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to them. I don’t know that anybody working in film who has
been involved in an Iraq project has come to it with that
thought.

Generation Kill is very interested in the details of bureaucracy, in depict-
ing mid-Level Army soldier-administrators. Many war movies either show you
the President with his cabinet or grunts a foxhole.

In all of our storytelling—The Wire and Generation
Kill—the sympathies are with labor and middle manage-
ment. We are with NCOs and the corporals. In a platoon of
recon marines we're not with the officers. Most people do
not want to detail bureaucracy, and it’s really hard to do in
a two-hour film. But in long form, to me it’s fascinating. I'll
tell you a place where | thought it was done well in a film,
which is The Thin Red Line. A lot of people don’t dig that
film, but I do. That movie gets chain of command exactly
right, and does so in a way that I think most civilians don’t
want to understand.

What do you mean by that? Do you find that audiences are resistant fo
the kind of storytelling you want to do?

There are people who want to be told that the world is
what they already think it is, or they want to be very quickly
told what to think. And I'm never going to be able to figure
out how to get near those people because we're not using the
same vocabulary. The language is fucked between us. The
Wire had definite ideas about where we've gone wrong as a
culture. The Wire had definite ideas about where the cities’
dystopia came from. But it wasn’t one overriding idea. There
were many different themes, all of which were acting on
each other. So here comes Generation Kill, and it’s got issues
of rules of engagement and civilians. And marines are being
mortared from those villages, and the fedayeen are mixing in
with the civilian population, and it is hard to tell combatant
from non-combatant. And they are worrying about it, yet the
tragedies are happening anyway because that’s war. I don’t
want you to feel like you've arrived at some place you can
live with. I don’t want you to disrespect these marines, and 1
want you to admire, to some degree, the professionalism.
But at the same time [ want you to feel like these civilians re-
ally did get killed.

So there's not a lot of preaching to the choir going on.

Even liberals get tired of that. Even if you're in the choir
it's boring. I want to be thrown. I want to have ideas that are
challenging and worth being challenged. A substantial story
is one that has two sides to it. And if vou don’t cheat, and
stumble into one side and stick up the other one as a straw
man, vou've got something that’s actually worth thinking
about. It stays with you after you watch it or after vou read it.
Now vou're playing an adult game in storytelling.

Generation Kill ends with a sort of home movie—marines call them Moti-
vational Videos, or MotoVideos—which we see Jason Lilley filming throughout
the miniseries. Did the real Cpl. Lilley actually make o montage video of his
unit's Irag war experiences?

He was going to make a MotoVideo. That was his plan to
make home movies of the invasion. But when he got home,
for whatever reason, his wife —they’re broken up since then —
erased all the film. He had tons of film. So Bravo never had
its Moto. But we incorporated real footage into the video that
appears at the end of Generation Kill. We wanted the film
within the film to say everything and not be politically biased.
It’s them fooling around, it’s kids giving the victory sign, it’s
them being good with the locals, it’s them playing around
with each other and having a great time —that’s the real Brad
Colbert trying to mount that donkey. Lilley’s stuff was all
gone, but other people —some of it’s from Afghanistan, some
of it’s from ditterent places. Eric collected everything that was
left. And we used pieces of it.

RICHARD BECK is editor-in-chief of Ginematic, Harvard's student-run film joumnal.

ABSTRACT In this interview, David Simon, executive producer and writer (together with
Ed Burns), talks about Generation Kill, the seven-part HBO adaptation of Evan Wright's
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RE-WIRING BALTIMORE: THE EMOTIVE POWER
OF SYSTEMICS, SERIALITY, AND THE CITY

MARSHA KINDER: THE WIRE'S SUCCESS DERIVES FROM THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN SYSTEMIC
ANALYSIS AND EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT WITH COMPELLING CHARACTERS

Among the most striking things about The Wire are the
breadth and depth of its systemic analysis of urban corruption
in Baltimore and the emotional power it elicits. [ will argue
that these dynamics are made possible by leveraging the full
narrative potential of television, particularly the expansive
narrative space provided by seriality and ensemble casting,
which accommodates the city as the primary unit of analysis.

THE NETWORKED CITY AS INTERTEXT

Through its network of intertextual allusions (to T'V, cinema,
literature, theater, and journalism), which continues growing
through the final episode (with its pointed references to
Shakespeare, Kafka, and H. L. Mencken), The Wire explicitly

mentions both precursors and foils, with which it should be -

compared, training us how to remix or resist what we previ-
ously have been encouraged to admire. In season 5, metro
editor Gus Haynes (Clark Johnson) tells his staff of writers
at the Baltimore Sun (the paper where series creator David
Simon was a crime reporter for twelve years): “There are a
million stories in this naked city, but you mooks only have to
bring in two or three.” When Simon came to visit TV critic
Howard Rosenberg’s class at USC on March 3, 2008, he
acknowledged Naked City as an important influence on The
Wire. (Unless otherwise noted, quotations from Simon in this
article are taken from this visit.) Running from 1958 to 1963
on ABC, this classic TV cop series broke new ground with its
gritty realism and its narrative focus on New York City. Yet an
urban focus doesn’t guarantee systemic analysis, as demon-
strated not only by Naked City but also by one of The Wire's
primary foils, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, the most popu-
lar crime series currently on TV. In the final season of The
Wire, a glib psychologist offers his services as a criminal pro-
filer, citing his previous work for CSI, and is summarily re-
jected. Set in glamorous Las Vegas, the city where no one is
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held accountable for their actions and where chance rules
supreme, CSI uses its location as ironic backdrop for its opti-
mistic depiction of infallible scientific police work, which
spares no expense. But CSI never illuminates its urban con-
text—either its actual setting of Las Vegas or the city of Los
Angeles, whose race-based trials of O. J. Simpson and the
cops who battered Rodney King and their disturbing out-
comes help explain the popular appeal of this escapist proce-
dural series. As strategic sites for its formulaic spin-offs, CSI
chose Miami and New York, cities associated thematically
with international drug wars and the terrorist disaster of 9/11,
and commercially with popular precursors like Miami Vice,

:NYPD Blue, and New York Undercover.

In contrast, The Wire is committed to a systemic analysis

-
of Baltimore, combining narrative strategies from two earlier

TV Baltimore crime series, with which Simon was personally
connected. Homicide: Life on the Street (1993-99), a realistic
TV police series based on Simon’s nonfiction book, Homicide:
A Year on the Killing Streets, focused primarily on cops rather
than criminals who changed from week to week; and Simon’s
own 2000 HBO miniseries, The Corner, based on a nonfic-
tion book he co-wrote with Ed Burns (The Corner: A Year in
the Life of an Inner-City Neighborhood), had a narrower nar-
rative field (one year in the life, on one corner, in one season
comprised of six episodes). This series was better suited to the
family as the basic unit of analysis, for it lacked the broad can-
vas of The Wire, whose first season combined cops from ho-
micide with drug dealers on the corner. (The casting of Clark
Johnson, one of the cops from Homicide, in The Wire empha-
sizes the connection between the two series.) Simon says
when he first proposed The Wire series to HBO, he men-
tioned only the drug war—not his goal of building a city and
performing a systemic analysis that would dramatize the dire
need for policy reform.

Yet this narrative focus on the city distinguishes both The
Wire and Naked City from other successful serial crime fic-
tion structured around the family—like the HBO series The




Sopranos (1999-2007) and Francis Ford Coppola’s cinematic
Godfather trilogy (1972, 1974, and 1990), neither of whose
systernic analyses rivals the breadth of that found in The Wire.

Instead, their focus on the multi-generational crime family
brings a strong dimension of melodrama into the gangster
genre. The Corleones may stand in for America, but it is the
family’s ups and downs and internecine betrayals that raise
the story to tragedy, and Coppola’s casting of Robert De Niro,
Marlon Brando, and Al Pacino that keeps us sutured into
who's in charge. The Sopranos (which ran for six seasons}
used its enlarged canvas to go into greater emotional depth
for its array of complex characters. But, despite the breadth
and high-quality acting of its ensemble cast, there was never
any doubt over who was the protagonist: it was "Tony Soprano’s
family that was being investigated and his memories, phobias,
and dreams that were being subjected to depth analysis.

SYSTEMIC SUTURE

While The Wire is not the first work of crime fiction to per-
form such a systemic analysis of corruption, it may be the
most successful in making it emotionally compelling; for sys-
temics usually demand a critical distance that is incompati-
ble with most forms of character identification. I am arguing
that the uniqueness of the series depends on this combina-
tion, whose most interesting precedents (both precursors and
foils) come from cinema rather than television. As foils, I'm
thinking of the emotional distance in political films like
Francesco Rosi’s Salvatore Giuliano (1960), a dialectic recon-
struction of the famous bandit’s relationship to political and
economic power, or in most of Jean-Luc Godard’s reflexive
works from the late 1960s and early 1970s, including Weekend
and Two or Three Things I Know About Her (both 1967),

which reject realism and emotional suture altogether. Signif-

Bubbles on the way home
Photo: Poul Schialdi. Courtesy HBO.

icantly, Simon cites Stanley Kubrick’s Paths of Glory (1957)
as his primary cinematic model and “the most important po-
litical film in history,” a war filin that succeeds in combining
systemic analysis with more traditional forms of realism and
emotional identification. Yet one can also find this combi-
nation in other cinematic precursors within the crime film
genre, like Fritz Lang’s M (1931) and John Mackenzie’s The
Long Good Friday (1980). In moving their focus from a fasci-

" mating individual criminal to a broader analysis of the culture

that creates and destroys him, they design narrative strategies
that are expanded in The Wire.

M moves from the compulsive pedophile (played by
Peter Lorre) to the police and criminals pursuing him, who
increasingly become mirror images of each other. This re-
flective relationship (like the one between drug dealers and
cops in The Wire’s first season) proves more terrifying than
the irrational acts of the child-killer (however heinous his
uncontrollable urges and crimes). The relationship becomes
central to the film’s systemic analysis of Germany, which pre-
figured the rise of the Third Reich. This kind of reflective
relationship between both sides of the law can also be found
in later serial crime fiction like the Godfather trilogy, but
nowhere is it developed more expansively than in The Wire.

The Long Good Friday focuses on an ambitious London
gangster, Harold Shand (Bob Hoskins) who, like The Wire’s
equally charismatic drug dealer Stringer Bell (Idris Elba),
tries to go legit by investing in his city’s docklands as a future
site for the Olympics. Describing himself as, “not a politi-
cian, but a businessman with an historical sense and global
perspective,” he fails to understand how the emergent power
of the IRA challenges his old-fashioned conception of em-
pire. His political naivety prevents him from seeing beyond
the gangster paradigm. In the final close-up when Harold is

FILM QUARTERLY

51



about to be whacked, he finally realizes his opponents are
international terrorists rather than local mobsters, that this
movie is a European political thriller rather than an Anglicized
Hollywood gangster film, and that he has misunderstood the
power dynamics both of the genre and of globalism. If we
can’t read this close-up, then we misunderstand the movie
and its prophetic analysis of Thatcherism in the 1980s.
Similarly, despite Stringer’s intelligence and driving ambi-
tions, he is still too naive to understand the power dynamics
that drive the so-called legitimate worlds of business, law, and
politics (dynamics that his young successor Marlo Stanfield
[Jamie Hector] will also have to fathom). In both crime nar-
ratives, this last-minute gain in systemic understanding helps
reconcile these gangsters to their premature death, as if it’s a
fitting tragic payoff for their respective transformations.
Despite the deep pessimism of The Wire’s systemic anal-
ysis of our crumbling cities and pervasive corruption, unlike
these precursors, it achieves a delicate emotional balance, for
it is not merely one charismatic outlaw who must be tran-
scended, but several promising yet vulnerable characters who
generate a series of transformative moments season after sea-
son. As actor Jamie Hector put it in an article titled “Wire
Leaves a Legacy of Hope,” which appeared in the Sunday
Los Angeles Times on the night the final episode was aired,
“I believe he [David Simon] is saying there is hope through
the people in the institutions” (March 9, 2008, E1T: Not re-
stricted to any single family, race, class, gender, sexual per-
suasion, or generation (though the youngsters from season
four are the most poignant), these promising characters keep
emerging on both sides of the law. The emotional power of
the series depends on this dynamic tension between, on the
one hand, having so many vibrant characters with enormous
potential and, on the other hand, seeing how the culture is
wired to destroy them. What results is serial tragedy with a
systemic form of suture, which inspires awe and pity week
after week and makes it difficult for viewers to turn away.
Although Simon claims that The Wire is more about
class rather than race (“I just happened to be doing a series
about a city that's 65% black ... Homicide already covered
race”), the fact that most of these complex characters are
African American and most of them brilliantly played by ac-
tors we've never previously seen—these facts alone create a
sense of hope. As actress Sonja Sohn, who plays Kima Greggs,
puts it in the same Los Angeles Times feature: “This cast
might not be here if there was no hope in the ghetto” (F.22).
The Wire’s emphasis on black characters marks an important
departure from successful serial crime precursors like the
Godfather trilogy and The Sopranos, whose more traditional
Italian American characters share middle America’s racism
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against African Americans, a dimension that might regret-
tably make it easier for white viewers to identify with them.
Aware that this emphasis on race might reduce the size of his
audience but determined to pursue it as part of his systemic
analysis, Simon acknowledges: “We have more working black
actors in key roles than pretty much all the other shows on
the air. And yet you still hear people claim they can’t find
good African-American actors.” It is this “richness of the black
community,” as actor Lance Reddick (who plays Cedric
Daniels) calls it, that makes the series “so different from any-
thing that’s been on television” (E22).

Yet we also are aware that every character in the en-
semble cast (whether black or white, and no matter how
seemingly central) can be killed off at any moment, as in real
life, without threatening the systemic level of the series.
Nowhere is this awareness more painful than in the murder
of the courageous black homosexual assassin Omar Little
(brilliantly played by Michael K. Williams), one of the most
powerful characters in the series. This chilling event catches
us off-guard as much as it does Omar, for he is gunned down
not by Marlo’s “muscle,” Chris (Gbenga Akinnagbe) and
Snoop (Felicia Pearson) who are doggedly hunting him down,
but by the vicious little street-corner kid, Kenard (Thuliso
Dingwall). In Rosenberg’s class, Simon reminded us that
midway through season 3, there’s a shot of Kenard playing in
the street with other kids and picking up a stick and shouting,
“It's my turn to play Omar.” The Wire presents three genera-
tions of street killers (Kenard, Marlo, and Omar) as victims of
the city, whose failed institutions waste their potential. That’s
why the Baltimore Sun’s failure to cover Omar’s death, and
the dysfunctional police lab’s misidentification of his corpse,
are almost as chilling as his murder. As Simon says, the series
is all about subtext (what's omitted) and the need to change
policy. Yet we care deeply about these issues because of our
emotional engagement with these characters who emerge
from the ensemble cast.

SERIALITY AND THE ENSEMBLE CAST

As a miniseries spread over five seasons, The Wire has been
structured to take full advantage of television’s expanded nar-
rative field. It doesn’t merely track the longitudinal history of
a police investigation or repeat formulaic situations. Each
season The Wire shifts the focus to a different segment of
society: the drug wars, the docks, city politics, education, and
the media. It thereby avoids the endgame of the ordinary
TV series, as described by Janet Murray in Hamlet on the
Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace (Free Press,
1997): “When every variation of the situation has been played
out, as in the final season of a long-running series, the under-




Clockwise from top left: Daniels and Pearlman, Greggs growing distant from her partner, Omar at work, Snoop and Chris,
Kenard the unlikely assassin, Stringer at the point of death.
© 2002-2008 Home Box Office. DYD: HBO Home Video



















