Miami Vice: A Film and a TV Series
By Paul Bachleitner

The film “Miami Vice” opened July 28, a mere 17 years after the TV series of the same name ended in 1989. I’d missed the reviewers’ preview last week because of a business trip to DC, so I decided to pony up the cash to see an evening show earlier this week, after the weekend crowds died down a bit.

The action started early and often. Collin Farrell and Jamie Foxx strutted into their “Miami Vice” narc personas, Crockett and Tubbs, by cutting a swath of goons through a crowded night club in hot pursuit of tough justice and chic fashion. The film is an epitome of the power of director Michael Mann’s visual poetry to transform brutal, masculine pursuits, like drug enforcement, into art forms akin to opera.
But as my testosterone levels returned to normal sometime during the closing credits and the drive home, I thought, “Now what was that film about?” And I couldn’t think of much of an answer, other than a lot of eye candy and some manly wish fulfillment.
Not that the 80s TV series dug any deeper. I can remember being in junior high school and spending my Friday night perched in front of the TV set at eight o’clock sharp with a Seven Eleven Big Gulp in my hand. Jan Hammer’s classic theme song bumped and grinded its guitars and kettledrums. I’d hum along with it as Don Johnson and Philip Michael Thomas raced past bikini babes and flamingos in the opening montage.
The show’s appeal wasn’t really its plot or themes, but the chance to live vicariously through its iconic sense of style, extravagance, and sheer machismo. Every boy in the seventh grade wanted to be these guys. They got away with wearing Italian suits over t-shirts, shaving with a dull razor, drag racing Ferraris on a detective’s salary. Pop music acts like Phil Collins, ZZ Top, and Glen Frey elbowed one another to get their songs played in an episode. The show was cool and flashy; that’s why every little boy liked it.
Two decades later, after a u-turn through the grunge 90s, coolness and flashiness no longer mean pastels and beach parties. Farrell’s and Foxx’s Crockett and Tubbs are all about dark primary colors and R-rated shower scenes (yes, both of them have one, and no, not with each other). The smugglers they bust don’t just deal cocaine but ecstasy and H and a few others named in slang I haven’t heard before.
Teenage girls won’t tape posters of Farrell’s Crockett to their wall, as they did Johnson’s. Farrell’s hair is too slick and, paired with his handlebar moustache, the look is too sleazy for anyone to want to emulate. And despite Foxx’s gravitas and earthy charisma, he’s not dapper enough to compare to Philip Michael Thomas, who would be as comfortable dining at The Four Seasons as he would be cuffing a dope dealer. But Farrell and Thomas are certainly better actors. Although they won’t be iconic, they are more believable.

The primary continuity, however, between the show and the film lies resides with Michael Mann and his unmistakable style. Mann is certainly an appropriate name for him. All his work focuses on men whose psychological lives revolve around their professional employment and the boldness with which they carry it out.

Think about it. His last film, “Collateral,” features an obsessive hit man and a cab driver who dreams of running a limo company. The film before it, “Ali,” centers on one of the greatest boxers ever. “Heat” pits Al Pacino against Robert DeNiro in a mastermind cop-and-robber duet. And Mann’s best, “The Insider,” renders Russell Crowe a tobacco exec who risks his life to rat on his employers’ nasty secrets.
Issues of masculinity are Mann’s obsession. If he had less visual acumen and a harder socio-political edge, he’d be Oliver Stone. Thank God he’s not, or else “Miami Vice” might’ve traded its very same coolness for something grittier, too laden with a message to appreciate the virtuosity of its images. These images are perhaps the singular achievement we’ll associate with Mann 50 years from now, long after “Miami Vice” has faded into a half-baked idea for a 24-hour TNT “classic” TV marathon.

The images that best unite the TV show and the film capture characters in motion, as if they’re standing still and the world around them is moving. Both the 80s and the New Millennium Crockett and Tubbs twitch in nervous anticipation as a camera frames them and their Ferrari in the center of highway landscapes that approach seemingly at their summons. Or else they’ve wrapped up a crime scene and a shuffle of neon lights, night sky, and police officers in riot gear race past, after the fact.
The beauty of Mann’s images lies in the moment in and of itself. The dialogue is sparse and a moody score drapes the action with a kind of grace not dissimilar to a ballet or a mediation. It’s almost the exact opposite of his masculine subject matter, and as such lends an attractive polarity. It’s an elegant way to make a film, even if its contribution to our lives is nothing deeper than its idealization of the pure enjoyment of being a macho metro-sexual man.
