By Kam Williams
Sentinel-Voice

You know you're asking
for trouble when you make a
movie with a White actor in
Blackface wearing a lower
lip extension who's always
talking jive jibberish, and
with a mentally-challenged
character who’s repeatedly
teased about his disability.
After all, in these more-en-
lightened times, it’s not ex-
actly politically-correct to
refer to a dimwitted boy as
“the dumbest [expletive] that
ever lived” or to have a mod-
ern-day minstrel mimicking
African-American street ver-
nacular.

Consequently, it’s no sur-
prise that all the advance
buzz for “Tropic Thunder,”
written and directed by Ben
Stiller, has focused on picket
lines and boycotts, instead of
on the basic question of
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Ben Stiller, left, and Robert Downey Jr., star in the controversial film “Tropic Thunder.”

whether or not the film is oth-
erwise worthwhile. Regretta-
bly, the teen demographic
which finds such crass fare
so irresistible probably could

care less about the picture’s
mean-spiritedness provided
it keeps them in stitches.
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source hip-hop magazme
seeks to return to stature

NEW YORK (AP) —
Source, which was in bank-
ruptcy last year, is relaunch-
ing with a 20th-anniversary
issue and a new focus — a
direction that its co-publisher
says will restore the maga-
zine, once known as hip-
hop’s bible, to prominence.

“It’s a very seminal pe-
riod, an opportunity to both
celebrate 20 years of content
and the fact that The Source
was a leader in chronicling
the culture of hip-hop.” said
L. Londell McMillan, a me-
dia and entertainment lawyer
who, along with investment
banker Jeffery Scott, pur-
chased The Source earlier
this year.

“I'm on a mission to re-
store it to the community that
gave birth to it and open the
door to those that currently
enjoy and influence that hip-
hop culture,” he added. “It’s
exciting because we believe
that we can do it.”

The new issue, which hits
newsstands next week, fea-
tures four separate covers of
hip-hop pioneers LL Cool J,
Ice Cube, Queen Latifah and
Nas, photographed by direc-
tor Spike Lee.

“We shared with him what
we were trying to do, the vi-
sion of hip-hop and where we
thought it needed to go, and
he thought it was refreshing
and clever,” McMillan said
of Lee, a client.

Inside, the magazine takes
a weightier tone, including a
discussion with prominent
professors Cornel West and

Michael Eric Dyson, led by
Public Enemy’s Chuck D.

“We're just going to ex-
pand on what The Source has
always done well,” said
McMillan, adding that music
will be “‘a core focus but not
80 percent of the book.”

He said the magazine will
have a “multigenerational”
focus, and will include sec-
tions on lifestyle, travel, edu-
cation, business and other
topics.

“I think that what we’re
trying to do is evolve it as
hip-hop has evolved and be-
come an international force,
to evolve it without losing its
core essence that was the
centerpiece of its earliest be-
ginnings and greatness. But
it has to evolve, just like hip-
hop has to evolve,”
McMillan said.

At its prime, The Source
was the pre-eminent maga-
zine for rap, and it helped
fuel the rise of urban maga-
zines such as XXL and Vibe,
which celebrated its 15th an-
niversary this week.

But over the last few
years, The Source ran
through a series of editors,
had financial problems and
suffered a decline under the
ownership of Mays and
Raymond “Benzino” Scott;
the pair were fired in 2006
and subsequently launched
Hip-Hop Weekly, and Us
Weekly — like magazines
chronicling the lives of urban
music stars. When the maga-
zine filed for bankrupitcy, it
was millions of dollars in

debt.

One magazine analyst
said that while the magazine
has been hurt by its prob-
lems, it is still viable.

“It is a force. Nobody can
deny the force or the power
of The Source. But is it the
same as it was five years ago?
No,” said Samir Husni, jour-
nalism chair at the University
of Mississippi. “It does not
deliver with the same punch
that it used to.”

Husni said the magazine’s
new owners faced an uphill
battle in their relaunch, but
could be successful “if they
are true to the DNA of the
publication.”

McMillan and Scott pur-
chased The Source late last
year through The North Star
Group and Black Enterprise/
Greenwich Street, respec-
tively.

McMillan said that over
the past few years, the maga-
zine had focused so much on
rap, it had excluded other
reader interests,

“It left -off so much of

what is the key ingredients of

hip-hop and liféstyle now...
which is lifestyle, fashion,
online, new media, interna-
tional aspects of how people
embrace content.”

The magazine is search-
ing for a new editor in chief.
Besides a shift in content, it
will also undergo a design re-
launch, McMillan said.

“If anything, we want to
restore it, restore it to great-
ness and its No. 1 spot.”
McMillan said.

Thunder’s” take at the box-
office is likely to depend
more on the degree to which
kids enjoy its irreverent
brand of humor than on if its
redeeming qualities out-
weigh any insensitivity in its
depiction of minorities.
Superficially, the storyline
sounds innocuous enough. It
revolves around a Vietnam
War buddy flick being shot
on location. Early on, we
learn that each of the film’s
five co-stars has his own self-

ish reason for participating in
the project. Tugg Speedman
(Stiller) is trying to rebound
from a poorly-received out-
ing as the intellectually-
stunted Simple Jack. Heroin-
addicted Jeff Portnoy (Jack
Black) wants to overhaul his
image after a kiddie hit filled
with fat and fart jokes.

Australian Oscar-winner
Kirk (Robert Downey, Ir.)
likes the challenge of play-
ing an African-American,
while Alpa Chino (Brandon
T. Jackson) is a hot hip-hop
artist out to parlay his musi-
cal success into a screen ca-
reer. Finally, there's Kevin
Sandusky (Jay Baruchel), a
virtual unknown who’s just
happy to get his big break in
a summer blockbuster.

However, disaster strikes
soon after their arrival in
Southeast Asia, when the di-
rector (Steve Coogan) is
blown to bits by a land mine.
It turns out that they’ve been
mistaken as enemy invaders
by bloodthirsty guerillas run-
ning a drug-smuggling op-
eration. So suddenly. these
clueless, pampered Holly-
wood actors suddenly have to
fend for themselves in the
jungle,
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This, of course, proves to
be easier said than done and,
more importantly, provides
plenty of fodder for a surpris-
ingly clever satire of the war
movie genre. For the afore-
mentioned actor archetypes
replace such classic army
flick staples as the sage sSer-
geant, the gung-ho grizzled
veteran, the nerdy medic and
the frightened raw recruit.

Yes, “Tropic Thunder” is
an intelligent and frequently
funny film with some pro-
found points to make about
the shallowness of the movie
industry. Unfortunately,
those relatively-subtle in-
sights are destined to be lost
on audiences too busy laugh-
ing at all the slapstick and
cruel humor coming at the
expense of minorities to
bother appreciating any
deeper message.

Next time, maybe Ben
Stiller won't feel a need to
pander to the lowest common
denominator by resorting to
a profusion of profanity and
the “*R” and “N" words.

Very Good (3 stars).

Rated R for violence, drug
use, sexual references, ethnic
slurs, coarse humor and per-
vasive profanity.
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