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‘O’Donnell’s work makes an extremely welcome contribution to contemporary star studies scholarship. In this timely book, Cruise’s star persona is scrutinised from a rich variety of perspectives in terms of its masculinity, homoeroticism, psychoanalytic complexity and performativity. Cruise has never been a straightforward star, and positioning discussions of all his films alongside off-screen issues such as the rumours about his sexuality or his allegiance to Scientology, O’Donnell’s Tom Cruise is entertaining and authoritative, and truly makes its reader appreciate the versatility of one of Hollywood’s most popular actors.’

Stella Bruzzi, Professor of Film & Television Studies,
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‘O’Donnell’s lucid and thoughtful excavation of the Cruise star persona tackles one of the defining male stars of postclassical Hollywood cinema. A physical star who is repeatedly figured as confined, Cruise proves to be a rich site for the exploration of white American masculinity; extending from his early exuberant performances to the later roles in which Cruise’s image evolves in new directions O’Donnell’s reading is both comprehensive and absorbing. In what is a fascinating addition to the field of star studies O’Donnell effectively captures the contradictions of Cruise’s boyish man hero.’

Yvonne Tasker, Professor of Film & Television Studies,
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Introduction: Masculinity and Performance in the Screen Persona of Tom Cruise

Why Tom Cruise?

This book offers an examination of why Tom Cruise can be considered one of the major stars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. It will explore the extent to which Cruise’s enduring popularity can be pinned to the ‘psychodynamic’ work that the persona undertakes, that is to say, the films’ attempt to depict a type of psychological reality, in terms of giving expression to the protagonist’s (and thereby the spectator’s) largely unconscious drives and impulses. It is through the star persona’s ability to address these forces so convincingly that a psychoanalytic methodology can be considered the most effective approach in determining the underlying meaning of the star image and associated film works. Drawing from the work of Sigmund Freud, this study takes a twin approach of analysing the persona in terms of its exploration of psychosexual developmental crisis and apparent resolution of conflicts at a societal level, i.e. wish-fulfilment. Tracing his early career and subsequent financial and popular success, his image can be located within the context of 1980s American culture. A brief analysis of the social preoccupations of the Reagan epoch reveals the manner in which his star sign reflected these concerns. The core dynamic of his star image, indicated here, can be set within the context of star theory originating with Richard Dyer, followed by a complete chronological overview of his film career. A critique of the anxious performances of masculinity that underscore Cruise’s fragile position within the hegemony follows, as well as consideration of how these relate to broader gender concerns articulated by his image. The remaining chapters conduct an analysis of Cruise’s persona in relation to its articulation of infantile psychosexual anxieties, employing key classical Freudian theory to do so. His enduring box office success and popularity can be understood as a reflection of his persona’s ability to work through the psychodynamic preoccupations that are presented in his various films.

As indicated above, these preoccupations are twofold: developmental and societal. Firstly, in its various incarnations across his films, Cruise’s persona explores common developmental crises that are located in early childhood, allowing the audience mastery of these infantile anxieties. In the case of Cruise, this is typically the crisis of Oedipal challenge. Secondly, the films that give expression to the persona are works of cultural mythology that Lévi-Strauss argued ‘provide a logical model capable of overcoming a contradiction’.1 That is to say, the mythic form appears to resolve the fundamental conflicts that human beings, in their tendency to see the world in terms of binary oppositions, perceive within their culture. For the Cruise persona, this contradiction centres on the issue of masculine identity within modern Western culture. Freud, as a student of ancient cultures and literature, had previously noted the function that myths held for a society, comparing them to the wish-fulfilment that characterised dream work. In ‘Creative writers and daydreaming’ he writes:

The study of constructions of folk-psychology such as these [myths, legends and fairy tales] is far from being complete, but it is extremely probable that myths, for instance, are distorted vestiges of the wishful phantasies of whole nations, the secular dreams of youthful humanity.2

The psychoanalytic project was informed at every stage by Freud’s abiding interest in society and culture, and in the individual beyond the clinic. This is evidenced by his extensive analyses of literature and mythology, and their influence on his clinical interpretations, as well as the large body of work that approaches an analysis of society (e.g., Moses and Monotheism,3 Civilisation and Its Discontents,4 Totem and Taboo5).

The utilisation of a two-pronged application of psychoanalytic methodology in addressing Cruise’s persona and films that negotiates preoccupations of both a psychosexual and cultural nature recognises its provenance in Freud’s own approach to works of narrative and historical figures. While certain chapters privilege a reading that speaks to social preoccupations, or alternatively psychosexual development crises, they nevertheless assume reader awareness that both aspects may be represented simultaneously to a greater or lesser degree by the film works under discussion, even where that is not the main focus of the study.

Cruise’s Box Office Success

In box office revenue, personal earnings and industrial power Tom Cruise (born 3 July 1962) has proved to be the most successful Hollywood star of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Cruise has consistently starred in higher earning films than his contemporaries, especially at his peak in the 1980s and 1990s. In 2013, his lifetime US domestic box office gross total stood at in excess of $3,281,638,000. By that date, he had starred in ten US domestic top ten grossing films, and twice two of his films appeared in the top ten in the same year: 1988 (Rain Man [Barry Levinson] at #1 and Cocktail [Roger Donaldson] at #9); 1996 (Mission: Impossible [Brian De Palma] at #3 and Jerry Maguire [Cameron Crowe] at #4).6 In addition to this, Cruise has continually earned more than any of his cinema peers: between 1996 and 2006 he topped the chart of highest paid movies actors seven times; his nearest competitors – Clint Eastwood, Burt Reynolds and Bing Crosby – only managed this five times.7 In 2006 Forbes magazine named Cruise the most powerful celebrity in the world.8 More recently, the same publication declared him the highest paid Hollywood star of 2011–2, earning $75 million, largely from income relating to the success of Mission: Impossible – Ghost Protocol (Brad Bird, 2011). This figure is almost double that generated by his nearest competitor Leonardo Di Caprio, who managed only $37 million in the same period.9 Cruise/Wagner productions, co-owned with his former agent Paula Wagner, has ensured that he has enjoyed favourable contracts on the films he has produced, most prominently the Mission: Impossible series (1996, 2000, 2006, 2011). His position as producer and star of this series of films allowed him to negotiate an unheard of financial deal for a screen actor in recent history. For films such as the Mission: Impossible series, his sole payment was by means of ‘gross participation’, in which he earned 22 per cent of the gross revenues (pre-costs and pre-tax) from the theatrical release, television, video and later DVD receipts. Most radically, Cruise negotiated for a revision of accounting practices, in which his percentage was based on total video receipts (minus costs of manufacture and distribution). Prior to this, all video receipts were collected by the home entertainment arm of a studio and only 20 per cent was given to the movie studio to treat as their total gross; 80 per cent of receipts would be kept by the home-entertainment arm to ‘cover costs’ of video manufacture, packaging, storage and distribution. (In such a set-up 22 per cent of the ‘gross’ would only be 22 per cent of one-fifth of the real gross.) Cruise’s insistence on ‘100% accounting’ and the deal he secured earned him $70 million and $75 million respectively for Mission: Impossible I and II (John Woo, 2000) and paved the way for stars’ involvement in similar deals with the studios.10 Similarly, he received a 20 per cent share of the gross profits of War of the Worlds (Steven Spielberg, 2005), being paid $70 million.

Cruise’s Star Persona

In spite of Tom Cruise’s influence at the box office and personal financial success there exists no substantive work on the figure. Existing research tends to focus on individual aspects of the actor – most often gender issues, or Cruise as an example of modern film stardom – with little contextualisation of such work within other scholarship on Cruise. By drawing together existing work and providing new insights on his ‘star persona’, this work seeks to provide a comprehensive look at Cruise’s star sign, in terms of what he signifies for stardom as its early twentiethcentury representative, his social meaning and the psychological ‘work’ that his persona performs. These are related but in some ways separate aims and, as such, the methodology varies throughout the book as different ways of ‘looking’ at his persona are addressed.

What is meant by the concept of ‘star persona’? The term ‘persona’ refers to a set of characteristics associated with a dramatic role. The cinema star’s persona is created by the projection of these traits over his or her films, combined with the non-filmic information and gossip that circulates about the star.11 In analysing Cruise’s persona, consideration will be given to the industrial and historical context in which he became a star and the ways in which his stardom illustrate changes in Hollywood and the entertainment industries. Related to the industrial context of the star, and demonstrated by the box office success of Cruise’s films, is the popularity of the actor. People pay to see his films, many of which are overt star vehicles, because they want to see him. The high earnings of Tom Cruise’s films are associated with the specific characteristics of his image and its relation to social issues in modern America, especially those that coincided with his rise to fame in the 1980s. His films’ great appeal suggest that, more than any other star at the time, Cruise was able to articulate the anxieties of American society. Cruise is an exceptional star; functioning in a manner perhaps unrivalled by any of his contemporaries, his persona gives expression to the era’s social concerns while simultaneously articulating the unconscious preoccupations of the viewer.

Cruise and 1980s America

The cover of American Culture in the 1980s by Graham Thompson12 features Tom Cruise and Kelly McGillis in a production still for Top Gun (Tony Scott, 1986), the American flag visible behind the couple. Cruise’s image as a signifier of American-ness indicates the star’s prominence in this decade as a representation of national identity. As the titular character in Jerry Maguire, Cruise also appears on the cover of David Bordwell’s The Way Hollywood Tells It: Story and Style in Modern Movies.13 Yet he is never referenced by Bordwell, although the author writes at length about the film. Such illustrations acknowledge the Cruise image’s significance to Hollywood and cinema even where he is apparently overlooked. This study considers the place Cruise holds in modern culture and suggests that his screen persona can be understood as an expression of preoccupations regarding masculinity in late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century America, and societal wish-fulfilment in resolving competing demands. It also considers how such gender concerns can be understood within a psychoanalytic framework of developmental crisis, shedding light on how his films express the unconscious infantile anxieties lying dormant in the viewer. Cruise’s films register the internal contradictions of the social and psychological compromise that the films promote, as well as their attempts to manage them. Issues of national pride and military identity, capitalism and consumption, hegemonic masculinity and gender relations are all present in his films and persona.

Cruise came to prominence in the early 1980s, a time characterised by great socio-economic upheaval in the USA. 1970s America faced a loss of faith in the Nixon and subsequent Ford and Carter presidencies following episodes such as the Watergate scandal, the oil crisis and the country’s defeat in Vietnam. The period was characterised by economic recession, high unemployment and the phenomenon of ‘stagflation’: soaring inflation and simultaneous stagnation of economic growth. Reagan’s election in 1980 and his tenure as presidency did much to shift national self-image and boost economic strength, while being accompanied by social change. Cruise’s persona is expressive of the ideology of economic competition associated with the early Reagan era of 1980s America, and which remains embedded in US culture. Reagan’s tenure is associated with the following four phenomena which are addressed to varying degrees in Cruise’s films: 1) his administration’s economic policy that led to the destruction of heavy manufacturing in the Midwest and North East and was matched by expansion of the service industries; 2) greater emphasis on spending and consumer goods, partly stimulated by tax breaks for the upper and middle classes and career success for the new generation typified as ‘yuppies’; 3) revived confidence in the US military, underpinned by technological developments in weaponry and huge spending on defence; and 4) social conservatism.

The implementation of ‘Reaganomics’ had great repercussions for the US labour market and its demographics, the latter of which had already begun to shift due to the advancement of women and ethnic minorities in the workplace. Cruise’s persona reflects the anxieties surrounding the loss of traditional masculine industries at this time. In reality, ‘Reaganomics’ was less a new invention than the rearticulation of well-established economic ideas for a new audience and context,14 but it had severe repercussions for domestic manufacturing. This was in part due to the effects of deregulation, begun under President Carter but associated with Reagan. Although aiming to increase global market competitiveness, it stimulated an economic recession and proved crippling for heavy industry. For regions such as the Midwest and Northeast, ‘the rust belt’, which depended on such industries,15 it ‘resulted in the worst bout of unemployment . . . bankruptcies, and corporate deficits since the Great Depression’,16 lasting until 1982. Although the recession under Reagan lasted for approximately 18 months, its effects on these industries and the communities dependent upon them were pervasive. Unemployment and the loss of heavy industry, attached to a working-class masculinity associated with physical power, was a blow to masculine self-worth based on these values. The decline of manufacturing and the growth of a service-based post-industrial economy, evident from the late 1950s, began to pick up speed: by the 1980s the production industries accounted for less than half of the jobs provided by service work. Between the 1960s and 1980s over 38 million service industry jobs were created in the USA.17 This shift was matched by a changing work force that absorbed a larger number of women and ethnic minorities of both sexes. In addition to providing jobs based in areas such as government, education, medical care and retail, many of these roles were based in computer technology or information and data processing, which called for high-tech skills and training (and barred low-skilled immigrants from many of these jobs).18

Cruise’s persona tackles the anxieties surrounding such shifts, presenting an attractive model of masculinity based on something other than physical power: he is an entrepreneur, a socially mobile white collar worker. He demonstrates the traits valued in the expanding service industries, such as verbal acuity and professional appearance. He is aggressive and competitive, as a young entrepreneur (Risky Business [Paul Brickman, 1983]) or sports agent (Jerry Maguire), thus reassuring audiences of his masculine credentials. Although his is not a fighting body, nevertheless it is muscular and strong. Nor is his body used for labour, a point demonstrated in All The Right Moves (Michael Chapman, 1983). In this film he plays a high-school football star, Stefen Djordjevic, who sees a sports scholarship to college as his escape route from a job at the Pennsylvania steel works which employs his father and brother. Stefen’s rejection of his father’s working-class identity in favour of an ascent to the middle classes indicates an attempt to resolve the anxiety surrounding the crisis of identity that came with the loss of such industries. As a high-school football star he is still able to claim a degree of physical accomplishment – if not through brute strength then by athletic skill. Stefen conserves a measure of masculine physicality, even if it is channelled into sporting achievements rather than labour related ones. It is this apparent resolution of social and psychic crises, linked to shifts in national identity in the Reagan era, which underpins the appeal of Cruise’s persona.

Male self-image in early 1980s America arguably became more attached to the earning potential of the middle classes, as the elite members of the generation born in the 1950s and 1960s ascended to high-income jobs. The creation of the term ‘yuppie’ – young urban professional19 – reflects the growth of this demographic type. Cruise flirts with this identity in Risky Business, the film that established his career in 1983. Released just as the US was beginning to come out of the economic downturn – though unemployment remained at over 8 per cent until well into 198420 – it reflects a growing interest in entrepreneurship, business and consumption of consumer goods. Cruise plays teenager Joel Goodsen, who is left alone in his family’s suburban home by his vacationing parents. Before long he has invited call girl Lana (Rebecca De Mornay) home and accidentally rolled his father’s Porsche into Lake Michigan. He joins forces with Lana to set up a temporary brothel to service his male peers, thereby making a fortune. Joel obtains a place at Princeton after a college interviewer turns up in the middle of a party and is impressed by his entrepreneurial drive. The film reflects the assertion of Quart and Auster that the 1980s came to be an age ‘whose commitment to profit, hedonism, and modern technology basically subverted its conservative political rhetoric’21 – although Joel capitulates to the dictates of heterosexual romance and ends the film in a relationship with Lana. The film reflects the preoccupations of 1980s culture and articulates the nascent Cruise persona, based on the enjoyment of conspicuous consumption while often highly versed in technological know-how: these aspects coalesce in the figure of Maverick in Top Gun.

Top Gun was the number one film in US domestic rankings of 1986 and the film that made Cruise a star. Encapsulating aspects of the 1980s in America, it is still used as a symbol of this historical era. In Top Gun, Cruise’s fighter pilot demonstrates enthusiasm for high status retail goods, sporting Ray-Ban Aviator sunglasses, a leather jacket and a motorbike ridden at the side of the airstrips where he trains. As a fighter pilot for the US Navy, Pete ‘Maverick’ Mitchell has access to the expensive and technologically innovative hardware of war – the kind that Reagan’s government was spending a great deal of money on at the time. Top Gun expresses the third trend in America under the Reagan presidency: a renewed confidence in a military bruised by the defeat in the Vietnam War, a conflict that had elicited much anti-war sentiment in sections of the American public. By the mid 1980s, ‘Americans yearned for a return to greatness. They wanted a military with teeth, equipped to act and fortified by a commitment to a higher code’.22 The revival of a militaristic national self-image was orchestrated in part by Reagan’s reactivating of the Cold War through his ‘Star Wars’ missile defence programme (named after the film) and his patriotic rhetoric. Star Wars tied militaristic strength to the development of sophisticated technological hardware – the country’s great wealth securing military dominance without having to fight a land war, which had proved so damaging in Vietnam. It is this confidence and exultation in technological progress that is represented in Top Gun. So successful was the film in invigorating the reputation of the US military that Navy recruiters set up stalls in a number of cinemas showing Top Gun – applications from young men wanting to become naval aviators soared by 500 per cent after the film’s release.23

The film negotiates another aspect of the 1980s workplace: the ascent of women to senior professional roles (though not as widespread as Hollywood suggested in its representations at the time. Nor has parity of pay been accomplished: 2009 US census data revealed that women in America still earn 77.1 per cent of men’s earnings for equivalent work.)24 In Top Gun, Maverick discovers that the attractive blonde he tried to pick up at a bar
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