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le;tl understand your husband drowned and
you two million dollars. Can you imagine, two
million dollars, and he couldn't even read
or write”

“Yeah, she said, and he couldn’t swim
either”

“| understand your husband drowned and left

»

you two million dollars. Can you imagine, two
million dollars, and he couldn't even read or write:
“Yeah, she said, and he couldn’t swim either”

I never had a penay 1o my name 30 | changed My name.




I went to see a psychiatrist. He said “tell me everything,”
I did and now he’s doing my act.

It’s a confession, an admission, but of what exactly?
It’s anecdotal and anonymous.
At least in written form.

It’s culture if you define the term as that which outlives the lifetime
of its maker.

The one thing we can all agree on is that the psychiatrist bit is now
a classic American joke.

Before Louis CK.
Before Jerry Seinfeld.
Before Sam Kinison.

From an era when people still told jokes.

The heyday of Henny Youngman.

In the retelling it got stronger somehow.

More defined.

One of the few oral traditions our country maintains.
A litmus test of taste.

Of shared sensibility.

You think something’s funny + | think something’s funny =
consensus.

And that’s a powerful emotion.

When he first heard the joke, Richard Prince wasn’t entirely
sure he understood it.

Maybe he still doesn’t.

Cassette tape with handwritten joke, 1986
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But he knew it was about appropriation.

And he knew he wanted out of the Pictures Generation.
A club he’d never intended to join.

Here was his chance to escape.

A chance for the kid to skip the picture.

He wasn’t a funny guy.

He wasn’t the life of the party.

But most comedy isn’t about entertaining as much as itis
about survival.

And he wanted to live.

He didn’t make art looking for love.

Who could love four men looking in the same direction?
It was so ugly he wouldn’t hang it in his own house.
He wouldn’t hang it in your house.

He lived with his girlfriend.

Her apartment was at 303 Park Avenue South.

In the back he set up a little studio.

This was after his post studio period.

Post, post studio.

The year was 1986.

He started writing out stolen jokes.

Maybe not stolen, but almost authorless.

Borscht Belt stuff.

A step above knock knocks.

Old jokes for young people.

Ten dollars a joke.

Which quickly became twenty dollars a joke.

They weren’t his lines, but they were written in his hand.
And that counted for something.

He wrote out a few jokes on the liners of cassette tapes.
He thought of them almost as mix tapes.

Almost as set lists.

But if you bothered listening to one there was nothing
recorded on it.

Only white noise to greet you.

He thought he might give the cassettes out at galleries
like demo tapes.

Like musicians did at record labels to get signed.
Within a year he began silk-screening jokes on canvas.

He made them with black text on a white background, but then
decided that wasn’t quite right.

He painted over them.

There’s an installation shot in Spiritual America before he
destroyed the paintings.

The answer he arrived at finally was to paint the jokes using
strange colors.

Strange combinations.
The colors would be a stand-in for the missing image.
Or rather lack of image.

It’s not for nothing that his friend Christopher Wool was making
text pieces at the time.

Except Wool was a deconstructionist, exploding syllables and
reshuffling etymology.
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Richard Prince was vacillating between ideas about painting
and illustration.

Studying cartoon captions one comes across in men’s magazines.
A struggle he would explore later in the white paintings.

For now, he was deep in his monochromatic joke phase.

The year was 1987.

The month was March.

Art In America puts Prince on the cover.

It turns out to be a real game changer.

Print periodicals still meant something then.

Maybe he wouldn’t have to take the assistant teaching gig in
Maine that he’d been offered.

Maybe there’d be pennies to his name.

Or at the very least he could keep his name—be himself—and
that might end up being enough.

A month or two passed.
He gets a call from Barbara Gladstone.
Would he like to be part of her gallery line-up?

She would pay him a monthly stipend to cover his studio expenses,
something to live on.

They planned an exhibition for 1988.
He showed up with the monochrome jokes.
She asked him what happened to the photographs?

Where were the gangs?

She wasn’t kidding.

—Bill Powers

Tell Me Everything, 1987, Acrylic and silkscreen on canvas, 56 x 48 inches (142.2 x 121.9 cm)
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Ladies and Gentlemen: 1¢’s a real honor for you to see me., In fact [ am
bumbied to be bere at the famous Friar’s Club fouded in 1904. The
motto of the Friar’s is Prae Omnia Fraternis, “before all brotherhood.”
Making i the earliest gay club in New York City. No, actually the
Friar’s has admitted women for years. Liza Minclli was the first female
member— that should prove it isn'¢ a gay club. I think she miet her last
busband here. You know David Gest, the guy Michael Jackson’s face

doctor practiced on.

The Friars Club was founded as the Press Agents Associates. At that
time there were sixteen daily newspapers in New York and people
would impersonate members of the press to get comped at the
Broadway shows. So the press agents started this organkzation to put a
stop to the fraud, but then they wound up having soch a ball at thedr
meetings, drinking and telling jokes, that their clients, the show people
began to infiltrate the clob. And 5o bere we are tonight, infiltrating the
Friars Chab to honor a great frand and impersonator Richard Prince.

I hope you don’t mind if | occasionally refer to my notes. This is ot
stand up. I want to keep this on the high level Richard deserves.

We are in the Milton Berle Room tonight —the Shecky Greene and
Corbeit Monica rooms were unavailable—and that seems
appropriate since many consider Uncle Miltie to be the inventor of

. Berle waz notorious for stealing jokes. Bob Hope said he
"aever heard a joke he didn't steal”. Once when Berle was doing a bit
with another comie, he sald to the other goy , "1 wish I'd said that," to
which the comic replied, "Oh, yon will. You will". When Berie accused
Jack Benny of stealing a joke from him Benny said, “¥When you take »
joke from Milton Berle, it’s not stealing s repossessing.” Berte was
really an archivist. He collected jokes scientifically and pubtished them
in the Milton Herle Private Joke File and the Rest of Milton Berle’s
Private Joke File, each of which ¢contalns over 10,800 jokes, only a small
percentage of which have been appropriated by Richard Prince.... the
Uncle Miltie of art.

Milton Berle was not only a famous joke thief, he was also known as one
of the largest men in Hollywood. If you catch my drift. Iaterestingly,
Richard Iz known as ope of the largest men in the art world. He ks so
well endowed he conld endow the Schoo) of Visual Arts. I read that on

the wall of the toitet at the Odeon, and in the tollet at Indochine, and the
toilet at the Waveely...fuuny, it Jooked Just like his handwriting.

I beard that during his swinging days Richard only once encountered a
woman who was too big for him. He told ber to try douching with Crest
toothpaste—it reduces cavities 40%. He’s a kinky cat. You go to
Richard’s piace and there are these old nudist megasines all over the
place. Isaid what’s with all these nodist magazines, He said “T lie
nothing better.”

Anyway, Far (rom simply taking jokes, Richard ozks people for them.
In fact, he has been known to offer $1,000 to anyone who gives him a

joke that is used painting. 1 know he offered it to me. He didn’t pay

me, but be offered.

“I never had a penny to my name, 50 [ changed my name.” Hemny, did
you get a grand for that? [ bope so. I'll have to talk to the Henny
Youngman Aothentication Board about that one.

I once said to Nancy Spector, the delighthul curator from the
Guggenheim, did yon know Richard stole that joke from Myron Cohen.
She said “No, you’re wrong. It was Etisworth Kelly.”
What did 1 know? I didn’t really kmow anything asbout art. Until I met
Richard I thought the Guggenheim was named sfter Crazy

i, the drunk on the old Jackie Gleason show. “Hiya
Joe...heh heh hebh.” (I’m too old for the room.) Anyway, I didn't kaow
anything about art. When Richard said “Do youn like Beuys?” I got
nervons. When he asked me i€ ] liked Weiner?” I thoughit he was
coming on to me. I dide’t know about conceptual art.

People have asked me about Richard’s interest in old jokes. I slways
say, “As far as | know ke doesn’t pay any interest on them.” Bui
seriously, he came about these jokes not as a comic as a scholar- it was
an intellectual pursui¢. He actually became interested in jokes because
of Freud. Not Lucien Freud, the painter, but Sigmund Freud, the father
of psychoanalysis who wrote the book Jokes and Their Relation to the
Uncoascious. Maybe he was high on coke 2t the time, but Frepd was
obsessed with jokes.




The clue is in Richard’s most tamous joke painting. | went to see a
psychiatrist. He said Tell me everything. I did. Now he’s doing my act.

In 18%%, when Freud was preparing bis landmark work The
Interpretation of Dreams, the proofireader complained that there were
too many jokes in the dreams. I kid you not. Frewd was really into

Jokes, especially Schmosver jokes. but he told them really badly. For my
fellow goyem, Schnorver ks Yiddish for Scottish,

Anyway, allow me to read a passage from Freod.

A doctor, as be came away from a lady’s bedside, said $0 ber husband
with a shake of his head: “F don’t ke ber looks.” “I baven't liked her
books for some time,” the hoshand replied.

Freud continnes: The doctor was of course referring 1o the iady’s
condition; but he expressed his anxiety about the patient in words whieh
the hosband could interpret as a coafirmation of his own marital
aversion.” '

“Marital aversion,” I’ve had that. (Not with you, boney.)

Here’s another Frend joke: “Two Jews meet near the bathhouse. One
says “Have you taken a bath?”’ The other says, “Why is there cne
missing.”

Fantastic book. Freud tells jokes by Henri Bergson and Immanuel Kant.
¥ guess he was sort of the MilMon Berle of Vienns. Anyway, If anybody
says Richard's jokes are really bad —first of all they aren’t his, they
belong to humanity and the sphere of the intellect, and secondly, next to
Sigmund Frend he’s & real top banana.

Richard Prince has always been a great artist but I think be came into
his own when he left the city and headed off into the Wilderness to
discover what he calls “Spiricual America.” He was a man on a goest,
tooking for America’s spirit. He looked in the dive bars, topless joints,
and truckstop brothels in decayed Alrstream trailers. He looked In
crackhouses, amphetamine labs and shooting galteries. He locked n
glory holes and under rocks. He looked at the YMCA, and then finally
he Jooked in that small upstate town—Barville. It was a simple town
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with an abandoned mill, vacant storefronts, and down at the heel
Federal townhouses. But what Richard found there transformed him,
and # transformed the town which is now known as the Marfa of the
Borscht belt.

Prince developed that littke town. He built a bookstore, he buoilt a
combination costom car workshop and strip cdab, and he turned the old
tovm library Into a Fort Knox of hipster manescripts and bound proods.
He ako ereated an extraordinary installation there known a8 Second
House —~transforming & typical ranch style single-family Federal
Witness Protection Program €ype dwelling located amid abandoned
farms into a museum of Spirkual America. It was a bumble structore

filled with priceless paintings and sculptures, and, after it was made
Chuock Close aceessible, it was purchased by the Guggenbeian Muoseam.
Then, tragically Second House was struck by ligtning and burned to
the ground, And like 2 good neighbor, State Farm was there. But, alas,
at yesterdays price per square inch. I told him to put a mezuzah by the
door. He doesn’t listen. .

Why does he not listen? 1t might be because he was raised in a closed.
He thought he was a suit. UntH he came out of the closet. Actually
Richard really did come from a sirange family. I met them. Real
oddbells. Imagine Jean-Paal Sarire and Simone de Beanvoir In rubber
thongs. They might have answered an ad that Richard put in a swingers
magazine, Richard hints that his parents were i the CIA or the NSA. §
think maybe they reaBy worked for CAA or ICM —but who knows? A
strange clan. Like Gypsy meets Marathon Mas.

Mama look at me now. I'm a star! Is it safe? Look how I live! I3 it safe?
Look at my friends! Is it safe? Look where I'm going! Is it safe?

You can’t make up a life story like this. How many guys are bomn in the
Panama Anal Zore, Oh, wait, that's the Panama Canal Zone. ( This
prescription is kinda old.)

Anyway, Richard Prince turned out to be an artist for our time. He has
changed the landscape. First with re-photography, photographing
photographs. Probably the best known example iw the Cowboys series
In which Richard photographed Marlboro cigareites advertising to
create an extraordinary portrait of America. (cough) The cynics have




claimed that this work is somehow about the vanishing
cowboy...vanishing becanse of lung cancer. Idoubt this. Richard used
to smnoke Mariboro lights himself. I smoked the reds, Oneday I hada
bed cough so Richard sent me to bis Park Avenue Doctor, He sald I
needed a $50,008 operation. 1 told the doctor couldn’t afford it, He said
give me 2 grand and I'll retonch the X-rays.

I hate when people look at art and all they see is negativity. The
Mariboro mien are beautiful men. Manly men. In chaps and boots.
Richard and I used to go to a happy bour like that in the West Village.
People don’t see the beautiful side. Richard gets the same sort of
negativity regarding the bunny skoB. He’s got Hogh Hefner worried
that it’s about AIDS. The bunny skoll not about AIDS. You*ve heard
of memento morl. This is memento Bugs.

Richards Girfriends series took appropriation in a whole new direction.
Called swinging. Fortunately none of the blkers whose girtfriends he
appropriated seemed to mind. Here was a series with nothing negative
about it. It was about sharing. Lalssez faire. At one poiut I was hoping
that Richard would appropsiate my second wife, but it didn’t work out,
Instead she wound up appropriating half of my art collection.

I first knew Richard as a writer. He wrote that great Little book Why I
Go to the Movies Alone —Well you know why most men go to the
movies nlone. Dice. No, really there are other reasons. Sometimes you
don’t want your wife or your date asking you what’s going on, you want
to Just wateh the damn movie. Bot [ think Richard setually liked to ihe
movies alone s0 he could meet peopte. He told me he once went to a
theater in Times Square alone and had 1o change seats five times. 1 said
“You mean you got molested?” He said “Yeah! Finally.”

Richard loves the movies, They're larger than life. His life anyway.
When I first met hime he was always chasing movie stars. I remember
him dating the actress Sheryl Loe baek when she was playing Lara
Pabmer, the dead girl in Twin Peaks. She was gorgeous. 1 don’t know

ahout that bluve makeop, but she was gorgeons. Drop dead gorgeowms.
That reminds me of a joke.

.A man is brought into a courtroom in shackles. The bailifT says “Your
honor this defendaat is charge with raping a corpse six times” The

Judge looks down at this quivering little wretch and be says “In all my
years on the bench that is the most disgusting charge I have ever heard.

If you ere found gullty I will do everything in my power to see you
receive the maximom sentence. What do yon have to say for yourself?”

The litiie defendant looks up at the judge and he says, “Your honor I
am completely innocent. First of all, it wasn’t six times, it was three
times. Second it wasa't a stranger, it was my wife. And third, how did I
know she was dead? Sbe always laid there like that.”

You better laugh, When you get the check you’re gonna blow yoor
brains out. This is ap expensive exhibition in Paiis. The interts are
staying at the Ritz. Richard is staying in Sarkozy’s closet. He still
thinks be’s 2 suit whea it suits him.

Say, James Frey, Is bere tonight. You know the great Italian writer. He
wrote a Million Little Pizzas- a fantastic memoir. [ know some people
have quibbled and said parts of that book are fiction, but if you’re
married you understand that there’s a2 very flne line between truth and
fiction. Especially when you’re fucked up. And this guy has been
throungh hell with the drugs and the booze. I know exactly how he feels.
Thaat feeling of knowing you’ll hate yoursell in the morning. Whenever
that bappens to me 1 just sent the alarm for 1PM.

James France is supposed to be here. He's not only a great actor, he's a
fine artist. Did you catch his exhibition at the Cock Tower. The
Dangerons Book Four Boys. The art world is crazy about this guy.
They find him intrigoning. People are always asking me if be lkes
Beuys. [ doa't kmow. I know be collects. I heard he has 2 Weiner.
Maybe It was James Franco who burned down Second House,

I’m sorry Larry Bogosiaa covldn’t be here tonight. He’s out of town,
He's either doing Law & Order Criminal Intent or an opening with Cy
Twombly, I can’t remember which. Larry came op fo me the other day
and told me that one of his best friends had just died after a sudden
illness. [said “What did he have?” He zadd, “Oh, 2 nurse painting, a

couple of Basquiat drawings and a pretty good Warhol.”

Have you ever been up to the Petrossian gallery. It’s impressive. [
mean the art, sure, but akk those chicks. There’s all kinds of chicks




working there. I even met some Polish lesbians? They don’t kike
women. I went up to the receptionist and I said, “If I told yon you have
a fantastic body, would you hold it against me?” She slapped me in the
face, then she sent me to Mary Boone.

Speaking of fantastic bodies, Richard also created a fantastic body of
work known as the check He got the idea from buying up the
cancelled checks Jackson Pollack and Jack Kercuae wrote to liquor
stores—anyway these were paintings made on canvases completely
covered with Richard’s own personal checks— the last time I checked.
Taese paintings created a sensation and collectors lined up to buy them.
I heard Peter Brant bought one and It boonced.

Richard's amazing nurse painting series changed the face of painting.
Some see the Nurse paintings as an indictment of the HMO system.
Some say It puts the burka on the All-American girl next door. Hey you
zever kuow? Those billionalre Arab sheiks are into collecting art now,
too. They know what they’re doing. In some cases the veil is not a bad
idea, if she’s ugly you don’t have to {lip ber over. Richard was so into
the ourses that he was addicted, he just conldn’t stop making these
paintings. Wet Nurse, Dezdpan Nurse, Bedpan Nurse, Urologist Narse,
Fingers up the butt nurse, Sponge Bath Nurse, Dull Needte Nurse. Most
of those were sold at Gagosian Guam. My favorite of all was East River
Nurse—they found ber under a doc.

Richard Prince will go down in Art History. Hopefull not too far down.
He’s done his homework. He’s copled his homework, He studied with
the masters. Most people don’t know that he was actualty close with de
Kooning. Even de Kooning didn’t know they were close. I remember
when we were all flying to Europe —Richard, Bill and I had the whole
first class cabin to ourselves, Richard put on » Chevy Chase movie,
Whenkended.wem%MfeﬂowﬂmAﬂanﬁcandd&Kmniug
sald “That stunk, lets get the hell out of here.”

Did you know Richard also erased a de Kooning just like
Rausehenberg? It was doring his White Paintings period. We were
both staying at the Chateanw Marmont. He had a room under the
‘Mariboro Man billboxrd and wore white t-shirts and leather chaps over
his white levis. He nsed to come to my room to borrow Wite-Out. I was
making a ot of mistakes at the time. He’d say “I've gotta erase this
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DeKooring.” Richard says that when those white paintings were done
there was a lot of white powder around. I always thought it boric actd
for the cockroaches. But Richard was a mess. It wasn't just drugs.
There was the tequila too. Once we went down to Tijuana and he got so
drunk that when we came back Customs made me pay duty on him.
One night he said “T Just can’t take this life of wine, women and song
anymore.” Isald, “Give up the singing. You’re not that good.”

Anyway, we are here tonight to support an incredible exhibition of
Richard’s eollection of books and art that Mr, Robert Rubin has put
together at the BibEotheque National in Paris. The Bibliotheque
National is like the libvary of Congress in Washington, sxcept it’s in
Paris. It contains every book ever published in France, literally. And
¥you kmow how the Freneh are, intellectusts with dirty minds. Paris is
the only place where phllosophers can get laid. So the BNP has a world
ciass collection of everything from phiosophy to smut and sometimes
philosophical smut. The BNP colleetion is wnigue I'm talking la eréme
de Iz crud. Lacanian filth. Derridean porn. Guy on girl, girl oa girl,
guy on guy, guy on goose, And now they’ve got Richard’s collection,
which I can’t believe was let ont of America and into France. I also
beard from Bob Rubin that the exhibition also involves restoration of
some of the most rare, and perverted smut in the BNP
colleetion. Imagine centuries of smut in the hands of French civil
sesvants who can't be fired. Books ravaged by red wine, semea, snails,

Pages stuck together. The Freach are not neat people. They conlda
used a robber or at least a tube sock.

But this exhibition is truly a labor of love, self-love maybe, but a labor
of love nevertheless. Richard loves French erotica and the Oympia
Press. He loved the Travellers Companion Series so snuch that he once
slept with Iris Owens, She told him she was Harriet Daimler. And she
was wearing a hijab. From Hermes. She booked like Edward G.
Robinson as Mata Harl.

Most of the credit for this show goes to Mr, Robert Rubin. Not the Bob
Ruobin who was Secretary of the Treasury, and not the comedian Bob
Rubin who looks like he’s got a muskrat on his kead. I’'m talking about
Bob Rubin who went from commodity trading to architectural history.
Bob Rubis rons the Bridge in Long Island which is umdoubtedly the
coolest golf eourse in the world. Where else do yor have Richard Prince
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art in the clubbiouse, and you can hit 156 mph in the rongh off the 18*
fairway. Bob Rubin is 50 cool he bad James Brown yelling “Take it to
the Bridge” on the clnb answering machine and when members
complained be just asked them if they wanted their money back. He's
50 eool that when one of the members killed his wife with a seven iron,
he said “Too moch club.” Then be sald “How many strokes.”

Bob has been 2 great influence on Richard. He has shaved several
strokes off his handicap. And now Richard is a calm, collected, happily
married man. We have his lovely wife Noel to thank for that. I
remember the first time I met Noel thinking, “Now there is & down to
carthgirl.” At the time, he was laying on ¢top of ber in the back yard.
Richard Is a great husband and father. He is obsessed with Noel's
happiness. And fortunately the detectives haven’t come up with
anything.

I’ve known Richard so long. When I met him he had beautifef dark
carly hair rumning halfway dovwn his back. Then whea he met Noel she
made him get his back waxed. Now that we’ve gotten older I ke the
way he's mellowed. And he’s 50 wise about getting old. Like when he
first turned me on to Viagra he sald “Swallow it gulck or you’ll get a
stiff geck.” He onee said to me “The most Enportant thing in fife isn’t
money. It’s love.” Which ks fortunately beeause be really loves money.

Aren’t youn glad I’m pot a performance artist?

I’m proud of Richard’s great success and maturity. I remember when
be was into the chicks and wild partying, but now that he’s with Noel
be’s Just a hi fi nut. (Hi fidelity.) He stays home, drinks Chardonnay
and passes cut. He doesn’t get into trouble any more. Sometimes he
even pretends he’s not even interested anymore. The other day he sald
to me, “At this point sex is just a pain in the ass.” [ satd, “Richard,
Richard...you’re doing it all wrong.”
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