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I was never a science fiction
I fan as a kid," says Rob
I Bo*rrn, whose name is
nearly synonymous with the
genre. "And I was never a
'Star Trek' fan as a kid, but
now l've directed 'Star Trek'
and 'X-Files' and those are the
two things on TV that people
know me for."

ln fact, Borvman directed a whopping
35 episodes of "The X-Files" and 13
episodes of "Star Trek: The Next
Ceneration," and in I998 brought "X-
Files" to the big screen as his second
feature. But like many filmmakers
whose reputations are built on tales of
the fantastic, Bowman appears more
interested in storytelling than categoriza-
tion.

"As it happened, those were the shows
that I liked and they offered me some
creative latitude," he offers. "With 'Star
Trek'anything could happen each week,
and with 'X-Files' every episode was a
completely different animal, so I was

able to stretch. Those shor,r,s are hard to
pull off. They really challenge your sto-
rytelling muscles because they can
become funny and goofy and bad ver1,
easily. So I had to be strict about my
approach. I really found it a challenge."

Born in Texas but reared in the media
mecca of Burbank, Calii., Bowman start-
ed out in the Paramount mailroom
before he segued in 1982 to directing
insert shots and second-unit footage for
"A-Team" producer Stephen Cannell.
Making his debut as episode director
with a 1985 installment of Cannell's
action series "Stingray," Bowman soon
became one of the busiest hourlong
directors in Hollywood, helming every-
thing from "Alien Nation" and
"Quantum Leap" to "Baywatch" and
"MacCyver." Bowman received three
Emmy nominations for his work on "The

-X-Files" (he was also a producer on the
series), and made his .l 993 ieature film
debut with the teen actioner "Airborne."

His third film, "Reign of Fire," is a
futuristic thriller starring Christian Bale,
Matthew McConaughey and lzabella
Scorupco. Set in 2084 England, the July
12 Touchstone release depicts small
bands of humans struggling to survive in

a world dominated by enormous fire-
breathing dragons.

It focuses on a British "fire chief"
named Quinn (Bale), who is responsible
for containing the firestorms precipitated
by beasts he inadvertently unleashed as
a boy. Quinn manages to keep a small
community of survivors alive in an
abandoned castle. Van Zan
(McConaughey) is a cocky American
who comes to England to prove he can
kill the beasts and save mankind.
Scorupco plays a pilot and Bale's Iove
i nterest.

ln Focus spoke to Bowman about,
among other things, why he didn't covet
the biggest stars for "Reign of Fire," how
the film's dragons are inspired by his
golden retriever, and how he hopes to
top I 9$1's "Dragonslayqr."

"Reign of Fire'l seems to be a mix of
genres. How would*you categorize it?

It has an aspect of fantasy because of
the dragons - it's about a world overrun
by dragons, so I guess that also catego-
rizes it as science fiction, but it really is
a suspense thriller.

Christian Bale said he agreed to make
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'/Reign of Fire" because he liked your
take on the material. How did your
vision of the story differ from the origi-
nal script?

Originally it was a very dense, exag-
gerated story, too much like
"lndependence Day." I said, "First of all,
they've already made that movie.
Secondly, I don't like that version." I

told him I'd rather make it more atmos-
pheric and suspenseful, with less focus
on the dragons and more on the charac-
ters and their day-to-day struggle.

ls it their day-to-day struggle that
drives the movie?

What drives the movie are the two
philosophies. Quinn is a survivalist. He
doesn't think people should be tangling
with dragons; they're too overwhelming.
So he's dug in and is waiting for them to
starve off. YanZan's approach is: "Don't
wait for them to die, go out and kill
them." But there are too many. You
can't kill them all at once, so his plan is
to figure out a way to break their spirit
by taking out their leader. Both charac-
ters make sense; each is right and wrong
in his own way. As long as they're both
reasonable it makes for a good argu-
ment.
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Was this central character conflict
present in the original script or was it
part of your development?

It was already there, but I worked a
great deal on each character's traits.
Quinn was originally very passive, kind
of a spineless wimp. Van Zan was a
huge braggart, always exaggerating the
point. So I toned him down and made
Quinn very strict and just as much a
man as Yan Zan.l didn't want Van Zan
to be all about grandstanding because I

thought it hurt the chances of making
the movie realistic. Each character is
more likable and reasonable now, and
the audience can say "l understand his
point of view. He makes sense."

!n terms of casting what were you
Iooking for in your actors?

I wanted Quinn to be intelligent, soul-
ful and hardy. Van Zan is an insane
character but I wanted somebody who
could balance that. Matthew, born in
Texas, a good ole'boy - you know that
no matter what his mission is there's still
a warm heart in there. Now he's a very
mean, focused character, Van Zan is. His
mindset is that he's not intimidated by
the dragons. He's the dragon's worst
enemy - or the dragon's dragon. So it
seemed the right balance to have a guy

with Matthew's down home sensibrilities
to play against Christian's strictness.

The roles they play are unusual for
both of them.

Yeah, and you wouldn't recognize
either one of them. [McConaughey's
head is shaved and Bale sports a full
beard.l

Did you always have them in mind?
I had those guys in mind very early

on, but at that point in the movie, know-
ing the cost of the movie, of course
everybody wanted to put big stars in the
film. But I thought, "Look, the movie is
the star. I don't want a name actor to
take over the movie." lf we'd have gotten
a huge star then it would have just been
that actor in this movie, as opposed to a
story with characters. That's certainly no
slight to the stars. They've gotten where
they are because they're good. In the
end I just went for the actors that I liked.
I thought if one of them happened to be
a superstar, fine, as long as Anthony
Hopkins or whoever can be a
chameleon and doesn't step in front of
the story.

How important is the look of the
dragons to the film?
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and work your way up." So I was going
to film school at night, and in the day-
time I was xeroxing scripts. Eventually
Steven [Cannell] said, "Co down and
shoot me a newspaper headline. Co
down and shoot me an insert of a key
going into the ignition." I just worked
my way up from the bottom.

What film school did you go to?
AII of them. UCLA, USC, Clendale JC,

AFl. lt was all weekend and night
school. I took the chance that if I was
working for the studio, once I was in the
door I would figure out a way to get to
where I wanted to go. The problem with
film school is that you can get a masters
degree in filmmaking and you still have
to Bet a job in the mailroom. So I figured
I'd just do both at the same time. l'd go
to school at night and be in the faces of
the producers in the day. I'd keep them
up to date on what I was doing, without
annoying them, and say "Hey, l'm not
asking for much. Just let me do the
i n serts."

Your first full directing job was an
episode of"Stingray."

Yeah, but by that point l'd shot hun-
dreds of hours of second unit and
inserts. l'd say in two-and-a-half years I

probably worked on about 400 TV

shows, shooting inserts and editing, sit-
ting in when they re-cut the show, just
learning about storytelling and editing.
Both of those things were incredibly
desirable when I actually got my own
job.

Your first feature in 1993, "Airborne,"
didn't do as well as you'd might have
hoped. Why do you think that was?

It was a little Disney-kinda-esque film.
Again, it was me trying to figure out
how to get into the movie business. l'd
say the movie is far better than the script
was. lt was a great learning experience. I

probably learned more on 'Airborne"
than in the previous few years of televi-
sion directing combined, about Iighting,
composition, story what works on the
big screen, what doesn't work. lt didn't
do that well in the theaters because they
didn't market it. I have a feeling the rea-
son they didn't market it was because
they were concerned about the ldown-
hill rollerbladel race at the end. Being
an unprotected race it was sort of irre-
sponsible. I hold no guilt or regret about
it because I told them not to do it. I said,
"This shot should be on blocked-off,
abandoned roads." lt wasn't me - |

won't say who it was but it wasn't me -
who said, "No, it's going to be on
unprotected roads because that's excit-

ing." I thought it should be exciting but I

was also thinking "What if some kid
copies it?" So I think they pulled back
on the marketing because of that.

ls there anything you would do differ-
ently on any of your films if you could?

I try to work as hard as I can and plan
as hard as I can. lf I'd have been a big-
ger bully on 'Airborne" it would have
been a better movie - if I would have
said the racing is going to be protected
and they're going to wear their hockey
uniforms so the audience knows who
the heck is who. I think you need to
know when to protect a movie and
when to agree to let other people's ideas
affect the movie. The one thing l've got-
ten better at is carrying a sledgehammer
around so if somebody comes up with
an idea that I think is going to hurt the
movie I don't let them do it.

Would you like to write and direct
your own original script?

You kind of do anyway; that's part of
the director's job. But I haven't written
an original for myself yet. I've just been
too busy. I wrote a few of them a long,
Iong time ago, but these days I barely
have time to hang out with my girlfriend
let alone write a script.

(see "Reign of Fire" on page 32)
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