The Kingdom 

Jennifer Garner (Janet Mayes)
After forging the beginnings of a theatrical career New York City, Jennifer Garner moved to Los Angeles and landed bit parts on shows like Spin City and Law and Order. In 2000, she earned notice for her recurring role on the hit show Felicity, and the show’s producer, JJ Abrahams, subsequently cast her as the lead in a new ABC drama, Alias. The show’s success ignited her film career proper, with Catch Me If You Can followed by Daredevil, 13 Going On 30, Elektra and Catch And Release. The Kingdom is her first large ensemble picture…
Q. The production went out to the Middle East. Did you go?

Jennifer Garner: No, we shot in Arizona. They did get stock shots of Saudi Arabia, and they went to the United Arab Emirates, but I didn’t have to go. And when they have the big dinner with the Saudi princes in the movie, I wasn’t in the scene, so that was okay.
Q. This is your first big ensemble movie…

JG: And that was a conscious choice. First of all I wanted to do this movie; I wanted to work with Peter Berg, and I wanted to work with Jamie Foxx, who I think is just incredible. And my opinion of him has just got higher. And Chris Cooper is also great, and I like Jason Bateman. So the idea of working with all these guys, and not being in a situation in a film where I’m the girl out front was really very appealing. I didn’t have to have the thing on my shoulders.

Q. And you had just had a baby daughter…

JG: Yeah, she was like 8, 9 10 months when we were making the movie, so I had a lot of time off and got to spend time with her. I was with her a lot, and that was a good blend of things. But of course, I’d come home all beaten up so she got covered in sweat and lots of fake blood! Her little sweet outlets would be all smeared with red, and while she didn’t know it, she looked fine, I’m sure! 

Q. And you’d worked with Peter Berg before; he’d been a guest star on Alias, right?

JG: That’s right, in the first season, and I thought he was so cool. So when he told me about the film, I said, ‘I think you’re crazy and I can’t believe they’re giving you money to be in charge of a big production!’ But, seriously, when I saw the movie it was like, ‘I thought you were a clown but look at you; you did this!’ And he really did it, because I was there…

Q. Given the visual style of the film, some people might think [producer] Michael Mann was heavily involved in the shooting. Was that the case?

JG: It was all Peter. Michael and Peter are very close, and I’m sure they were talking a lot behind the scenes. But on the evidence, that wasn’t there. Pete’s in charge on the set, and totally in control, in a crazy person kind of way! But a really fun crazy person kind of way! While Matt Carnahan did an amazing job with the script, a lot of it is improvised and a lot of it just last-minute things that Peter would yell out. He was constantly trying to make it more natural, humorous, clearer and more human

Q. And did Peter let the actors improvise their own dialogue as well as making last minute changes himself?

JG: Yeah, we improvised a lot. That’s what you’re trained to do as an actor, but on a TV show like Alias you do very much what’s written, but I got back into it, and loved doing it by the end. 

Q. You’ve gone from CIA in Alias to FBI in The Kingdom. Do like being a government official?

JG: (Laughs). That’s what I said when I first spoke to Pete. That I keeping on being an arm of the government. I can’t do it! But then I thought can I turn down a movie with such a good message and such a good cast just because of this, so it all made sense in the end. I would have been shooting myself in the foot if I said no, and I don’t care if people do draw similarities. I think they’re very different characters, and there’s nothing comic-booky about this. It’s not heightened in any way; this character is an adult.

Q. How do you feel about handling firearms?

JG: I finally learned to do it on this movie, because on the first season of Alias I didn’t use a gun, I just fought. So by the time the second season came around, no one took the time to show me what to do, and while my stuntwoman on the show is really proficient, we never really studied it properly. So I always felt a little bit Charlie’s Angels when running around with a gun! This time, it was good to be trained and I kept thinking that I wish I’d learned this a long time ago! But I’m a big believer in gun control, but if you are portraying someone in a war, I think that’s fair enough. Although I think young kids shouldn’t have access to Uzis!

Q. You mentioned your stuntwoman, and you get thrown around a lot towards the end of The Kingdom. Was that you or her?

JG: That was both of us! I did all of it, but she learned it and showed it to me. I always work with her, and have done so for the last six years, and we’ve become really close friends. Even when I don’t need to do stunts I somehow work her in! So before the fight I was always asking ‘When we were having fighting rehearsal?’ But they said it’s not that kind of fight. And that was a little scary, because normally the two of us get really well prepared and have it nailed before we shoot. So when I was worrying she said, ‘Basically, Jennifer, this guy picks us up and beats the shit out of us!’ It’s not like any fight I’d done before; it wasn’t choreographed. The difference was when the guy threw her, he threw her as hard as he could, like a football. When he threw me, it was still hard — I felt it — but not with the same vigour. But you know, even my mom can’t tell the difference between me and my stuntwoman on screen. Which actually is a little hurtful! (Laughs) C’mon mum…

Q. You said that you liked the message in the film. What do you think that message is?

JG: I’ve not really had time to articulate it, but it asks the question, ‘What are we getting? Because violence begets violence.’ Revenge isn’t winning anything, and that everyone in the world is the same, and wants the same things: that our children are safe and happy, that our homes are secure. To me it’s about this huge misunderstanding in human history, about being injured and feeling the need to injure back. It kind of breaks of my heart.

Q. So you must feel that the ending, which articulates that point, is a little bleak?

JG: It is a little bleak, isn’t it? But I love that you see both points of view, and that’s one of things that I loved about the movie, and which made me want to be a part of it. That it wasn’t just ‘Go in and bang everyone down’. We articulate that America’s not perfect, and I believe that, so it makes me proud that we did it. America is a great place, but none of my friends feels that we live in this utopia where we can sort out of the rest of the world. It makes me cringe when I think what’s happening.

Q. How did you feel when you saw the shocking opening sequence?

JG: I kind of hate bits of the movie, and I don’t know how I’m going to get my mom to see it. I may have to sit with her and tell her to close her eyes and cover up her ears at certain points! Because it’s not just the violence, it’s how it happens and how upsetting it is!

Q. Jason Bateman provides some levity in the film. And Jamie Foxx is a comedian too, so were they real live wires on set?

JG: Yeah, it was fun to work with guys who are also comedians and we all forget that Jamie is a comedian — he can do everything, that guy — and when one of them would get on a roll it would be hilarious. The days were long and hot, and out there in Arizona there were days when we didn’t speak at all in-between takes; we were just trying to get through the blazing hot days, take on the water. So when it did happen, it was so memorable. And between the two of them, they can impersonate anyone.

Q. What was the funniest thing that happened on set?

JG: Well Peter is such a child and a goofball, and he’d pull pranks all the time. He’d go for everyone but would usually pick on me, like the scene where I’m shooting basketball hoops. I had worked all summer on this, because before this film I had never shot a basketball before. And when the scene came around I was terrified, and couldn’t sleep the night before. But I shot them that day, and you can ask Jamie, I got lots of baskets in the hoop! At the end we did a take, and I got all five in. Or maybe four out of five, and Jamie and I were celebrating. Then Pete said that he didn’t get the right shot, so we’d have to go again. And then he gathered the whole crew together, and got everyone right there, and said, ‘I know we’re all tired but we’re doing one more take and Jennifer’s going to get every basket, and when she does, we can go home.’ They all started singing ‘We Will Rock You’, and I shot and shot, but couldn’t get any!

Q. You have formed your own production company; was that to develop better parts for yourself? Everyone says that there aren’t enough good parts for women in Hollywood…

JG: That’s true, and as a woman not much stuff comes around. It’s hard for everyone, so to be in the business of creating something for myself it great. And your brain feels that it’s stagnating if you’re not trying challenging things. And as a mom I was getting stuck with ‘The wheels on the bus go round and round’ (Laughs). So doing this has been great — I’ve love the process and re-discovering all the literature I read in college, and all the papers I wrote on plays, it all started coming back and coming together. I do understand dramatic structure.
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