Saturday Night Live!

By Derek Dreyer

            Launched in 1975, Saturday Night Live changed the face of American television.              Saturday Night Live premiered 33 years ago and there has never been another show like it since.  The show was a major trendsetter and has had a tremendous effect on American music, pop culture, politics, and morals. Taboos that kept many performers confined, disappeared. Unleashed was television as never seen before!   

Saturday Night Live wasn’t created to introduce anything new, exciting, or ground breaking into evening television.  Instead, SNL came into existence because of a need. Late night talk show host Johnny Carson demanded more time off during the week.  He wanted NBC to stop airing reruns of Johnny Carson’s “Tonight Show” on the weekends.  Even at that time, Carson brought the station high ratings.  The network worried they would lose Carson and many advertising sponsors.  NBC needed a plan and fast. They couldn’t afford to lose the late night time slot to local programming.
            The network executives gathered to develop a new late night show for Saturday night.            Many ideas circulated.  Some included a variety show hosted by Rich Little.  Even a game show concept was considered.  But all those notions were trashed when an ambitious young writer from Canada was named executive producer for the new show.  Lorne Michaels gave NBC more than it bargained for.   The new show was named “NBC’s Saturday Night. It was unlike anything else on the airwaves at that time.
           The first episode aired on October 11, 1975 and George Carlin was the host.  In the first show, a sketch called “Bee Hospital” was performed.  The Bee hospital skit got almost no reaction from the audience. Later, the writers found out that the PA system wasn’t working correctly and excused the lack of laughter because the audience couldn’t hear the audio that went with the skit.  NBC however had a different opinion on why the audience didn’t react.  They immediately issued a memo stating “Don’t do the Bees Again!”  But the Bee’s had nineteen more episodes!  Some famous “bee’s” included stars such as Paul Simon, John Belushi, and Rob Reiner. 

On March 26, 1977, the NBC program changed its name to “Saturday Night Live.” Along with a name changed, the concept was also radically different.   Creator Lorne Michaels decided to spice up the show by adding elements such as guest musicians, a live band, and guest hosts for each show.  Some musical guest appearances have been Brittney Spears, Willie Nelson, The Foo Fighters, and The Rolling Stones.  They have also hunted down some of the finest studio musicians to be in the SNL band which plays on every show.  SNL has also had an impressive line of guest hosts. Recent stars have included Ben Affleck, Queen Latifah, Robert DeNiro, Paul Giamatti, Hilary Swank, Paris Hilton, David Spade, Ashton Kutcher, Tom Brady, Johnny Knoxville, Will Ferrell, and Lindsay Lohan.   Some guest hosts have even played the roles of both guest host and guest musician.

Political Parody was something very new to mainstream TV in 1975.  Very few comedians or comedy shows dared to laugh in the face of the democratic process and commit political mockery.   SNL frequently made fun of President Ford, portraying him as a clumsy imbecile.  One skit featuring President Ford in a “car accident” was particularly funny in my opinion.  Ford’s “accident” featured him bumping his head getting out of the vehicle, slamming his thumb in the door, rolling his tie up in the window and getting his jacket caught.  SNL has also parodied our recent Democratic debates featuring a skit on “CNN” with Barak Obama and Hillary Clinton. It portrayed how SLN thought some of the debates were extremely biased.  Satires featuring elected officials redefined acceptable TV content and according to one NBC executive, “SNL was the first television show to speak the language of the time.”


When we think of art, television usually isn’t the first thought to come to mind.  But in the case of Saturday Night Live, the late night comedy show has provided a showcase for many art forms. It blazed new trails in what could be said or done on television.  The audience at home is thrillingly aware of the daring elements occurring before them.  “Live from New York, it’s Saturday Night Live!

