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 SYNOPSIS

Anton (Gabriel Casseus) isn’t like the other guys in Harlem.  He is 28 years old and a little slow, but has a heart of gold and an extraordinary singing voice. Because of his deficit, Anton’s never had a chance to realize the dream that sets him apart in his working class neighborhood: to become a world class opera singer. 

His over-protective Auntie, whom he lives with, is unable to accept that Anton is no longer a child, nor that his dream of singing opera is serious.  All she sees are the obstacles her nephew faces daily:  his dead-end job as a laundry worker with a manipulative boss, the local drug dealer who enjoys exploiting the overly trusting Anton for his own gain, and the neighborhood children who mimic his slow speech and stunted walk.  When two teenagers bully Anton because of his opera singing, Auntie, frightened for his safety, argues with Anton that he give up his “opera foolishness.”  But, rather than give up his dream, he runs away from home determined to find his rightful place in the world.

Life on New York’s streets is hard and Anton is soon conned out of his money by Wes (Damon Wayans), a quick-witted street hustler.  Homeless, he wanders the streets, panhandling in Washington Square Park, where he encounters Matthew (Christian Camargo), a charismatic 30 year old, playing popular piano tunes for tips. Anton and Matthew team up to earn money and gain exposure, but Matthew’s real intentions aren’t immediately recognizable to the trusting Anton.  Only when Wes returns with a surprising offer to “manage” Anton’s career does an unlikely friendship form between the three men, each one trying desperately to change the course of their lives and pursue their dreams.
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Anton (Gabriel Casseus) isn’t like the other kids in Harlem.  He is 28 years old and a little slow, but has a heart of gold and an extraordinary singing voice. Because of his deficit, Anton’s never had a chance to realize the dream that sets him apart in his working class neighborhood: to become a world class opera singer. 

Anton’s parents died when he was a little boy.  He lives with his over-protective Auntie (Edye Byrde), who constantly henpecks him, unable to accept the fact that Anton is no longer a child and that, at some point, she has to let go.  He works in a laundry, in a dead end job, under a manipulative boss Jimmy (Richard Edson).  The local drug dealer, Luke (Malik Yoba) tries to exploit the overly trusting Anton for his own gain.  The only place where Anton feels comfortable is in the fantasy world of opera.  He transforms his bedroom into a shrine of opera memorabilia, and dreams of one day escaping to Italy, and singing on a great stage. 

One night, Anton lights his bedroom like a stage, dresses in a tuxedo, and performs the aria Vesti La Giubba.  While some neighbors are touched and amazed by Anton’s phenomenal voice, two teenagers throw rocks through his window, shattering the fantasy and leaving Anton cowering in his room.  Auntie, frightened for his safety, demands that Anton abandon his “opera foolishness.”  Rather than give up his dream, he runs away from home still dressed in his tuxedo, determined to find his rightful place in the world. 

Life on New York’s streets is hard and Anton is soon conned out of his money by Wes (Damon Wayans), a quick-witted street hustler.  Homeless, he wanders the streets, panhandling in Washington Square Park.  There he encounters Matthew (Christian Camargo), a charismatic 30 year old, playing popular piano tunes for tips.  Matthew is a brilliant but troubled artist who was once a rising “golden boy” in the world of classical music.  As a joke, Matthew invites the audience to “sing-a-long” with his next tune and begins playing a classic Italian aria.  To the surprise of Matthew and the crowd of onlookers, Anton recognizes the music and begins to sing. His voice wows the crowd and Matthew’s bucket overflows with tips. 

That’s when Wes, ever the opportunist, sees a golden opportunity.  At first, unrecognized by Anton, Wes passes the tip bucket, cajoling the crowd to pour in more money, planning to cut himself in on the action.  Matthew sees the con coming, grabs the bucket and the two argue.  Wes goes away empty handed and angry.  But Wes later ambushes Anton, planning to again con him out of his money.  Anton finally recognizes Wes as the person who fleeced him before and doesn’t trust him.  However, Wes turns the tables once again by convincing Anton that it is Matthew who is “ripping him off” and that he should ask for more money.  In payment for this “business advice,” Wes takes half of what Anton received. 

While both Matthew and Wes exploit Anton, his joy and compassion ultimately wins them over and he is able to forge a friendship with each of them.  Likewise, despite the conflicts between Wes and Matthew, Anton is able to form a working partnership among them: Matthew plays piano, Anton sings his arias, and Wes works the crowd.  With each performance Anton grows more confident, the crowds get a little larger and more money comes in.  For the first time since running away from Auntie.  Anton feels like he has a new family, and is beginning to have a life of his own.

The relationships begin to unravel however, when Wes discovers that Matthew lives in a posh high-rise apartment, supported by the world famous black opera diva Julia Simone (Kristen Wilson).  Issues of race, class and jealousy arise between Wes and Matthew, and Wes schemes to split up Matthew and Julia.  He gets Matthew high, invites two hookers up to the apartment, and makes sure Julia catches him in the act.  She throws Matthew out, and all three men end up back on the streets. 

Broke and homeless, they reach their low point when Wes and Matthew, both drunk, mug an inebriated, wealthy man at an ATM.  Matthew, still upset over the loss of Julia, whom he genuinely loves, takes his rage out on the victim, violently beating him.  Anton, distraught by the violence, finds the courage to finally stand up for himself and what he believes.  He gets into a heated confrontation with both Wes and Matthew, telling them how ashamed he is of himself and them.  Anton demands the money they stole so he can return it.  But when he attempts to return the money, the police arrest him. 

For Wes and Matthew this is a moment of truth. Consumed with guilt, they rush to the jail to confess and save Anton.  But Auntie is there, visibly hurt and embarrassed with having to bail Anton out of jail.  Her worst fears realized, she takes Anton back to Harlem — back to his life under her protective wing, working in the laundry. 

But Wes and Matthew, who finally start to get their lives together, cannot forget Anton.  Through Matthew’s contacts in the opera world, they manage to land Anton a role as an extra in the opera Turandot.  The night of the opera, after arriving late and wearing a stolen costume, Anton becomes dazzled and confused by the lights, the spectacle, and the sight of his opera hero, world famous Tenor, Fabiano Grazzi (Paul Sorvino).  Caught up in the moment, he begins singing the great aria Nessun Dorma, upstaging Grazzi himself.  Stunned and impressed, Grazzi joins in a duet, captivating the audience, which gives them a standing ovation.  After the show, however, Anton, Wes, and Matthew are arrested for disrupting the opera and stealing the costume.  Grazzi saves the day by bailing them out, anxious to meet the only man who has ever managed to upstage him. 

In his limousine, Grazzi confesses a secret of his own: he too comes from humble origins like Anton, yet he has risen all the way to the top.  He tells Anton he is destined for greatness as a singer, and that “his destiny has not yet been written.”

With Fabiano Grazzi’s words ringing in his ears, Anton rides off in triumph, ready to meet his destiny. 
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“ Il mio destino non e ancora scritto....My destiny has not yet been written! ”

— Anton
"It was quite a journey getting Harlem Aria made," Writer/Director Bill Jennings muses, revealing that there is much more that he isn’t saying.  "Let’s just say that the story of a black kid from Harlem who wants to be an opera singer was not something that people had seen before and there was some resistance to the idea." 

Indeed Bill Jennings had been shopping the script for 10 years before Producers Deepak Nayar and Philip von Alvensleben financed the film in association with IN-motion AG and World Media Fonds 1.

Gabriel Casseus, who plays the lead role of Anton, had already committed to the film.  Bill recalls, "Gabe had originally read the role of Wes at the first screenplay reading I did in 1995, but as I was watching him on stage, I knew that he was perfect for the role of Anton.  So when we finally raised the money several years later, it wasn’t even a question, I went to him and offered him the part."  

By this time however, Gabriel was no longer available as he had made other commitments.  Bill recalls, "There were many other talented actors who wanted the part, but I knew that Gabe was perfect and I just couldn’t let it go."  Gabriel adds, "I remember when you called me up that one last time and said, ‘Gabe, you got to do my movie.’   Maybe it was the sound in your voice, but I knew that I had to drop everything and come do this film, and that is what I did."

Even with Gabriel attached to the project, and his growing reputation as one of the finest young actors working (he was selected as one of People Magazine’s "50 Most Intriguing People" in 1996), it was still going to be an extremely low budget film until Co‑Producer Darryl Pryor was able to get the script to Damon Wayans.  "I told Darryl that if he got Damon in the room, that I wouldn’t let him leave until he committed to the picture," Bill deadpans. “Fortunately for us, he liked the script." 

When Damon Wayans, who also serves as one of the film’s Executive Producers, was asked why he got involved with such an off beat film he responded, "Try something different! Do you always want it to be the same?  Because right now there is a huge influx of young creative black directors and writers who are creating a more avant garde type of film. It’s not about Booty Call. You can’t do that again.  You don’t need to and you don’t want to.  It’s not what the black community wants to see."  Once Damon was attached to the project, the film gathered a momentum of its own and attracted the interest of several talented actors such as Kristen Wilson, Nicole Ari Parker, Richard Edson and Edye Byrde.  

Another such actor was Christian Camargo, who plays the part of Matthew.  He was also intrigued by the originality of the script.  "A bitter, alcoholic, gigolo, concert pianist just isn’t the type of role that you see every day."  Christian’s strong dramatic training at Juilliard and on the New York stage, allowed him to create a character that is the perfect contrast to Damon’s portrayal of Wes as an angry, often funny street hustler.

Malik Yoba and Bill Jennings worked together on the popular television series New York Undercover, where Bill served as a First Assistant Director.  "Working with Malik I was able to see just how versatile an actor he is," Bill explains. "He was a natural for the role of Luke, because he conveyed the hard edge you would expect from his character, and at the same time provides humor and shades of evil appropriate for a fable." 

Paul Sorvino, an avid opera fan who also performs as an operatic tenor, was the logical choice to play Fabiano Grazzi.  "He is a great actor but what is surprising to many people is his gift for comedy and improvisation," says Bill.

Indeed the film was very challenging for all the actors especially for Gabriel Casseus who not only had to portray a character with a specific mental handicap, but also had to learn several Italian operas.  Still Gabriel says, "To this day, that was the most fun I ever had on a set in my whole entire life. This is what acting should be about."

Harlem Aria, as the title suggests, was filmed on location in Harlem and other areas of New York City.   Many exteriors will be familiar to viewers, including stretches of 125th Street and Washington Square Park.  "I really wanted the characters to feel immersed in the city," says Bill Jennings. "Especially since they are, at times, living on the street."  Director of Photography, Keith L. Smith concurs, “I really love Harlem and the street feel of New York.  I looked forward to putting it all on film." 

For Production Designer Cecil Gentry, the challenge was "getting the details right, but at the same time conveying a sense of the fairytale."  Similarly, Costume Designer Daniel Glicker had to run the gamut from the gritty wardrobe of people who lived on the streets, to the regalia of a full opera for the staging of Turandot. "I was very excited to work on this film because the opportunity to create wardrobe that is this elaborate, fanciful and detailed seldom comes for a Costume Designer." 

Working within the constraints of a low budget film also had its challenges as they often had to create elaborate set pieces with limited funds. "Fortunately many of the crew and production staff had experience doing extremely low budget films.  So when you’ve art directed by dumpster diving, having any budget is a huge step up.  What these guys did for the money was incredible," confirms Bill Jennings.

Music is an extremely important aspect of the film.  In order to record the opera and operatic score within the restrictions of a low budget film, the director and a small team traveled to Sydney, Australia to record the Australian Opera and Ballet Orchestra, The Opera Australia Extras Chorus and top tenors available there.  

Darryl Pryor adds, "Not only do they have one of the premiere orchestras and operas in the world, but it only cost us about 60 cents on the dollar." 

Along with traditional Opera, the score utilizes Hip-Hop and most interestingly the fusion of the two, now referred to as Hip-Hopera.  "Anton is a kid from Harlem who wants to be an opera singer. I wanted the music to reflect that contrast," says Bill Jennings. Damon adds, "It actually blends really well. Which isn't new.  A couple of rap artists have already incorporated opera into their music."  

In order to create that fusion and give equal importance to both styles of music, both a classical composer (Jeff Beal) and a Hip-Hop composer (Fabian Cooke) were hired to collaborate on the score and songs.  Michael Muenzing and Luca Anzilotti of IN-motion AG were an integral part of this process as they had previously published music fusing both styles.  “I think that the music will really be something special," says Bill Jennings. 

When it came to distribution, Harlem Aria again followed a non‑traditional path.  Unlike most films with predominant African‑American casts, it was able to pre-sale territories overseas before it obtained a domestic deal.  The film has sold in Asia, Europe, the Middle East and Africa despite the conventional wisdom which says that black films don’t sell in these places.  Producer Deepak Nayar says, "People want to put this film in a box. This is not just a black film. This is a commercial mainstream film that speaks to all people." 

Co‑Producer Darryl Pryor says, "There were some offers for domestic distribution on the table but we felt with this unique story, wonderful cast, and fresh musical elements, that this could be a great opportunity for BET to establish itself in the theatrical market.  They seemed to understand the picture and had the resources to push the film domestically.  So we were pleased when they decided to become involved."

It has become evident that the black community is far more diverse in their tastes than conventional wisdom has asserted.  It also appears that the cross‑over appeal which has always been typical of African‑American music may finally become more common among African‑American film releases.

Damon adds, "That is why I’m very proud to be associated with Harlem Aria.  Because it has all those elements a film needs, the elements that will draw in a crowd, but it takes them on a journey.  It challenges them on certain points in terms of their views, the way they see life."

When asked what his hopes are for the film, Bill responds simply, "That people like it, and that I will get to make a lot more."

 ABOUT THE FILMMAKER

WILLIAM JENNINGS – Writer / Director
William Jennings feature film debut HARLEM ARIA was the winner of the Chicago International Film Festival Audience Favorite Award, the Urbanworld Film Festival Audience Award, the Pan African Film Festival Audience Award and a special commendation from the Maryland Film Festival. It was also the Centerpiece Selection of the National Black Arts Festival, an official selection of the Toronto International Film Festival and the Munich International Film Festival among others. HARLEM ARIA was distributed in several countries including Germany, United Kingdom and France. 

As a member of the Director's Guild of America, William worked as an Assistant Director on major studio films such as Clean Slate, Airheads, Beverly Hills Cop III, Homeward Bound: The Incredible Journey, New Jack City, Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me, Storyville, and Boomerang. He also worked as an Assistant Director on the television series Saturday Night Live, The Cosby Mysteries, Central Park West, New York Undercover, Prince Street and Dellaventura.
Recent writing projects include an adaptation of the Victor Pelevin novel Buddha’s Little Finger for Intrinsic Value and Go East Productions of Moscow, Russia. The screenplay received the Berlin Medienboard Development Grant.  William is currently working on an experimental film, Hell’s Foundation.
William is also an Assistant Professor of Radio, Television, Film at Hofstra University, School of communication is the Co-Director of the acclaimed Documenting Diversity Program, which the University established in 2006.
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