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OF HIS WORDS

Uncompromising and irascible, Undercover Brother creator John Ridley is

quickly becoming king of all media sy Jay A. Fernandez

ohn Ridley is doing another bit. Rem-
nants of his previous career asastand-up
comic, they recur like samples in his beat-
driven speech. Another one is alwaysin
the loop, ready to be delivered in his lan-
guid, nasal cadence. Gazing out the window of
Norm's,an old-school Beverly Hills diner, Ridley
has just noticed the billboard for Undercover
Brother, a movie he co-wrote and executive pro-
duced, looming over La Cienega Boulevard.
“Weird,” he says. “Undercover Brother was
meant to be a satire onrace in America. Nowit’s,
‘Incaseyou'reafraid to go seea movie with black
people, we've got Denise Richards's ass.””

And that is the essence of John Ridley—
screenwriter (Three Kings, U-Turn), novelist
(Love Is a Racket, Evervbody Smokes in Hell), di-
rector (Cold Around the Heart), TV producer
(Third Watch), comedian and correspondent for
NPR’s Morning Edition. He's got a headful of
one-liners and presents each with the “whad-
daya gonna do” nonchalance of a manall too fa-
miliar with the complications of being black in
the entertainment business. And at 35, this wor-
daholic has earned the right to both confront and
surpass considerations of skin color in his work:
His current multimedia charge has Undercover
Brotherin theaters; his fourth novel, A Conversa-
tion with the Mann, arriving in bookstores; and a
TV pilot, I've Got You, vying for a mid-season
slotin January.

“Let'sfaceit,” Ridley says, “To get anybody
to pay attention to you, you've gotta sell some-
thing that's a little different. So people can talk
to me about the pilots, the movie and the book
all at the same time. It's nice to be able to say,
‘I'm not just this, I'm not just that. There might
really be a story here, would you mind paying
attention a little bit?""

Undercover Brother is as in-your-face as
Denise Richards's assets are in the ad campaign;
it'sa perfect encapsulation of Ridley'sirreverent
MO. The screenplay fuses the Jim Kelly—era
blaxploitation of Black Belt Jones with the spy-
genre spoofing of Austin Powers, amid a bar-
rageof zingers aimed at both hypocritical black
self-righteousness and the hoary predictability
of whiteracism. The film, directed by Malcolm
Lee(The Best Man), stars comedian Eddie Griffin
(The New Guy) as a "70s-lovin’ spy who mnfil-
trates white corporate America on behalf of an
underground black organization, collecting in-
formation on the power conspiracies—like
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the Man to suppress black cul dom :

UB's smart satire first su
years ago inanimated webisc
for urbanentertainment.com, but 1t= ag ne
in mainstream theaters has brought its edm
jokes about mayonnaise, Caucasia-vision and
“black man’s kryptonite” (2 white wom
Richards, too hot for any bre
wider audience, potentially more critical of
no-holds-barred humor. But the und it seem
unconcerned. * Thewhnn.u_:'_:'.'.‘.:.'; s tabos
scoffs Griffin—like Ridley, a Midwesterner wh
got hisstartin stand-up. "I don’t even ks i
that thing is, politically incorrect”

Ridley is perpetually prepared for fallout from
black critics. “People are gonna look at ¢
20, ‘A bunch of white execut
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Fre J P: ince of Bel Air: But as he developed his
conscious-comedian voice, he realized
ish of delivering politically charged rants
rthan that of shucking for big laughs.
pomnt with comedy where I didn't real-
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ess funny and moreangry.”

I'hat anger, he says, had been building since
nismove to LA aresult of slights like the time
he walked mnto the Brillstein/Grey office for a
meeting in jeans, windbreaker and ball cap and
was immediately steered by the receptionist
oward the mailroom. Animbroglio overascript
he'd written, Spoils of War, added to his resent-
ment: Ridley's original script called for a black
star, but after a director and producers signed
on, they had the film rewritten as Three Kings,
with the lead taking the form of George Clooney.
Ridley says he has no problem with Clooney—
his beef is that no black actors were ever ap-
proached for the part before it was altered.

“| got to the pomt W fth comedy where | didn’t
really care whether | got a laugh. | got
progressively less funny and more angry.”

something with vourself. A
and they're like, You'vesold:
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His Milwaukee youth could
ther from that of the hard-pressed protag
created for his latest novel, A C
the Mann. The ambitious st
from Jackie Mann, a Harlemn ho devotes
his life to becoming the first black comedianon
The Ed Sullivan Show, all the while battlingan
abusive father and racist mid-century America.
The book’s wince-inducing moments derive in
part from the author's own experiences in the
entertainment business,

In the late "80s, as an NYU undergrad, Ridley
dove into stand-up. He continued to pursue that
career even after he movedto L.A. (just before
the '92 riots), where he began receiving more lu-
crative paychecks as a writer for Marfin and

Ridley's willingness to battle an industry in
which the path of least resistance often furthers
vour career is what gains himrespect frompeers,
“When he believes something, you cannot sway
him fromit,” says Lee, who had his share of run-
ins with Ridley's “prickly” side (including one
over a potshot at the director's cousin, Spike, that
Lee insisted on cutting from the Undercover
Brother script). “He doesn’t care who youare—
he’s gonna say what he feels, and [respect that.”

It doesn'tappear asif he’s going torunout of
things to say anytime soon. The deluge will go
on—more books and scripts, two additional
TV pilots, a possible UB sequel—and people
will be forced to reckon with John Ridley. Such
saturation was always part of hisplan. “It was
about, I'm gonna put out so much product that
eventually people will just throw up their
handsand go, ‘We'll make your movies, we'lldo
your TV show, all right? Just stop it!" " he says.
“Every time you turn around, [ want to be in
somebody’s face.”

Undercover Brother and A Conversation with
the Mann (Wamer Books, $25) are out now.






