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“|Cookie|'s very ghetto fabulous,
{

very Lil" Kim, very all-out hip-hop os.

She's beenin jail for 17 year

5, 50 she starts out

ina time warp. We get (o see her have nol

only a character are but a fashion arc too!”

Conventional Hollywood wisdom is that Empire—
Fox's hourlong musical/drama that chronicles a
murderous mogul, his jailbird ex-wife and their three
comely sons who are competing for control of daddy
deatest’s hip-hop and entertainment empite—owes
much of its success to the series’ ereators, director-
witer-producer-actor Lee Daniels and writer-actor
Danny Strong. True, they deserve kudos for their
premise, inspired by Shakespeare’s King Learand James
Goldman's The Lion inn Winter, sbout family infighting
. power and parental attention. Snaps also
ynetgy of the cast, w
Howard, toe taps for the catchy tunes interspersed
throughout and major eye pops for the to-die-for
fashions. But ask around the watercooler why Enmpire,
which premiered in January,is this year's breakout hit,
and the answer is simple: Cookie.

She's tough; she's talented; she’s of the block and
been around the block. She also delivers quips (“The
streets ain't made for everyone. That's why they made
sidewalks”) with addictive, casual aplomb, and she’s
unafiaid of animal prints that roar rather than meow.
“She's very gheto fabulous, very Lil' Kim, very all-out
hip-hop90s,” says Taraji P. Henson, the actor who gives
Cookie her crunch. “She’s been in jail for 17

ich includes Terrence

1, 50
she starts out in a time warp. We get o see het have not
only a character arc but a fashion arc too!”

Wardrobe is indeed a key ingredient in Henson's

usually show me three trays of jewelry, and I just put it
all on. Cookie didn't grow up with anything, she wants
everybody to know she’s rich.”

Although her character's exterior is very telling,
it's the interior that Henson finds most fascinating,
“Iknow I'm good ar playing characters that could be
stercotypical, but I make them real. And I do that by
playing why they'te the way they are. Then an audience
can understand them, maybe even like them.” And how
does Henson fecl about Cookic? “I love her. She's the
truth. That's why people feel her so strong and deep,”
says Henson. "Yes, she sold drugs. And, yes, that's one of
the worst things anyone could possibly do. But Cookic
did it to feed her family. She also manned up, did her
time and broke the cycle of poverty. ... Now if she were
rich and selling drugs, that’s another matcer encirely.”

Henson's feats of craft and talent, empathy and
imagination have garnered the actress and singer
starring roles in TV series such as 7he Division and
Person of Interest; an Oscar nomination for best
performance by a supporting actress in The Curious
Case of Benjamin Button; four BET Awards; and most
recently, two NAACP Image Awards for outstanding
actress in a motion picture for No Good Deed and
entertainer of the year.

Among her longtime champions is director John
Singleton, who cast the actress in two films: Baby Boy
and Four Brothers. Singleton was also instrumental in

Cookie recipe, an aspect of character thatis
equal parts serious and fun. For clothes, th Id

Henson landing the role of Shug in Hustle & Flow, which

acor regularly makes her picks from three or four racks
of pre-selected options. “Like Cookie, I love color, and
Tove prints; bue I wouldn't wear al/ prins cverywhere...

My personal style is
a more restrained chic,” says Henson, who admits to
sharing Cookic’s fondness for animal prints but not for
wearing fur. *I don' judge, but if I feel fur, [ want it to
be attached to my dog who's licking me to tell me he
loves me.” And that bling? She laughs. “The designers

he co-produced. “I need your eyes for Shug. That's
what John said to me,” she temembets. A pivotal film in
her career, Hustle & Flow put Henson opposite future
Empire co-star Howard and served as the platform for
her singing debut. She provided the vocals for the Three
6 Mafia track “It’s Hard Out Here for a Pimp.” which
won the Academy Award for best original song in 2006
and which she performed live at the Oscars ceremony. It
also paved the way for her next breakout role, as Queenie
in The Curious Cuse of Benjamin Button. Her next four
films over the next 12 months, including Tyler Perty’s
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Can Do Bud All by Myself he only flm in which Henson
has been the sole lead), were a culminacion of all her
winning previous wotk.

How did Henson frst cultivate, and later refine,
the gifts that allow her to transform would-be cliches
into captivating characters—her Cookie Monster in
particular? Why, via the artists’ trifeca of adversicy,
obstacles and perseverance, of course. As an only child
who was born to parents who split when she was young,
she was named for the Swahili words for love and hope
(Taraji Penda), and was raised by her mother in a rough
area of southeastern Washington, D.C. Her mom,
Bernice Gordon, worked in a distribution center for a
local department store; her dad, Boris, who played an
important role in her life, was a maintenance man and
fieclance metal wotker. “We never lived in the projects,
but we were in the "hood, lower middle class, living
paycheck to paycheck.” says Henson.

figured, so what? Deep down [ knew I sell wanted to
be an aceress. [ had an English class in the cheater arts
building. I'd see all those crazy and eclectic people, and
Tknew I was one of them.”

A her father's urging, Henson transferred to
Howard University to study acting and stayed the
course after giving birth to son Marcell during her
junior year. Then, armed with a degree in theatre
arts, she moved to L.A.—Dad even passed the hat to
friends and family and raised $700 to help with the
move. **How do you expect to catch fish on dry land?*
he asked me. The lines, the wisdom, the truth....  put
alot of my dad into Cookic.” she says.

In true aspiring-actor style, Henson held assorced
temp jobs, then found full-time work at an accounting
firm and as a subsitute teacher. She and Marcell lived
in humble digs, close enough to the freeway to make
their furnitute rumble when trucks roared by, with leaky

“I know I'm good at playing characters

that could be stercotypical, but | make them real.

And Ido that by playving w/) they're the way

they are. I|wnzm.'unlwm'm':ln||n1|<-rsl:|n<|

them, mavbe even like them.”

As a tween in the carly 80s in the nation's capital,
Henson had a front-tow seat for the crack epidemic then
favaging American inner cities. “I remember watching
our 13-inch black-and-white TV, and the newscasters
were talking about crack. I saw the destruction happen
firsthand in families, on the streets and in the schools. No
hope, no jobs. Dt:p.ur While many schools saw theie

faucets and shag carpet of questionable color. Advocates,
such as her longtime manager, Vincent Cirrincione, gave
her pep talks. “Vince always told me the two things that
hooked him were that I moved to L.A. with my son, so
he knew I wasn't messing around, and that although
Talways had 2 9 to 5 job, I never missed an audition
or used it as an excuse,” she says. “Not that I wasn't

after-school the drama
clubathers was ot It became her refuge and her passion.
o acting; loved everyhing about i she says.

King plenty of excuses at work—A pipe just burst in
my apartment building and the neighbors don't have a
Key....and there’s water everywhete... and my neighbor’

ies." Hey, I' Th

Henson’s dreams of acting were
shattered, however, when she applied to—and was
tejected from—the Duke Ellingron School of the Ats.
So she forswore acting and the arts, embraced (he
vercallysonghtar
degree at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical
State University. That is, until she failed pre-calculus.
“And it wasn't even cal! And T had two turors! How
was I going to be an engineet!” she says. “But then 1

dogjusthad p
T'd never play was anythinginvolving my son or family.™

Even on her datkest days, Henson says she never
doubted she'd ultimately find success. But first she, like
Cookie, had to learn patience. “Step by step, sure. But
were there a lot of steps? Oh, yeahs oh, yeah.” she says.
Thrilled to have finally gotten to whete she wants to be,
she’s positioned to go even further. In shore, Henson has
gotten her Cookie, and she's etting to at her cake t00. 0
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