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Best in Show

The idea for Best in Show was born during a trip writer/director Christopher
Guest took six years ago to his local dog park to exercise his own two dogs.
‘There were people there with pure-bred dogs, with mutts and so on, and as |
mingled with them | started thinking that this might be an interesting idea to
explore in a movie,” he recalls. For this project, Guest teamed up with another
acclaimed member of the comedic pantheon, Eugene Levy, with whom he
collaborated on Waiting for Guffman. A cast member of the seminal sketch
comedy show, SCTV, and star of the recent hit, American Pie, Levy relished
the opportunity to work on another film with Guest. ‘It’s hard to partner with
somebody because writers have different rhythms, different chemistry,” says
Levy. ‘But Chris and | hit it off on Guffman from day one. We work very well
together.’

Veterans of the improvisational technique, Guest and Levy left much leeway for
the actors to bring their own personalities to the fore. ‘Our outline gives a very
solid blueprint to the actors so they know how to get from point A to point B,
but how they do it is largely up to them,’ Levy says. To further research the
mindset which Guest first experienced at the dog park, he attended a number
of dog shows, including the prestigious Westminster Show in New York, which
became the model for the film’s Mayflower Dog Show. Subsequently, he and
Levy attended a number of regional dog shows. The dog show milieu,
according to Levy, provides ample opportunity for the creation of interesting
characters. ‘It’s a very unusual world,” says Levy. ‘I had never been to a dog
show before we started doing the research and was surprised at the intensity
involved. This is a full-time thing for these people; they live and breathe dog
shows and every weekend they're out there travelling. They've got their dogs in
cages and crates, or packed in the van, and they drive hundreds of miles,
spend several hours sitting with the dog before it goes on for its 60 seconds of
fame. What is it that drives people to do this?’

As the writing process continued, Guest canvassed the alumni cast of Waiting
for Guffman to find out their interest. The response was predictably enthusiastic
and is probably best summed up by Bob Balaban. ‘Chris called me about
being in the movie,” he recalls, ‘and | said I'd be happy to be a dog — | would
do anything.” Michael McKean, who co-wrote with Christopher Guest several
of the musical numbers from Waiting for Guffman, has a long association with
him that goes back to their acclaimed collaboration, This Is Spinal Tap, and
even earlier, when the two were roommates in the '60s. ‘Chris told me what he
and Eugene were cooking up,” McKean recalls. ‘They wanted to do a film
about the world of serious competitive dog showing. And if you have a chance
to come in and work for Christopher Guest and Eugene Levy, Catherine
O’'Hara, John Michael Higgins and this boatload of incredibly funny people - it's
one of those things you’ve got to clear time for. Whenever Christopher Guest
calls, you have to answer. And it's not just because he’s my friend and | like
hanging out with him; it really is a call to battle, if | can be real pretentious. You
know that you're going be in there and you’re going to be pretty much naked,
because there’s no script. But it’s okay as long as everybody else is naked too.’
Another Guffman alumnus, Fred Willard, recalls his experience on that fim and
his excitement when offered the opportunity to be in another Christopher Guest
production. ‘That was a great role,” says Willard of his role as Catherine
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O’Hara’s travel agent husband in Guffman. ‘It was the most fun I've ever had
working in a film. When Chris described my character in the new film as a
commentator who talks and talks and talks about something he knows very
little about, | said, now why would he think of me? But you know it somehow
turned out well. | could go on and on about it, but | understand we don’t have
much space.’

Executives at Castle Rock Entertainment were equally encouraging, as
Producer Karen Murphy recalls. ‘We love working with this group of actors,’
she says. ‘Castle Rock trusts us with this improvisational style of film. After
Waiting for Guffman was released everyone asked, “When is the next one?” Of
course, we also had to discover more actors who do improvisation since we
have a bigger cast on this fim.” Jane Lynch had worked with Chris on a
commercial, while Jennifer Cooclidge and Eugene Levy had worked together on
American Pie. Patrick Cranshaw had worked with Chris on Almost Heroes.

Guest is thrilled to be reunited with this talented ensemble group. ‘I like to work
with people that | know | can trust,” he says. ‘“Then, it becomes simply a matter
of letting them do what they are good at and then | fit in there somewhere.
That'’s the great part of this for me, to be able to work with actors that | like and
that | think are funny.” Jane Lynch had not previously been part of Guest’s
troupe. ‘When | saw Waiting for Guffman, like every other actor in Hollywood |
said, “Oh my God this is what | want to do,” she recalls. ‘I just want to get
inside this world and inside these people. So when | was offered the
opportunity to do this, it was really a dream come true.” The most formidable
task for the production was in creating the canine competition. ‘Originally, we
thought it would be easier to go to an actual dog show and film there, but
nobody would let us do that,” Guest muses. The event would have to be
created from start to finish for the production. ‘We actually had to stage our
own dog show,’ says Levy, ‘and that's where the nightmare started. We literally
had to put everything together from scratch, get somebody to organise the
whole show, get the dogs in, find trainers and so forth.’

Producer Murphy spent three months researching dog shows, learning about
the many breeds, making contacts, lining up consultants and trainers and
finding the hundreds of dogs that would be ‘auditioned’ for the film. During the
process, Murphy gained appreciation for what she terms as ‘a rich, unique,
sometimes eccentric and complex world. | was impressed by the variety of
people, from young junior handlers, who are very serious and professional, to
flamboyant middle-aged showmen with flashy rings and incredible outfits who
have obviously made a career of this. It’s great to give this background to an
actor.” Guest was likewise impressed. “You would have to work years to get to
the point where you would actually be able to show dogs professionally,” he
says. '‘But surprises do happen. During the research for this, John Michael
Higgins was asked to handle a dog for an owner and he actually won a blue
ribon!’
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