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Production Information

Witness the rise of the world’s most notorious group.

In 1987, five young men—Ice Cube (O’SHEA JACKSON, JR.), Dr. Dre (COREY HAWKINS of Non-Stop), Eazy-E (JASON MITCHELL of Contraband), DJ Yella (NEIL BROWN, JR. of Fast & Furious) and MC Ren (ALDIS HODGE of A Good Day to Die Hard)—using brutally honest rhymes and hardcore beats, transformed their frustration and anger about life their inner-city Los Angeles neighborhood into the most powerful weapon they had: their music.  
During the late ’80s, the streets of Compton, California, were some of the most dangerous in the country.  The plague of crack cocaine was escalating at a rate as alarming as the violent, gang-driven business that propelled its use.  The LAPD and its specialized gang unit were leading the charge on the war on drugs with an unchecked mercilessness, one that left residents of the Southern California community not merely tense, but shell-shocked, distrustful of authority and sorely embittered.  

Eazy-E, a charismatic dope-selling hustler with the smarts to see a future in L.A.’s burgeoning rap scene, had a plan.  Deciding to leave the street life behind, he reached out to his friend Dr. Dre, a local deejay who spun regularly at Compton clubs with counterpart DJ Yella.  They, too, were tired of dead ends and hungry for change, and Eazy-E had the resources and connections to make a change happen.  Joining them in the venture were two young emcees from the block: MC Ren and Ice Cube, a talented 16-year-old whose explosive rhymes caught Dr. Dre’s attention.  It was time to use their frustration as fuel for their art and give their people the one thing they desperately needed: a voice.
Taking us back to where it all began, Straight Outta Compton tells the true story of how these cultural rebels—armed only with their lyrics, swagger and raw talent—stood up to the authorities who meant to keep them down and formed the world’s most dangerous group, N.W.A.  And as they spoke the truth that no one had before and exposed life in the ’hood, their voice ignited a social revolution that is still reverberating today.  

Straight Outta Compton is a lifelong passion project directed by F. GARY GRAY (Friday, Set It Off, The Italian Job, Law Abiding Citizen) and based on a story by the film’s co-executive producers, S. LEIGH SAVIDGE (Welcome to Death Row) & ALAN WENKUS (Private Resort), as well as ANDREA BERLOFF (World Trade Center).  The drama’s screenplay is by newcomer JONATHAN HERMAN and Berloff.  
The drama, co-starring Golden Globe Award winner PAUL GIAMATTI (HBO’s John Adams), is produced by original N.W.A members ICE CUBE and DR. DRE, who are joined by fellow producers TOMICA WOODS-WRIGHT, MATT ALVAREZ (Ride Along series), Gray and SCOTT BERNSTEIN (upcoming Ride Along 2).  
The Straight Outta Compton behind-the-scenes creative team is led by director of photography MATTHEW LIBATIQUE (Black Swan, Iron Man 2), production designer SHANE VALENTINO (Beginners, HBO’s The Normal Heart), editor BILLY FOX (Hustle & Flow, Four Brothers), costume designer KELLI JONES (TV’s Sons of Anarchy, Homefront), composer JOSEPH TRAPANESE (Oblivion, The Raid 2) and music supervisor JOJO VILLANUEVA (Horrible Bosses 2, Black or White).  

WILL PACKER (Think Like a Man series) serves as executive producer of the drama, alongside ADAM MERIMS (Lee Daniels’ The Butler), DAVID ENGEL (Saint John of Las Vegas), BILL STRAUS (The Last Rites of Joe May), THOMAS TULL (Jurassic World) and JON JASHNI (Godzilla).

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION
“Straight from the Streets”:

A Story Decades in the Telling
The tale of N.W.A is multifaceted, encompassing the compelling personal stories of its members, while weaving in the social tapestry from which the group’s revolutionary music emerged over its 10-year span.  
Even amid his thriving and long-sustained career as a chart-topping music artist and a quadruple threat in entertainment as an actor, writer, producer and director, Ice Cube, aka O’Shea Jackson, has always kept the notion of chronicling the rise of N.W.A tucked in the back of his mind.

In 2009, Ice Cube came across a script that proved too tempting to overlook, and for the first time he jump-started the idea of a viable feature-film biography based on the group’s experiences, ones that began almost three decades prior. 

For Cube, there was no doubt that the filmed version of the N.W.A story would be dedicated to group founder Eric “Eazy-E” Wright, who had passed away in 1995.  Cube reflects: “Thank God for Eazy, who had the vision and saw this music as the future, the records that people want to hear.  He was so adamant about putting Compton on the map.  He used to be like, ‘Everybody, y’all in Brooklyn.  Everybody, y’all got Queens in the house, the Bronx, uptown.  Nobody here on the Compton.  What about Compton?’  He was adamant that he would put Compton on the map if that’s the last thing he did.”

With the participation of key players—including fellow N.W.A member Dr. Dre and Eazy-E’s widow, Tomica Woods-Wright, who would come on board as producers, and original group members MC Ren and DJ Yella, who joined as consultants, the team knew that they could do it right and pay homage to their story.
The screenplay, entitled Straight Outta Compton, originated from several years of interviews and research compiled by music documentarian S. Leigh Savidge (Welcome to Death Row) and screenwriter Alan Wenkus.  That early draft would lay the foundation for what would become Andrea Berloff’s working version, who along with screenwriter Jonathan Herman’s work, fine-tuned the material into the shooting script. 
Incorporating an abundance of recollections information garnered from all fronts, the writers’ collective work was an expansive look at the life and times of N.W.A.  At the forefront of everyone’s minds was the belief that telling their story would uphold the legacy of their friend Eazy-E as the magnetic visionary he was.  Eazy-E was the core of this group’s foundation and would be depicted with respect.

From the beginning, Eazy’s goal was to portray life in the ’hood with frank lyrics by Ice Cube and infectious beats by Dr. Dre and create a new movement that evoked their experiences in Compton with an honesty that had never been expressed.  He knew that they had something special, and together with DJ Yella and MC Ren, the five would make iconic music that would explode well beyond the poverty-stricken urban centers of America and attract attention around the world.

Woods-Wright, with her unique insight into Eazy-E’s personal life and understanding of the man behind the music, was invaluable to the production.  The producer discusses what she wants fans of N.W.A and audiences new to their life story to know about Eazy-E: “Eric was an authentic realist who exemplified the true meaning of perseverance.  Eazy’s legacy is a profound reflection of the essence behind the metaphor never judge a book by its cover…and if given the opportunity to read all the pages you will acquire the knowledge and insight, which will leave an everlasting impression.”

Andre Young, better known to millions around the world as Dr. Dre, was much more hesitant than the others about having their story brought to the big screen.  For the artist/producer, whose albums “The Chronic” and “2001” continue to heavily influence West Coast rap and hip-hop, those early years were incredibly personal, defining moments in his life, and he was skeptical about whether those moments could be captured with the accuracy and integrity.     

After reading through the material and several conversations, first with Ice Cube and then his own family, Dr. Dre came on board to help produce the film that would   share with the world the roller-coaster ride that was N.W.A.  

A longtime champion of the material and an integral part of its development at Universal Pictures, Scott Bernstein, former executive vice president of production at the studio, remained a part of the project as he left the studio to start his own film production company and produce Straight Outta Compton.  He explains what drew him to the tale: “N.W.A’s story does not only encompass the universal themes of friendship, brotherhood and triumph, but it’s also shows the darker element of betrayal and tragedy that surrounded the group.  I was fascinated that at the same time the guys were pursuing the American Dream, they were experiencing a Greek tragedy.  To that end, Eazy is the one character who is the most tragic in this story.  He starts out with all this guile and energy, and at the end of the day he is betrayed by his own ego and belief in Jerry Heller that Ruthless Records and Eazy-E were more important than the group.  By the time he realizes his own faults and makes amends, it’s too late.  Cube and Dre set out to make this film to honor their fallen brother and to celebrate his legacy of fighting back.”


Ice Cube’s production partner, Matt Alvarez, who has worked with Cube’s production company since Next Friday, agrees with his fellow producer.  He notes: “Cube and I’ve worked together a long time, and we’ve never developed a project that is so important and so personal to him.  To see how all of this has come full circle for him and the other members of N.W.A is incredibly moving.  I’m honored to have a part in telling their real story.”

The man who would be responsible for guiding the team in finally bringing this complex story to theaters would be director F. Gary Gray, whose roster of feature credits crosses genres from actioners like The Italian Job and dramatic thrillers such as The Negotiator to comedies like Be Cool.  Deeply involved with the project since 2011, Gray views Straight Outta Compton as the most important movie of his decades-long career, and truly the culmination of his life’s experiences and work.  
The director’s relationship with the material explored in the film is extremely personal, and a subject Gray embraces and feels in his core.  As a child, he grew up on the same streets as the young men we follow in this story, watching the influx of crack cocaine and imported automatic weapons in the ’80s destroy homes and families.  Their tale is his: one of memorizing details of the makes and models of undercover police cars that entered Compton, watching as the department’s battering rams annihilated homes in the neighborhood, and discovering that your art could be the ideal outlet to express daily frustration and anger.
Gray, who also serves as a producer on the drama, began his movie career when he was 23 with a short film called Legacy, which explored the social ills of violence and would set the stage for his lifelong fascination with using this medium to tell the kinds of stories he and the people he knew and loved lived.

In particular, his relationship with Ice Cube and Dr. Dre is characterized by a long-standing kinship and mutual respect.  As a young director, Gray helmed music videos for hip-hop and R&B artists, including Ice Cube and Dr. Dre, and used that experience as training ground for his burgeoning film career.  His work includes Ice Cube’s hit “It Was a Good Day” and the Ice Cube-Dr. Dre collaboration “Natural Born Killaz.”  In fact, he would make his feature directorial debut with the 1995 comedy classic Friday, which was written by and starred Ice Cube.
Motivated by his long history with these two artists, Gray’s primary goal was to create an authentic film that chronicled the enduring friendship and told how money, fame, ego and tragedy would challenge and transform the brotherhood of the groundbreaking group.  He was also keen to demonstrate N.W.A’s impact on today’s pop culture and draw from his own experiences and relationships within the artistic community, so many of whom knew this life just as intimately.  
“Reading the script for the first time, it felt like a coming-of-age story, and that was unexpected,” reflects the director.  “It felt like the beginning of history with these five brothers.  I didn’t expect the emotion that made me want to delve deeper.  N.W.A’s music is great, but I wanted to tap into the humanity.  Everyone knows Dr. Dre, Ice Cube and Eazy-E; they’re icons, but they’re also people.  In one of my first conversations with Ice Cube, I said, ‘If you give me access to O’Shea Jackson, Andre Young and Eric Wright, then I’m interested in telling this story.’”
Gray explains that this is so much more than a movie to him: “Straight Outta Compton is the story that’s been brewing in me since I was a boy and the movie that I was born to make.  When I look at the faces of the actors in the film, I see the kids from my streets 30 years ago.  This is our coming-of-age story, and you can feel the passion of everyone involved and the heart we’ve all put into the film.  We knew we had to get it just right so audiences who aren’t from this neighborhood could have a glimpse at what we went through and those that are from here feel we are doing their story justice.  From my first short to this film, I feel like I’ve come full circle and am honored to tell our truth.”

As much as N.W.A’s raw lyrics personified black life on the streets of South Los Angeles, they also seeded the birth of a new generation of street artists, whose socially conscious messages remain relevant and powerful decades later.

The story behind the group’s iconoclastic music spans over a decade in Straight Outta Compton—from the origins of the teenage emcee who became a voice for the disenfranchised, the deejay who had the skills and drive to become a mega-producer and galvanize the rap world, and lastly the street hustler whose vision brought them together, along with two other enduring talents from the streets of Compton.  Together, they galvanized a genre that would become one embraced by audiences across the globe and endure for decades. 

“We wanted everyone to take notice.  I call it ‘shock-hop.’” Dr. Dre explains.  That shock extended to a very deliberate moniker for the group, which matched their incendiary message.  “We wanted to make a statement with our name and music, make everybody pay attention and listen to what we had to say.” 

From the group’s inception, the members of N.W.A knew they had chemistry and each discovered their respective roles, effortlessly creating a synergy within the group.  Ice Cube and MC Ren possessed the lyrical talent; Dr. Dre and DJ Yella, who got their start deejaying together in the World Class Wreckin’ Cru, handled the sound and producing; and Eazy-E stepped into the role of front man onstage and off, marketing their signature look and sound not only to their peers, but ultimately to mainstream music lovers across the globe.  
Lorenzo Patterson’s alter ego, MC Ren, was a young teenager rapping on the block when he first got to know Eazy-E, a fixture in his neighborhood.  Says MC Ren of the group’s early days performing at small local venues: “I wanted to perform; I wanted to be a rapper.  E gave me the platform to do it and do it differently.”
For his part, after Antoine “DJ Yella” Carraby had been spinning records at the clubs alongside Dr. Dre for a couple of years, both were ready to make a move.  The perks of pretty girls and partying were overshadowed by the lack of money and the desire to make better music.  “Back in the ’80s, it was all East Coast rap; the West Coast didn’t have nothing,” recalls Yella.  “Dre and I had seen a couple of Run-DMC shows, and it got us thinking about what we wanted to do outside the Wreckin’ Cru.  I thought: ‘Are we going to stay here and be broke or start something new?’  That’s when Eazy came into the picture.” 

But as optimistically as N.W.A came together, the group’s demise was a tumultuous disintegration—one marked by feelings of mistrust and betrayal that tore away at their friendships.  The complicated relationship between Eazy-E and group manager Jerry Heller prompted the turning point in the N.W.A story and precipitated their decline.  
The trust began to unravel when Ice Cube questioned Heller over his contract with Ruthless Records—the label that Heller and Wright founded to release N.W.A’s music—and left the group in 1989.  Dr. Dre soon followed him out the door.  For his part, Dre would start his chart-topping solo career at Death Row Records and ultimately his own label, Aftermath Records.

It would take several more years of dis records and estrangement, but eventually, Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and Eazy-E would bury the hatchet.  The reconciliation that occurred just prior to Eazy-E’s illness was a testament to the founding members that their bond is stronger than the rivalries that drove them apart. 
“I think it’s just as simple as maturing,” says Dr. Dre of the reconciliation.  “Okay I did my thing, I was successful with it, and let’s let bygones be bygones.  We were brothers.  We came up together; we started this together, and I’m not going to hold a grudge, let’s just get back in there and do what we do, and have some fun with this thing that we love.”
While the reunion was unable to occur before Eazy-E’s passing, the music continued to live on and inspire new generations of disenfranchised youth with a soundtrack to not only their frustration and anger at authority, but their sheer joy and being young and reckless.
The business of music is one that can eat inexperienced talent alive, and for the most part, the members of N.W.A were no different.  Looking back, they agree that they were so focused on making the most of their opportunity to make music, perform for audiences and enjoy the fruits of their labor that they overlooked the fine print of the business side.

For Dr. Dre, that time was all about being creative.  Until then, he never had access to state-of-the-art recording studios and equipment, and the possibilities were endless.  He offers: “I was so focused on the music; I wasn’t really paying attention to the business that was going on.  I wanted to be in the studio and keep that creative energy going.  Looking back, I should have been paying attention, but it’s simply a matter of maturity and we were young.  I just wanted to get in the studio, do what we do and have some fun with the hip-hop we love.  That’s what it was all about for me.” 

DJ Yella echoes Dr. Dre’s comments, noting, “We were just young and dumb and were taken advantage of.  Some of us realized it sooner than others, and finally the group broke up.  It’s a shame, but honestly, I feel N.W.A was made to break up.  That’s the only way we all got to this point.”  

 World’s Most Dangerous Group:

Casting the Brothers in Arms

Casting for the key roles of a complex, emotional, real-life street drama like Straight Outta Compton was highly personal for all and took an immense effort by Gray, Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, Woods-Wright and their fellow producers.  Of course, their goal when casting the five coveted roles was the full package of triple-threat performers—who could act, look the part and perform with an unfiltered intensity that channeled Eazy-E, Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, DJ Yella and MC Ren.

Gray discusses their process: “The most important aspect of casting N.W.A was authenticity.  Hip-hop is about being authentic, and when you have Eazy-E, Dr. Dre, Ice Cube, MC Ren and DJ Yella—who come from a very specific place—it’s an even bigger challenge.”  When it came to casting, the director and his fellow producers knew where their priorities were with talent on screen.  “Our mandate was performance first, then street cred and likeness to the member of N.W.A they were portraying.  Your story has to be correct, and that lives and dies with performance.”
What started with traditional casting in Los Angeles and New York soon branched out to numerous open-casting calls across the country to the cities of Detroit, Chicago and Atlanta, among others.    

The roles of Eazy-E and Ice Cube were the first to be cast.  As the early development stages of the project began to take shape, Ice Cube could easily envision his then-20-year-old son stepping into the on-screen role of Cube’s younger self.  One look at O’Shea Jackson, Jr., and there’s no mistaking he is his father’s son.  It’s not just the striking physical similarities between the two, but subtle nuances that genetics can’t deny—like a confident swagger that comes from a deep and strong sense of self.

Call it parental intuition, but Ice Cube knew his charismatic son had the talent.  He just needed the proper training and tools to be considered seriously for the acting role.  With no prior acting experience, Jackson was admittedly nervous about taking on any role, let alone one that was as personal and high-profile as portraying his father in a long-touted, highly anticipated biopic about the seminal rap group.  

Ice Cube was straightforward with Jackson about what was expected of him in preparing for the role, but assured him he would guide him through the whole process.  Yet just like his father, Jackson adheres to the tenet “go big or go home,” and once he made the decision to audition for the role he was all in.   

“It started to become an obsession,” says Jackson.  “I knew I couldn’t go see Straight Outta Compton and watch somebody else play this part.  It would have drove me crazy because I feel that no one can play this part like I can.  When you think about it, I’ve basically been studying for this part for over 20 years.”  He laughs: “I’ve become super method with my approach to the role.”
For Jackson, developing that “super method” form of acting began after multiple auditions to prove himself and win the role.  To draw out the deep fire from within him, Jackson began to work with director Gray for close to two years of continuous acting classes and coaches in Los Angeles and New York.  Like the majority of his fellow cast members, the young performer utilized the ultimate resource: their real-life N.W.A counterparts.  As filming commenced, the artistic exchange between father and son was a vital and integral part of Jackson’s stepping into Ice Cube’s younger persona with ease.   

“Dad has told me these stories my whole life, so to be able to re-enact them on screen is the coolest thing in the world,” relays Jackson.  “He’s always accessible; he’ll call and talk to me and let me know where his head was for certain scenes…so I can use that knowledge to make the scene pop and be as authentic as possible.”
When it came to the musical and performance aspects of the role, Jackson’s DNA kicked in and he was completely at ease…whether filming concert scenes on stage in front of thousands or laying down tracks in the recording studio.  Jackson, who did his own rapping in Straight Outta Compton and sounds uncannily similar to his father, cites years of traveling and performing with his dad on tours around the world for contributing to his comfort level while performing in the film.  Little did he know then that those years of getting the rare opportunity to soak in the stage presence of the rap impresario would lend itself to this new endeavor.

For the role of Eazy-E, actor Jason Mitchell, who was living in New Orleans at the time, submitted an audition tape that wowed the filmmakers from the get-go.  Mitchell’s physicality, coupled with his intensity, made Gray and his fellow producers stand up and pay attention.  With only a handful of acting credits to his name and no formal training, the 28-year-old made an indelible impact.  He fully embodied the man known as the Godfather of Gangsta rap.

“It’s a gift and a curse to not have Eazy here to coach me along this ride,” Mitchell reflects.  “I want to be able to re-humanize him and be what people remember of him.  But the ultimate challenge as an actor is to re-create and really embody that person.  If I’m able to tap into even a smidgen of something that his family or friends may have remembered, then it’s all good.”
Actor Corey Hawkins, a graduate of the prestigious Juilliard School, is perhaps best known for his stage work, including the role of Tybalt in the Broadway production of Romeo and Juliet opposite Orlando Bloom and Condola Rashad, and a small role in the Liam Neeson actioner Non-Stop.  He would be the next performer to be cast in the film, in the role of rap pioneer Dr. Dre.

Hawkins’ almost derailed on the road to that part when he got the call to audition.  The actor, an ardent N.W.A fan, at first believed he didn’t possess the voice, the physicality or even a passing resemblance to portray Dr. Dre, and he didn’t want to jump into the casting fray if he wasn’t a serious contender.  Ultimately, he chose to submit an audition tape, and based on that powerful audition he was offered his first major leading role.  

“The casting process was intense,” recalls Hawkins, “but Dre shared a lot with me and became a huge mentor throughout the whole process.  I remember him saying, ‘You don’t have to imitate me; you don’t have to mimic me.  I’m not looking for you to do any of that.  I’m looking for you to represent N.W.A and what we stood for.  If you put that first, then everything else will follow.’”
One of the defining moments for the filmmakers in casting the film was one of the final chemistry tests, which gathered the top contenders for the roles of Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and Eazy-E.  In front of the cameras, Jackson, Hawkins and Mitchell had a rhythmic interaction that excited everyone.     

It was evident to everyone in the room as they watched the trio settle into an easy, relaxed camaraderie behind the scenes that this energy ultimately and seamlessly informed their collective performances for the cameras.  As nerve-racking and arduous as the process was, the actors admit they felt that kinship.  That connection sustained the three as they began the journey of transforming themselves into the poetic artist, the epic music producer and the legendary icon.  

The filmmakers had their Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and Eazy-E, but they still needed to reinforce their efforts to pin down their top picks to play MC Ren and DJ Yella.  The goal as the search continued for the final pieces of the casting puzzle was to complement the undeniable dynamic already established with the casting of these three N.W.A members.
Soon after, Aldis Hodge and Neil Brown, Jr. stepped into the final two roles and completed Gray’s dream team, cementing the real-life brotherhood of actors.  Hodge, perhaps the best-known member of the core cast, co-starred in the TNT television series Leverage and portrays MC Ren, while Brown, who has had small roles in films like Fast & Furious and Battle: Los Angeles, plays DJ Yella.

As with Jackson and Hawkins, one of the bigger bonuses for Hodge and Brown was the access they had with their real-life counterparts.  Not many young actors land a potential career-defining role and get the personal phone number and email for rap royalty.  Their entrée into N.W.A was immediate and immersive, and the group of five bonded during the process.

“Very rarely do you get a cast that you vibe with naturally, and genuinely like,” says Hodge.  “We all came to this with the same mentality that N.W.A had—to lean on one another to make their dream happen—and we would do the same,” says Hodge.  “We’re a team, and that’s how it’s been from day one.  These are my boys.” 
Mitchell, too, utilized the resources of the surviving members of N.W.A, but more importantly, he had the privilege of spending quality time with Woods-Wright, some of the Wright family and friends who shared their memories of Eazy-E.  The family, in turn, accepted the filmmakers’ invitation to visit set to watch filming of select scenes and to see firsthand how the story was being told.

Eazy-E’s daughter, Erica, and son, Eric Wright (also known as Lil’ E), were both particularly helpful and came to the Los Angeles film set several times.  “I tried to find every video I could,” explains Mitchell.  “Tomica was a big help with that, since she had access to unseen footage and all kinds of behind-the-scenes material.  Then there were the little things that you get from conversations that were helpful to piece together the character.”
Gray, a stickler for details, mined all he could from N.W.A to re-create as much of their world as possible.  On set, it afforded him the luxury of turning around from his seat at the video monitor to ask Ice Cube or Dr. Dre, or their wives Kim and Nicole, respectively, their thoughts on a particular scene or mood or hairstyle at that point in time.  Likewise, the director used bonding strategies he’d developed with the cast in his earlier actioners that made it easier for each member of his core ensemble to slip into character and truly feel the brotherhood that they were portraying.
In addition to Ice Cube, Dr. Dre and Woods-Wright, both DJ Yella and MC Ren joined in to give their recollections and assist in the production and costume design—from their general thoughts on their first tour or performance at Skateland to the more emotionally driven subtext of the period leading up to Eazy-E’s HIV diagnosis…and his death soon after.  Even procedural elements, like how DJ Yella approached working the mixing board or Dr. Dre’s distinctive style spinning on his turntables, it all mattered, and the cast was schooled until they got it down. 

Bernstein discusses the active involvement of the group’s original members: “Their presence on set added a deep sense of authenticity and realism to the film.  Having Dre and Cube involved from the get-go, and then Ren and Yella on the set during production, allowed us to capture their nuances.  It allowed the actors to have one-on-one time with them all and understand the essence of N.W.A.”
With the five core members of N.W.A set, it was time to round out the supporting roles.  One of the bigger coups for the filmmakers was casting Golden Globe Award-winning actor Paul Giamatti for the role of N.W.A manager Jerry Heller.  Giamatti, who had previously worked with director Gray on the 1998 thriller The Negotiator, was a student at Yale University when he first heard N.W.A.  As such, when he got the call about the project, he was well aware of their innovative music and their societal impact.

“Nobody had ever heard anything like N.W.A before, and for them to achieve such a level of commercial success and become this cultural moment in history is remarkable,” offers Giamatti.  “They are fascinating guys, so when I read the script I was not disappointed.  It’s an exciting story; it’s epic in all different kinds of ways.”
As Giamatti has done with previous roles in which he portrayed living people, he opted to rely on the material at hand and go with his gut instinct as he approached the role.  He purposely did not want to get sidetracked by the controversy swirling around the veteran music manager, who managed big acts like Elton John, Van Morrison, Marvin Gaye, Ike & Tina Turner and The Who.

“The filmmakers treat Heller pretty evenhandedly,” says the performer.  “It was interesting to be able to play that, because he was genuinely into the music and really did hear something unique and important in N.W.A.  He genuinely thought this was important music.” 

Establishing a rapport between Giamatti, an experienced actor with decades of critically acclaimed film, television and theater performances, and acting newbie Mitchell, whose scenes together lift the curtain a bit about Eazy-E and Heller’s dynamic, was key to the filmmakers’ goal of exploring all aspects of the relationship.  As with the rest of the cast, the pair settled into an easy working relationship, despite the intense material with which they had to work.

From the start, Giamatti was impressed with Mitchell.  “The second I shook Jason’s hand the first day I got to Los Angeles, I thought there was something very special about this guy,” Giamatti commends.  “He’s extraordinary, and I don’t know if he realizes how good he is.  But he’s the real deal, and it was interesting to watch him work.”
As much as N.W.A’s brotherhood put them on the map, a stalwart anchor of women alongside them sustained them through the tumultuous ride.  Kim Jackson, wife of O’Shea and mother to O’Shea, Jr., is played onscreen by ALEXANDRA SHIPP (Aaliyah: The Princess of R&B, upcoming X-Men: Apocalypse).  Jackson was a fixture on set with her husband, proudly watching her son re-create moments from their shared past in a film that spans their courtship to the birth of their children.  Tomica Woods-Wright, Eazy-E’s widow and the curator of the legacy he left behind, is portrayed by CARRA PATTERSON (Why Did I Get Married Too?), while actress ELENA GOODE (TV’s As the World Turns) stepped into the role of Nicole Young, Dr. Dre’s wife of 19 years.

Supporting roles in the film are played by up-and-coming and seasoned talent alike, including KEITH POWERS (Yahoo!’s Sin City Saints) as Tyree, Dr. Dre’s little brother; LAKEITH LEE STANFIELD (Selma) as Snoop Dogg; TATE ELLINGTON (TV’s Quantico) as Bryan Turner, Ice Cube’s former manager; COREY REYNOLDS as Lonzo Williams, club owner and fellow member of World Class Wreckin’ Cru, with Dr. Dre and DJ Yella; and R. MARCUS TAYLOR (Life of Crime) as Suge Knight.

“Boyz-N-the-Hood”:

Music of the Film
In the late ’80s, the East Coast rap was at the forefront of rap with such artists as Run-DMC, LL Cool J, Boogie Down Productions, Eric B. & Rakim and Beastie Boys touring and garnering radio airplay nationwide. 

The previously unheard style of reality/gangsta rap had a distinct West Coast flavor that was born and bred across neighborhoods through South Los Angeles.  N.W.A’s lyrics laid against stylized beats would simultaneously repel and galvanize the music game.  What set N.W.A apart from East Coast rappers was their visceral, no-holds-barred social commentary, which at times melded straight-up candor with bawdy gallows humor about black urban life.   

This trailblazing combination is what appealed to Ice Cube about the group.  “At the time, I looked at our music as our only weapon and our only way to bring some attention to the ’hood,” he states.  “Other than the little blips on the news, nobody really knew or cared about what was going on with the LAPD or the rock problem all around us.  The political aspects of the records turned me on just as much as the gangster aspect, just as much as the flowing beats and rhymes.  But we also made a point to lace our music with some comedy because we laughed at shit that would make most people cry.  Everything we had going on excited me about being a part of N.W.A.”
 
Their music was made for the people in their ’hood, and no one was more surprised than these five guys were when their music made it onto the airwaves.  “Boyz-N-the-Hood” and the title song of the group’s 1988 debut album, “Straight Outta Compton,” were the country’s first introduction to N.W.A, and it evoked a wide range of emotional reaction: from recognition and intrigue to outrage and fear.   

The album itself took a little over a month to record in Torrance, California, and decades later it is still relevant both musically—continuously topping Best Rap Album lists—and socially, as the nation grapples with the rising numbers of young black people who die at the hands of police officers. 

While the album may have sparked interest in N.W.A, the song “F*ck tha Police” ignited a firestorm with the FBI leading the charge, citing the song’s lyrics as incendiary.  The song protested the police brutality and racial profiling that the group’s members saw everywhere around them, while “Gangsta Gangsta” painted the worldview of inner-city youth caught in the crosshairs of gangbangers.   

“I had no idea ‘F*ck tha Police’ would have any kind of impact worldwide,” says Ice Cube.  “I knew people in every ’hood, every ghetto, every poverty-stricken area was feeling the same frustration and would feel the song.  But worldwide?  I just thought it all was relegated to America.”
The group got blowback from all fronts.  They had to contend with church leaders, law enforcement and the PMRC (Parents Music Resource Center).  The group was well known for its Parental Advisory sticker, also known as the “Tipper sticker”—referring to Tipper Gore, co-founder of the group and wife of then-Senator Al Gore, who was lobbying against N.W.A’s lyrics.  But when the FBI condemned them, N.W.A willingly became embroiled in defending their right to free speech and creative expression.  
MC Ren looks back on those early days: “‘F*ck tha Police’ was just like any other song on our album.  But once it sparked such a controversy, it took us to a whole ’nother level.  Everybody was mad about it.  The FBI, preachers, politicians, everybody.  But we didn’t care, we just wanted to do music.  As I got older, though, I realized that it had a big impact.” 

As with any movie so deeply rooted in sound, the filmmakers were faced with weighing their options when attempting to accurately capture the music.  For director Gray and the other producers, it was perhaps even more difficult when it came to winnowing down the selections and capturing the singular sound of the N.W.A catalogue.   

Ultimately, they wanted to celebrate the radical music of N.W.A, and in doing so it was essential that they nail the original tracks as realistically as possible.  Would the actors who best fit the roles creatively have the musical chops to sound like the group?   Would music supervisor JOJO VILLANUEVA (American Reunion, Black or White), along with music producer HARVEY MASON, JR. (The Help, Dreamgirls) need to digitally enhance cast vocals, or would the actors be able to perform and record their own vocals and lay them over the original tracks?  

N.W.A’s vocals are all unique, and of course none of the team wanted to diminish their essence.  Early on, Villanueva and Mason ascertained that most of the cast, with some vocal coaching, would be able to pull off the demands of re-creating the majority of the “Straight Outta Compton” album, as well as music from Eazy-E, Ice Cube and Dr. Dre’s solo recordings.  In some instances cast vocals would be blended with the real vocals to create a balanced hybrid.
The cast was obviously aware of N.W.A’s impact, both musically and socially, and once again numerous conversations with their real-life counterparts gave them additional insight that informed the perspective on their performances.  Comments Jackson: “N.W.A’s music is the voice of the people.  It’s them educating others on the realities that they would not hear through the media.  It’s them shedding light and taking the wool from over people’s eyes.”
The actors approached their task of working in the studio very seriously.  Hawkins and Brown would also take on additional instruction on how to work the mixing board and turntables with ROBERT “DJ ROBSHOT” JOHNSON, who joined the production as a deejay coach.
“Corey and I both had to learn how to deejay,” discusses Brown.  “I wanted to be able to scratch, cut records, to be able to mix.  I told Robshot, ‘Teach me everything,’ and he did.  From setting up equipment to tearing it down and everything in between.  I kept doing it until it became second nature, so I would feel like a proper deejay.”  

It was Ice Cube who suggested that they bring in fellow rapper WILLIAM “WC” (pronounced “dub-C”) CALHOUN from Westside Connection, another Ice Cube music collaboration, to coach the cast with their rap styles and stage presence.  WC took time with each of the actors, showing them a methodical process that broke down the lyrics of each song…as well as each member’s signature style, cadence, tonality and delivery.

The rap vocal coach’s teachings affected them deeply.  “I’m an actor.  I can’t really rap, but I can act like I know how to rap,” states Hawkins.  “Dub has been a huge sounding board for all of us.  We all went into the studio and recorded and would be sitting there listening to each other rap.  Then to have Cube and Dre right there in our ears telling us we’re doing a good job and that Eazy would be proud?  It’s just a powerful feeling.”
The critical performance scenes gave the actors a sense of N.W.A’s ascension and allowed them to bond on stage.  The first scene has Ice Cube taking the stage with Dr. Dre and DJ Yella’s World Class Wreckin’ Cru at Compton club Doo To’s, when he performs a rough version of “Gangsta, Gangsta,” which catches the attention of audience member Eazy-E.  It was the first time on stage for Jackson on the mic, as well as Hawkins and Brown, who were both just getting comfortable with working the turntables.  To add a bit more pressure, Dr. Dre was on set that day.

One of the more memorable moments on set was the scene that depicted N.W.A’s first promoted performance at Compton mainstay Skateland U.S.A., a roller-skating rink that also hosted local and national hip-hop and rap artists.  “In Compton, Skateland is like the Apollo,” cites MC Ren.

Joining the cast and crew that day were Dr. Dre, DJ Yella, MC Ren and The D.O.C., who often wrote for and toured with the group.  Those who had grown up in Compton were admittedly stunned by the set’s resemblance to the real Skateland (production filmed at a skating rink in Glendale), as well as how much the cast had nailed their first show.  

Hawkins walks us through it: “When the day came to film the Skateland show, the crowd was a lot bigger and everybody was rocking out to ‘Dopeman.’  I’m back there chopping up the samples, and we actually started to feel like N.W.A and feel each other out as a group.  There was a lot on the table for our characters, but there was a lot on the table for us, too, to show that we can bring it.”
By the time the onscreen N.W.A was scheduled to film the tour performance scenes, they were completely in sync.  Those scenes, a montage of multiple dates on N.W.A’s one and only 40-date tour in 1988, included dates in Houston, Texas; Louisville, Kentucky; and most notably Detroit, Michigan, where a now-infamous incident ensued when local police rushed the stage after “F*ck tha Police” was performed.

Those performance scenes were some of the more nostalgic moments for both Ice Cube and Dr. Dre.  A few especially gratifying compliments for Jackson came during several on-set conversations with Dr. Dre, who told him how much his movements, gestures and vocal inflections were exactly like his father’s.  Sums Jackson: “For Dre to have flashbacks while looking at me perform on stage, I feel like I’m doing it right.”
Lensed over two days at the Los Angeles Sports Arena, and another day at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium, the scenes allowed thousands of background extras and die-hard N.W.A fans to sing along, cheer and clap as Jackson, Hawkins, Mitchell, Hodges and Brown performed “F*ck tha Police,” “Straight Outta Compton” and “Compton’s N the House.”  Between takes, you could hear fans yelling out, “We love you, Eazy!” to Mitchell as the guys reset for another take.

Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, DJ Yella and MC Ren were all on hand for many of those performances, which energized the cast and the audience.  They were long days, even for the experienced extras, but each night everyone was rewarded when Ice Cube and WC jumped on stage and performed a couple of numbers for the crowd.  Ice Cube even invited his son to join him for a song, which got the crowd roaring.  
All in all, everyone agreed it was a good day.

Compton, U.S.A.:

Locations and Design:

While research and in-depth conversations with members of N.W.A were essential to the actors’ portrayals and laid the foundation for the filmmaker’s vision for Straight Outta Compton, telling the story correctly wouldn’t be possible without delving into the backdrop before which their turbulent tale played out.   


The city of Compton circa the mid-’80s, with its violent history and its proud denizens, is as integral a part of N.W.A’s rise as any other element.  N.W.A’s defiant name, coupled with hard-hitting lyrics, spoke directly to living life in this predominantly black, working-class neighborhood punctuated by gang life and violence.  When clearly and simply resounded by N.W.A, the complex story of this complex city resonated with millions of people across the country.

More importantly, the group’s music became an anthem about what young black men everywhere were living, allowing them, their friends and their families to voice their rage against police brutality and injustice.  Reality rap was born from it all.   

As he is a product of that era in Los Angeles, Gray has his own recollections: “I grew up in South Central L.A., and it was pretty rough in the 1980s.  It was the Reagan era, the economy was really bad and there was this huge shift in the culture on the streets.  N.W.A just laid it out uncensored and unfiltered.  At times, living life was good and at times it was dangerous, and they captured all of that in their songs.  N.W.A and Compton are a historical bookmark.”
 
Before principal photography began, Mitchell made the pilgrimage to Compton to understand its relevance.  “When I came to California for the first time, which was when I booked Straight Outta Compton, I did as much research as I could,” says the performer.  “A large part of that is seeing firsthand where he came from.  So if you find out about Compton you can find out a little bit more about Eazy.” 
The city of Compton is part of the fabric of N.W.A, and the oft-repeated mantra/phrase “Compton is the sixth member of N.W.A” is spoken confidently by those who grew up there.  And because of N.W.A, shout-outs from West Coast rappers like Snoop Dogg and Tupac Shakur, and successful homegrown rappers like The Game and Grammy Award-winning Kendrick Lamar (both Dr. Dre protégés) who hail from there, the small city is still known globally. 

At the time, East Coast rappers were shouting out to their hometowns.  Nobody was yelling out Compton, and that was something Eazy-E meant to change.  Says Ice Cube of Compton’s importance to them all: “It was one of Eazy’s main objectives: He wanted to make good records, make a lot of money, and put Compton on the map.  Compton was always on his mind and always in the forefront of what he wanted to accomplish.  It was a big deal to him.”

Filming in South Los Angeles brought out neighbors who hoped to catch a glimpse of Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, DJ Yella and MC Ren.  The “Kings of Compton” were home to tell their story, and they were welcomed with open arms.  Says Brown as he recalls the days filming in the “Hub City”: “Just like with N.W.A’s music…if you make Compton happy, you are going to make the world happy.” 
Wherever the production was scheduled to film, the news spread quickly.  People from the old neighborhood would wave or shout their names to Ice Cube and Dr. Dre, who would stand slack-jawed as people reintroduced themselves and reminded them of a good party or so-and-so’s cousin from back in the day.     

Capturing the flavor of South Central in the late ’80s and early ’90s was key to Gray’s approach to visualizing Straight Outta Compton.  Working closely with his behind-the-scenes team of production designer Shane Valentino and costume designer Kelli Jones, they tapped into every resource at their disposal.  Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, Woods-Wright and their families shared so many photos, videos and collective memories of growing up in the midst of LAPD’s crackdown/war on drugs—at a time when it seemed as if every black male was a target.  The collateral damage of Daryl Gates’ war on drugs and gangbangers was the hard-working, churchgoing families who lived in the neighborhoods and were caught in the cross fire.

As much as the cast strived to inhabit their characters, the tweaks that finalized their looks would be made with hair and makeup, costumes and a diverse production design that ranged from the rough-and-tumble streets of Compton to the sleek million-dollar homes in Los Angeles’ wealthiest enclaves.  

ANDREA JACKSON (Dreamgirls, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day) was brought aboard the production as the head of the hair department.  She oversaw the custom-made wigs that established the looks for Jackson, Mitchell and Giamatti.  While Jackson and Mitchell rocked the Jheri curl, the slick, curly-styled Afro favored by many African-Americans during the ’80s, Giamatti donned a greying pompadour wig to complete his look.

Wardrobe would be the next step in reinforcing the look for all of the characters.  They were in capable hands with Jones, who served as costume designer on the long-running FX series Sons of Anarchy and whose aesthetic borrows heavily from the urban street culture that gave rise to N.W.A.  Still, she did copious research, including studying archival stills and video, querying close friends and reading diehard N.W.A fan blogs.  Knowing that a rabid fan base still thrives, she wanted to make sure her design choices were as realistic as possible as she helped to visualize the rags to riches story of the world’s most dangerous group.
Key to her approach was maintaining the authentic look of the period while keeping a modern vibe.  Luckily, she only had to look as far as Ice Cube and Dr. Dre, whose current fashion choices still reflect their connections to the streets.  “N.W.A’s strong lyrics spoke for how badass they were, and their straightforward style did the same,” she says.  “Simplicity was the key element.  They didn’t need to be flashy.  East Coast styles tended to be more label-driven and ostentatious, and I wanted to really illustrate the difference.” 

Not immune to the perks of fame themselves, N.W.A would soon wear their gold rope chains and link bracelets, which Jones added to the mix.  Still, one caveat remained: The street wear they favored reigned supreme.

The costume designer’s go-to footwear and clothing for the principal cast were Nike Air Force Ones and Cortezes, Converse Chuck Taylor All Stars, and Dickies pants and shirts.  She added just the right amount of Levi’s, ProClub T-shirts, Pendleton shorts and zip-up track jackets—as well as an abundance of L.A. Raiders gear.  She also had to outfit supporting cast and background actors in ’80s and ’90s attire without channeling the cheesy looks for which the era is sometimes known.  
In fact, a separate wardrobe trailer was brought in to house thousands of pieces of clothing for the hundreds of background actors used for filming.  “The good thing is the ’80s and ’90s are back in fashion,” laughs Jones.  “I went into a store and saw an entire wall of acid-wash, high-waisted skinny jeans, and all they had in their jewelry case were bamboo earrings.  It was amazing.  That helped with dressing the background girls.  A few would show up looking like they came straight from an ’80s music video, and I would just tweak it a little.  Luckily, for the rest, we had a truck full of ’80s and ’90s awesomeness that we purchased.” 

Production designer Valentino was tasked with visualizing the rags-to-riches aspect of the material.  Whether re-creating 1980s Compton—from both modest family homes and crack houses to stages at venues such as Doo To’s and Skateland—or reimagining the pinnacle-of-fame excess of mansions in wealthy enclaves elsewhere in L.A., the accomplished designer had myriad looks to accomplish.


Only a handful of scenes would be filmed on soundstages, as the filmmakers wanted to take full advantage of their Los Angeles-based production and film at other practical locations throughout the San Fernando Valley, downtown and West L.A.  Some of the more ambitious work for Valentino included preproduction for scenes involving the 1992 L.A. riots.  While the scenes were actually filmed in one day, they took weeks of preparation.  


Valentino discusses what was needed to pull off this re-creation of a historic time in L.A.: “The biggest challenge was to try and create an environment that worked for the storytelling, while staying true to the tremendous amount of historical documentation.  The city of Los Angeles stands as its own character in the film; the texture and tone of this particular set needed to capture the community’s feelings of rage, confusion and protest.  We needed to have a focused sensitivity to the material, as well as a strong and coordinated commitment to execution.  We could not afford to get any aspect of it wrong.”
The scenes were filmed along a four-block stretch of Laurel Canyon Boulevard in northern San Fernando Valley, where existing buildings retained the look of the period.  Gray’s crew designed storefronts that were burned out with broken glass and allowed for many overturned vehicles.  Hundreds of backgrounds actors were shouting, “No justice, no peace!” while others playing looters ran amuck and store owners armed with shotguns held their ground on rooftops.  Fire trucks, manned by actual L.A. firefighters, sped through the scene to attend to a controlled fire created by the special effects department.  Passersby gathered at the blocked-off areas and were mesmerized by what they were witnessing.

The one aspect of filming that the crew and cast could not deny were the dramatic parallels between the violent clashes, pointed arrests and harassment of the young black men of the mid-’80s and the modern-day deaths of young black men at the hands of law enforcement around the U.S.  All were in the hearts and minds of the production as the team re-created violent encounters that inspired much of N.W.A’s music.

Even as production began in South Central locations from Compton to Leimert Park and Crenshaw Boulevard, faces from a past life returned to see their history played out on screen.  Once of the biggest tests for the entire production was creating art based on real people who each may have remembered the past differently.  
They needn’t have worried, though.  A number of their old friends—including Jimmy Iovine, Lonzo Williams, The D.O.C., L.A. Law and DJ Speed—who are featured in supporting roles in the film, stopped by the set and were stunned by their on-screen doppelgangers.  Many remarked how they were transported back in time…not just by how the sets looked, but also by the energy and vibe of those early shows and encounters.

For the past several years, Compton has been looking ahead to a rebirth of sorts under the guidance of new leadership, both within the political infrastructure and outside of it.  However hard it is to shake the stigma of violence and drugs that plagued the small community, it also has the strong legacy of native sons N.W.A, which looms strong and proud among its citizens.

****

While friendship, talent and ambition brought these five guys together, the greed that can so easily accompany fast money ultimately tore them apart.  Almost 20 years later, the friendship among N.W.A has been repaired and is stronger than ever, which was more than evident throughout the filmmaking.  The accomplishments and legacy of the group were celebrated daily, as Cube, Dre, Yella and Ren remembered their time together so many years ago with Eazy-E.

With production now wrapped, Dr. Dre offers some closing thoughts: “N.W.A was a perfect starting point for all of us to meet and to be able to collaborate.  It is the root of this incredible tree of life.  For me, it’s all about inspiration.  I was having a conversation with Cube recently about how this filmmaking process has inspired me to return to the studio.  I want to get back to the core of what I love to do.  Everything about me is music-based, even the headphones.  In retrospect, I wouldn’t change anything, the bad or the good.”
****


Universal Pictures and Legendary Pictures present—in association with New Line Cinema/Cubevision/Crucial Films—a Broken Chair Flickz production of an F. Gary Gray film: Straight Outta Compton, starring O’Shea Jackson, Jr., Corey Hawkins, Jason Mitchell and Paul Giamatti.  The drama’s score is by Joseph Trapanese, and its music supervisor is Jojo Villanueva.  The film is edited by Billy Fox, ACE, and its production designer is Shane Valentino.  Straight Outta Compton’s director of photography is Matthew Libatique, ASC, and its co-executive producers are S. Leigh Savidge, Alan Wenkus.  The film’s executive producers are Will Packer, Adam Merims, David Engel, Bill Straus, Thomas Tull, Jon Jashni, and it is produced by Ice Cube, p.g.a., Tomica Woods-Wright, Matt Alvarez, p.g.a., F. Gary Gray, p.g.a., Scott Bernstein, p.g.a., Dr. Dre.  Straight Outta Compton’s story is by S. Leigh Savidge & Alan Wenkus and Andrea Berloff, and its screenplay is by Jonathan Herman and Andrea Berloff.  The film is directed by F. Gary Gray.  © 2015 Universal Studios.  www.straightouttacompton.com 
ABOUT THE CAST

O’SHEA JACKSON, JR. (Ice Cube) makes his acting debut in Straight Outta Compton in the role of a lifetime, portraying his father, O’Shea Jackson, better known as Ice Cube.

However, the charismatic 23-year-old is no stranger to the stage, having performed while on tour with his father numerous times.


Jackson resides in Los Angeles and plans to continue his acting career.  

COREY HAWKINS (Dr. Dre) was most recently seen on Broadway in the role of Tybalt in David Leveaux’s production of Romeo and Juliet, opposite Orlando Bloom and Condola Rashad.  His other recent stage credits include Signature Theatre’s off-Broadway production of Katori Hall’s Hurt Village, directed by Patricia McGregor, the Roundabout Theatre Company’s production of Suicide, Incorporated and New York Stage and Film’s production of Piece of My Heart: The Bert Berns Story. 

Hawkins’ film credits include Universal Pictures’ Non-Stop, opposite Liam Neeson, and Marvel Studios’ Iron Man 3.  His recent television credits include Golden Boy and Royal Pains.

A graduate of The Juilliard School’s drama program, Hawkins’ performance as Walter Lee Younger in Juilliard’s production of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun garnered him an invite to reprise the role in Los Angeles, opposite Rutina Wesley.  Hawkins is a recipient of the John Houseman Prize, which is granted to one Juilliard student who has demonstrated exceptional ability in classical theater.  

With a magnetic personality, JASON MITCHELL (Eazy-E) is a versatile newcomer who has steadily been building a reputation as an actor on the rise.  A person of undeniable charisma, Mitchell prides himself on playing dynamic and complicated characters. 

Mitchell made his acting debut in Texas Killing Fields, which starred Sam Worthington.  His other motion-picture credits include Baltasar Kormákur’s Contraband , which starred Mark Wahlberg, and Allen Hughes’ Broken City, with Wahlberg, Russell Crowe and Catherine Zeta-Jones.

In addition to the N.W.A feature, Mitchell will star opposite Emile Hirsch, Zoë Kravitz and Zoey Deutch in the independent feature Vincent-N-Roxxy.  He will also be seen in New Line’s upcoming stolen-cat comedy, Keanu, alongside Keegan-Michael Key, Jordan Peele and Will Forte. 

Born to military parents in Würzburg, Germany, Mitchell decided to be an actor in 2010 and enrolled in local acting classes.  He currently resides in New Orleans, Louisiana, with his two daughters.

NEIL BROWN, JR. (DJ Yella) is an actor best known for his roles in Jonathan Liebesman’s Battle: Los Angeles and Justin Lin’s Fast & Furious.  His other feature-film credits include Bad Blood, San Patricios, Scare Zone, Mr. 3000, Out of Time, Tigerland and the independent short Choices: The Good, the Bad, the Ugly.


Brown, born and raised in the rough Richmond Heights neighborhood of Orlando, Florida, caught the acting bug after winning a role on the short-lived martial-arts television show WMAC Masters.  His numerous television credits include roles on NCIS: Los Angeles, Suits, NCIS, Weeds, Castle, The Walking Dead, Harry’s Law, Army Wives, Fear Clinic, Surface, South Beach and MDs.  

ALDIS HODGE (MC Ren) is best known for his role as Alec Hardison on TNT’s highly rated television series Leverage, which nabbed a People’s Choice Award in 2013.  He starred in the Amazon pilot The After, from The X-Files creator Chris Carter, and currently has a recurring role on AMC’s TURN: Washington’s Spies.  Next, Hodge will star in the Sony Pictures Television series Underground, for WGN America, opposite Jurnee Smollett-Bell and Christopher Meloni.  

Hodge starred in the Fox Searchlight Pictures eco-terrorism thriller The East, which also starred Alexander Skarsgård, Ellen Page, Patricia Clarkson and Brit Marling.  Directed by Zal Batmanglij, the film premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2013.  Hodge also appeared in Twentieth Century Fox’s A Good Day to Die Hard, the most recent installment of the Die Hard franchise.  

Hodge started his career at the age of three when he booked a print job for ESSENCE with his brother, Edwin (The Purge, The Purge: Anarchy, Red Dawn, TV’s Chicago Fire).  Aldis Hodge continued to work as a model for print ads and commercials until he made the transition onto the screen when he and his brother were cast on Sesame Street.  They later joined the cast of the Tony-winning revival of Show Boat on Broadway.  During that period, he also appeared in several movies, including Die Hard With a Vengeance, Bed of Roses, The Stone House, Edmond, The Ladykillers and Big Momma’s House. 

Hodge’s television roles include the critically acclaimed series Friday Night Lights, Supernatural, The Walking Dead, Girlfriends, American Dreamz, City of Angels, Bones, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, ER, Cold Case, Charmed and Boston Public.

Hodge was born in Jacksonville, North Carolina, and raised in New York.  In addition to acting, Hodge writes scripts for film and television, designs luxury timepieces and is an avid artist and painter.  

He currently resides in Los Angeles.   

With a diverse roster of finely etched, award-winning and critically acclaimed performances, PAUL GIAMATTI (Jerry Heller) has established himself as one of the most versatile actors of his generation.

Giamatti most recently starred in Bill Pohlad’s Love & Mercy and Sophie Barthes’ Madame Bovary, in which he played the ardent Monsieur Homais, among other films.  Giamatti also lent his voice to the English-language version of the Oscar®-nominated French animated feature Ernest & Celestine, as well as the upcoming, highly anticipated feature-film adaptation of The Little Prince, directed by Mark Osborne.  Giamatti can also be seen in the upcoming Showtime original drama series Billions, in which he plays the lead opposite Damian Lewis, and the independent feature drama The Phenom, written and directed by Noah Buschel.

In 2014, Giamatti received a Primetime Emmy nomination for his guest-starring role as Harold Levinson, the eccentric American brother of Elizabeth McGovern’s character Cora Crawley, on the highly acclaimed drama series Downton Abbey.

Prior to that, Giamatti executive produced and starred in Phil Morrison’s black comedy All Is Bright, alongside Paul Rudd.  The film centers around two French Canadian Christmas-tree salesmen who devise a get-rich-quick scheme and travel to New York to sell trees.  Giamatti was also seen in Steve McQueen’s Oscar®-winning drama 12 Years a Slave, John Lee Hancock’s Saving Mr. Banks and Peter Landesman’s docudrama Parkland.  He played Spider-Man’s formidable foe The Rhino in the latest entry of the blockbuster superhero franchise, The Amazing Spider-Man 2, directed by Marc Webb.  In 2013, Giamatti appeared in Yale Repertory Theatre’s production of the stage play Hamlet.

In 2012, Giamatti was seen in New Line Cinema’s adaptation of the Broadway stage musical Rock of Ages, directed by Adam Shankman.  The film co-starred Tom Cruise, Mary J. Blige, Alec Baldwin, Russell Brand and Julianne Hough.  Giamatti also starred in David Cronenberg’s Cosmopolis, alongside Robert Pattinson and Juliette Binoche.

In 2011, Giamatti starred in the critically praised Win Win, a film written and directed by Oscar® nominee Thomas McCarthy.  Giamatti portrayed Mike Flaherty, a disheartened attorney moonlighting as a high-school wrestling coach who stumbles across a star athlete through some questionable business dealings.  Giamatti was also seen in The Ides of March, which was directed by George Clooney and co-starred Ryan Gosling, Clooney and Evan Rachel Wood.  The film received a Golden Globe nomination for Best Motion Picture-Drama.

He also starred in Curtis Hanson’s HBO movie Too Big to Fail, in which he portrayed Ben Bernanke. opposite William Hurt and Billy Crudup.  Giamatti’s performance earned him a Screen Actors Guild Award for Outstanding Performance by a Male Actor in a Television Movie or Miniseries, as well as Primetime Emmy and Golden Globe nominations.

His performance in 2010’s Barney’s Version earned him a Golden Globe Award.  Based on the best-selling novel of the same name by Mordecai Richler, the film was directed by Richard J. Lewis and co-starred Dustin Hoffman, Rosamund Pike and Minnie Driver.  In 2008, Giamatti won Primetime Emmy, SAG and Golden Globe awards for Best Actor in a Miniseries for his portrayal of the title character in HBO’s seven-part Primetime Emmy Award-winning miniseries John Adams.  Directed by Primetime Emmy-winning director Tom Hooper, Giamatti played President John Adams as part of a cast that also included award-winning actors Laura Linney, Tom Wilkinson, David Morse and Stephen Dillane.  In 2006, Giamatti’s performance in Ron Howard’s Cinderella Man earned him his first SAG Award and a Critics’ Choice Movie Award for Best Supporting Actor, as well as Academy Award® and Golden Globe nominations in the same category.

For his role in Alexander Payne’s critically lauded Sideways, Giamatti earned accolades including Best Actor at the Independent Spirit Awards and New York Film Critics Circle Awards, as well as Golden Globe and a SAG award nominations.

In 2003, Giamatti received outstanding reviews and commendations (Independent Spirit Award nomination for Best Actor, National Board of Review Breakthrough Performance of the Year) for his portrayal of Harvey Pekar in Shari Springer Berman and Robert Pulcini’s American Splendor.

Giamatti first captured the eyes of America in Betty Thomas’ hit comedy Private Parts.  His extensive list of film credits also includes Jonathan English’s Ironclad; Todd Phillips’ The Hangover Part II; The Last Station, opposite Christopher Plummer and Helen Mirren; Tony Gilroy’s Duplicity; Sophie Barthes’ Cold Souls; David Dobkin’s Fred Claus; Shoot ’Em Up, opposite Clive Owen; Springer Berman and Pulcini’s The Nanny Diaries; M. Night Shyamalan’s Lady in the Water; Neil Burger’s The Illusionist; Milos Forman’s Man on the Moon; Julian Goldberger’s The Hawk is Dying; Tim Robbins’ Cradle Will Rock; F. Gary Gray’s The Negotiator; Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan; Peter Weir’s The Truman Show; Mike Newell’s Donnie Brasco; Todd Solondz’s Storytelling; Tim Burton’s Planet of the Apes; Duets, opposite Gwyneth Paltrow; the animated film Robots; Big Momma’s House, which co-starred Martin Lawrence; James Foley’s Confidence; and John Woo’s Paycheck.

As an accomplished stage actor, Giamatti received a Drama Desk nomination for Outstanding Featured Actor in a Play as Jimmy Tomorrow in Howard Davies’ Broadway revival of The Iceman Cometh.  His other Broadway credits include The Three Sisters, directed by Scott Elliott; Racing Demon, directed by Richard Eyre; and Arcadia, directed by Trevor Nunn.  He was seen off-Broadway in the ensemble cast of The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, with Al Pacino.

For television, Giamatti appeared in The Pentagon Papers, with James Spader; HBO’s Winchell, opposite Stanley Tucci; and Jane Anderson’s segment “1961” in If These Walls Could Talk 2, also for HBO. 

He resides in Brooklyn, New York.  

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

F. GARY GRAY, p.g.a. (Directed by/Produced by) is recognized as one of the industry’s most prolific and versatile directors, known for consistently pushing the envelope, spotting new trends and talent, and delivering innovative and exciting entertainment to a diverse audience. 

With his production company, Nucleus Entertainment, Inc., Gray recently produced the upcoming film The Sea of Trees for director Gus Van Sant, starring Academy Award® winner Matthew McConaughey and Naomi Watts.  The drama, which had its premiere in competition at Cannes this year, follows the story of a suicidal American who befriends a Japanese man lost in a forest near Mount Fuji and together, the two search for a way out. 

Gray’s other films include Law Abiding Citizen, which starred Gerard Butler and Academy Award® winner Jamie Foxx; Be Cool, based on Elmore Leonard’s best-selling novel which starred Academy Award® nominees John Travolta and Uma Thurman; The Italian Job, a visually arresting thriller with an all-star cast, including Academy Award® winner Charlize Theron and Academy Award® nominee Mark Wahlberg; A Man Apart, which starred Vin Diesel; The Negotiator, which starred Academy Award® winner Kevin Spacey and Academy Award® nominee Samuel L. Jackson; the award-winning heist picture Set It Off, with Jada Pinkett Smith and Academy Award®-nominee and Golden Globe winner Queen Latifah; and Friday, which launched the extremely popular Friday film franchise, which starred rapper/producer Ice Cube and Chris Tucker. 

Gray is also a leading member of his community and has been an active supporter of numerous organizations, including the Tom Bradley Youth & Family Center, My Friend’s House Foundation and Urban Compass, among others.  He has received multiple commendations from the city of Los Angeles for his philanthropic work.

JONATHAN HERMAN’s (Screenplay by) first job in the entertainment industry was as a production assistant on Paul Thomas Anderson’s Boogie Nights.  After that, he was an assistant to producer Tom Sternberg during the development and production of Anthony Minghella’s The Talented Mr. Ripley.   

Herman then served as director of development at StudioCanal Los Angeles before leaving the development world to focus on writing.  He sold his first spec script, Conviction, to Warner Bros., for producer Joel Silver.  Soon after, he sold another spec, Rites of Men, to Universal Pictures.  Since then, Herman has worked on several feature-film projects at Universal, including a remake of The Birds and the tech-thriller Untitled Hacker Project as well as the psychological action-thriller The Demonologist for ImageMovers and a remake of the iconic Scarface.  

ANDREA BERLOFF (Story by/Screenplay by) has two other movies that will be released during the coming year:  Sleepless Night, currently in production from Open Road Films, stars Jamie Foxx and Michelle Monaghan and is directed by Baran bo Odar and Blood Father, which was directed by Jean-François Richet and stars Mel Gibson.  Previously, Berloff wrote World Trade Center, which was directed by Oliver Stone.  She is currently writing a movie for Margot Robbie at Warner Bros.


S. LEIGH SAVIDGE (Co-Executive Producer/ Story by) founded Xenon Pictures, Inc., the first independent distribution company for black audience content in the U.S. home-entertainment marketplace.  The company has a library of 160 titles and has financed and produced a number of documentaries, including Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: A Historical Perspective, the first documentary on Dr. King authorized and endorsed by the King Foundation; Eminem AKA; and Mahalia Jackson: The Power and the Glory, among others.

Welcome to Death Row, a documentary on Death Row Records, is Savidge’s most high-profile effort.  Early interviews surrounding the project helped provide the basis for the initial drafts of Straight Outta Compton, which was conceived with Alan Wenkus and Andrea Berloff.  

ALAN WENKUS (Co-Executive Producer/ Story by) was a screenwriter and programming executive with Premiere Network and Clear Channel when he began a series of interviews with former N.W.A manager Jerry Heller and Eazy-E’s widow, Tomica Woods-Wright, that soon developed into the first draft of the riveting story of Straight Outta Compton.  

Wenkus is currently writing and producing a big-screen biopic of country-music legend George Jones with 28 Entertainment and the George Jones estate.

As much as technology, business and society have changed since the 1980s, one thing has remained constant: ICE CUBE, p.g.a. (Produced by) has been a premier cultural watchdog, astutely commenting on, examining and detailing the breadth of the American experience in uncompromising terms with an unflinching honesty and a sobering perspective, as well as a deft comedic touch that has endeared him to several generations of fans.

Indeed, growing up in crime-and gang-infested South Central Los Angeles in the 1970s and 1980s, Ice Cube learned how to navigate a world where the lines between right and wrong shifted constantly.  Equally important, the Los Angeles-based entertainment mogul also found a lasting way to present the comedy that exists amid difficult situations.

After penning the most memorable lyrics on N.W.A’s groundbreaking songs “Straight Outta Compton” and “Fuck Tha Police,” Ice Cube left the group at the peak of its popularity because of a pay dispute.  That move led to one of the most successful careers in music history.  As a solo recording artist, Ice Cube has sold more than 10 million albums while remaining one of rap’s most respected and influential artists. 

Beyond music, Ice Cube has established himself as one of entertainment’s most reliable, successful and prolific figures.  In the film arena, he’s an accomplished producer/executive producer (Friday, Barbershop 2: Back in Business, Are We There Yet?), writer (Friday, The Players Club, Janky Promoters) and director (The Players Club) who is best known for his acting. 

One of the most bankable actors in cinematic history, Ice Cube has starred in the acclaimed Friday, Barbershop and Are We There Yet? franchises, and has had star turns as a conflicted teen in Boyz n the Hood, a greedy soldier in Three Kings and an elite government agent in xXx: State of the Union.  Ice Cube’s ability to bring a natural, everyman aesthetic to any film genre makes his characters compelling and memorable, whether he’s playing a confrontational career college student (Higher Learning) or a skeptical football coach (The Longshots).

As a television producer, he took the Barbershop and Are We There Yet? series to successful network runs and also enjoyed success with the controversial Black. White. series, among other programs.

In 2012, Ice Cube appeared in the blockbuster film 21 Jump Street and the independent drama Rampart.  Among his film projects in development is another Friday film.  He’s also a pitchman for Coors Light and has been featured in various commercials for the brand.

In January 2014, Cube found major success with the box-office hit Ride Along, which his company, CubeVision, produced.  The film was No. 1 at the box office for three consecutive weekends and was the highest grossing movie in history over Martin Luther King Jr. holiday weekend.  It has a spectacular $153.3 million at the worldwide box-office.

Cube most recently starred in 22 Jump Street, the follow-up to the smash success of 21 Jump Street.  
While Cube loves making movies, his first passion will always be music.  His forthcoming album, “Everythang’s Corrupt,” will be his 18th release as either a solo artist or a member of a group (N.W.A, Da Lench Mob and Westside Connection) and is slated for release later this year.

On his new LP, Ice Cube highlights the evolution of the United States of America as a land where honesty, love and respect have been replaced by a meaningless, fruitless pursuit of material spoils. 

“Everybody’s trying to come up with more than they really need and it’s driving people crazy,” he says of the mentality that inspired the piano-accented selection “One for the Money.”  “If they can’t attain it, then they look for escape in another way, whether it’s drinking, drugs, dancing, having sex, whatever.  Everybody’s trying to be somebody, which is cool.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  But you are somebody.  You’re somebody before you’re trying to be somebody.  I know a lot of famous dudes who aren’t good people.  I know a lot of people that aren’t famous that are cool people who set a good example and do the right thing.” 

But doing the right thing seems much more difficult for people whose sole purpose is to accumulate money and power.  On the ominous song, “Everythang’s Corrupt,” he says how money is often the answer to questions about why things work the way they do.  “You can never let the world puzzle you,” he explains.  “All you’ve got to do is follow the money and you’ll see why things don’t get done or things get done.  It’s a shame that the dollar has become more important and more precious than life itself to so many.”

As much of popular rap focuses on trite topics, Ice Cube’s music remains raw and uncompromising.  It’s a stance he’s held since the mid-1980s when he broke through as a member of gangster rap pioneers N.W.A. On the funky “Can I Hit Some of That West Coast Shit?,” Ice Cube dares the new generation of artists to push the genre forward, something he’s been doing throughout his entire career.  “It’s basically saying, ‘what you’re about to do, I’ve done it already,’” he reveals.  “It’s like, ‘C’mon, man. Come new.  And if you’re new, you’ll stand out.’”

To his point, Ice Cube has stood out throughout his remarkable career.  His ability to adapt to new trends and styles and put his twist on them without losing his own identity puts him in an elite class of recording artists of any genre.  With the bouncy “Sic Them Youngins on ’Em,” he showcases an undulating delivery that counters his typically stoic, commanding flow. 

That type of artistic alchemy also allows Ice Cube to craft a song like “The Big Show,” in which he lets the world know that in the real world, he’s going to remain true to himself regardless of whom he’s interacting with.  “I just be myself, man, and you’ve just got to take it or leave it, whether you’re the homie in the ’hood or Obama,” he says.  “You’ve just got to take me how I am.  Where I come from, it makes me real equipped to deal with everybody.”

As a multimedia juggernaut, Ice Cube has built a career that remains robust, if difficult to categorize. “It’s hard to define,” he says. “My brand, if I could put it in a nutshell, is that I believe that I’m a solid artist.  I always go back to that word ‘solid.’  Solid like a Harley-Davidson is solid.  I hope people trust that when I put my name on something, it’s not just garbage.  I’m not just throwing it at you.  I’m trying to give you an experience.”

And he’s excelled at that, time and time again.  

TOMICA WOODS-WRIGHT (Produced by) is the president and CEO of Ruthless Records, an independently owned label whose history involves of gold and multi-platinum selling artists including, but not limited to, Eazy-E, N.W.A and Grammy Award-winning Bone Thugs-N-Harmony.  In addition to her role at Ruthless records, she maintains several successful businesses in music publishing, brand management and companies outside of the entertainment business.  

Igniting her career in 1989, the Los Angeles native was submerged in the business of music working for her mentor Clarence Avant.  She began work in an entry-level position at Tabu Records and progressed to executive assistant to the chairman of the board at Motown Records by 1993.  By virtue of this experience, she honed her business acumen and funneled her wisdom into Ruthless Records.

In 1995, Woods-Wright acquired Ruthless Records after the tragic loss of its founder and owner, Eric “Eazy-E” Wright, the pioneering hip-hop entrepreneur who introduced the genre of gangsta rap to the music landscape.  During her tenure, Ruthless Records was named the National Association of Recording Merchandisers’ Independent Label of the Year and amassed record sales surpassing 45 million units collectively worldwide.

After nearly three decades, Woods-Wright has evolved as a curator of classic catalogues and continues to maintain, preserve, enhance and ultimately extend the legacy of her intellectual properties by utilizing existing and emerging technology as well as new distribution channels.  

MATT ALVAREZ, p.g.a. (Produced by) started his career at New Line Cinema/Fine Line Features.  While at the studio, Alvarez worked on such films as Rumble in the Bronx and Deconstructing Harry. 

Later, Alvarez launched CubeVision with legendary rapper/actor Ice Cube.  While at CubeVision, Alvarez produced such films as the Friday franchise, the Barbershop franchise, the Are We There Yet? franchise and All About the Benjamins.  

Most recently, Alvarez produced the box-office hit Ride Along, which starred Ice Cube and Kevin Hart, and earned over $130 million domestically, and Gina Prince-Bythewood’s Beyond the Lights for Relativity.  Theatrical box-office revenues from his films total more than $800 million.

Most recently, Alvarez produced the upcoming Ride Along 2.  

SCOTT BERNSTEIN, p.g.a. (Produced by) has been responsible for discovering commercially successful and critically acclaimed films from some of the most talented filmmakers over the past two decades.  Bernstein has been able to carefully put the creative process first and foremost in collaboration with a keen eye toward commercial viability.  This past year, he opened SMB Films, which is producing the upcoming Ride Along 2, starring Kevin Hart and Ice Cube.  The sequel to the international blockbuster Mama will begin production in the summer.  

Bernstein is currently working with some of the most well-known and accomplished filmmakers, including Guillermo del Toro (Pan’s Labyrinth), the Hayes Brothers (The Conjuring), Michael Bay (Transformers), J.J. Abrams (upcoming Star Wars: Episode VII-The Force Awakens and Star Trek), Matt Reeves (Dawn of the Planet of the Apes) and John Lee Hancock (The Blindside), among many others. Currently, he has several projects set up at DreamWorks Pictures, Universal Pictures and Sony Pictures. 
Previously, Bernstein served as executive vice president at Universal Pictures.  Most recently, Bernstein oversaw production on Ride Along, which starred Cube and Hart.  Ride Along went on to become the highest-grossing film ever released in January and held the No. 1 position at the domestic box office for three weeks in a row.  In 2013, Bernstein oversaw production on Guillermo del Toro’s hit Mama, which grossed more than $146 million worldwide.  His success continued with Jason Bateman and Melissa McCarthy’s Identity Thief, which opened at No. 1 at the domestic box office and held that position for two non-consecutive weeks.  The film ended up grossing over $173 million at the worldwide box-office.  

During his time at Universal Pictures, Bernstein shepherded numerous projects at the studio, beginning with the 2006 blockbuster romantic comedy The Break-Up, which starred Vince Vaughn and Jennifer Aniston, and grossed over $204 million worldwide.  In 2008, Bernstein oversaw development and production on two Universal Pictures features, the breakout comedy Role Models, which starred Paul Rudd and Seann William Scott; and Hellboy II: The Golden Army, which was based on the supernatural Dark Horse Comics character and directed by del Toro, Bernstein’s frequent collaborator. 
Prior to Universal Pictures, Bernstein served as an executive at Lionsgate Films, where he oversaw production on Monster’s Ball, for which Halle Berry won the Academy® Award for Best Actress.

DR. DRE (Produced by) was born in Compton, California, as Andre Young and began his music career as a member of the World Class Wreckin’ Cru.  Shortly after, Dre co-founded N.W.A with Ice Cube, MC Ren, DJ Yella and the late Eazy-E.  They brought the rage and intensity of life in South Central Los Angeles to a global consciousness with their landmark album, “Straight Outta Compton.”  In 1992, Dre released his solo debut, “The Chronic.”  He followed it with a second solo album, the six-time platinum “2001.”
In 1996, Dre launched Aftermath Entertainment, where over the years he discovered hip-hop superstars such as 50 Cent, The Game, Kendrick Lamar and Eminem, whose 1999 debut, “The Slim Shady LP,” sold nine million copies. 

In 2008, Dre co-founded Beats Electronics, the audio consumer electronics company, with Jimmy Iovine.  In January 2014, they launched Beats Music—a subscription streaming service.  Apple acquired both in July 2014.

In 2013, Iovine and Dre gave a $70 million endowment to the University of Southern California to create the USC Jimmy Iovine and Andre Young Academy for Arts, Technology and the Business of Innovation—a new model for training and inspiring young innovators.

WILL PACKER (Executive Producer) has established himself as one of Hollywood’s blockbuster hit makers, with seven of his films opening No. 1 at the box office.  In 2013, Packer signed first-look production deals with Universal Pictures and Universal Television.  Under both deals, Packer develops new projects for the studios under his Will Packer Productions banner.  In 2014, Packer accomplished the rare feat of producing two films in the top six at the box office.  Packer’s next film, Ride Along 2, will debut in theaters on January 15, 2016.  

Packer’s No. 1 films are No Good Deed (2014), Think Like a Man Too (2014), Ride Along (2014), Think Like a Man (2012), Takers (2010), Obsessed (2008) and Stomp the Yard (2007).  His most successful film to date is Universal’s Ride Along, which starred Ice Cube and Kevin Hart.  Ride Along debuted at No. 1 at the box office in 2014, with record-breaking receipts totaling $48.6 million during the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day holiday weekend opening of the film.  Ride Along became one of the biggest January opening box-office tallies of all time.  The film also went on to be No. 1 at the box office for three consecutive weeks and grossed over $153 million worldwide.  Think Like a Man, the film adaptation of Steve Harvey’s best-selling book “Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man,” grossed over $96 million worldwide and won the 2013 BET Award for Best Movie.  Stomp the Yard held at No. 1 for two weekends and received the 2007 Movie of the Year honors at the BET Hip Hop Awards.  Obsessed, which featured mega-star Beyoncé Knowles, was Screen Gems’ third-highest opening in company history when it debuted.  No Good Deed, which starred Idris Elba and Taraji P. Henson, is his most recent No. 1 film and raked in over $53 million.  Packer also enjoyed success with his holiday film This Christmas (2007), which grossed nearly $50 million worldwide, as well as About Last Night (2014), which hit theaters during Valentine’s Day weekend and opened as the No. 1 romantic comedy in America.  Packer’s most recent release, this year’s The Wedding Ringer, which starred Hart and Josh Gad, holds the world record as the top “R”-rated comedy opening in January.  Collectively, Packer’s films have grossed over $800 million.

On the television side, Packer is set to executive produce Roots, a remake of one of the most celebrated TV programs of all time, as an event series that will air simultaneously on the History Channel, A&E and Lifetime networks in 2016.  Also making a major foray into prime-time TV, Packer is the executive producer of two upcoming comedies: People Are Talking (NBC) will premiere on October 16, 2015, and Uncle Buck (ABC) will debut in early 2016.

In 2012, Packer was inducted as a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, the organization known around the world for its annual Academy Awards®, also known as the Oscars®.  As part of the “Academy Conversations” series, the organization presented a conversation with Packer at the Sundance Film Festival in 2013.  This marked the first time AMPAS participated in a program at the renowned festival.

Packer has been featured on the cover of Black Enterprise and Essence magazines and acknowledged on several high-profile magazine lists, including Variety’s 10 Producers to Watch, Black Enterprise’s Most Powerful Players Under 40 and 10 Most Bankable Producers in Hollywood, Jet’s Who’s Hot to Watch and Ebony’s prestigious Power 100 list.

As a producer and the founder of the Los Angeles-based production company Will Packer Productions, Packer oversees all aspects of the business.  Prior to launching his own company in 2013, he co-founded Rainforest Films with director Rob Hardy in the summer of 1994 while both were engineering students at Florida A&M University (FAMU).  After graduating magna cum laude from FAMU with a bachelor of science degree in electrical engineering in 1996, Packer decided to forgo lucrative job offers in the field of engineering to capitalize on his entrepreneurial instincts and his passion for filmmaking.

Packer is a dynamic and inspiring speaker who delivers educational and motivational speeches to film-industry groups, colleges and universities (including Harvard University), as well as youth and community organizations nationwide.  He has been honored with the keys to the city of his hometown, St. Petersburg, Florida, as well as Miami, Florida, and “Will Packer Day” has been proclaimed in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Ft. Lauderdale, Florida.  Packer has also been honored with FAMU’s Meritorious Achievement Award, the highest honor his alma mater bestows.

Packer resides in Atlanta with his family.

ADAM MERIMS (Executive Producer) most recently served as executive producer on Lee Daniels’ The Butler, which was directed by Lee Daniels and starred Forest Whitaker, Oprah Winfrey and David Oyelowo, as well as the upcoming Child 44, directed by Daniel Espinosa and starring Tom Hardy, Noomi Rapace and Gary Oldman.

His other recent feature-film credits include Universal Pictures’ 2012 box-office hit Safe House, which was directed by Daniel Espinosa and starred Denzel Washington and Ryan Reynolds; The Lucky Ones, which starred Rachel McAdams, Tim Robbins and Michael Peña; and The Hunting Party (Richard Shepard’s follow-up to The Matador), which starred Richard Gere, Terrence Howard and Jesse Eisenberg.    

Merims was an executive producer for director Billy Ray on Universal Pictures’ Breach, which starred Chris Cooper, Ryan Phillippe and Laura Linney.  He also executive produced Lasse Hallström’s Casanova, which starred Heath Ledger, Sienna Miller, Oliver Platt and Jeremy Irons; Shepard’s The Matador, which starred Pierce Brosnan, Greg Kinnear and Hope Davis; and writer/director/actor David Duchovny’s House of D, which starred Robin Williams, Téa Leoni, Erykah Badu and Anton Yelchin.

Merims produced Ray’s critically acclaimed feature Shattered Glass, which starred Hayden Christensen, Peter Sarsgaard, Chloë Sevigny, Steve Zahn, Rosario Dawson and Hank Azaria.  His other credits as a producer include Ed Solomon’s Levity, which starred Billy Bob Thornton, Morgan Freeman, Holly Hunter and Kirsten Dunst, and opened the 2003 Sundance Film Festival; writer/director Jeff Franklin’s Love Stinks, which starred French Stewart, Bridgette Wilson-Sampras, Tyra Banks and Bill Bellamy; and Cold Around the Heart, written and directed by John Ridley and executive produced by Oliver Stone.  Merims was co-producer of Universal Soldier: The Return and Freeway.

From August 1993 until November 1994, Merims was producer and head of West Coast operations for Nickelodeon Movies.  At Nickelodeon, he was responsible for managing the start-up of a Nickelodeon features office in Los Angeles and identifying and developing projects suitable for motion-picture production in the family-entertainment arena in conjunction with both 20th Century Fox and Paramount Pictures.

Before Nickelodeon, Merims worked as vice president of production at Lobell/Bergman Productions from April 1990 through July 1993; he was responsible for all development at the company.  During his tenure at Lobell/Bergman, he served as associate producer on Andrew Bergman’s Honeymoon in Vegas and Undercover Blues and Andrew Scheinman’s Little Big League.

From 1984 until 1989, Merims worked as a freelance producer, production manager and assistant director.  In these capacities, he was involved with a number of projects, including most notably the Lonesome Dove original miniseries.  He has been a member of the Directors Guild of America since 1986.

Merims graduated from Williams College with a bachelor of arts degree in philosophy and economics.  He was also a graduate of the Collegiate School in New York City.  He currently resides in Los Angeles with his lovely wife and two children.  

DAVID ENGEL (Executive Producer) is a partner at Circle of Confusion, a film and television production and management company with offices in Los Angeles and New York.  Circle of Confusion represents writers, directors, actors, comic-book creators and video-game companies.  Currently, Circle of Confusion produces The Walking Dead on AMC. 

Engel is a producer on the upcoming feature Fire, based on the graphic novel by Brian Michael Bendis, which is set up at Universal Pictures with Zac Efron attached to star.  Additionally, he is set to produce Your Bridesmaid Is a Bitch, by Circle of Confusion client Brian Duffield, at Skydance Productions.  Engel recently executive produced Powers, Sony Pictures Television/PlayStation Network’s first ever original series, starring Sharlto Copley.  It debuted in March 2015 and is currently available on Playstation Network.

Engel is a graduate of Cornell University with a BA in English.

After working with director John Singleton, a college classmate, on the groundbreaking film Boyz N the Hood, BILL STRAUS (Executive Producer) sold his own original screenplay, The Clown Prince, to TriStar Pictures. 

Several years later, he received his master’s degree from the Peter Stark Producing Program at the USC School of Cinematic Arts.  A summer internship through Stark at New Line Cinema turned into a position in the story department and he eventually worked his way up the executive ranks. 

After leaving New Line Cinema, Straus hung out his own shingle with a deal at the production and management company Circle of Confusion.  His first film, The Man, with Samuel L. Jackson and Eugene Levy, was released in 2005.  He served as a producer on Weapons, which starred Nick Cannon and Paul Dano, and as an executive producer on Red with Brian Cox, both of which were Sundance Film Festival selections in 2007 and 2008, respectively.  Straus also produced The Last Rites of Joe May, with Steppenwolf Films, which starred the late Dennis Farina and was listed as one of Roger Ebert’s Best Films in 2011. 

Straus, originally from Brooklyn, New York, returned to New York in 2011 and launched the domestic sales banner BGP Film.  He has sold films at Sundance, Berlin, Toronto, SXSW and many other major festivals.

THOMAS TULL, p.g.a. (Executive Producer), chairman and CEO of Legendary Pictures, has achieved great success in the co-production and co-financing of event movies.  Since its inception in 2004, Legendary Pictures, the film division of leading media company Legendary Entertainment that also has television and digital and comics divisions, has teamed with Warner Bros. Pictures on a wide range of theatrical features.

The many recent hits released under the joint banner include Zack Snyder’s worldwide hit Man of Steel and Christopher Nolan’s blockbuster Dark Knight trilogy, which kicked off with Batman Begins, followed by the blockbusters The Dark Knight and The Dark Knight Rises.  The trilogy earned more than $1 billion at the global box office.

This highly successful partnership also produced such films as Snyder’s 300 and Watchmen and 300: Rise of an Empire, which Snyder produced; Ben Affleck’s The Town; Nolan’s award-winning action-drama Inception; the worldwide hit Clash of the Titans and its sequel, Wrath of the Titans; and Todd Phillips’ The Hangover, The Hangover Part II, which is the highest-grossing “R”-rated comedy of all time, and The Hangover Part III.

Legendary recently released Angelina Jolie’s Unbroken, John Erick Dowdle’s As Above/So Below, Gareth Edwards’ Godzilla, Guillermo del Toro’s Pacific Rim and Brian Helgeland’s hit drama 42, the story of baseball legend Jackie Robinson.  Legendary is in postproduction on Warcraft, based on Blizzard Entertainment’s award-winning gaming universe.  

Tull serves on the board of directors of Hamilton College, his alma mater, and Carnegie Mellon University.  He also serves on the boards of the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum and the San Diego Zoo, and is part of the ownership group of the six-time Super Bowl champion Pittsburgh Steelers, for which he also holds a board seat.  Tull invests in digital, media and lifestyle businesses through his Tull Media Ventures, a privately held venture fund.

JON JASHNI, p.g.a. (Executive Producer) oversees the development and production of all Legendary Pictures film projects and is president and chief creative officer of Legendary Entertainment, a leading media company with film, television and digital and comics divisions.  Jashni is currently producing Warcraft and is an executive producer on Angelina Jolie’s Unbroken and the upcoming epic action-adventure Seventh Son.
Previously, Jashni was a producer on Warner Bros. Pictures and Legendary Pictures’ Pacific Rim and Godzilla, and served as executive producer on such Legendary films as 300: Rise of an Empire; the Jackie Robinson biopic 42; the worldwide hit Clash of the Titans; and Ben Affleck’s The Town, which Affleck also co-wrote and starred in.

Prior to Legendary, Jashni was president of Hyde Park Entertainment, a production and financing company with overall deals at 20th Century Fox, Walt Disney Pictures and MGM.  At Hyde Park, he oversaw the development and production of Shopgirl, Dreamer: Inspired by a True Story, Walking Tall and Premonition.

Before joining Hyde Park, Jashni was a producer on director Andy Tennant’s hit romantic comedy Sweet Home Alabama.  His collaboration with Tennant began with the fairy-tale Ever After: A Cinderella Story, for which Jashni oversaw development and production as a senior production executive at 20th Century Fox.

Jashni also co-produced two Academy Award®-nominated films: the critically acclaimed drama The Hurricane, which garnered a Best Actor nomination for star Denzel Washington; and Anna and the King (a nonmusical reinterpretation of Anna and the King of Siam), which starred Jodie Foster and earned two Oscar® nominations.

Jashni is a trustee of the American Film Institute and a member of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and the Producers Guild of America.  He holds a BS from the University of Southern California and an MBA from the UCLA Anderson School of Management. 

Academy Award®-nominated MATTHEW LIBATIQUE, ASC (Director of Photography) has forged a unique career over the past two decades.  He began with the goal of becoming a music-video cinematographer because he was drawn to the potential of electronic image manipulation, but soon he was creating bold, innovative imagery for longer forms.  Libatique has a long-standing professional relationship with director Darren Aronofsky, for whom the cinematographer scored an early breakthrough with Pi, a disturbing portrait shot in black-and-white 16mm.  Libatique pushed the film emulsion to its limits and beyond to portray an unstable, deteriorating mind obsessed with numbers.  Pi won the Directing Award at the Sundance Film Festival, and Libatique was honored with an Independent Spirit Award nomination for his work; Libatique’s feature-film career was off and running.   

Most recently, Libatique and Aronofsky worked together on Noah, their sixth collaboration.  Libatique was nominated for an American Society of Cinematographers (ASC) Award and an Academy Award® for Black Swan, also directed by Aronofsky.  Black Swan was shot in Super 16, which is rare for an Oscar® nominee in the cinematography category.  For his work on Black Swan, Libatique also received BAFTA, Critics Choice and the Independent Spirit Award nominations, to name a few.

Libatique’s other collaborations with Aronofsky include Requiem for a Dream, for which Libatique won the Independent Spirit Award for Best Cinematography, as well as nominations from the Boston Society of Film Critics and the Online Film Critics Society.  Libatique also served as director of photography on Aronofsky’s The Fountain; they had first worked together on the short film Protozoa in 1993.

Libatique has ongoing collaborations with several directors, including Spike Lee, for whom he photographed Miracle at St. Anna, She Hate Me and Inside Man; Joel Schumacher, on Tigerland and Phone Booth; and Jon Favreau, on Iron Man, Iron Man 2 and Cowboys & Aliens.  

Other feature-film credits include Gothika, for Mathieu Kassovitz; Abandon, for Stephen Gaghan; Everything Is Illuminated, for Liev Schreiber; My Own Love Song, for Olivier Dahan; and Ruby Sparks, for directors Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris.  

Libatique studied at the prestigious American Film Institute, where he earned an MFA in cinematography.  In 1995, Libatique began his career as a cinematographer in the music-video industry.  His work has appeared on MTV for artists such as The Cure, Usher, Death in Vegas, Erykah Badu, Incubus, Tupac Shakur, Moby, Snoop Dogg, Jay-Z and The Fray.  Libatique earned a Music Video Production Association Award for Best Cinematography in 2002, for Matchbox Twenty’s “Mad Season.”  Working on commercials and music-videos, he has combined forces with such talented directors as Stacy Wall, Floria Sigismondi, Dante Ariola, Brian Beletic, Phil Harder, Terry Richardson, Mark Pellington, Traktor, Kinka Usher, StyleWar and Noam Murro.  

SHANE VALENTINO (Production Designer), a graduate of Occidental College, began his career in New York City.  He first worked as an art director for the Oxygen network before turning his attention to moviemaking, working with NYC independent production companies that included InDigEnt, Moxie Pictures and Flan de Coco Films.

After relocating to Los Angeles, Valentino worked as an art director on such films as Christopher Nolan’s Batman Begins, Alejandro Agresti’s The Lake House and Sofia Coppola’s Somewhere.  He moved up to production designer on such films as Talmage Cooley’s Taking Chances, which starred Justin Long and Emmanuelle Chriqui; and Brin Hill’s Ball Don’t Lie, which starred Ludacris and Nick Cannon.

Valentino was production designer on Mike Mills’ Beginners, for which Christopher Plummer won an Oscar® for Best Supporting Actor.  His work on the film got him noticed by director Ryan Murphy, who Valentino went on to work with on HBO’s Primetime Emmy-winning The Normal Heart, as well as an HBO pilot, Open.  Other television credits include Showtime’s House of Lies, starring Don Cheadle and NBC’s Prime Suspect.  

In addition to designing for films, television shows and commercials, Valentino is actively involved with museum exhibit design.  For the Metropolitan Museum of Art, he acted as supervising art director for The Costume Institute’s exhibit “Superheroes” (2008) and prepared a subsequent exhibit, “American Woman” (2010).

Valentino will design Tom Ford’s new film Nocturnal Animal.

BILLY FOX, ACE (Edited by) has lent his editing talents to a number of projects, from television dramas and miniseries to feature films.  Fox was co-producer and editor on the award-winning HBO miniseries Band of Brothers for Tom Hanks and Steven Spielberg.

His feature credits include Hustle & Flow for director Craig Brewer, with John Singleton producing.  Singleton later enlisted Fox to edit Four Brothers for Paramount Pictures.  Fox would go on to collaborate again with Brewer on the drama Black Snake Moan and the remake of Footloose.  Fox also worked with Jeffrey Nachmanoff on Traitor, which Don Cheadle and Guy Pearce and with Breck Eisner on The Crazies.

Fox edited Gilles Paquet-Brenner’s upcoming Dark Places, adapted from Gillian Flynn’s best-selling novel.  The film stars Charlize Theron, Chloë Grace Moretz and Nicholas Hoult.

Fox is the recipient of 15 major awards and numerous nominations, including a Primetime Emmy Award, two BDA Awards, The International Monitor Award, a Peabody Award, The Golden Laurel and Humanitas Awards.  

KELLI JONES (Costumer Designer) has cemented her place as the go-to costume designer for gritty, realistic depictions of television and feature films’ most compelling characters and genres.  After getting her start on season two of the critically acclaimed FX series The Shield, Jones was tapped to develop the look that sparked a fashion phenomenon with the wildly popular biker-gang drama Sons of Anarchy.  For Sons, Jones not only brought unquestionable sex appeal to the characters, but also garnered a Costume Designers Guild nomination in the prestigious Outstanding Contemporary Television Series category. 

In a true testament to the popularity of her original looks and style, she even developed a Sons of Anarchy clothing and jewelry line that is sold directly to fans on the FX Network’s web site.  These signature designs and point of view were not lost on the producers of the motion-picture thriller Homefront, who picked her to create the looks for Jason Statham, James Franco, Winona Ryder and Kate Bosworth. 

Additionally, Jones has designed costumes for such feature films as Chrystal, which starred Billy Bob Thornton, Four Reasons, which starred Josh Lucas and Radha Mitchell and Isolation, for Sons of Anarchy director Stephen Kay. 

Jones’ other television credits include Hawaii, North Shore, Standoff, Women’s Murder Club, Memphis Beat, Parks and Recreation, Franklin & Bash and several television pilots, including Star-Crossed for the CW network and the groundbreaking Fox series The Following, starring Kevin Bacon and produced by Kevin Williamson.

Jones recently designed costumes for the pilot for Rosewood, a drama set in Miami, set to air on FOX before Empire this fall.  She designed costumes for the gang movie Shot Caller for Relativity and Bold Films, directed by Ric Roman Waugh and set for a spring 2016 release. 

JOSEPH TRAPANESE’s (Score by) love of classical music and electronic sound began at a young age.  The duality continued through his formal conservatory training in New York, where he juxtaposed performing in Carnegie Hall and other major New York concert venues with scoring films, contributing to theatrical productions, performing with jazz and Latin bands, and writing experimental and interactive music.  Upon settling in Los Angeles’s vibrant arts landscape, he found that these diverse paths began to converge, leading to collaborations with artists for several of the most-anticipated soundtracks of recent memory; from Daft Punk’s TRON: Legacy to Mike Shinoda’s The Raid: Redemption, as well as M83’s Oblivion and “Hurry Up, We’re Dreaming” and Moby’s “Extreme Ways” from The Bourne Legacy.

A versatile composer in his own right, Trapanese has lent his unique hybrid sound to such productions as the young adult phenomenon The Divergent Series: Insurgent, the critically acclaimed The Raid 2, and the family sci-fi adventure film Earth to Echo.  He has also contributed as an arranger for Kelly Clarkson’s “Piece by Piece” and “Wrapped in Red,” Active Child’s “Rapor EP,” White Sea’s “In Cold Blood,” Zedd’s “True Colors” live from the Empire State Building, “Stay the Night” live in Central Park on Good Morning America and John Newman’s forthcoming album, as well as serving as the co-writer and co-producer of 3OH!3’s “Do or Die.”  

He has conducted live performances with M83 (in 2013 at the Hollywood Bowl with the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra and in 2012 at SummerStage in New York City’s Central Park); Kelly Clarkson (“Kelly Clarkson’s a Cautionary Christmas Music Tale” live on NBC from Las Vegas, 2013); and with the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, when in February 2014 he was invited by composer Steven Price to conduct portions of his Oscar®-winning score from the film Gravity at UCLA’s Royce Hall for the first-ever “Oscar® Concert.”

DEBRA DENSON (Makeup Department Head) has always had a passion for beauty and fashion.  She attended Los Angeles Trade-Technical College for Theatrical Makeup and Learning Tree University, where she learned about all aspects of makeup artistry.  

After doing several student films and photo shoots at UCLA and American Art Institute, Denson realized she also needed to have knowledge of skin care while working on various skin types. So, she enrolled at Newberry School of Beauty, where she received her license in aesthetics.

Denson has worked on several music videos, commercials, films and television shows. Her film credits include 22 Jump Street, Lee Daniels’ The Butler and the upcoming Barbershop 3 and Ride Along 2.

ANDREA JACKSON (Hair Department Head) has 28 years of experience in the hairstyling world.  Weave it, curl it, wig it, razor it, straighten it, color it, make it shine, make it bounce.

Jackson was born in Dallas, Texas, and always had dreams of being a celebrity hairstylist.  She started beauty school while in high school and completed her training at Universal Beauty College in Los Angeles. She has worked with some of the most prominent directors, producers and celebrities and has had her hands on many of the great manes of television, film, commercials and videos.  Her feature film credits include Dreamgirls, Ali, The Italian Job and Soul Plane. 

Jackson continues to update her knowledge of the latest hair and beauty industry trends by attending Vidal Sassoon Academy. She is the owner of three beauty salons in Los Angeles. 
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