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Richard Pryor

Rebel with a cause

Dec 14th 2005 | ST LOUIS
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He changed racial comedy with one word in particular

ONE lasting relic from the Watergate scandal is a catchphrase. “Will it play in Peoria?”, wondered John Erlichman, as he discussed one of Richard Nixon's schemes. The otherwise blameless Illinois city became synonymous with middle America—conventional, boring and safe.

Richard Pryor, who died last week, was none of those. The son of a Peoria madam, Mr Pryor began his career in dives, but built a career as a kind of younger Bill Cosby, gently poking fun at life from a black perspective. One night in Las Vegas in 1967 he looked at his audience and asked himself out loud what he was doing there. He walked off stage and dropped out of sight.

The Richard Pryor who reappeared in the 1970s was no sage Negro. He was an angry black man who broke the “N-word” taboo, turning the term of hate for blacks back upon the world. It was vicious, honest and very funny. It also ironically helped him “cross over” to white audiences. He was paid more money to appear in one Superman film than the star, Christopher Reeve. With Gene Wilder, he also created the inter-racial buddy genre in films like “Silver Streak” and “Stir Crazy”. 

Mr Pryor's live act reflected the pain of his own life, his multiple marriages, his rough background, his drug use and drinking that almost killed him. He set himself on fire freebasing cocaine and heard that he had died on television in the hospital. He made a painful recovery, a story retold in “Live on the Sunset Strip”. But multiple sclerosis took away most of the past 20 years.

Even though he could no longer perform on stage, Mr Pryor's work lived on in a new generation of comics like Eddie Murphy, Chris Rock and Dave Chappelle who learned their craft listening to his records. Mr Pryor claimed that on a trip to Africa he realised the ugliness of the word “nigger” and renounced it, but the Pandora's box he opened with the N-word is still open. One of his characters, Mudbone, a world-weary blues musician, said there were only two things you had to do in this world: stay black and die. Mr Pryor did much more.

