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“Get Outta My House, Larry!”
BY

A

fter working thousands of
gigs, night after night for the
last 20 years, comic Susie
Essman has earned the right
to her cathartic kicking of
Larry David the hell out of her house on
HBO’s long-running mega-hit, “Curb Your
Enthusiasm.” Essman is a poster girl for
the requirement of tenacity in the world of
standup comedy, where it can take
decades to make it big. At 54, the brash,
snarky, and charming comedienne has
caught her wave, and is riding high on a
show that’s approaching the realm of television institution. As Susie Greene, the
tackily dressed wife of Jeff Garlin’s character, Jeff Greene, Essman has amassed a
legion of followers — fans who are so in
love with her alter ego’s explosive, obscenity-ridden fits of righteous indignation, that
they frequently stop her on the street and
beg for her verbal abuse.
And having encountered a rising curiosity in her back-story, along with ongoing
requests for advice from loved ones and
admirers alike, Essman’s bitten the bullet
and published What Would Susie Say?
Bullsh*t Wisdom About Love, Life and
Comedy (Simon & Schuster). This funny,
honest, and sometimes revelatory weave of
comic observation and autobiography covers such topics as predicting a man’s sexual abilities by the breed of dog he owns,
how she learned in summer camp that it’s
more fun to play the Wicked Witch than
Dorothy, her rise to prominence in the New
York comedy scene, and her entrance into
the scriptless and entirely improvised juggernaut of “Curb.”
In equal measure, Essman’s book is
about the life she’s recently begun as a
wife and a stepmother of four. Having finally found the nurturing environment that had
eluded her through years of meandering
relationships and an aversion to having
children, she also designed the book to further acquaint her new family with the trials,
missteps, darkness, and joy that brought
her to their doorstep. Offering some gritty
and forthright insights, her book includes a
notable passage in her open letter to her
kids. “The idea of living a painless existence has screwed up so many lives,” she
writes.
“For the past three weeks, I’ve been in
St. Louis, Chicago, L.A.; I’m just a little lost
right now,” the travel-worn actress says
with a laugh. While taking a breather from
book touring and headline dates, Essman
talks with us from her beloved Manhattan.

ANDREW FISH

Venice: I’m a big fan of “Curb.”
Susie Essman: Did you see it last night?
I just watched it. Oh, my God.
Was that a funny one?
My roommate told me that I have to
ask you what it was like to see Larry in
panties.
I’ll tell you, the interesting thing about that
scene is I rarely, if ever, crack up and break
character. Larry does all the time, but I
almost never do. Jeff and I lost it the first day
when he dropped his pants. We just lost it.
All the producers were saying, “I’ve never
seen Susie lose it like this!” It was just the
funniest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I think
last night’s episode was my favorite of the
whole season. [laughs] It’s just so silly.
Just watching Larry go through life and
never, ever, learning that the things he
does always come back at him.
That’s right. But, you know what? That’s
the whole point of comedy. Comedic characters never learn. They keep making the
same mistakes over and over again. There’s
no growing, and learning, and evolving —
that’s not funny. Like for example, Ralph
Kramden had his crazy schemes, over and
over again. He never learned that it wasn’t
going to work! He just kept on doing the
same thing. Lucy, until the end of time, wanted to get up on stage at Ricky’s club. She
never learned. So it’s the same thing with
our characters. People ask me all the time,
“How have the characters changed over the
seasons?” They haven’t!
They just keep doing their ridiculous
things, and it keeps being funny.
Exactly. But that’s what comedy is: You
don’t learn.
Reading your book, I’m learning about
some of the ways that you have changed
and learned, and gotten yourself out of
some really dark periods.
Well, I’m not a character on a sitcom.
[laughs] That’s the difference. And it’s funny
because people always think I’m Susie
Greene. And I’m not; it’s acting. It’s a character I made up! But you can only do that, I
think, when you have a larger perspective.
You can only create comedy when you see
the whole picture.
Tell us a little about your upbringing.
I was brought up in typical New York
suburbs in the mid-’50s to the ’70s. I grad-

uated Mount Vernon High School in 1973,
then went SUNY Purchase, where I was
not a theater major. Then I graduated, and
had no idea what to do with my life for
many, many years. And I had many dark
years in that flailing-around-trying-to-find-it
period. But having children now, I feel like
they’re way too coddled. Like maybe it’s a
good thing to have no idea who you are,
and what you’re doing in your life, and you
figure it out yourself. I was in Chicago this
weekend, working, and talking with some
of the other comedians who have kids
around the same age. We were discussing,
like, when I was a kid, I remember that all I
used to do was write sketches, and take
my sister’s tape recorder and pretend I was
Johnny Carson doing “The Tonight Show.”
And then I ended up doing that! Whereas
our kids are all on schedules within an inch
of their lives, and there’s no creative time.
So the over-direction that parents are
giving their kids might be making it hard
for them to figure out who they are?
I think it is, and I also see with my kids
that they feel so much anxiety, at a very
young age, if they don’t know what they
want to do with their lives. Who knows
what they want to do with their lives when
they’re 16? Hopefully, it changes.
Not every boy who wants to be a fireman ends up being one, although some
of them do.
Some people know! Like Jerry Seinfeld,
I’ve read, from a very early age, wanted to
be a standup comic. But I had no idea.
Larry had no idea!
Really?
Oh, yeah. No idea whatsoever. Neither
did I.
You were 28 when you did your first
gig. What went on in the interim?
In those middle years? [laughs] Just lost,
not knowing what to do with my life. I applied
to law school and I got in — but, oh come
on! I’m not going to law school! What are
you, crazy? And then I was going to go to
these schools of government, graduate
school, and I just knew I had no interest
whatsoever. So I moved to Manhattan, and I
started taking acting classes, because I
thought that’s what I wanted to do. And I
found it not that interesting, either, and really
hard to get anywhere. I would do these
showcases and nobody was knocking down
my door, and I basically ended up waitress-
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When I read an outline and I see that I get to kick [Larry]
out of my house, nothing makes me happier in life.
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ing and supporting myself, and just went into
a deep, deep depression, for a long time, a
few years! It just got worse and worse and
worse. And I really do believe that if I hadn’t
been in such dire straits — suicidal and
depressed and feeling like I had no options
in life at all — I don’t know if I ever would
have gotten up on stage. Because it’s so
hard. Standup is so hard, and so scary,
especially in the beginning when you have
no idea what you’re doing. If I wasn’t in a
place where it can’t get any worse, I don’t
know if I would have put myself through that.
But I was just lost. I was lost and scared and
really, really, deeply, deeply unhappy.

yourself up. At what point did that alleviate, and when did it start to become
more natural and make you happy?
I still suffer from stage fright, but the second I get on stage, it’s completely gone. I
don’t have it while I’m performing at all. It’s
just before I perform. I get scared. I’m
afraid that the muse is going to leave me,
that it’s just going to walk out the door. I
can’t imagine how I’m going to get up on
stage and be funny. I just did six shows this
week: Two Friday, two Saturday, two Sunday. Every single time before I get on stage,
I think, “I have nothing to say, I’m not going
to remember anything, I have no funniness

That’s chapter 15, but I’ll tell you about it
anyway. [laughs] I knew Larry from years
ago, when we were both standups together. Then I didn’t see him for years, because
he moved to L.A. to do “Seinfeld,” and
that’s all legendary. And then when he was
casting the part for Jeff’s wife, he had a
scene in mind for the episode called “The
Wire.” It was a scene where the Fresh Air
Fund kid robbed us, and Jeff’s wife just
goes nuts on him, screaming and yelling.
So he had that scene in mind when he was
casting her. Now understand that this is,
like, the lowest-budget operation you could
ever imagine. So none of the parts were

As an actress, I like to play a real character. I don't want to
play the goody-goody. The villain is way more fun.
You were in the perfect situation to
become a comic.
Exactly, but I didn’t even know what
standup was, really. When I grew up, I saw
comics on the “Ed Sullivan Show.” They
were out there telling jokes, and they were
funny, but I didn’t know how to write a joke.
That wasn’t something that appealed to
me. I thought I was more interested in
doing something like Carol Burnett— more
comedic-sketch kind of stuff. And actually,
the first time I ever went to a comedy club
was at The Comedy Store in L.A. I was visiting my cousin — who lived in Venice, part
time! — who is a director. His name is
Michael Pressman, and he directed a
movie called Some Kind of Hero with
Richard Pryor, where he played a Vietnam
vet. Richard Pryor invited us to come see
him, so I said, “Sure!” It’s interesting that
the first time I was ever in a comedy club, I
saw the person who was possibly the
greatest stand-up that ever lived.

in my body right now, it’s just going to be
gone.” This is all in chapter nine; you
haven't gotten there yet. [laughs] My poor
husband is always like, “Honey, but you’re
always funny. You always do great.” And I
say, “Not this time! This time I’m not gonna
do great, okay?”

So you were 28 years old and terribly
depressed, and you got this gig in the
Village, and you just stood over the cliff.
Yes. I started doing standup and it saved
my life. Actually, I started doing standup
and psychoanalysis at the same time, and
they both saved my life. I don’t know if I
could have done one without the other.
With standup, all of a sudden I had focus, I
had purpose, I was doing this thing that
was daunting, but I loved it. I absolutely
loved it. After about three months of doing
it, I remember that moment of standing
backstage at Comedy U, the club I used to
work at in the Village, and thinking, “This is
the exact thing I’m supposed to be doing
with my life.” And I was right. I was
absolutely right.

Do you find that when you’re doing
your comedy, you work through some of
the issues that cause the fear?
No. It makes sense, but no. I don’t work
through any of it, because it never
changes. It’s like when I had two shows on
Friday. They were great, great shows — so
you’d think I’d get on stage Saturday and
feel confident, right? No. Doesn’t work that
way. And even between shows I feel the
dread. It’s not fun. But in the mid-’80s —
like ’86, ’87, ’88, in New York during the
comedy boom, when comedy was king — I
did so many shows, and I think I didn’t
have as much anxiety, because I was in
incredible shape! And I wasn’t doing headline shows. You’d run around to clubs. You
were doing showcase shows, you were
doing 10-minute spots, 15-minute spots,
20-minute spots, tops. Now that I draw,
though — which is great, because I don’t
have to win audiences over. They’re there
to see me; they want what I’m offering,
which is a great thing for a comic. But at
the same time, now they expect something,
so I feel the other side of the coin. And I
don’t want to disappoint them! They’re
there to see me, and they’re paying a lot of
money. Now that being said, I don’t think I
disappoint them. I think that I’m good at
what I do, but it doesn’t seem to assuage
the anxiety. It doesn’t go away, but I find
better coping mechanisms. It’s not about
not feeling, it’s about how you cope with it.

In your book, you talk about all the
anxiety you had when you first started
performing, and how you would beat

Tell us a little bit about getting
involved with “Curb,” and how it all
came to be.

contract, they just hired you as a day
player. Larry saw me on the Friars Roast
of Jerry Stiller on Comedy Central, and
thought, “Oh, Susie! She could use that
language; she’s perfect for it.” And he
called me up and offered me the job. And
that’s it. But I didn’t know it was going to
last this long, or that I was even going to
be in it. There are a lot of people who
have been in it, and then they’re just
gone, and some people seem to recur. So
he kept me in it!
What was it like as you started to
become recognized as this character,
and people expected you to be her?
When Jeff showed up at your recent
book signing, people were asking him if
he was afraid you would yell at him.
No, Jeff and I happen to be good friends.
[laughs] I don’t treat him that way in real
life. You know, it’s a double-edged sword.
On the one hand, it’s great. I love Susie
Greene. She’s a great character, I love playing her, and Larry just gives me the funniest
stuff to do all the time! As an actress, I like
to play a real character. I don’t want to play
the goody-goody. The villain is way more
fun. I created the character of Susie
Greene. Larry and I never really discussed
the character beyond that first episode,
when he just said, “I really want you to go
for it. Don’t hold back!” I kind of came up
with the way she dresses and her whole
attitude. Larry and I have had a dialogue of
the unconscious for seven seasons, where
he just got what I was doing and wrote for
it, and I got what he wanted me to do and
did it. She’s just one of these characters
that I just got who she was. I put on those
outfits and become her. The joy of working
on “Curb,” for me, is that, as a comedic
actress, I don’t ever have to think about trying to make it funny. I never try to play
funny, because I have such complete faith
in Larry’s sense of comedic storylines. I
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know if he set it up, it’s going to be funny.
“Curb” is a true situation comedy because
it’s all situations. There’s no dialogue written — it’s all improvised — so it’s all about
the situation. It’s not about the joke or the
line. So all of the comedy comes out of the
situation, and the characters being true to
themselves.
Was it a conscious decision to continue
the running theme of kicking Larry out of
your house?
No, that kind of developed over the seasons, and that is one of my favorite things.
When I read an outline and I see that I get to
kick him out of my house, nothing makes me
happier in life. At this point, I kind of feel like
we’re the Mertzes and the Ricardos, you
know what I mean? Or the Kramdens and
the Nortons. And that developed; that wasn’t
there in the beginning. And to me, the ultimate representation of that was when the
Dansons [Ted Danson and Mary Steenburgen], the Davids, and the Greenes all bought
cemetery plots together. [laughs] That struck
me as so funny, that our lives were so intertwined, like family, even though we clearly
don’t always get along! But if you notice,
Susie always forgives Larry. This dynamic
that we’ve developed, with the fights and the
forgiveness, just evolved in a very organic,
natural way. We never talk about it, ever. But
now after so many seasons, we understand
that that’s what the dynamic is, and I think
Larry writes to that because of it. And one of
the reasons why we can all treat each other

so horribly on camera, is because we’re all
really close, and really good friends. So we
know we’re just playing. It’s like, we’ll be
hanging around the set, laughing and talking, and then it’s, “Okay, time to do the
scene.” And then we’re screaming and
yelling and nasty and mean! And that’s what
makes it so much fun. Never for a second do
Jeff or Larry think that I’m really speaking to
them that way. [laughs] I don’t mean to
sound so Pollyanna, but it really is the best
job in the whole world. I never could have
imagined this part on this kind of a show,
and that I would become beloved for telling
people to go fuck themselves. I never could
have made that up.
Are we going to find out where your
marriage with Jeff is going, with Susie
slowly figuring out that he might not be
faithful to her?
We’ll have to wait and see! You’re not
getting anything from me! In my standup,
often at the end I’ll do a Q&A, because people always have so many “Curb” questions.
And this weekend, a couple of people
asked me, “Does Susie really know that
Jeff’s cheating on her, and how does she
feel about it?”That just struck me as so
funny, that they want to delve into her character’s motivation, and who she really is,
and does she really know? And, quite honestly, I never thought about it! [laughs]
You just see Larry wearing panties, and
figure Jeff’s telling the truth.
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Yeah. They always get out of it, somehow,
those two.
When did you start writing the book?
And was it something that was suggested that you do?
I started writing it just about a year ago
— last November, right after Thanksgiving.
Everybody’s always been bothering me to
write a book, and I was just like, “I have
nothing to say. I can’t write a book. I’m not
a writer, I’m a comic!" And then I sat down
and thought, “Okay, let me see what I can
write about.” And I came up with so many
different areas that I wanted to talk about.
Things that I wanted my kids to understand about my life. When they met me six
years ago, I was already a successful
actress-comic, and I wanted them to
understand what I went through, my struggles. And everybody’s always coming to
me for advice. I’m that friend. So I just
thought, “It’s all in here now. Just read the
book.” [laughs]
Will we see “Curb” return for another
season?
We never know from season to season if
we’re coming back. After we wrap each
season Larry invariably says, “That’s it! I
don’t think I can do this again.” And then
the phone call comes. In my gut, I think
there will be another. I feel like we need to
see Larry back together with Cheryl again.
But I’ll just have to wait for the phone call. I
think it’s coming! ▼

