
American Idol’s 
Ellen  DeGeneres 
tells all about  
Simon’s flirting,  
his possible  
replacements  
and sharing the 
judges’ table 
with…Oprah?   
By lisa Bernhard

Judging

Small things can signify big changes. Take, for instance, the Vitaminwater cups that 
suddenly replaced the customary Coke glasses on the judges’ table during this season’s 
Hollywood Week on American Idol. Turns out Ellen DeGeneres coincidentally signed 
on as a spokesperson for the Coke-owned beverage around the time she was being 
offered her new Idol gig. Vitaminwater appeared “on the table because that’s what I 
drink, and I just don’t drink soda,” she says. (Note to viewers: Don’t assume there’s cola 
in all those reappearing Coke cups!) With a five-year deal at Idol in place, DeGeneres’ 
power extends far beyond her refreshment of choice: The newbie says she’s got a criti-
cal say in the selection process to find Simon Cowell’s replacement when he departs at 
the end of this season—the most defining decision of Idol’s nine-season run.

Over at her day job, The Ellen DeGeneres Show, viewership is up an average of 
15 percent over last year; NBC recently renewed the talk show for four more years on 
its owned-and-operated stations. And at 52, she is also a face of Cover Girl. We caught 
up with DeGeneres just as Idol’s Hollywood Week came to a close and with her true 
test as judge—the anointing of the Top 12—finally upon us.

“I’m being 
honest, helpful 
and hopefully 
adding a  
little levity,” 
DeGeneres says 
of her Idol gig
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Do you feel pressure to be funny on Idol? No. I never feel 
like that with anything. And I don’t think they hired 
me to just do that. I think they hired me to add a dif-
ferent element to the show…. If there’s something 
funny to say, then it will be funny, and if not, then it’ll 
just be honest.
You seem very compassionate when giving people the bad 
news that they didn’t make it. I struggled for 15 years. I 
did stand-up and I was rejected before I got the Letter-
man show, and before I got The Tonight Show and before 
I started my own HBO special. There were a lot of 
times I thought I was ready and people wouldn’t put me 
on those shows because they didn’t think I was ready. I 
think that’s why I’m kinder in the way I deliver [nega-
tive] news. I have that compassion because I was that 
person that people said cruel things about. And I had 
that time in my life where I wasn’t given a chance. So 
it’s a pleasure for me to be able to show someone a 
different way you can be turned down.
And now you’re sitting next to Simon Cowell, who doesn’t 
seem to work that way. He’s a nice guy. But he’s also 
really mean to people [in a way] that I think goes beyond 
just constructive criticism. It becomes almost taunting, 
which I don’t like. Because [as a performer] I know what 
that feels like. It’s entertainment value for people who 
like that kind of drama. And as a fan of the show, I’ve 
usually agreed with what he says, to a limit.
Simon can be a real flirt. Is it possible to have a friendly 
relationship with him that does not involve flirting? Well, 
all I know is he wants me really bad. And it drives him 
crazy that he can’t have me. [Laughs] I don’t know. He 
definitely has that kind of relationship with women. 
This is a new relationship for him, to be with a woman who 
is not going to flirt back. Because I’m not interested. 
[Laughs] Right now, it’s very playful. And I think we like 
each other, to a certain extent. I don’t really know him. 
When I hosted Idol Gives Back, we all went out to dinner; 
I think it was three years ago. That was the most I’ve 
ever talked to him. And with the show, it’s just been 
sitting next to him, and it’s all been business. 
What did you and Simon talk about at that dinner? I don’t 
remember. I know he’s a huge animal lover.
This is the first time he’s sitting on that panel next to a star 
bigger than he is. I don’t know that he’s allowed that to 
sink in. I don’t know that he thinks that. I think he’s still 
the biggest star on that panel, in his head. And it has 
been his show this entire time. I think that we definitely 
have had moments of fun and have gotten along, but at 
the same time, I don’t know. It’s a tough year for him, 
’cause he’s leaving, so I think it’s bittersweet for him. 
What about Howard Stern possibly replacing Simon? Any 
truth to the rumor? No. No one knows where that came 
from. There was a Tommy Mottola rumor, too, and that 
was completely false. I’m a part of that next person 
coming in, and I’ve had talks with [exec producer] Simon 

we want to be really careful. I don’t know that we’re 
gonna be able to announce anybody real soon.
Care to share thoughts on your favorite Idol contestants? 
I can’t do that yet because it’s not fair. There’s a guy I like 
a whole lot—there’s a couple guys, actually…. It’s 
like working for the government over at Idol. You can’t 
talk about stuff. They gave me all kinds of things to 
tell, to be vague. It’s like, “I know how to be vague.” 
I know I’m honest, but I can also be responsible as 
an employee. 
Let’s talk about Oprah. Her new cable network, OWN, 
was in discussions to pick up your talk show before you 
renewed with NBC. Does it get awkward between the two 
of you with the deal having not gone through? I hope that it 
doesn’t. It’s business. And she’s such a businesswoman—
that’s how she’s accomplished everything she has. It was 
just not the right place to go. NBC has believed in me 
since day one; it just felt like the thing to do was to stay 
put. I think she understands that. I don’t think that’s 
going to be a problem.
With her talk show going off the air next year, how do you 
feel about being dubbed by some in the media as “the next 
Oprah”? With her being on [air] opposite me in a lot of 
major markets, it takes away a chunk of my audience—
and especially a chunk that is conflicted when they like 
both of us. Her leaving is an amazing opportunity for 
me to gain some more viewers. I’m happy where I am, 
with what I’m doing and the pace I’m doing it. It’s an 
amazing time for me, the timing of her leaving and the 
timing of all this. I’m enjoying being in a great place 
right now.
Will you ask Oprah to come on Idol? [Laughs] Sure, I’ll ask 
her to come on. That would be good. She’s gonna have 
some free time. [Seriously] I don’t know that Oprah’s a 
huge music fan. She’s a teacher, she’s so many things, 
but I don’t know that that’s her big passion. 
You use social media for your talk show. Do you, personally, 

Away from Idol, DeGeneres gets 
support from two significant 
women in her life, wife De Rossi 
(left) and close friend Winfrey 
(below), to whom she’s often 
compared. “I don’t want to  
be the next Oprah. I want to be 
who I am,” she says.                   

DeGeneres’ 
advice to all 
future Idols? 
“Do something 
that people  
can connect to. 
Be special.”

“Every single day is happy” on her talk show, says DeGeneres

AMERiCAn idOL Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays, 8/7c, Fox

Fuller, and a few people over at Fox. We have people 
that we’re thinking about, and we want it to be a really 
exciting name and someone that would add something 
different to the panel. 
So you have a vote as to who will replace Simon? Oh, yeah. 
That was part of [what was discussed] when I came in. 
’Cause we all had a suspicion that Simon might leave. 
Nobody knew for sure, but we made sure that I’d have 
a big [say], because that’s important to me.
Howard Stern has been stoking the rumor that he could 
take Simon’s place, though. What has he been saying?
He said, “Everyone goes, ‘If Howard Stern takes over Amer-
ican Idol, Ellen DeGeneres might leave.’ Well, yeah, that’s 
the whole f---ing idea. I’m not going to sit there with that 
dummy.” No one even asked me [about Howard], and 
that sentence has never come out of my mouth. He’s 
commenting on something that never even happened. 
So let him engage in his own fantasy conversation. 
Another rumor is that Madonna’s manager, Guy Oseary, is 
a contender. Guy is a friend of mine, and I think Guy 
would be great. I just don’t know if that’s a name that…

tweet your own tweets? No. I’m either writing them or 
writing them [with someone], but I don’t literally, with 
my fingers, tweet out. If there’s something I want to say, 
I call my producer, Andy Lassner, and say, “Get this out 
there.” I just learned how to do email this year.
I don’t believe that! Seriously. I never got on a computer. 
Portia [De Rossi, DeGeneres’ wife] finally convinced me 
to get an iPhone, so we can text. Because I didn’t believe 
in texting. I was like, “Why can’t we just call each 
other?” She’s like, “Because if I’m working and you’re 
working, you can just text and go, ‘Hey!’ ” So now I get 
it, but I’ve been really resistant to all this. I think all this 
stuff is keeping people from human interaction and 
we’re losing all our social skills, because everyone’s in 
a hurry and abbreviated and not focused. 
Do you and Portia talk about having a family? We’ve talked 
about it, but we’re not gonna do that. We have a niece 
that we adore and watch grow every single day, and then 
we go home and have quiet and can have a conversation 
without being interrupted. [Portia’s] brother and his 
wife, Casey, have a girl named Eva. We get the best of 
both worlds, because they live next door. 
Your Q score, or likability factor with the public, is report-
edly higher than Oprah’s. Surprised? All I’ve ever done is 
try to learn more and more who I am and try to be fully 
who I am. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that I’m openly 
gay and finally getting more success, because I’m not 
hiding anything. I’m completely, fully present. And I 
can relax. It’s so funny, I spent all these years trying to 
hide [being gay], because I thought it would keep people 
away from me. And actually, as soon as you embrace 
who you are and keep diving deeper, that’s when more 
people show up. Because I think everybody wants to 
do the same thing—everybody’s goal in life is to be 
comfortable in your own skin and trust that.
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