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From Paar to Maher, Late Night 
Traffi cs in Laughs and Controversy
Spate of recent shake-ups puts some familiar faces in new places
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Originally hosted by 
CRAIG KILBORN—who 
left to take over for TOM 
SNYDER as host of The 
Late Late Show—Com-
edy Central’s The Daily 
Show took off with JON 

STEWART as host. The satirical news 
program spawned a spinoff for faux-

conservative correspondent 
STEPHEN COLBERT in The 
Colbert Report. Colbert shed his 
character and Colbert Nation in 
December; he will replace Letter-

man on Late Show on Sept. 8.

Colbert “is one in a million” whose 
nine-year character-based satire is a singular 

achievement, said MICHELE GANELESS, Comedy 
Central president, “He did something no one had done 
before, and we’re unlikely to see again.”

The wave of recent late-night changes began 
in 2014 with JIMMY FALLON taking over 
The Tonight Show and fellow SNL alum SETH 

MEYERS replacing him at Late Night. 
Fallon’s high energy and viral video-ready 

celebrity clips—a strategy that has ABC’s 
Jimmy Kimmel Live also well-posi-
tioned—have him on top of late night.

Two other former Daily Show 
correspondents have managed to nab 

late-night shows of their own. JOHN 
OLIVER, who fi lled in as host for Stewart 

while he was busy directing Rosewater, landed Last 
Week Tonight on HBO. Former “senior black correspondent” 
LARRY WILMORE will take over Colbert’s spot 
on Jan. 19 as host of The Nightly Show With Larry Wilmore.

JAMES CORDEN is set to join the fray on 
March 23 as host of The Late Late Show on CBS. 
The British actor replaces CRAIG FERGUSON and is bringing 
in musician and comedian REGGIE WATTS from Comedy 

Bang! Bang! as the show’s bandleader.

 STEVE ALLEN ushered 
in the age of late-night TV 
talk shows in 1954 as host of 
NBC’s The Tonight Show, 
then known as Tonight 

Starring Steve Allen. JACK 
PAAR succeeded Allen in 

1957. During his fi ve-year tenure as 
host, Paar famously left the show mid-taping 

after a joke about a “water 
closet” from his monologue 
the previous night had been 
censored, telling the audience, 
“There must be a better way of 
making a living than this.” Paar 
returned three weeks later.

 JOHNNY CARSON, 
the King of Late Night, followed 
Paar as host of The Tonight 
Show from 1962-92. With an
affable personality and a talent 
for playing idiosyncratic char-
acters—among them Carnac the Magnifi cent—Carson dominated the time slot. 
In the 1970s, the more overtly political and intellectual Dick Cavett Show on 

ABC offered an alternative.

  ARSENIO HALL and his dog 
pound ran in syndication from 1989-94. 
The show returned in 2013, but the magic 
didn’t and the comeback was canceled after
one season. The original sparked two decades
of expansion and experimentation in late night, as 
hosts from GEORGE LOPEZ to CHEVY CHASE 
to CHELSEA HANDLER met with varying degrees 
of success. On Jan. 7, National Geographic 
Channel announced that astrophysicist 
NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON will get a 
weekly late-night show.

  Set to retire in May as host of CBS’ The Late Show, 
DAVID LETTERMAN fi rst hosted NBC’s Late Night in 
1982, following Carson’s Tonight. After being passed 
over as Tonight host, Letterman moved to CBS, 

where he has been since 1993.

  The man NBC snubbed Let-
terman for was JAY LENO, 
who famously took over for 
Carson in 1992 before retiring in 
2009…sort of. Late Night host 

CONAN O’BRIEN helmed 
The Tonight Show while Leno took 

The Jay Leno Show to primetime at10 
p.m. Sagging ratings led to a proposed shift of The Tonight Show up a 
half-hour, but O’Brien resisted and landed at TBS with Conan.

  BILL MAHER’s Politically Incorrect courted controversy on
Comedy Central and later ABC, including an episode for which
Maher drew fi re for saying soon after 9/11 that the hijackers behind the attack
did not qualify as cowards. After his show was canceled in 2002, Maher found 
a new home as host of Real Time With Bill Maher on HBO.
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(Above) Stephen Colbert visited David Letterman on Late 
Show last April after agreeing to take over the show this 
fall. (Left) Tonight sidekick Ed McMahon kept in Carson’s 
good graces with the refrain, “You are correct, sir.”

 We’ll have the opportunity 
[on Wilmore] to have under-
represented voices in a 
panel conversation. Truly 
a conversation, whereas 
most night shows are just 
one-way points of view 
from whomever the host is.”

 —Michele Ganeless, Comedy Central president

Hall welcomed then-presidential candidate 

and saxman Bill Clinton to his show in 1992. 

Fallon and guest Nicole Kidman play 

“Box of Lies” on The Tonight Show.
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