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      Preface

    


    
      The year is 1933. The bank robber John Dillinger (Johnny Depp) springs several of his friends from prison in a daring escape attempt. Prison alarms wail as Dillinger and his cohorts outrun the gunfire of prison guards. One of Dillinger’s gang, Walter Dietrich (James Russo), is badly shot and cannot make it to the getaway car quite in time. As the vehicle speeds away, Dietrich holds onto Dillinger’s outstretched hand in a final desperate attempt to cling to life. The look on Dillinger’s face as he struggles to hold onto his friend tells its own story. Teeth clenched, with eyes squinting against dust and wind, Dillinger exudes the physical determination necessary to save his friend; he is pouring all his energy into preserving the life of a fellow gangster. But as Dillinger’s friend slips from life, Dillinger loses his grip on his friend’s hand, and the body falls to the side of the road.


      This stirring opening sequence to Michael Mann’s eleventh feature film, Public Enemies (2009), contains many of the signature trademarks of this director’s celebrated style. Continuing his late-career experiment with the high-definition digital video image, Mann and cinematographer Dante Spinotti plunge us into Dillinger’s world with a handheld camera, following Dillinger’s crew as it enacts an escape plan. Johnny Depp’s performance as John Dillinger also reminds us of the stoic, staunchly independent figures familiar from the director’s earlier films. After his dead friend falls from the getaway car, Dillinger questions the methods of one of his partners, whose cavalier attitude (he killed a cop in the prison break sequence) has put Dietrich’s life in jeopardy. Then, upon throwing the disloyal partner in crime out of the car, Dillinger broods silently. His tortured soul is conveyed not only by the pain in Depp’s expression but also by the music, a Baptist spiritual selected by Mann for the soundtrack; music and sound are always central to the affects of Mann’s films.


      Thematically, too, Public Enemies is of a piece with Mann’s earlier work. As in earlier Mann films, the very act of crime serves as a clue to the development of the characters and their psyches. Dillinger works according to a code of conduct; he avoids killing when possible, and he refuses to steal the money of ordinary citizens. Like Robert De Niro’s Neil McCauley in Mann’s 1995 film Heat, he will steal only the insured money in the bank, and like the robbers in Heat and James Caan’s Frank in Thief (1981), he will not put ordinary citizens at risk.


      Mann’s films, of course, have always had an anthological impulse. Themes, motifs, situations, affects, character responses: these all repeat themselves with fascinating variations throughout his work. (Public Enemies is virtually a collection of familiar Mann tropes.) Portions of dialogue, musical cues, and narrative situations recur across his cinema, a sign of Mann’s authorship, certainly, but also a reminder that his characters live in a shared emotional universe. (This penchant for distinctive repetition recurs even in Mann’s most recent television work; the 2011 television pilot for the HBO series Luck, which Mann directed, includes a musical cue from Elliot Goldenthal’s score for Heat.) This does not mean that Mann is simply a genre director who endlessly repeats conventions and techniques. The pleasure of a Michael Mann film emerges in large part through experiencing his films as an aesthetic whole, an oeuvre with a sum perhaps even more interesting than any single one of its parts. And what makes Mann’s delving into his past as a director interesting is that it is never at the expense of the director’s ceaseless move forward. His films intensify and amplify their thematic and aesthetic predilections even as they explore new subjects and new aesthetic dimensions. (No other director was more important to the early twenty-first-century exploration of the high-definition digital image in Holly-wood.) Mann’s body of work is one of the most fascinating and rewarding filmographies of any modern American director and is deserving of continued study now and into the future.


      * * *


      This book is a revision and extended version of my 2007 volume The Cinema of Michael Mann. It is updated to include three new chapters and a new conclusion, and it contains accompanying frame captures (for all chapters) that the original edition did not include. The original chapters are, for the most part, preserved in their original form, save for some revision of the prose and modification of the chapter on the Miami Vice film (the conclusion of the original book) to fit in the context of the present study. Two new chapters glimpse selected moments from Mann’s 1980s television shows, Miami Vice and Crime Story, neglected in the earlier volume in favor of an exclusive look at the films. Another new chapter builds on the opening paragraphs, examining Public Enemies in greater depth. Finally, the book’s new conclusion examines the style and form of Mann’s pilot episode for the HBO series Luck, which Mann coproduced with writer David Milch. While my focus remains on Mann’s cinema, in this edition I want to highlight aspects of his television shows, which may appeal to fans of his films. In some cases, this involves my close attention to moments of style every bit as fascinating and memorable as those in his films. At other moments, my analysis looks at narrative tropes and themes familiar from the films and other genres—in particular, crime and film noir—that are also present in the television series. In some cases, these themes appear in the shows first and are then amplified in the films; in other cases, the themes first appear in Mann’s early films and then gain new inflections through their subsequent presence in a televisual context.


      My previous volume explored how Mann’s distinctive film style functioned in meaningful ways. This approach responded to certain critics of Mann who regarded the director as having achieved more style than substance. Throughout the earlier book, I argued that the viewer who paid close attention to the gradations of Mann’s style would find meanings that deepened, rather than damaged, the thematic substance of the films. I continue to use this approach of reading theme through style to explore Public Enemies and the television work in this new edition. The original introduction to my text outlines, in detail, my critical approach to writing about film style and Mann’s authorship.


      As Vincent M. Gaine suggests in his 2011 volume on Mann, however, my original text tended to treat the films as individual works rather than a connected intertext.1 What connects these films, beyond the unifying impulse behind Mann’s own film style, is the relationship between figure and ground, the way in which Mann’s solitary male characters come to know (or remain alienated from) the landscapes they inhabit and the other characters with which they live and work. This, indeed, is how Gaine approaches the question of thematic meaning in Mann, choosing to read the films as an intertextual whole through the prism of existential philosophy.2 (A broadly similar approach governs the recent book by Steven Sanders on the television series Miami Vice.)3 Given the insights of these studies, it is worth reminding ourselves of the interconnections present in Mann’s oeuvre, particularly his use of the trope of crime in his films and television—hence, the new title for this revised volume. It is fair to call Mann a crime auteur, given his career-long predilection for crime as a genre and a narrative trope, even in his noncrime films. Indeed, crime may be the key trope for understanding this vexed relationship between Mann’s men and the world they inhabit.


      After all, Mann’s most exemplary achievements include crime films such as Heat, Collateral, Miami Vice, and Public Enemies. In Mann’s formative early work, too, crime is a key narrative mechanism, with murder, thievery, and other forms of social transgression playing key roles in Thief, The Jericho Mile, Manhunter, and some of the early episodes of television he scripted. However, as a director, Mann has not limited himself to one genre, exploring also the historical film (Public Enemies), the frontier Western (The Last of the Mohicans), the journalism film (The Insider), and the biopic (Ali). As recent work in cultural studies has suggested, figurations of crime are not limited simply to crime films. The editors of a recent volume on crime in culture point out that crime is not strictly a “genre” but also “a ‘figure,’ a trope, by which wider social, cultural and political processes can be understood.”4 This means that while Mann gives us the familiar representative figures of the crime genre in the gangster (Public Enemies), the thief (Thief, Heat, Public Enemies), the cop (Heat, Miami Vice, Public Enemies), the drug dealer (Miami Vice), the hitman (Collateral), and the serial killer (Manhunter), he gives us different figurations of crime that go beyond the genre itself. These include the corporate criminal (The Insider), acts of political and social transgression (“crimes” that might be read as progressive gestures, as in Muhammad Ali’s refusal to fight in Vietnam in Ali), and even the formation of the society in which “crime” will come to be defined (the founding of the frontier in The Last of the Mohicans). Of course, those particular movies are not “crime films,” but the function of social transgression in each solidifies the connection between Mann’s crime films proper and his work in other genres. In all cases, the trope of crime has less to do with Mann’s repetition of genre iconography or conventions than it does with his interest in using his distinctive style to dramatize the frequently vexed relationship between his men and the social worlds in which they live and work. In these worlds, transgression often articulates an otherwise frustrated desire for authenticity and freedom, and film style is the means by which Mann emotionally expresses the desires felt by his characters in their worlds.


      The following chapter, the introduction to the original edition, provides an overview of my critical approach to discussing Mann’s style and authorship. The book as a whole aims to explore Mann’s creative use of familiar genres, themes, and iconography and to closely study his film style, one of the most distinctive in contemporary world cinema.


      Notes


      1. Vincent M. Gaine, Existentialism and Social Engagement in the Films of Michael Mann (New York: Palgrave, 2011), 7.


      2. Gaine, Existentialism and Social Engagement, 7–8.


      3. Steven Sanders, Miami Vice (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2011), 42–43.


      4. Bran Nicol, Eugene McNulty, and Patricia Pulham, eds., Crime Culture: Figuring Criminality in Fiction and Film (New York: Continuum, 2011).
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      Critics have avoided this major American filmmaker of the last two decades, let him slip away.


      —Jean-Baptiste Thoret1


      [Heat] . . . gives off a blankness, an indeterminacy, that frustrates interpretation. . . . It’s not easy to delve into, to find significance or resonance in its detail.


      —Richard Combs2


      Events aren’t consumable in the same way that narratives are because they tend to confuse and confound us by their very nature as blunt encounters, splintering experience and then meting it out to us in separate clusters rather than allowing it the kind of coherence that can only come from the continuity, logical progression, and cohesion of storytelling.


      —Jonathan Rosenbaum3


      The shadow of a houseplant is cast across the corner of a ceiling; electronic music accompanies the image, while somewhere in another room a thief and the woman he has recently married make love. A story about the hunt for a serial killer opens with an overhead view of a police car’s hood, an image that abstracts the roof lights from the rest of the vehicle as well as from the space surrounding it. A soundtrack drops to almost complete silence, save for the music of elegiac, yearning strings scoring the descent of an exhausted but determined cop rushing down a winding staircase. At the end of a story about the corporate control of the media, an intrepid journalist quits his job at CBS and then leaves the corporation’s building, walking away from the camera and disappearing into the bustle of a city street. A voice-over of Will Smith as Muhammad Ali (the central protagonist in a major Hollywood biopic) drops to an inaudible level, becoming just one sonic impression among many. A taxi cab’s reflection shines back at us in the windows of an office building, creating a play of reflected red, yellow, and blue light as the shot’s pulse is timed to a contemporary rhythm and blues tune.


      This descriptive list of images and sounds, of visual and sonic moments from Michael Mann’s films, hints at the compelling manner in which these movies extract small details from a world and then amplify them. In Mann, certain images and sequences are marked as stylistic events that suddenly ask for our attention in the midst of a story, rather than as the strictly economical, self-effacing vehicles of a narrative. Through his film style, Mann has established himself as not only a storyteller with flair but also an implicative teller of his own telling. Mann is an illusionist who nevertheless moves his audience by indicating, through the exactness of his compositions and the intermittent foregrounding of style over theme—or, more accurately, the intensification and amplification of his themes through style—that what we are looking at is an image, composed in a particular way, with particular sounds accompanying it. If one were to follow this line of thinking, one might say that Mann’s style avoids the “democracy,” the viewer’s sense of discovery, that André Bazin once argued was inherent in the deep-focus film image. After all, Mann once plainly stated that he is “just not interested in ‘passive’ filmmaking, in a film that’s precious and small and where it’s [entirely] up to the audience to bring themselves to the movie.”4 Of course, regardless of the approach of a filmmaker, attentive film critics always seek stylistic and thematic tropes. The only apparent difference in these films is that Michael Mann and his collaborators have made the job of discovering style and extracting its meaning a little easier.


      Or have they? There are quite a few writers on the cinema who have had a hard time with Mann. Only a few, such as Richard Combs in the epigraph, have come to terms with the challenge of talking about Mann’s impressive and sometimes overwhelming style and have made such difficulty an integral part of the criticism itself. How can one follow Combs’s line of thought, which argues that Mann’s style sometimes impedes a clear interpretation of the stories he tells, while remaining open to a comment by another film critic, Manohla Dargis, that attributes to the high-definition digital video style of Collateral (2004) “a kind of democracy of images, in which no object in the frame carries more weight than any other. . . . As a consequence, Collateral looks like it’s capturing a completely unmediated image of the real world”?5 The fact that Mann’s cinema is for some critics monolithically stylized and closed, while for others generously open, points to the multiplicity of ways in which the experience of a Michael Mann film might be described and understood.


      This study thus suggests an open-ended approach to the work of this important and yet somehow unwieldy director, one that focuses on both the pleasures and the problems that his film style presents and one that examines the ways in which that style intersects with issues such as genre, film criticism, historical context, and auteurism. This book will assist in continuing the conversation on Mann in current film criticism and scholarship. Five book-length studies, as I write the revised edition of this book in 2012, have taken Mann’s films as their subject. Mark Steensland’s 2002 overview Michael Mann provides information on the production of the director’s films alongside a brief thematic analysis and an evaluative, hierarchical ranking of the films. Mark E. Wildermuth’s 2005 study Blood in the Moonlight: Michael Mann and Information Age Cinema traces throughout Mann’s work the theme of the disappearance of productive symbolic exchange in modern society. Meanwhile, F. X. Feeney’s Michael Mann, a 2006 entry in Taschen’s series of lavishly produced books on important filmmakers, provides an admirable chronicle of the director’s career as well as many rare production photographs. Vincent M. Gaine’s admirable Existentialism and Social Engagement in the Films of Michael Mann takes a philosophical look at the tension between the personal existential codes of Mann’s characters and the social worlds they inhabit. Finally, at the time this book went to press, a forthcoming volume promised to explore the relationship between Mann’s work and the field of film and philosophy.6 All of these analyses certainly have much to offer, and each has opened an intelligent discussion about the director’s themes. What my book seeks to contribute to this conversation is close attention to Mann’s film style and the way in which that style serves to generate both deeper shades of important thematic meanings and significant inflections upon and innovations within preexisting genre frameworks (particularly the crime film). Not only is style a path into the thematic weight of these films, but, as I will explore, in Mann’s cinema, a consideration of style and theme is never extricable from the director’s contribution to and innovations within genres. Each Mann film is locatable in a distinctive genre lineage. But regardless of the genre—whether it is the crime film, the journalism film, or the biopic—his inimitable film style serves as the conduit through which genre is inflected, innovated, and reformulated.


      The avoidance of an investigation into the visual and aural style of Mann’s films (prior to the publication of my original book in 2007) is somewhat surprising. There are few other American directors currently working who fit the bill of the “genre stylist” as well as some of the great auteurs in the history of the American cinema, including John Ford, Howard Hawks, and Alfred Hitchcock. For in the same sense that Ford the stylist made Westerns (and occasionally crime films and historical dramas), Michael Mann the stylist makes crime films (and occasionally a Western, a biopic, or a journalism film). Indeed, as we will see, the trope of crime (and the related theme of the tension between the individual’s code of conduct and the social milieu in which that individual lives) winds its way throughout Mann’s films, even in the works that cannot be identified as primarily crime films. But ultimately, just as Ford’s, Hawks’s, and Hitchcock’s stature as auteurs ultimately contribute to our sense of genre filmmaking’s expansive possibilities, Mann’s rich approach to visual and sonic style situates him as a filmmaker who chooses the iconographic backdrop of a genre less as a raison d’etre and more as a canvas upon which he can draw his own irreducible cinematic vision.


      This study thus strives to find the right approach in communicating the striking qualities of Mann’s aesthetic through critical prose. At the same time, I am keen to paint an accurate picture of how the director’s career develops in tandem with trends in genre production and how the films themselves foreground the intersection of style and genre. The issues I confront along the way include auteurism, historical context, ideas regarding mise-en-scène criticism and film form, and approaches to film criticism both as a tool to understand and describe films and as a material craft in and of itself. Before engaging with Mann’s work directly, then, I want to use this introduction to explore the methodological underpinnings of this study. Such exploration involves a discussion of four distinct but closely intertwined issues. I first consider the way in which the director’s comments about his work can function within a critical study and what the inclusion of such comments in academic work can implicitly suggest about creative agency. I then move on to a discussion regarding why some of the conventional approaches to formalism in academic film studies, while crucial to an understanding of Mann’s place in film history, are ultimately inadequate for a consideration of the particular aesthetic experiences that Mann’s cinema presents to viewers. This argument then dovetails into the third section of the introduction, in which I posit an alternative film-critical poetics perhaps more suitable to an investigation into this auteur’s style, themes, and deployment of and inflection on preexisting genre frameworks (and the relationship between these three components of his films). I conclude the introduction by exploring the implications that my critical approach contains for certain traditional and problematic notions of auteurism.


      The Biographical Legend: Authorship, Reading Strategies, and Film Production


      This exploration of Mann’s oeuvre covers the director’s entire career in chronological order. Each chapter pivots around one of the following films: The Jericho Mile (1979), Thief (1981), The Keep (1983), Manhunter (1986), The Last of the Mohicans (1992), Heat (1995), The Insider (1999), Ali (2001), Collateral (2004), Miami Vice (2006), and Public Enemies (2009). New chapters on the television productions Miami Vice (1984–1990), Crime Story (1986–1988), and Luck (2011–2012) provide background information on the productions as well as close readings of selected episodes. Of course, as the product of various writers, directors, and producers (the particular combination of which can change on an episode-to-episode basis), Mann’s televisual work often proves rather difficult to synthesize in terms of authorship. However, Mann’s authorial control over these shows (Miami Vice in particular) justifies a close analysis of them in the context of a book primarily focused on the director’s films. The television work is thus covered in this study to paint a comprehensive picture of Mann’s career, and my analysis of selected episodes from the series helps situate the look and feel of the films in the overall context of Mann’s career.


      As I explore the shared stylistic touches and thematic tropes of Mann’s oeuvre, I practice a common auteurist approach: bundling the films as the work of one director and exploring the consistencies across that body of work. However, I do not intend to blindly ascribe the effects of these films to a single biological entity known as “Michael Mann,” since such a task is often ultimately beyond the possibilities of empirical research, especially with a director such as Mann, who keeps the more personal details of his life story out of the publicity circuit, as Mark E. Wildermuth has also pointed out.7 Rather, this study uses the idea of the “biographical legend” as a reading strategy in an investigation of Mann’s work. This concept situates Mann not as a director with a necessarily relevant personal biography but simply as a filmmaker who has made a number of useful and often quite articulate and stimulating comments about his own films and the industry in which he works.


      David Bordwell’s notion of the “biographical legend” allows the critic to construct, on the page, some idea of an author as, in the words of Russian formalist critic Boris Tomashevsky, “literary fact.”8 This means that the critic is not necessarily interested in the biological person as author, although every historical construction may contain traces of that person. My study constructs Mann’s biographical legend, working through interviews, statements, testimony from colleagues, and other sources to suggest how one might think of him as an auteur with a (not necessarily “personal”) public reputation and how this conception helps us understand the films. The biographical legend thus functions as a reading strategy in exploring the many meanings in film artworks. As Bordwell writes, “the biographical legend may justify production decisions and even create a spontaneous theory of the artist’s practice. More important, the biographical legend is a way in which authorship significantly shapes our perception of the work.”9 In other words, viewers never come to films as “innocents.” Inundated with knowledge about directors as both celebrity figures and artists, the critic’s understanding of film is always colored by a peripheral, if sometimes unacknowledged, consideration of its authors. The biographical legend prizes—rather than rejects—this flood of information, and its inclusion in scholarly work allows for both a comprehensive construction of “the auteur” and a glimpse into the larger historical and collaborative background in which the filmmaker works.


      In this way—and this is perhaps where I deviate slightly from the original intention of the “legend” as a critical method—such a reading strategy arrives at a rough, intermittent, but still inspiring makeshift theory of a personal vision through the “literary facts,” which allow us to construct the biographical legend. Of course, while it is impossible to prove with empirically verifiable data that a personal vision exists (the very notion of such a possibility is itself rather strange), speculation on such an idea allows us to retain and hold in our heads the perhaps liberating idea of the possibility of individual agency and individual acts within a proscribed, contingent history and context. Thus, a director’s “vision” (which is a critical construct) and “intent” (which presumably exists but is not open to the critic’s research and not necessarily to the critic’s sensibility) are marked by a significant inflection, since the critic’s desire and drive to persuade an audience of the important meanings of one director’s films become a crucial part of film theory and history. If the biographical legend, as historical narrative, also pays due attention to the influence of the environments in which the director and the director’s collaborators act, then the study avoids becoming a polemical valorization of an individual vision or a stifling contextual determinism. Both individual agency and surrounding context are a crucial part of the web of authorship, and each assists in shaping the other.


      This study of Mann, then, holds onto a certain optimism regarding the possibility for meaningful personal expression in filmmaking. To also arrive at a fuller understanding of the possibilities of social actions—an understanding crucial to this book, as the occasionally constricted possibilities of social actions of all sorts are an important and often central theme in Mann’s cinema—one should strive to understand the possibilities of both individuals and the societies in which they act. Indeed, some scholars have not given up the larger implications of personal expressivity in the study of film and film authorship. As Janet Staiger has noted, “scholars have observed some authoring practices that they have claimed are methods for self-expression by authors with features of the self in minority categories”; one suspects that it is the very possibility of personal expression that at least in part inspires such scholarship and, indeed, all writing.10 Although Michael Mann is in what critics might correspondingly call a “dominant category”—a white male filmmaker working in Hollywood who possesses an industrial means of expression that far outstrips that of the mere film critic, not to mention that of the typical viewer or struggling independent filmmaker—the films he directs are not reducible to a single overarching ideology and will not yield their secrets when examined through an exclusively political lens. The stories and themes he explores through his style are hardly reducible to the insidious work of a dominant white male working in an industry; consider, for example, the subtle handling of corporate corruption in The Insider and the examination of institutional racism in Ali. Staiger points out the danger of automatically ascribing (and thus reducing) a member of a minority group to a single stance. Likewise, scholars needlessly limit our understanding of the cinema if a single member of a dominant group is reduced to a similarly narrowed definition. Where Mann’s films fall short in their depiction of women (an issue that this study in part explores), they exceed in saying something meaningful and critical about certain men and their struggle in modern society (whereas most Hollywood films manage no part of that equation). So while a critical sensitivity to the flaws in Mann’s work is required, no single ideological theory is acceptable across the board. Spontaneous theories are more suitable to the work of a filmmaker whose films contain a style that is itself marked by seemingly spontaneous stylistic events.


      Finding the Right Formalism


      I have suggested that in many ways the biographical construction of the film director can offer viewers an opportunity to hold the possibility of theoretical human agency in mind while considering films that are, without question, also a part of a massive commercial and industrial context known as Hollywood. However, criticism
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