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Stars are an integral part of every major film industry in the world. In this pivotal new series, each book is devoted to an international movie star, looking at the development of their identity, their acting and performance methods, the cultural significance of their work, and their influence and legacy. Taking a wide range of different stars, including George Clooney, Brigitte Bardot and Dirk Bogarde amongst others, this series encompasses the sphere of silent and sound acting, Hollywood and non-Hollywood areas of cinema, and child and adult forms of stardom. With its broad range, but a focus throughout on the national and historical dimensions to film, the series offers students and researchers a new approach to studying film.
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INTRODUCTION

Why watch Mickey Rourke? There are many ways of approaching this question, and in the course of writing about him one encounters some recurring – and frequently passionate – answers: because he is an intense and magnetic performer; because he has an elusive quality on screen that keeps one following his career despite its low patches; because, as Deborah Ross put it in The Independent in 2003, ‘he used to be so gorgeous, like a James Dean gone to seed in the most shaggable way’;1 because he’s an ‘actor’s actor’ who brings rare creativity and depth to the craft; because he’s a risk-taker and refreshing critic of the industry. In life, Rourke often seems hounded by personal demons, but every now and then he is able to discipline his wild energy into moments of acute insight, empathy and self-revelation that make for thrilling performances. Over the course of his thirty-five-year career, Rourke has been many things to many people: the brightest young star out of the Actors Studio, a Hollywood hotshot, a Hollywood has-been, a professional boxer, a plastic surgery victim, an independent film-maker’s muse, a Comic-Con icon and, most recently, an eccentric thespian and grand old man.

There were those for whom Rourke’s comeback in Darren Aronofsky’s The Wrestler (2008) was no surprise: they remembered his charismatic screen presence, his bad behaviour of the late 1980s had transformed from recent scandal to Hollywood legend, and they welcomed him back at the top of his game. There were others who remembered him less favourably, and who cringed at his flesh-exposing, masochistic performance as a washed-up athlete. And then there were others, like me, who had been just a bit too young in the 1980s really to know who Rourke was, but for whom the decade still exerted the powerful pull of the culture of one’s youth. Getting drawn into Rourke’s filmography after being captivated by his performance in The Wrestler, I watched him age in reverse, marvelling in the revealed treasures of his work in Body Heat, Diner, 9½ Weeks, Barfly, Johnny Handsome and a range of other films I’d missed the first time around. What I found was that Mickey Rourke’s performances – his thoughtful characterisations, his detailed and loving portraits of blue-collar life, and his push against the dominant values of his era – brought greater texture and quality to the popular culture he inhabited. His characters were scruffy, self-destructive and downwardly mobile, but in his early roles his performances were grounded in a sweetness that made his characters likeable in spite of their faults. Looking back at his career from the perspective of the twenty-first century, it is clear that though his body of work has been idiosyncratic and uneven, and though it sometimes seems that he has missed more opportunities than he has taken advantage of, Rourke has nonetheless enriched American cinema since the 1980s with a magnetic inscrutability that very few actors possess.

By any reasonable standard, Rourke has bad career judgment. He is said to have turned down what became two star-making parts for Tom Cruise (in Top Gun [1986] and Born on the Fourth of July [1989]). He also, for one reason or another, sat out Dead Poets Society (1989), Platoon (1986), Rain Man (1988), The Untouchables (1987), and later, roles in Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994) and Grindhouse (2007). Any one of these films would have been a superb showcase for his talent. But who can understand the mysterious ways of Mickey Rourke? If he had done what his teachers, agents and fans expected of him and taken these roles, he wouldn’t be Mickey Rourke. He’s an idiosyncratic actor who makes unexpected choices, some out of principle and artistic preference, and others simply because he can’t seem to drag himself out of bed in the morning. But even if the young Rourke made some questionable decisions, he zealously guarded his artistic credibility – until, suddenly, he didn’t. And even in films as imperfect as Rumble Fish (1983) and Angel Heart (1987), Rourke reminded moviegoers of the old-fashioned thrills that could come from watching a serious actor framed as a matinee idol.

In an age of prep, Rourke was never preppy. He not only cared about acting, he cared about being cool, especially in the early days, taking roles in films that allowed him to out-hip his screen mates. He made leading man William Hurt look like a wet noodle in Body Heat (1981), performed street cred against the suburban sweetness of the cast of Diner (1982) and played the charismatic centre of a gang in Rumble Fish. He pulled out all the hipster stops to play the California beat icon Charles Bukowski’s fictional alter ego in Barfly (1987). In that film he showed how well he knew the arts of the gutter. His acting pulsed with sexual melancholy: he was always losing the girl, and maybe wasn’t even sure he wanted her. Like all of the most intriguing sex symbols, there was something unlikely about him – he wasn’t a conventional leading man, he wasn’t a smooth talker and he certainly wasn’t an effective rescuer of women. But he had what Pauline Kael called ‘a sweet, pure smile that surprises you’, and he played a variation on what he was: a kid from the wrong side of the tracks, lacking opportunities, in danger of screwing up his life and always looking for a protector.2 He was a would-be mama’s boy who lacked a mama, and whose characters tried to hide their wounds behind a series of tough exteriors: gambling, boxing, womanising, motorcycles, tattoos. In life, Rourke seemed to be a self-destructive risk-taker, but on film, the artistic risks he took were rewarded, and whenever he opened his heart to an audience, it responded with love and affection.

Mickey Rourke is an enigmatic star who has spent a lifetime trying to hide from exposure, all the while seeming compulsively driven to expose himself. Call him an exhibitionist introvert. Today Rourke has the aura of a grizzled survivor, an ancient mariner who has suffered all the blows that life, boxing and the film industry have to offer. But the young Rourke was anything but a tough guy. Before arriving in New York, he was a shy graduate of Miami Beach Senior High from an abusive home.3 Rourke grew up in the shadow of Muhammad Ali, who had boxed at his neighbourhood’s 5th Street Gym, but concussions diverted him from pursuing his dream of professional boxing. According to those who knew him at the time, he was something like the characters he would play in his early films: funny and sweet, anxious and lonely, introverted and curious, smarter than he looked, but not as tough or worldly-wise as he would have people believe. His origins as a performer were accidental. When a cast member dropped out of his friend’s student production of Jean Genet’s Deathwatch, Rourke had been roped into the role of Green Eyes. It was a fortuitous part, as he found in Genet’s world – the moral inversions, vindications of criminality, complex layerings of identity, queerness and kink – both a terrain he recognised from his own experiences on the streets of Miami, and a gateway to new and more fluid ways of identifying and desiring through performance. The experience of playing the sexually charismatic Green Eyes was so transformative that he was willing to stake his future on it: he left Miami for the New York theatre world.
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