When Will Ben Stiller Reinspire Us?
Remember a time, not so long ago, when Ben Stiller’s name on a marquee was enough to wait in line for a ticket at the multiplex?

You just had to like this guy, probably because his characters’ flaws felt so human. He reminds you of a better-looking version of that good high school buddy voted most likely to succeed and biggest nerd. You admired him, but you didn’t want to be him because you’d hate to be so geeky and awkward. And that’s why he was your buddy; his flaws were enough to trump your envy for his intelligence and talent.
Stiller literally played that nerdy high school buddy in 1998’s “There’s Something About Mary,” directed by the Farrelly brothers. His character is a thirty-something yuppie who reencounters his high school crush, played by a sprightly Cameron Diaz, and has to overcome memories of their dreadful prom date and his romantic insecurities to win her heart. Flashbacks to Stiller as a kid with braces and a tight prom tuxedo play off of his comic genius and the humor of the whole high school experience. But it was the raunchy part of the experience, the references to “beans above the franks” and a new source of hair gel, that seemed most emblematic of high school and earned the film’s biggest laughs.
Both fortunately and unfortunately, Stiller hasn’t been able to escape the role. The film’s $176 million box office vaulted him to leading-man status and afforded opportunities to star in a number of other successful but raunchy films, largely in a similar role. He led a team of misfit superheroes in “Mystery Men,” in 1999. In 2000, “Meet the Parents” featured him opposite Robert DeNiro as the insecure fiancé DeNiro’s onscreen daughter brings home to dinner. The film’s $166 million success spawned “Meet the Fockers,” a 2004 sequel with Dustin Hoffman and Lily Tomlin that earned $279 million, Stiller’s highest-grossing film to date.
However, at the same time, Stiller took on a number of other roles that showcased his talents beyond the sight-gag, misfit variety. He played the straight man to Bill Pullman’s eccentric private eye in the detective comedy, “Zero Effect,” which opened in 1998, a few months ahead of “There’s Something About Mary.” Later that same year, Stiller also starred in “Permanent Midnight,” a gloomy drama about a comedy writer with a huge heroin addiction.

Neither film grossed over $2 million, but Stiller’s involvement with them maintained some variety in his repertoire. Not to mention that “Zero Effect,” if not “Permanent Midnight,” merited critical acclaim to offset the box office disappointment. Small parts in “The Royal Tenenbaums” and “Black and White,” as well as guest roles on several TV shows, including “The Simpsons,” continued to counterbalance his slapstick appearances in films like “Zoolander” in 2001 and “Duplex” in 2003.
But the turning point came in 2004. Stiller appeared in six over-the-top comedies that typecast him as the same misfit he played in “There’s Something About Mary” or a dorky, uber-competitive version of it seen in “Zoolander.” Three of his 2004 films, in addition to “Meet the Fockers,” earned over $80 million. These included a turn as a nerdy Starsky opposite Owen Wilson’s Hutch in “Starsky and Hutch” and teaming up with Vince Vaughn in the super-dorky, “Dodgeball.”
These films offered plenty of entertaining, if low-brow, slapstick humor. Fart jokes can be fun, but only in moderation. Stiller seems to have lost a lot of his. Either through bad karma or bad decision making, he seems doomed to repeat the same characters ad infinitum. The plots are the same, too: A misfit’s ambition to land a bride or career success causes him no end of slapstick dilemmas, most of which involve genitalia or bodily functions. His two appearances voicing a lion in “Madagascar” and its sequel deviate only in that they cast him as an animated, animal misfit.
Another case in point is “The Heartbreak Kid,” which opens this weekend in Twin Cities theaters. Stiller is Eddie, the successful owner of a sporting goods store in San Francisco who’d rather tell people he’s widowed than admit he’s forty years’ old and never been married. So, out of desperation, Eddie marries a blond environmentalist hottie after just six weeks of dating, and she transforms into an egotistical hell kitten during the honeymoon. Eddie suffers her pile-driver bedroom techniques, hidden credit card debt, and other nightmarish torments in characteristically humorous Stiller style. The jokes and Eddie’s troubles multiply when he decides to ditch his wife after meeting the woman of his dreams, played by Michelle Monaghan.

The film’s humor is entertaining enough that its preposterous clunker of a final act, that involves a particularly vile urination scene, won’t prevent it from performing well at the box office. But those of us who once enjoyed Stiller’s work leave with a stale, been-there, done-that aftertaste and the usual, mediocre two-and-a-½-out-of-four-star review.

One way Stiller might renew himself is to return to directing. Early in his career he transitioned from TV to films by directing and starring in two films: The Gen X classic, “Reality Bites,” in 1994, with Ethan Hawke and Winona Rider, and the wildly hilarious “Flirting with Disaster” three years later. The edgy humor of both films demonstrated how fresh and creative Stiller’s comic genius can be and could certainly be again. It might be a risky career move, breaking the mold of a formula that’s still financially successful. But the risk is worth it if he’s interested in reestablishing his originality and reinspiring us who’ve stopped waiting in line to see his films.
For Movie Talk, I’m Paul Bachleitner.
