you 
creative types are so fascinating to me!" 
Please be honest: You're dying to be a CPA, 
and you just do comedy to pay the bills. 
 
MS: Of course, of course! 
 
AB: Early in the movie, Elliot's fellow Baxter 
friend offers him string quartet tickets to 
console him. Later, at Dartmouth, Elliot 
dates a Juilliard-bound musician who falls 
for a jock. What's so unsexy about 
Beethoven? 
 
MS: Actually it's the opposite, in the case of 
the Juilliard musician. She's hot, and what's 
hotter than a lacrosse player and a Juilliard 
musician doing it? On the issue of the string 
quartet: That's less sexy, because I see a 
bunch of guys with long hair, the Brodsky 
quartet or Kronos Quartet. A bunch of 
Icelandic men in tuxedos swaying back and 
forth making atonal classical music. But 
good question. 
 
AB: So there's something hot and inherently 
unBaxterlike about being a Baxter in today's 
culture. 
 
MS: That's the idea. Proudly admitting 
you're a nerd or whatever. What I'd like 
people to take away is: don't be ashamed of 
who you are. If you like the Dave Matthews 
band, that's Ok. It's okay to like the Dave 
Matthews band. I'm really sick of constantly 
being persecuted for liking things that aren't 
cool. It's time to just be tolerant of 
everybody's different weird shit that makes 
them different. And I think Elliot is one of 
those guys that's like always getting it wrong 

because he's just not cool enough. So it's 
hip to be square. 
 
AB: What, in your estimation, are the anti-
Baxterlike risks the movie takes? And what's 
your response to critics who might call the 
film, or you, a Baxter that doesn't take risks? 
 
MS: I hope people like it and don't criticize it, 
and I know that they will. But the truth is, it's 
really hard to make a movie, it's just really 
hard to do it. But you do it, and people rip it 
to shreads, and that's just the merry-go-
around we're on. There's a million criticisms 
you can make of it. It subverts a romantic 
comedy then becomes one. And it's all true, 
it's all valid, hey. The good and the bad. 
 
AB: How about Stella, your show on 
Comedy Central? Is it still on, and how's it 
doing if so? 
 
MS: It's still on and doing pretty well, yeah. 
 
AB: Do you fear it going the way of Upright 
Citizens Brigade's doomed but beloved 
show that got canceled after one season? 
 
MS: You mean no one watching it? Sure 
that's exactly what we fear. But what are you 
gonna do? 
 
AB: Why do you think it's so hard for a 
sketch show to survive on TV when 
everything and everyone on SNL, short of 
Amy Poehler and Maya Rudolph, are so 
embarassingly bad? 
 
MS: I have no idea. I never think about it. A 
long time ago, I realized that I don't know 
what the pulse is, and I think there's a 
randomness to it. I think that some things 
just catch, and some don't. Good things go 
away, and shit stays on forever, and 
sometimes great things catch on, and it's 
just sort of random. 
 
AB: In that spirit, what's your next project 
about? 
 
MS: Haven't finished it yet, so I don't want to 
say too much. But I'm going to stay in this 
genre for a while. Films, Brooklyn, comedy.  
 
AB: Ok, just please tell us, whatever it is, 
that it'll have a role for Michael Ian Black so 



we can get him off VH1's "I love the '80's" 
payroll... 
 
MS: I always love to keep my friends busy. 


