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TOWNSEND
- BRINGS IT

- BACK

HOME

Filmmaker goes on location
near his old West Side haunts

BY ROSALIND CUMMINGS-YEATES

hen Robert Town-
send was growing
up in Chicago,
there was a small,
low-budget movie
that changed his life. It was
filmed near the hardscrabble
West Side neighborhood
where he lived, and it detailed
the coming-of-age story of two
neighborhood boys.

The movie was called “Coo-
ley High” and it went on to in-
fluence a generation, inspiring
TV shows (“What’s Happen-
in’ ”), music (“Cooleyhighhar-
mony” by Boys II Men) and
films (“Boyz N the Hood”).
“Cooley High,” released in
1975, also marked Townsend'’s
acting debut: He had two
lines.

Flash forward 32 years. A
small, independent feature is
being filmed in Garfield Park,
two miles from Townsend’s
old West Side neighborhood.
It focuses on the coming-of-
age story of three neighbor-
hood boys. It stars and is exec-
utive produced by Townsend,
and it may change many lives.

“I've always wanted to
come back, but studios make
it difficult for small films to
come to Chicago. Now it’s
changing [with new tax incen-
tives], and it feels good to be
home,” Townsend says about
“Of Boys and Men,” his first
Chicago-produced film.
Perched on the stoop of one of
the bungalows lining the quiet
block where the movie is set,
in overcoat and mustache,
Townsend, 50, looks the part
of film mogul. A legendary co-
median, actor, director, writer
and producer — as well as
CEO of the Black Family
Channel — Townsend has
traveled eons from the impish
comic who first made his
mark in Hollywood with 1987’s
“Hollywood Shuffle.” But not

Kevin Anderson, a 22-year-
old “shadow trainee,” is

learning about film produc-
tion by working on the set.
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“My ultimate
mission is about
empowerment. It's
one thing to make
a movie, it's
another to train
50 people about
every aspect of
filmmaking."”
ROBERT TOWNSEND

Chicago-bred filmmaker

so far that he has forgotten
where he came from and what
it takes to help others reach
the same heights.

“People want to know how
movies are made, and my ulti-
mate mission is about empow-
erment. It’s one thing to make
a movie, it's another to train

See TOWNSEND, Page 43
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Producer Robert Townsend is returning to his West Side neighborhood to make "“Of Boys and Men."” Here he shares a
laugh last week on the set with 12-year-old Scott Baity, nicknamed “Baby James Earl Jones." -KEITH HALE/SUN-TIMES PHOTOS



wie  Ladalle pank ‘I'heatre,
where Kathleen Turner and
Bill Irwin are the star gladia-
tors — might not have been
part of the common vocabu-
lary when “Virginia Woolf”
debuted. Think “dysfunc-
tional” and “co-dependent.”
And divorce was far less com-
mon among the generation
that came of age in the 1940s

and ’50s, as George and
Martha did — and these two,
married for 23 years, are ter-
rified of separating, anyway.
As for the notion of a
woman locked in a marriage
to a man who might or might
not be homosexual (and this
production, directed by Brit-
ish-born Anthony Page, cer-
tainly suggests George is a

closet character), it was still
the stuff of Tennessee Wil-
liams’ hothouse world then —
not an open fact of a small,
seemingly proper New Eng-
land college campus.

Of course this whole Pan-
dora’s box of taboos has been
open for decades now. So
what we are left with in"“Vir-
ginia Woolf” are just four peo-

ple whose rage and self-
loathing appear bottomless.
And the big question is: Why
should we care about them?
Albee’s-play is a long night's
journey into day. George is an
associate professor of history
with' minimal ambition and
huge suppressed anger. (Irwin
starts eccentrically, with a
jerky gait, but is in fine form

by the last act.) He is repeat-
edly gored by his blowsy, vul-
gar, hard-drinking wife, Mar-
tha (Turner, who moves like a
bulldog and whose trade-
mark, low-pitched monotone
can grow tiresome). Six years
older than George, sexually
thwarted, childless and awash

Recently, the New York
Times ran a review of a docu-
mentary' film whose subject,
Marie Menken — an experi-
mental filmmaker and painter
trapped in an unhappy mar-
riage with a gay artist — was
said to be the model for Al-
bee’s Martha. That’s the story
1 want to see now, rather. than

in a daddy complex (her fa=——rthis stilted boxing match.

ther is president of the univer-

hwetas@cuntzmes com
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50 people about every aspect
of filmmaking” he says. In-
deed, “Of Boys and Men”
boasts a shadow training pro-
gram where local hopefuls get
to learn film skills. “If they
want to learn about produc-
ing, directing or hair and
makeup, it’s all here.”

Kevin Anderson is a 22-
year-old actor who grabbed
the chance to learn filmmak-
ing with the shadow training
program.

“I've learned the producing
side; being able to budget a
film, keeping everything on
schedule,” Anderson says.
“I've seen how time is money
and how important profes-
sionalism is on set.”

Anderson, who has acted
for four years in short films

and as an extra in the “Prison
Break” TV series, sees
Townsend as a powerful role
model: “I look up to people
like Robert. I want to be able
to do all of it just like he does
— write, produce, act, direct,
all of it. I want to be a renais-
sance man.”

Shot entirely on the West
Side, “Of Boys and Men” cap-
tures the struggles of a family
during emotional hardships
as well as the choices made by
neighborhood boys growing
into manhood. The movie, due
out in January 2008, also
stars Angela Bassett as
Townsend’s wife, who gets
killed in a car accident. Victo-
ria Rowell of “The Young and
the Restless” and “Diagnosis
Murder” fame plays Town-
send’s sister who helps him
through the tragedy, and
Faizon Love of the recent
movies “Elf” “Blue Crush”
and “Idlewild” plays a hustler
who tempts the neighborhood

boys with a shady lifestyle.
“To see movie stars walking
down your block shows an-
other reality,” Townsend says.
“The other week Angela Bas-
sett was walking dowh the
block; another week Faizon
Love was here. There’s a cer-
tain pride and respect that
people get from that. I've got-
ten to know the people on the
block, and it's like, ‘Hey
Robert, we shootin’ tonight?’ ”
There’s an air of a neigh-
borhood block party to the
set, and Townsend greets the
residents, most of whom are
extras, enthusiastically. Be-
sides the four Hollywood ac-
tors, the movie is almost a to-
tally homegrown production,
with screenwriter Michele
Amor, director Carl Seaton,
executive producers Shebeta
Carter and Maisha Parsons
and the three young lead ac-
tors all hailing from Chicago.
Producer Pemon Rami pos-
sesses an especially signifi-

cant Chicago connection.

“I did the casting for ‘Coo-
ley High. Robert did his very
first production with me,”
Rami says. “I cast him in his
first commercial, his first
play; we've worked together
for a long time.”

A Chicago native who has
also cast such classic Chicago
films as “The Blues Brothers”
and “Mahogany” (with Town-
send as an extra), Rami says
he’s also glad to be home.

Strolling down the side-
walk, Townsend grins as 12-
year-old Scott Baity, who
plays neighborhood boy
Deshon, walks up. “I've nick-
named him ‘Baby James Earl
Jones’; he really knows how to
draw the emotion out,” he
says as he encircles Baity's
shoulders. “He’s the next gen-
eration and he’s making it
happen.”

Rosalind Cummings-Yeates is
a local free-lance writer.

HOMEGROWN TALENT

Although "Of Boys and Men" centers on the story of a
bereaved patriarch trying to pull his family through the
loss of his wife, the heart of the film is about the boys
on the block choosing the paths of their lives. Bobb'e

J. Thompson of the Disney TV show “That's So Raven'
appears as the wayward Lil' D, but the rest of the boys
represent pure Chi-Town talent. .

Dante Boens: Plays Townsend's son =
“Z.!" An effervescent 13-year-old, he's
also a rapper and model who loves to
skateboard.

Scott Baity: Plays Deshon. An im-
pressive dramatic actor, the 12-year-
old took memorable turns in Congo
Square's “Joe Turner's Come and
Gone' and Court Theatre's “Raisin."

Hashim Brown: Plays Wood. The 10-
year-old is currently filming the inde-
pendent feature "“The Poker House";
enjoys tumbling and hip-hop dancing.



