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“I was born 30 years too late for the kind of cinema I’d like to do,” Kevin Costner said in an interview for Time magazine’s June 26, 1989 issue.

It’s entirely possible that Costner would have been more comfortable working in Hollywood’s Golden Age. While it is true that studios controlled stars with an iron fist, there were many types of movies - comedies, dramas and westerns, among others - made by those studios and available to all filmgoers at that time. It’s possible that Costner could have gotten the recognition and respect given to stars such as James Stewart and Gregory Peck.

Movie critics may wonder whether their favorite, more biting, Costner movies, such as “Bull Durham” and “The Upside of Anger,” would have been made in that studio system. But “The Untouchables,” “Field of Dreams,” “Dances With Wolves,” “Thirteen Days” and “Open Range” almost certainly would have been made. The latter two likely would have gotten the awards recognition that eluded them when they were released in 2000 and 2003.It’s also possible that “Waterworld” and “The Postman” would not have been made in that old studio system. Perhaps that would have saved Costner a great deal of the critical and emotional grief that resulted when those films were released in 1995 and 1997.

Of course, the old studio system might also have said no to “Tin Cup,” a very funny 1996 film that is, perhaps, the one that reveals what Kevin Costner is all about – the proud, sometimes stubborn man who has his own beliefs and will express them.

For more than 30 years, Kevin Costner has expressed many of those beliefs on film - and they involve much more than the hanging curveball and the outlawing of the designated hitter, two beliefs well-traveled ballplayer Crash Davis expressed in 1988’s “Bull Durham.” In many interviews, Costner has said he believes in great scripts with unforgettable moments, whether they are movies about baseball, politics, the Old West, families or other themes.

This book chronicles the first half of that film history, from his first genuine starring role, “Stacy’s Knights,” to “Thirteen Days,” the Cuban Missile Crisis drama released in 2000. There are reviews and details about the making of those films.

Ultimately, a Costner film, at its best, moves and inspires. So turn off the lights, grab the DVD and popcorn, and join the journey. As Mr. Costner likes to say, “See You At the Movies!”
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The Costner Perspective
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What is it about Kevin Costner and his films that has triggered such a strong reaction – frequently negative – in film critics? Why did Pauline Kael, regarded as a legend in the critical community, slam him for what many regard as his masterpiece, his “Dances with Wolves?” Why did so many in the media jump on a bandwagon to throw darts when he made “Waterworld?”

One answer might rest in the general attitude of critics, who cut their teeth on the anti-establishment films of the late 1960s and early 1970s. They seem to value films that mark a rebellion from society. They embrace actors and actresses whose filmography is heavy on anti-establishment films.

That may be why they so admire Costner’s “Bull Durham,” which was written and directed by Ron Shelton and is anti-establishment in the sense that it alternately takes shots at and reveres the game of baseball. Likewise, they warmly welcome Costner’s turns as New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison in 1991’s “JFK,” another anti-establishment film, and ne’er-do-well radio host Denny Davies in 2005’s “The Upside of Anger.” Otherwise, they seem to sense that Costner’s films are of the establishment, and turn away.

Critics also tend to be fans of irony, even in idealistic themes. Wink at something while you seem to embrace it, which speaks to critics’ larger love for things anti-establishment. Costner is not an ironic filmmaker. He is an idealist.

Yet, critics seem to ignore that idealism is a necessary fabric of Kevin Costner’s moviemaking. No other actor could have convinced filmgoers of Ray Kinsella’s willingness to take his unusual journey in 1989’s “Field of Dreams.” No other actor could have undergone John Dunbar’s metamorphosis in “Dances with Wolves.”

Costner’s idealism tempers cowboy Charley Waite’s toughness in “Open Range.” It is also present in the character of Roy McAvoy in “Tin Cup.” Roy’s been beaten up by life – with a lot of the beating up self-inflicted. But he still stubbornly clings to his belief in the perfect golf shot, literally to the end of the film. Roy could not be a successful movie character by being a cynic.

A number of themes run through Costner’s films. Preservation of the planet and fear of a worldwide holocaust resonate in “Testament”- an early film in which Costner played a small role - and continue through “Waterworld,” “The Postman” and “Thirteen Days.” The battle to sustain a certain way of life shows up in his two best directorial works, “Dances With Wolves” and “Open Range.” In his baseball movies, there is a running theme of trying to capture something lost, whether it is “Bull Durham’s” Crash Davis trying to get back to The Show, “Field of Dreams’” Ray Kinsella wanting to reconcile with his father or “For Love of the Game’s” Billy Chapel winning back his girlfriend.

Independence is another theme that runs through virtually all of Costner’s starring roles – the man who doesn’t follow the crowd, which perfectly describes Costner himself.

One point of agreement with many critics is their labeling of many Costner characters as “Everyman.” The quintessential versions – Ray Kinsella, “The War’s” Stephen Simmons, “Tin Cup’s” Roy McAvoy, “Thirteen Days’” Kenny O’Donnell – are men who love their families (or sweetheart, in Roy’s case) and are put into extraordinary situations. 

Incidentally, that points to another Costner trait that runs against the grain in Hollywood: Respect for his female co-stars. Costner, who was born in 1955, is not shy about casting or working with actresses close to his age or older than him. Those actresses tend to play roles of substance in most Costner films. 

In interviews, Costner has frequently said he does not make his movies for now; he makes them for five or ten years from now. That is more challenging in the cinema atmosphere of instant gratification. The increased emphasis by major studios on box office and films that please narrow teenage demographic has made it difficult for Costner to make Number-1-at-the-box-office films in which he is the star.

Yet, the idea of Costner as box-office king is also something of an anomaly. Of all the movies Costner has made since “Silverado,” the first time he was featured in a financially successful film, only three in which he was the lead have passed what is known as the magic $100 million mark domestically at the box office: “Dances With Wolves,” “Robin Hood:Prince of Thieves” and “The Bodyguard.” In the case of “Dances,” months-long word of mouth and the Oscar haul did it; that movie made $12 million in its opening weekend in November, 1990. The other two films were, arguably, “popcorn movies,” built for box office success – not the kind of movies Costner has made frequently in his career, though he has started making more of them recently.

Success at the box office had a different definition during the late 1980s than it does today. “Silverado,” “No Way Out,” “The Untouchables,” “Bull Durham,” “Field of Dreams” and “JFK” were all considered successes, though none of them passed the $100 million mark domestically in theaters. At the time, films were released in theaters and could often stay there for months through word of mouth. The films would usually be released on home video – VHS tapes – about a year after their theatrical release and would make money from that. Within two or three years, films would also be shown on network television.

Today, things are far different. Most movies get about a month’s worth of release; for major movies that rake in $100 million or more or some award contenders, it may be two or three months. Video releases are now on DVD and usually come within four to six  months of theatrical release. Films are also shown on cable and satellite channels. They can be viewed on and downloaded from the Internet – probably the most popular option these days. 

While the ways of making money have grown, the accounting seems less clear. When the news reports have “weekend box office results,” just Friday’s and Saturday’s results and Sunday projections are initially released. Most theatrical releases are on Fridays. Most DVD releases are on Tuesdays. Movies released on DVD have to compete not only against newer and vintage television shows, but also against each other, with different DVD technologies. Then, there is online release. With all of that, it is hard for a movie to gain traction unless it has big buzz beforehand or word somehow manages to spread. 

So Costner has tended to go in a different path.  That path gives a clear view of where he’s going, regardless of the projects he does: Interesting stories with emphasis on character. And always independent.
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Through early 2014, Kevin Costner had appeared in 53 theatrical and televised films, 

including narrated documentaries and bit parts. This book will concentrate only on feature films (non-documentary) through 2000 in which he has played a character and had a starring or 

significant featured role, with some exceptions:

-The first is “Sizzle Beach U.S.A.,” also known as “Malibu Hot Summer.” Costner made this movie as a 19-year-old who was looking to get a foot in the business. It turned out, at the time, to be the wrong foot. Film critic and historian Leonard Maltin has referred to the movie as “beach bimbo junk.” Another film Costner made at the time, “Shadows Run Black,” (released in 1986) also will not be referenced.

-“The Gunrunner” (1984), will not be reviewed here. It has been unofficially released on DVD, but the search for a quality copy of this film is ongoing.

-Note is made of films in which Costner appeared, but did not have a major role. They include “Chasing Dreams” (1982), “Night Shift” (1982), “Frances” (1982) and “Table for Five” (1983). Of course, he also filmed “The Big Chill” (1983), but his scenes were famously left on the cutting room floor. Years later, he appeared in a cameo as himself in Ron Shelton’s “Play It To the Bone” (1999).

-Film reviews will begin chronologically with “Stacy’s Knights” (1982) and include basic details of cast and crew, plot descriptions, DVD availability and extras and critical looks at the films. 

-DVD availability and details on extras also will be included. Where I
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