The Kingdom 

Michael Mann - Producer
Four-time Oscar® nominee Michael Mann is renowned for his thrilling cinematic dramas, from his 1981 feature debut Thief through Manhunter, The Last of the Mohicans, Heat, The Insider, Ali, and Collateral to his most recent work, a big-screen imagining of Miami Vice. He started out working on television shows Police Story and Starsky & Hutch and, later in his career, helped launch the iconic ’80s TV series Miami Vice and Crime Story. As well as being a highly successful film director, Mann is also an acclaimed producer.  His film The Aviator scooped up 11 Academy Award® nominations. 

Q. How did you get involved in The Kingdom as a producer?

Michael Mann: My desire to be a producer on the film came from Peter.  He brought me the story in 2003. I was a big fan of his work and, after seeing his pilot for Wonderland, I called him up and told him I thought it was terrific. We became friendly after I saw The Rundown because I recognized his talent. You can see past the genre when you work in the genre yourself.  You can see the talent in the work. It was the same with Friday Night Lights. Then he moved into my building!
Q. The film balances very serious themes with intense action. Is that a difficult thing to achieve? 

MM: When you come up with the idea, it starts with the violence that occurs.  Then it moves to the team on the ground whose job is to investigate the occurrence. In this film, instead of investigating in Chicago or LA, the team is in Riyadh, where no one wants their help.  We try to connect with an audience in that day-to-day human experience, build on those emotions and show what is happening behind the headline news. When you set out with those things in your story you are already, organically, in a very tense environment of action, danger, political intrigue and pressure. It’s heart-wrenching, but it’s organic when you look at the genealogy of the story.

Q. Other than being drawn from the story of the Khobar bombing in 1996, is there any other degree of real truth in the story?

MM: Yes, in the sense that you try and get a feel for what it’s like to be that person on the ground in the film. We went to Washington and interviewed the FBI forensic technicians who were the first on the ground after the bombing at Khobar. First we found out what was important to them - protecting the crime scene, getting there while it was still fresh, finding the origin of the explosive because if it’s exotic that might reveal a big clue. The worst thing for them is that the physical site will deteriorate, which is a concern in the movie. Peter spent a lot of time with the guys that do this - and did it for real in the Khobar bombing - and he found out how they felt. Also, you’ll find that a forensic expert like [Jamie Foxx’s character] Fleury will have more in common with his counterpart in Saudi Arabia than they have differences, because they do the same thing. They have the same vibe. Peter researched real occurrences and talked to people who had experience in situations like these and used that in the dramatic fabric of the film. 
Q. Was there an actual team of four people sent into Saudi Arabia after Khobar with a five-day deadline?

MM: I don’t know. I know a team went to Khobar and they probably had a deadline, whether it was five days or 10 days, I’m not sure. I do think it is accurate that there would be resistance from the Saudi Arabians.  The Saudis would want to solve their own crimes and manage how the information was disseminated. In addition, there would be resistance from the State Department because they are frequently at odds with the Justice Department.

Q. The film has a different  ending than one would expect.
MM: Well I think it was important, especially for Pete, not to cop out with some kind of happy ending or offer a resolution just over the next hill. There is no resolution just over the hill. These are difficult issues and ending in that stalemated, truncated manner forces the viewers back into recall of what they’ve just experienced. By ending as it does, it drives you back to the human condition. It’s that emotional connection that I think is the great achievement on this film.
Q. Why did you bring in Jamie Foxx?

MM: He was working with me on Miami Vice when Peter first had the screenplay and Pete wanted Jamie, so I gave him the script. Jamie and I have an excellent relationship, of course, but it was more important that Pete and Jamie have a good relationship. 

Q. How did your relationship with Pete work?

MM: I like to produce films where I’m working with a director who wants to infuse his own style and enforce his directorial authority, as I would. I would never produce a film with someone who was dependent on me.  I like strong directors. When I decided not to do The Aviator, I went for Marty Scorsese, who is as strong-willed with his vision as I am. Marty needs no help from me! I don’t like hanging around the set or looking at the monitor. Of course, if someone needs me than I am there for them. On The Kingdom, I worked closely with Pete conceptually at the beginning and when a few problems cropped up, then again during the editing. Filmmaker to filmmaker, we have a really intense shorthand and we can communicate in a few minutes what might take others a few weeks. 

Q. The film does have some of the hallmarks of a Michael Mann film, don’t you think?

MM: You’ll have to ask Pete that, but I certainly think that he has a very distinctive style. Directors are all about their work and they are modest. Pete did some things that were amazing. He’s a renaissance guy:  an actor, director and a great writer. What I like is seeing people do things that I don’t do.  I think Pete has a great ability to take large pieces of content, 10-20 minute sections of the film, and intuitively move them around to achieve an end. He’ll lose anything to help the movie and there were things left on the cutting room floor that another director would give their right arm to have. He sees the big picture and he has an actor’s memory for emotional architecture.  

Q. What was it that you saw in Pete’s film The Rundown, which is quite a straight-forward action film?

MM: Usually, if you’re a director starting out, you do something that would be considered a genre film because they are easier to get made.  It is an obvious rite of passage. He has strong performances in that film. Being an actor himself, he’s got terrific shorthand with actors. He also has some great shots in the film.  His way of handling actors is stunning. We had a number of false starts on Hancock, the film he’s directing now and I’m producing, but I knew he’d forge an extremely close relationship with Will Smith, which he has. 
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