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“l am the American Dream”:
Modern Urban Tragedy and
- the Borders of Fiction

C. W. Marshall and Tiffany Potter

“It’s kinda fun figuring shit out.” _
—Prez (1.07)

Requiem for Snot Boogie

A cop and a drug dealer are sitting on a stoop in front of a boarded-up
vacant, talking about the murdered man on the street before them. The
opening dialogue of The Wire (1.01) encapsulates so many of the series’
tensions that it is worth spending a moment contemplating the fate of
Snot Boogie. Street names are in some ways a cover, hiding who you are:
for a while, Little Kevin's physiologically inapt name keeps him safe from
police (4.09). But they are also a badge, of honor or of shame. The cop,
Jimmy McNulty, contemplates the body on the ground: “ . . his nose
starts runnin, and some asshole, instead of giving him a Kleenex, he
calls him Snot. So hes Snot forever. It doesn’t seem fair” It isnt fair, and
the show implicates its viewers in that unfairness by drawing us into a
position where we often think of characters only by their street names.
Bodie, Stringer, Wee-Bey, and Snoop don’t have recognizable first
names for most viewers, and even if the names are known (Preston,
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10 THE WIRE: URBAN DECAY AND AMERICAN TELEVISION

(in terms of pure length, obviously, but also in terms of narrative
sophistication) unparalleled by most cinema as well.

David Simon and others have drawn analogies between The Wire and
the nineteenth-century novel, a genre whose sweeping narrative pro-
duces a coherent whole, belying its serial origins. Nevertheless, smaller
parrative gestures can be pulled out, isolated strands from the larger
skein. These strands might concern individual characters or a single
episode or group of episodes, which may contain a discernable unity
because of a strong or individual directorial hand (see Kevin McNeilly
in this volume).” Beyond the novelistic, there is also an epic scope to
the series, which—over the broad canvas of more than 60 hours of
television—takes the time to focus on small details. Given the generic
expectation of substantial length, epic can afford to linger over appar-
ently insignificant objects and people, to find virtues in the ordinary,
and can take the time to establish the place of the everyday in the larger
world depicted. The Wire explicitly adopts epic ambitions at different
points over its five seasons, perhaps most notably when it chooses in
Season Two to examine the death of the urban middle class. The grand
theme is not localized in one individual, but is shown to have an impact
on many figures, amidst an expansive narrative of dockyard corruption.
Yet at the same time, The Wire ascribes value to two teenagers sitting on
an abandoned couch in the courtyard of a low-rise housing project. So
much gets spoken in their silences, as they contemplate the economic
implications of the invention of the Chicken McNugget (1.02). The
series can even turn an apparently extraneous fish-out-of-water scene,
in which Snoop goes to a big-box home improvement store to purchase
a nail gun (4.01), into a crucial plot point for the whole of Season Four.

Despite the literary sophistication of The Wire, there is an authentic-
ity that bleeds through the screen. Part of the reason for this is the
deliberate blurring of truth and fiction that the creators have inscribed
into the casting and the characters of the series. Identity is written,
rewritten, and overwritten as actors’ biographies and previous roles,
characters’ names, and real-life citizens of Baltimore dissolve into one
another, problematizing aggressively any idea of easy constructions or
associations of identity. Melvin Williams, for example, plays the Deacon
over 11 episodes (starting 3.02). The character is a peaceful community
builder, but the role reveals nothing of the actor’s past as a Baltimore

“I'am the American Dream”: Modern Urban Tragedy and the Borders of Fiction 1

drug lord, who was arrested in 1984 by series co-creator Ed Burns
Whel‘.l Burns was still a Baltimore police officer. After serving as a
hor.n1c1de detective in Baltimore, Burns turned to teaching, a z(c;:areer
trajectory echoed (somewhat more abruptly) by the character ;)f Roland
Pryzpyflewski In Season Four. Jay Landsman, a retired Baltimore
hom1'c1.de detective who features prominently in David Simon’s book
Homzczde': A Year on the Killing Streets, plays police officer Dennis Mell(;
in 18 episodes; actor Delaney Williams plays a character called Ja
: ‘Landsman throughout the series. Baltimore’s first elected black ma o};
, Kur.t L. Schmoke appears as the Baltimore Health Commissioner, vxtho
advises the series’s Mayor on his drug policy (3.11 and 3.12). Gran(’i Jur
Pros.ecutor Gary DiPasquale is played by Garry D'Addario, a forme}rf
Balt{rr}ore Homicide Shift Lieutenant.? Recovering heroin ;ddict and
musician Steve Earle (who sings the series’s title song in Season Five)
plays Whalon, a recovering heroin addict who is Bubbleg’s sponsor. David
.Co.nstable plays managing editor Thomas Klebanow in all but on(;, of the
episodes of Season Five, a character based on former Baltimore Sun

managing editor Bill Marimow; t I e . .

that of Charles Marimow, the megjcii 111123 editor’s name is echoed in
unit (beginning 4.03). And Ed Norris
from 2000-2002,
called Ed Norris.

Prefcisely this overlap—playing a character with your own name, who
both is and is not a fictionalized representation of who you are;also
affects Felicia “Snoop” Pearson. As she describes in her 2007 memoir.
Pearson was born in Baltimore to two crack addicts; as a child sh;
- workefd as a drug dealer; and in her teens she was sentenced to eight
~ Yearsin prison for killing someone in self-defense. Her real-life recov:r
-and rehabilitation must be measured against the bizarre reflection cre}-f
ated by the character she plays in The Wire. Snoop’ life (and death) in
$easons Three, Four, and Five, which establish her as a merciless enforcer
 n Marlo Stanfield’s drug organization, form a counterpoint to the life
- shehasinstead chosen for herself. Pearson was introduced to the writers
- and producers after a chance mmeeting with actor Michael K. Williams
(who plays Omar Little). The doubled awareness of actor and character
Serves to reinforce the emotional impact of the character as she moves
‘Vt’hrough the violence that surrounds her, and it certainly contributes to

utenant of the major crimes

A » Baltimore police commissioner
plays a homicide detective in the show, who is also
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