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DeKALB – Randy Caspersen sees DeKalb County from a different perspective – through his

camera lens.

Caspersen is a local filmmaker, in addition to being an associate media studies professor at

Northern Illinois University.

His current endeavor is “Go Penguins! Voices of The Penguins Project,” a planned 85-minute

documentary about The Penguin Project, a theater troupe for children with disabilities who

work together all summer to put on a play in the fall.

Caspersen already has shot 500 hours of footage, he said.

“What makes it unique is its children with different disabilities – visually impaired, autism, they

could be in a wheelchair, mental disabilities,” Caspersen said. “They work all summer to put on

a show. It’s a story about that process.”

Although Hollywood productions will occasionally roll into DeKalb County, the area is

consistently buzzing with a community of documentary filmmakers using movie magic to

capture DeKalb County’s unique stories and history.

“There’s value in the spaces out here because they look different from what I’d call typical

[locations],” Caspersen said. “Here, there are different landscapes, especially if you have a

different point of view.”

Caspersen teaches script writing and filmmaking at NIU, and has made several narrative films,

documentaries and music videos.

“Narrative filmmaking is logistically more difficult. It takes more people to do it, more money,”

Caspersen said. “That can be very daunting for people, as opposed to a documentary where you

can shoot with yourself or a few other people if you have interested subjects.”

Laura Vazquez, also an NIU professor, has given the university and the county national

exposure through her documentaries. Her latest work, “Think Globally, Act Locally,” chronicles

local efforts to create a food hub so small-time farmers can increase the region’s access to

healthy foods while creating a grounded economy.

It will premiere at the 12th International Pascal Conference in Catania, Italy, in October.

http://www.daily-chronicle.com/
http://www.cctonstage.com/penguinproject.html


Also in Vazquez’s canon: documentaries about labor equality fighters and being a college male.

Many were in conjunction with NIU students.

“I’m very interested in helping students use documentary filmmaking to develop an awareness

of social issues and become involved in social issues,” Vazquez said.

In 2006, she developed a summer course that granted six NIU students the opportunity to travel

to California and work on “Slipstream,” a indie narrative film written by, directed by and

starring Anthony Hopkins.

Vazquez just finished filming a documentary about the DeKalb County CourtWatch program, a

group of community members who ensure that victims of domestic violence receive fair

treatment in court.

“I think there are stories to tell wherever you are,” Vazquez said, “but DeKalb County is an

interesting combination of a rich history and an academic community through the university.”

DeKalb Video Productions also is producing a documentary about the April 9 Fairdale tornado,

including media and resident accounts.

Narrative films

For eight years, Michael Corvino, an NIU media production course instructor and freelance

videographer, has hosted a weeklong filmmaking camp for high schoolers. Teens learn all

aspects of filmmaking and production including lighting, makeup and editing.

“For those five days, they get a good sense of what it’s like to to pursue film,” Corvino said.

“You’re around strangers, it’s the same kind of food each day, you’re working 16 hours a day.

It’s really an example of what filmmaking is like, and for people on the fence, it can make or

break if that’s what they want to do in the future.”

Although Corvino traditionally films outside of DeKalb County, he worked on the murder

mystery short “Help Wanted” in 2009 using DeKalb restaurants and buildings.

“In [my] experience, when trying to seek location and working on a shoestring budget ... what I

noticed in DeKalb County when trying to shoot in the [area], people are more willing to use their

space.”

In 2013, Caspersen co-produced a short film called “in Motion,” a fictionalized account of a rape

on campus. It was made with a mostly female cast and was part of a bigger project through a

grant given to schools across the country, Caspersen said.

In his experience, Caspersen said DeKalb has a lot to provide in terms of visuals.

“You can get a really authentic location because the community welcomes filmmakers and

young filmmakers,” Caspersen said.

When Hollywood comes to DeKalb

http://www.dekalbvideo.com/production/production.html


In summer 2011, director Rahman Bahrani filmed “At Any Price,” starring Dennis Quaid and Zac

Efron, around DeKalb County including at the First Lutheran Church, Sycamore Speedway, the

Junction Eating Place and even a Hinckley resident’s home. Filming wrapped that fall and the

movie saw a limited release in theaters in 2013, including a special screening in DeKalb.

“At Any Price” had a $4 million budget, and the economic impact for DeKalb County was $1

million, said Debbie Armstrong, executive director of the DeKalb County Convention and

Visitors Bureau.

“The film generated positive publicity for our area as well and generated jobs while they were

here,” Armstrong said in an email. “We attracted more visitors while they were here. There was

also an overwhelming sense of community pride that was felt by residents.”

The infamously short-lived NBC-TV show “The Playboy Club” filmed scenes at the DeKalb

County Courthouse in September 2011 for the fourth episode of the season, but the show was

canceled before those scenes aired.

The DeKalb County Government Film Policy, which is available online, states that filming

permits are issued by the DeKalb County Board and presiding judge on a case-by-case basis to

use the courthouse and surrounding county-owned grounds.

“Our courthouse is one of the few remaining of that particular [era], and it is a beautiful work of

art,” Armstrong said.

A lot of major films have recently filmed in surrounding areas outside DeKalb County including

“Jupiter Ascending,” “Man of Steel” and “Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice,” but DeKalb

County isn’t scouted as much as surrounding areas such as Aurora or Rockford. It’s “a big deal

when we are considered,” Armstrong said.

DeKalb County – specifically, DeKalb’s Egyptian Theatre and the Ellwood-Nehring House – was

scouted as possible filming locations for the 2009 Johnny Depp movie “Public Enemies,” but the

crew eventually went to Aurora, Armstrong said.

Armstrong said she works regularly with the Illinois Film Office to provide photos for directors,

scouts and producers trying to decide if DeKalb County fits their vision for a film.

“We have built a reputation for being great to work with,” Armstrong said. “The economic and

publicity implications, if chosen, are always significant.”

Illinois has granted $204 million in tax breaks to more than 930 motion-picture productions, TV

shows and commercials filmed in the state from July 2008 to December 2014, chiefly “Chicago

Fire,” and “Transformers: Age of Extinction,” The Associated Press has reported. Only about

$117 million of those tax breaks have been claimed so far, according to the Illinois Comptroller’s

Office.

Caspersen said he has been involved in narrative film productions in Los Angeles and Chicago,

but the Midwest has been the easiest place to work, particularly DeKalb.

http://www.daily-chronicle.com/2011/10/04/the-playboy-club-canceled-before-scene-filmed-in-county-courthouse-aired/asq15df/?page=1
http://dekalbcounty.org/Ords_Policies/Policies/Film.pdf
http://www.daily-chronicle.com/2011/10/20/quaid-efron-movie-a-wrap-in-county/a7xbou1/


“You don’t get bothered a whole lot if you shoot on the side of the road,” Caspersen said, “and

law enforcement tends to be really sympathetic. That’s part of a smaller-town, less-urban

culture.”

But the most important aspect of any kind of movie, according to Vazquez, is good storytelling.

“I think everybody loves a good story,” she said. “That’s what narrative movies are about, and

that’s what documentaries are about. If it has a good story and good characters, and has the

addition of having factual information, you can be transported to places you’ve never been

before.”
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