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Introduction

In the 1980s, you could walk into anyone’s house and, if they had a VCR, it was likely they had an Eddie Murphy movie or two. Odds are good it was Beverly Hills Cop (1984).

My first experience with Eddie Murphy wasn’t with an obscure flick. Instead, it was one we saw in the small embassy theater in Buenos Aires, Argentina. I would have been in 2nd grade at the time. The movie was rated R, but Dad didn’t care much about what we were watching as long as we saw it with the whole family. Whether he did this because we were mature enough or because he was just sick and tired of renting National Geographic specials and Disney animated features (we only owned a handful of VHS at the time, among them Pinocchio (1940), Popeye the Sailor Meets Ali Baba’s Forty Thieves (1937), and Sleeping Beauty (1959)), I’m not quite sure.

Dad, Mom, my sister, and I sat in the theater to see what would be my first of many Eddie Murphy films: Coming to America (1988). I was an American living in a foreign country (my third in eight years); Dad’s job required us to live overseas and move every two years to a different locale. Despite having never been to New York City at the time, I related to Eddie Murphy’s character Prince Akeem feeling like a fish out of water in Queens. I knew what it was like to be a stranger in a strange land.

Being only eight years old, I laughed the hardest at the McDowell’s jokes (“McDonald’s has the Big Mac, we have the Big Mick. Totally different!”). If there was one thing I understood as a kid, it was McDonald’s. It always tasted the same whether in the States or abroad, a rare constant in my life.

As I grew up, Eddie Murphy continued to release movies. Before too long, we had moved back to the United States. After a few years in the metro DC area in Centreville, Virginia, Dad got a new job working for Coca-Cola and we all moved down to Atlanta, Georgia. Another new city, another fresh start. Another place with no friends.

Before we moved into a house, we stayed at a Residence Inn. It was furnished temporary lodging somewhere closer to a townhouse than an apartment. We had stopped at a Blockbuster Video to rent two Eddie Murphy comedies: 48 Hrs. (1982) and Beverly Hills Cop. Now 11 years of age, I understood more of the jokes. I recognized “Roxanne” by The Police and laughed at Eddie’s falsetto take on Sting’s vocals.

A few years later, my very first CD would be the soundtrack to an Eddie Murphy movie that would become one of my favorite movies period, Beverly Hills Cop. A ravishing mix of R&B and New Wave, the album had one song that spoke to me in particular, Patti LaBelle’s “Stir It Up.” In a life that to that point had been filled with uncertainty with all the moving (after moving to Georgia, I would end up living there for 14 years), LaBelle singing about holding onto pressure, packing up her clothes, and needing to stir it up spoke to me deeply.

Perhaps these early encounters with Eddie Murphy films and soundtracks inspired me to write this book. Perhaps they had nothing to do with it. As you peruse these pages, perhaps you can come to your own conclusions.

For those looking for full-color photographs of your favorite Eddie Murphy movies in this book, you’ll have to look elsewhere. My research into getting the rights for stills from his movies quickly proved that such a thing would be too expensive for my purposes. In one case, I was more or less told “Unless you know Eddie Murphy, which you certainly do not, no photos from this film will be made available to you!”

This is also true of the challenges I faced getting interviews with actors and directors involved with Eddie Murphy’s films. My attempts to reach out to them ended in rejection or, more commonly, emails that got nary a response. However, I did manage to interview film critics and professional authors about their thoughts on Eddie Murphy films and what makes him so memorable. I hope these interviews elucidate points which I could not. Many even came up with approaches to Eddie’s work that would never have crossed my mind.

This book does not need to be read in a linear fashion. I organized my write-ups on the movies in four sections: The Franchise Gems (Eddie’s movies that had sequels), The Hidden Gems (Eddie’s best standalone films), The So-So Gems (Eddie at his most mediocre), and The Not-So Gems (the worst of the worst of Eddie Murphy’s filmography).

Technically, I had to include two entries that weren’t films. One was the pilot for the Beverly Hills Cop TV show that never aired; a version with French subtitles popped up on YouTube and was too intriguing to resist. The other is Eddie Murphy’s first stand-up comedy special, Eddie Murphy Delirious (1983), which originally aired on HBO.

Read about the movies in any order you please. Each chapter on a movie has the same selection of credits followed by the tagline on the poster; in the rare case where there wasn’t a tagline on the US movie poster, I translated one from a foreign poster or, in the case of the Beverly Hills Cop TV pilot where there were no marketing materials I could find, I used an amusing line of dialogue from the show. In the Making Of sections, I picked excerpts from interviews I found in my copious research that brings to life interesting factoids about the movies. In the Review section, I wrote a new review of the film exclusive to this book.

May this book entertain, inform, and encourage you, dearest reader, to watch an Eddie Murphy movie you may have missed or revisit one you may have enjoyed. Perhaps you’ll find a new favorite. After watching all of them over the course of a few months, I can assure you that none are a total waste of time.

Mat Bradley-Tschirgi, September 6, 2024


Before the Films

Eddie Murphy knew he wanted to be famous at a young age. He had certainly been through his share of tribulations. After his parents divorced when he was young, his father was murdered by an ex-girlfriend. His mother fell sick, so both Eddie and his older brother Charlie had to live in a foster home for a spell.

While at the foster home, Eddie was described as a sweet boy who would watch and imitate people on the TV. He would point at the television and say, “I’m going to be on there someday!” After his mother healed, she was able to take her boys back in and remarry. Eddie’s new stepdad had a nice job and provided a comfortable middle-class living. He even drove his new stepson to his first stand-up gigs when he was 14 years old. The Murphys were moving on up!

Despite being barely into his teens, Eddie Murphy’s talent on the stage was apparent. His early stand-up gigs caught the attention of a producer for a show looking for a new cast: Saturday Night Live. After its first five years from 1975-1979, none of the original iconic cast remained. Chevy Chase was the first SNL cast member to ditch the show for a film career in Hollywood.and one by one, others left the show for (hopefully) more fame and more fortune. For the start of a new decade, 1980, Saturday Night Live needed a fresh start.

Producer Lorne Michaels was no longer on board. Nor was Al Franken, who was promised to be the heir apparent but didn’t receive the honor. Instead, Jean Doumanian had the inevitable task of re-launching the show that had become “the reason you stayed in on Saturday nights.” Its youngest cast member was Eddie Murphy, who by now was only 19 years old with the confidence of a man twice his age. In a first, Eddie Murphy was granted Featured Player status so the show could justify paying him less than the other cast members.

In short order, Eddie Murphy and Joe Piscopo became the biggest star talent of what had rebranded as Saturday Night Live ‘80. Much of the new cast, which included such future stars as Gilbert Gottfried (known for his signature screeching voice, Gottfried would later reteam with Eddie Murphy for a memorable scene in Beverly Hills Cop II (1987)), was sacked after SNL’s infamous 1980 season, but Murphy and Piscopo remained.

SNL is a hard show to make a mark on. Some comedians make a splash by imitating the latest celebrity or politician du jour. Others make signature characters with a grating catch phrase. On rare occasions, cast members will make a splash with short films or music videos. Young Eddie Murphy pulled a hat trick succeeding with all three.

Eddie’s celebrity impersonations on SNL always had an absurdist twist whether it’s the James Brown Hot Tub (Eddie yelps entering the hot tub that’s too hot with the same vocal bursts James Brown spouts out onstage) or his Stevie Wonder singing “Ebony and Ivory” with Joe Piscopo’s Frank Sinatra. Even at times stodgy stalwarts like Bill Cosby got the Murphy treatment with Cosby doing a commercial for (what else?) Lite Beer.

Eddie was no slouch in the original character department either. While these often had celebrity ties, they were so far removed from their source that they were really more original creations. The beloved green clay humanoid Gumby was turned into a kvetching Jewish agent in Eddie’s comic hands. The avuncular Mr. Rogers turned into Mr. Robinson’s Neighborhood urging children to scam their neighbors in delightful ways. His pimp Velvet Jones was a teacher of a different sort, letting the curious know how to be a ho.

Eddie Murphy’s grandest moment on SNL might have been a short film from late in his run, “White Like Me.” Going off the premise that he’s being made up as a white man to see how much better treatment whites get from blacks, it’s a fun take on the more sobering nonfiction classic Black Like Me by John Howard Griffin. Speaking in a silly yet convincing patois, Eddie’s white alter-ego is able to get everything from a good seat on the bus to the best loans at the bank with nary a problem at all. The kicker comes at the end where we saw a line of black actors and actresses getting made up as white people with the audience being told to watch our backs because we won’t know who the real white people are.

Just a few years into his stint on SNL, Eddie Murphy got a movie deal to co-star with Nick Nolte in 48 Hrs., a police procedural for veteran writer-director Walter Hill. Creating in what many ways was the first buddy cop movie, 48 Hrs. made Eddie Murphy a movie star with the way he played comedic and dramatic beats with ease.

After his first film became a huge hit in December of 1982, Eddie Murphy continued to appear on SNL albeit in a more limited capacity through the spring of 1984. As Murphy started to promote his films on the top talk shows like The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, The Dick Cavett Show, and Late Night with David Letterman, he would bring on his Uncle Ray, one of the funnier members of Murphy’s family. Eddie would sit back and laugh his ass off as his uncle would do one of his routines that was commonplace at the family dinner table on national TV. It was a nice way to give back to his family; later on in his career, he’d have his brother Charlie and stepbrother Vernon as writers on some of his films.

Now nearing its 50th anniversary, SNL continues to be an institution, but it might not have lasted past its 6th season in 1980 if it wasn’t for Eddie Murphy’s quick rise to fame on the show. Eddie Murphy had proved at a young age to conquer stand-up comedy and Saturday Night Live. His next goal was to be a big movie star, and 48 Hrs. was a hearty step in the right direction.


Interview with Frank Santopadre

(Emmy-winning Television Writer, Podcaster)

How did Saturday Night Live play to Eddie Murphy’s strengths?

He was a gifted mimic, a natural sketch performer, and he knew how to play to the camera, which is impressive for someone as young as he was at that particular time. Also, it should be pointed out that staff writers Barry Blaustein and David Sheffield helped a lot, writing memorable showcase skits for him.

What made him so intriguing as a stand-up comic?

Everything -- timing, stage presence, delivery, charisma.... I wish he did more of it.

Do you think Eddie might do stand-up again?

No idea if that’s in his plans, but it might be nice to see him tackle the medium as an older performer and from a different perspective.

What are some of your favorite Eddie Murphy flicks?

I’m partial to some of the offbeat, less-known films like Tower Heist (2011), Life (1999), and especially, Steve Martin & Frank Oz’ hilarious Bowfinger (1999). My personal favorite Murphy performance was in Dolemite Is My Name (2019), written by the ingenious Scott Alexander & Larry Karaszewski.


The Franchise Gems

48 Hrs.

(1982; Paramount Pictures) Director: Walter Hill; Producers: Lawrence Gordon, Joel Silver; Screenplay: Roger Spottiswoode, Walter Hill & Larry Gross, Steven E. De Souza; Cinematographer: Ric Waite; Editor: Freeman Davies, Mark Warner, Billy Weber; Music: James Horner; Cast: Denise Crosby, Brion James, David Patrick Kelly, Frank McRae, Eddie Murphy, Nick Nolte, Annette O’Toole, James Remar.

Nick Nolte is a cop. Eddie Murphy is a convict.
They couldn’t have liked each other less...
They couldn’t have needed each other more.
And the last place they ever expected to be is on the same side.
Even for... 48 Hrs.

THE MAKING OF 48 HRS.

•“Nick makes you act. My first day on the set, I came off of Saturday Night Live. One Saturday, I’m doing something funny, then I’m on the set doing serious acting. [Our first scene], Nick came at me [pointing a gun] saying, ‘Hammond, drop that gun...’ I’m from comedy, so instead of being intense, I say, ‘Hey, don’t point that gun at me!’, but he was so intense. We had to shoot the scene over and over again... He makes you get intense, he’s so good! Nick’s a real good actor.” (Comedy n.d.) – Eddie Murphy (Actor)

•“48 Hrs. had been in development for most of the ‘70s. It had been rewritten 9 or 10 different times, never to anyone’s complete satisfaction. And Larry Gordon’s idea was to revise it along the lines of being a black/white story. [Walter Hill] was about to do a draft when they found out [Richard Pryor] wouldn’t be available. So he was sort of a little bit stalled. And then his girlfriend, who was an agent, said: ‘I’ve got this client who you should maybe consider.’ He was [Eddie Murphy], a young guy, never done a movie before, on Saturday Night Live.” (Harris 2016) – Larry Gross (Screenwriter)

•“I came back from New York, I had met Eddie, he couldn’t come to LA because he was so busy on the show, and I said to [Nick Nolte], ‘Look, he’s a great talent but he’s not a trained actor so Nick buddy this is the way it’s going to be, it’s going to be like working with a little kid or a dog -- the one take that’s good we’re going to have to print it. So that means you have to be good every take!” (Guerrasio 2017) – Walter Hill (Writer/Director)

•“I had always kind of said to myself that I would never play a cop because it’d been done so much... I had always considered myself a little bit on the other side of the law, not like a criminal or anything, but driving down the freeway, I always thought they were after me, like we all do. I headed up to San Francisco to research detectives and the kind of men they are to kind of clear my own stereotypes and viewpoints of police officers; what are they really up to and what they do? I found men of great integrity, men who were really committed to a certain function in society of being a protector. Then, I was able to approach the role.” (Archive n.d.) – Nick Nolte (Actor)

•“48 Hrs. is a comic fantasy, it could even be taken as a send-up of Dirty Harry (1971) that takes off because it’s grounded in a clear-eyed notion of what makes people tick and what real life is all about, especially on the streets.” (Thomas 1984)– LA Times

•“[Eddie Murphy’s] engaging comic routine as a horny street hustler is incarcerated in an extremely routine piece of police work.” (Ryan 1982)– The Philadelphia Inquirer

On its opening domestic box office weekend of December 10-12, 1982, 48 Hrs. opened in 3rd place against some steep competition (Mojo n.d.). Ahead of it in 1st and 2nd place were 2 other comedies, the Richard Pryor and Jackie Gleason comedy The Toy (1982) and Airplane II: The Sequel (1982). Airplane II: The Sequel was the anticipated follow-up to Airplane! (1980), a popular spoof of the Airport quadrilogy (Airport (1970), Airport 1975 (1974), Airport ‘77 (1977), The Concorde… Airport ‘79 (1979), which were increasingly loosely inspired by Arthur Hailey’s novel Airport.

REVIEW

The buddy cop movie is a genre unto itself, and 48 Hrs. is one of the earlier examples. You take oil and water and send them up against some hardened criminals. 48 Hrs. is such an effective movie because of how much the leads clash with each other. They grow as characters and as friends by the end. Eddie Murphy and Nick Nolte on paper may seem like an odd pairing, but they do far more here than trade blows and quips.

After Albert Ganz (James Remar) kills Inspector Jack Cates’ (Nick Nolte) partners, Cates gets Ganz’ former accomplice Reggie Hammond (Eddie Murphy) out of jail for 48 hours to help track him down. Their case leads them to a country fried strip club and dangerous alleyways. Of course, they have shoot-outs and car chases every step along the way.

Feeling more like a 1970s film with how harsh it is in both tone and language, much of the comedy comes from how ageist and racist Nick Nolte’s character is towards Eddie Murphy. They begrudgingly learn to respect each other towards the end, but the scenes with just the two of them yelling and/or smacking each other around are just as tense as any of the action scenes.

Nick Nolte (Jefferson in Paris (1995), Return to Macon County (1975)) is very intense playing a stressed-out cop, which works well against Eddie Murphy’s more laid-back style. Eddie is often quieter here than his loudmouth persona in later movies, although we get a glimpse of Eddie Murphy’s full charisma in the classic scene at Torchy’s where he gives the redneck crowd a real piece of his mind. Despite their bickering, there’s a real sense of melancholy at the end where Jack has to drop Reggie back off in prison to finish his sentence. That’s no mean feat in a drama, let alone a comedy; 48 Hrs. manages to work as both.

Walter Hill (Bullet to the Head (2012), The Warriors (1979)) shoots the hell out of the movie and makes every second of its lean 96-minute running time count. Ric Waite’s (A Time for Love (1974), Adventures in Babysitting (1987)) cinematography has a nice grittiness to it that helps sell the stakes of the story. No scene feels truly safe, which makes the audience feel as under the gun as the characters in the movie do!

An efficient, and often riotous, procedural, 48 Hrs. never overstays its welcome. It’s a great first film for Eddie Murphy and a good preview of what a fantastic talent he’d grow into over time.


Interview with Walter Chaw

(Author, A Walter Hill Film: Tragedy and Masculinity in the Films of Walter Hill)

I really liked your visual essay “Profane and Profound” from the Netflix series Voir (2021) on how Eddie Murphy and his performance in 48 Hrs. was a personal inspiration for you. How was the process of making that episode?

Oh, yeah! That was a real fun thing. It’s a funny thing about that show. I kind of started out doing the special features for the upcoming at that time 4K physical release of 48 Hrs. As I was going through with my team making that, the director on that piece mentioned that David Fincher was looking for some stuff for what became the Netflix series Voir. We pitched my concept to Fincher, and he was really open to it but a bit skeptical with it focusing so much on 48 Hrs. I talked to him more about it, gave him the whole thing, and he was persuaded.

We did it a bit backward. We already had the piece completed, had a dry run of it. Julie, our editor, put some stuff together so we pretty much had it completed before we pitched it to Fincher. Luckily for us, he was open to go forward with it. It was sort of a pre-conceived piece.

In your episode of Voir, you stress the importance of the famous scene in 48 Hrs. where, as my Dad likes to put it, Eddie Murphy walks in the country western bar like he owns the place. What was it like for Walter Hill directing that scene?

I think what it was about 48 Hrs. in the first place is that Walter Hill originally wanted to work with Richard Pryor. Pryor decided instead of doing 48 Hrs., he was going to do The Toy, a movie where he’s a literal toy for a white man. Walter ended up working with Eddie Murphy because he was dating this woman who would eventually become his wife, and she sort of was Eddie Murphy’s manager. She said, “Here’s the kid, he’s on Saturday Night Live, he’s sort of breaking big, we think, give him a shot!” So, he did and brought him on.

It was clear, I think, to Hill initially that this was Murphy’s first movie. He was not comfortable entirely... They planned all the biggest scenes for later in the film. The screenwriter Larry Gross told me that the scene in Torchy’s, the honky-tonk bar, was really touch and go. They weren’t sure if they were going to keep it because it was so racially loaded, that they could turn off the Middle America audience off if they realized they were the ones the scene was talking about. They did know it was a big centerpiece scene and could definitely see Richard Pryor doing it because audiences were used to seeing that.

They kept that scene for the very end of the shoot. Early footage of Murphy was not good; he was getting blown off the screen by Nolte. Eddie really didn’t know what he was doing in front of a movie camera. Even when the producers were viewing dailies, they were pressuring Walter Hill to dump Eddie Murphy from the movie and find somebody else to play the part.

Hill was pretty steadfast. He told the producers, “I see something in Murphy, you guys get off my set!” So, they held onto Murphy, let him ad-lib, and made him feel more and more comfortable. Pretty much the last scene they shot was the big giant scene in the bar. That scene became the big pivotal scene in 48 Hrs. that people really talked about.

I think the success of that scene is what influenced Beverly Hills Cop for Martin Brest who also wanted a big showcase scene, which became the sequence in the restaurant where Eddie Murphy pretends like he’s the lover of the bad guy, Victor Maitland’s lover. I think we really saw that with a lot of other comedians in movies like Robin Williams where in 99% of his movies, there’s a scene where just gets to riff and do his voices.

After 48 Hrs., Eddie Murphy was already being diluted in Beverly Hills Cop. He was being more audience pleasing and less threatening immediately. I think it’s Murphy understanding he’s a star and that he really could water down his persona a little bit. You see it in Beverly Hills Cop
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