CLOSE UP ON INDUSTRY

Turning off the Cruise Control

There’s an old Hollywood axiom, “There’s no such thing as bad publicity.”  The belief has always been that hype and buzz of any type will fill the theater seats.  But in today’s world of celebrity-crazed entertainment news, in which on-screen and off-screen roles blend together into one piece of 24-hour performance art, is there a risk of overexposure? Apparently there is, if the star is Tom Cruise.

For the first twenty years of his stellar career, Tom Cruise (born Tom Cruise Mapother IV) followed the advice of his publicist, agent and manager and stayed tight- lipped about his love life and his religion.  Through two marriages and divorces that obsessed the paparazzi and tabloids, Cruise never mentioned his feelings for his spouses and ex-spouses.  And he never spoke publicly about his membership in the Church of Scientology.  (Scientology, called a persecuted religion by some of its followers and a dangerous cult by some outside the faith, was founded in the early 1950s by science fiction writer L. Ron Hubbard, and includes a belief in reincarnation and the influence of extraterrestrials.)

The quiet, self-controlled Cruise changed suddenly in 2005 as the star set off on a publicity tour for “War of the Worlds,” a $135 million Steven Spielberg film that Paramount and Dreamworks had co-financed.  Both studios hoped the movie would end a box office slump that had been plaguing the industry all year.

The first sign that things would be different on this tour was when Cruise fired his long-time publicist and hired his sister, a fellow scientologist, instead.  Then suddenly he was jumping on couches on talk shows and loudly proclaiming his love for Katie Holmes, who also had a major motion picture, Batman Begins, being released two weeks before War of the Worlds.  He took on Brooke Shields, saying she was wrong to take drugs to cure herself of post-partum depression. (Shields was out on her own publicity tour, promoting a book about postpartum depression and the relief she got via antidepressants.)  And then Cruise was fighting with other celebrities—most noticeably Matt Lauer of NBC’s Today Show—about the field of psychiatry, which Scientologists do not believe in (Cruise calls psychiatry a “pseudo-science”).

Many studio executives felt that Cruise’s behavior was deflecting attention from the movie during its publicity tour.  In fact, some industry observers insisted that Paramount was considering not going ahead with Mission Impossible 3, a big budget ($150 million) risk that they felt was jeopardized by Cruise’s behavior.  They shouldn’t have worried.  War of the Worlds had the best opening of any Tom Cruise movie to date ($113 million in North America and $103 million overseas over the six-day July 4, 2005 week-end, ) and Mission Impossible 3 was given the green light.

For many, Cruise’s behavior highlighted the way movie publicity has changed.  It has always been a very serious business, but in the days of the movie factories the studios would tightly control the stars' images.  But in those days there were no Web sites offering instant access to their arrest reports, no Internet or camera-phones to spread unglamorous images. Today the studios have ceded control of image making to agents, managers, publicists, and the stars themselves, and sometimes the stars themselves are the least qualified to handle the job.

