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Preface




If a man can bridge the gap between life and death, I mean, if he can live on after he’s died, then maybe he was a great man.


James Dean





JAMES DEAN died at the age of 24, fulfilling his own premonition of an early death. He was killed in a Porsche Spyder on his way to compete in a race meeting, victim of a banal traffic accident. He had been working in Hollywood for only sixteen months and just one of his three films had so far been released. Yet that one film had already established him as a major star. Death would now make him the cult figure of his and following generations and provoke a hysteria unparalleled since the time of Rudolph Valentino. It was a legend that became briefly hideous: a necromantic, necrophagous and, for some, highly profitable frenzy. The very sickness of the cult should have killed his name and reputation. Yet they survived, his face and manner images to dominate the genesis of pop culture in the 1960s. Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, Little Richard, the Everly Brothers, Eddie Cochran, Bob Dylan: they all belonged among those who idolised Jimmy Dean. It was as though he had pushed open the door for them.


They were not articulate, the post-war adolescents of the mid-fifties. They were scarcely conscious of themselves as an entity. The Kerouac-style ‘beats’ and the rock and roll aficionados were still minorities. The majority, truly silent, had no sub-culture of their own in which to hide, or through which to express their hopes and frustrations. The cinema was their only refuge and Hollywood stories their only escape. The moment James Dean appeared on that screen in front of them – angry, dishevelled, hurt, unsophisticated, androgynously beautiful – their response was immediate.


He appealed equally to girls and to boys, to men and women and when his first film, East of Eden, was released in March 1955, young people all over the world recognised themselves in his portrayal of lost adolescence. He became, literally overnight, a superstar. The title of his second film, released two weeks after his death, exactly defined his image and status: Rebel Without a Cause.


He died leaving that image uncompromised in any of his three roles. He had not wandered, as an actor must, beyond self-reality. He had portrayed himself, and the traumas and style of his life made the identification genuine. He had also quite consciously played to his image. ‘How can I lose?’ he told a friend. ‘In one hand I got Marlon Brando yelling “Fuck you all”; in the other, Montgomery Clift asking “Please help me”.’


Revelations continue to be claimed and denied about his private life and how he whored his way to success on the casting couches of homosexual Hollywood and Manhattan. As with any subject of posthumous biography, the whole truth belongs only with him. Speculation about his sexuality had started already during his own short lifetime and was for many of his closer friends a forbidden subject after his death. Yet that very ambiguity with his lost boy looks would make him the ultimate bisexual icon for each succeeding generation.


Sixty years later he is either half-remembered as an ‘insufferable little jerk’ or still revered as a distant myth, puzzled over by generations that recognise the image but hardly know who he is. He appeared to Eisenhower’s paternalistic America of the 1950s as ill-mannered, petulant, selfish – and has regularly been dismissed in much the same language ever since. What cannot be dismissed so easily is the astonishing effect his behavioural acting had on young audiences and how, for better or for worse, that effect gave image and identity to the youth cultures about to liberate the western world. Marlon Brando, it was said, changed the way actors acted; James Dean changed the way people behaved.


Halfway between then and now, in 1972 the Andy Warhol Interview reassessed the legend, defined his achievement and identified the nostalgia that has kept the myth alive. Their words are still apposite:




James Dean made just three pictures, but even if he had made only one he would still be the greatest male star of the ’50s. The pictures are East of Eden, Rebel Without a Cause, Giant. Just the titles evoke epic visions, and all three films live up to their titles, constituting a three part heroic poem on atomic age youth, its beauties and its obsessions... James Dean was the perfect embodiment of an eternal struggle. It might be innocence struggling with experience, youth with age, or man with his image. But in every aspect his struggle was a mirror to a generation of rebels without a cause. His anguish was exquisitely genuine on and off the screen; his moments of joy were rare and precious. He is not our hero because he was perfect, but because he perfectly represented the damaged but beautiful soul of our time...







 


 




An actor must interpret life and in order to do so he must be willing to accept all experiences that life has to offer. In fact he must seek out more of life than life puts at his feet. In the short span of his lifetime an actor must learn all there is to know, experience all there is to experience, or approach that state as closely as possible. He must be superhuman in his efforts to store away in the warehouse of his subconscious everything that he might be called upon to use in the expression of his art. Nothing should be more important to the artist than life and the living of it, not even the ego. To grasp the full significance of life is the actor’s duty; to interpret it his problem; and to express it his dedication… Being an actor is the loneliest thing in the world. You’re all alone with your concentration and imagination, and that’s all you have. Being an actor isn’t easy. Being a man is even harder. I want to be both before I’m done.


James Dean
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1. Orphan




I told him straight one evening: ‘Your mother’s never coming home again.’ All he did was stare at me.


Winton Dean





JAMES BYRON DEAN was born on 8 February 1931, at the Green Gables Apartments on East Fourth Street, in the small industrial town of Marion, fifty miles north of Indianapolis, his mother giving him the christian name of a family friend and the family name of her favourite poet, Lord Byron.


The choice of eponym surprised no one in her family. Mildred Wilson had been brought up by her own parents with a love of poetry and music and a vision of worlds beyond their mid-west farming background. A passionate romance and an unexpected pregnancy had forced her to settle for the attainable in her own life, but she had greater ambitions for her son. However unplanned, marriage had now taken her out of farming and into the classless gentility of small town suburbia: her lover and now husband, Winton Dean, was a dental mechanic in the respectable and safe employ of the Federal Government, a steady job with a regular salary, important security in those years of uncertainty. And through this security Mildred Dean intended to give her son the opportunities she had never known.


The vivacious, good-looking, young mother deliberately set about creating the atmosphere and conditions in which she believed prodigy would develop. She read her son poetry, played to him on the piano, took him for long walks into the country. When he was old enough to sustain interest in a game, they built a toy theatre together, an upturned cardboard box pinned with curtains, in which they acted out stories and make-believe with puppets and dolls. And as soon as the little boy was strong enough to hold it, Mildred bought him a child’s violin, sending him to lessons in the town, encouraging a musical talent that proved at the time to be non-existent.


Mother and son were sharing an almost secretive life of their own, with games and rituals into which the father rarely intruded. At night young Jimmy would write notes or draw pictures for his mother, describing something he particularly wanted to do, or to possess. He would leave the note under his pillow and if his request was at all feasible Mildred Dean would do her best to fulfil it. There were those on both sides of the family who criticised her. They felt the boy was growing up too sheltered and over-indulged. Certainly he was teased by his cousins for the poetry-reading and the violin lessons and when the time came for him to start school he already felt himself set apart from the other children. It was a sense of detachment that would stay with him until his death, partly through circumstances, partly as a result of this childhood involvement with his mother’s ambition for achievement and success.
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Jimmy growing up.


When Jimmy was six years old his father was transferred from Indiana to a job at the Sawtelle Veterans’ Administration Hospital in Los Angeles – an attempt, perhaps, to breathe new life into a not altogether successful marriage. The family moved three thousand miles across the continent, into a small house in Santa Monica, and after the summer vacation Jimmy was enrolled in the Brentwood Public School, a short bus ride from Burbank and the Sunset Boulevard where his mother’s ambition would be one day dramatically, if briefly, fulfilled.
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Jimmy with his mother and father, Mildred and Winton Dean.


Teachers at the Brentwood School remembered him as a shy young boy who had great difficulty in making friends. He was quick and bright in the classroom but a natural target for ridicule with his violin-case, his dancing lessons and his pretentious middle name. ‘James Byron’, the boys called him, and ignored his family nickname, ‘Deanie’.


The move away from family and friends in Indiana placed an even greater emphasis on the already close relationship between mother and son. Neither of them seemed to make any close relationships in Santa Monica and when his mother fell ill during his eighth and ninth years, the young boy was profoundly disturbed by what appeared to him as distance and change in her attitude towards him. To some visiting relatives in 1939, Mildred Dean seemed tired and dispirited; the effect, they thought, of the move to the west coast climate. In fact Mildred was seriously ill and by the time cancer of the breast had been diagnosed, her condition was declining too rapidly for treatment. It was a period of confusion and fear for the boy, his immediate reaction to her illness being resentment and even anger. Grief and incomprehension came later as he watched her beauty, energy, and resilience fade away.


Incomprehension was just as overpowering for Winton Dean. It was the first time father and son had been left alone together and during their visits to the hospital in the later stages of her illness, the father attempted to convey to the young boy the inevitability of his mother’s death: ‘I tried to get it across to him, to prepare him in some way, but he just didn’t seem to take it in. I told him straight one evening: “Your mother’s never coming home again.” All he did was stare at me.’


Perhaps it was natural if the boy transferred some of his fear and resentment towards the father. Instead of coming together through the tragedy, the two of them were growing apart, and this process – avoidable or not, we cannot know – was to have a decisive effect on the next ten years of Dean’s life.


Winton Dean had asked his mother, Emma Dean, to travel out from Indiana to look after them during the last weeks of his wife’s illness. The hospital bills and his mother’s fare exhausted the family funds. Even the car had to be sold and when the Wilson family asked him to send Mildred home to Indiana for burial, Winton Dean could not afford to make the journey himself. His mother now suggested taking the boy back with her, to live with Winton’s sister and brother-in-law, Ortense and Marcus, in Fairmount.


Bewildered and unsure of himself, Winton Dean agreed that his son might be better cared for on an Indiana farm than in an empty house in the Los Angeles suburbs. Right or wrong, the decision was almost certainly a direct result of the boy’s estrangement during the last stages of his mother’s illness. The prospect of coping with his son’s silent withdrawal was too much for the father and in the space of a day the boy had lost, to all intents and purposes, both his parents. Winton Dean would never quite come to terms with what he had done. None of Dean’s friends or colleagues who later met the father seemed able to relate to him in any positive way and however often they saw each other during the next sixteen years, communication between father and son would never be satisfactorily restored.
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On the farm: first steps in the pole vault; gardening with Marcus junior.


Jimmy was nine years old when he said goodbye to his father and rode home to Indiana with his grandmother, his mother’s sealed coffin in the luggage-van. The boy would walk down the train at each station stop to check the coffin. No one remembers him crying very much. ‘He shut it all inside him,’ a cousin said. ‘The only person he could ever have talked about it with was lying there in the casket.’


The body rested with relatives while the funeral was arranged, and it is said that late one night the boy crept downstairs to where the coffin was lying and took the ribbon from one of the wreaths. According to his aunt he kept the ribbon neatly folded under his pillow for months afterwards.
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Jimmy’s grandma, Emma Dean.
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Jimmy’s grandpa, Charlie Dean.


The Winslow farm is situated on the outskirts of the small agricultural town of Fairmount, ten miles to the south of Dean’s birthplace in Marion, the house white-boarded and roomy, the yard always full of animals, the fields beyond undulating and varied, crossed by the Back Creek stream. Jimmy’s cousin Joan was only a few years older than he, and in addition to his uncle and aunt, Marcus and Ortense Winslow, the grandparents Charlie and Emma Dean lived only a short distance away in the middle of town. It was a friendly, informal, family atmosphere and the Quaker background, common to both the Deans and the Winslows, intruded with only marginal severity on Jimmy’s new way of life.


But it was a long time before the boy relaxed into his new environment – maybe as long as the months it took the children at the Fairmount School to forget him as ‘the poor orphan’ and accept him instead as Joan Winslow’s kid brother. For a while he resisted any attempt to draw him out of his self-absorption and his isolated sense of grief and grievance. For the rest of his life Dean, and anyone who had the misfortune to be with him at the time, would be tormented by these oppressive moods of withdrawal and there was little anyone could do to break their spell.


The Winslows distracted him with the routines of farm life. Before his tenth birthday Uncle Marcus had taught him how to drive and service the tractor, how to look after the livestock, how best to stalk and shoot the rats in the farmyard or the rabbits on the land. For his tenth birthday they gave him a horse, on condition that he look after it himself, and, until he was old enough to take motorbikes onto the public highways of Grant County, the tractor, the horse, and the gun gave him the freedom of the Winslows’ 440 acres of Indiana countryside.


The Winslows worked their farm without regular help and the daily and seasonal chores became part of Dean’s life. In an interview with columnist Hedda Hopper fifteen years later, a more sophisticated young man recalled those early days helping – and skiving – on his uncle’s land: ‘This was a real farm and I worked like crazy as long as someone was watching me. Forty acres of oats made a huge stage and when the audience left I took a nap and nothing got ploughed or harrowed. Then I met a friend who lived over in Marion and he taught me how to wrestle and kill cats, and other things boys do behind barns. And I began to live.’


At junior school they couldn’t quite figure him out. His grades were too high and until he entered senior school he was always ahead of his year. When his grades fell off he argued that it was on account of trying to do too much: ‘Why did God put all these things here for us to be interested in?’


In his twelfth year Dean had to undergo a further period of emotional adjustment with the arrival of young Marc in the Winslow family. A baby son, long awaited by Marcus and Ortense, diverted attention away from Jimmy and reminded him that while he had come to call his aunt and uncle ‘mom and dad’, he had less right to their time and affection than their own two children. Not that there was any change in their attitude towards him. The change was in himself, and noticed only by his teacher and grandparents. The birth of his young cousin emphasised the direction of his emotional life: one more degree of isolation and self-sufficiency; and the beginnings of self-assertion.


An early result of self-assertion was the arrival of Dean’s first motorbike – a motorised cycle called a ‘Whizzer’, hardly fast enough to endanger life or limb, but good enough for trick-riding round the farm. Even at this age he had a predisposition for speed and brinkmanship, ignoring his handicap of bad short-sight. On the farm he was never content unless he ended a day’s work swinging tractor and trailer through the yard gates or into the barn at speed, and at the narrowest possible angle. He experimented for hours on a trapeze his uncle had built for him, until he finally over-reached himself and smashed his front teeth in a fall (thereafter he had to wear a bridge with two false teeth). So now with his ‘Whizzer’, he rode it hard as though breaking in a young horse, to find its limits of speed and adhesion. ‘I used to go out for the cows on the motorcycle,’ he told Hedda Hopper. ‘Scared the hell out of them. They’d get to running and their udders would start swinging, and they’d lose a quart of milk.’ Apart from the milk, his antics also cost him four pairs of new spectacles in as many weeks. The family was finally persuaded that a real motorbike might be less costly and dangerous.


It was the local Wesleyan Minister who had first encouraged Dean’s passion for ‘hazard’ and now introduced him not only to the sensations and excitements of motor racing and bullfighting, but also to the sophistication of Beethoven and Tchaikovsky, philosophical conversation and candlelit dinners. ‘Jimmy was usually happiest stretched out on my library floor. He loved good music playing in the background.’ The Rev James De Weerd was a wounded and decorated hero from the Italian campaign of the Second World War – one of the very few Fairmount residents who had actually seen something substantial of the outside world. His Purple Heart and Silver Star gave him great kudos and popularity among the Fairmount boys, and he used to take some of them to the motor racing in Indianapolis and show them pictures and home movies of the bullfighting he had seen in Mexico. He even encouraged them to build their own rough racing circuit in the field by Marvin Carter’s cycle shop, just down the road from the Winslow farm.


That he also took the young boys naked bathing in a YMCA swimming pool was largely ignored. In that mid-west community he was a respected figure. Some eccentricities were to be tolerated from a veteran of the battle of Monte Cassino, an army chaplain who had won his Silver Star rescuing wounded soldiers under fire. After all, the man had a war wound in his midriff the size of a boy’s fist.
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Second from left in the school basketball team
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High school baseball, Jimmy centre of picture.
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In the Quaker team colours.


Apart from the introduction to motor racing and bullfighting – beyond acting they were to remain Dean’s primary passions – De Weerd was certainly the first person to help the boy towards some understanding and acceptance of his mother’s death. He said himself, when Dean was older: ‘I taught Jimmy to believe in personal immortality. He had no fear of death because he believed, as I do, that death is merely a control of mind over matter.’ Any attitude, or belief, that helped overcome the memory of the physical realities of his mother’s death was a liberation for the boy and a curb on the self-pity to which he was prone.


Former New York Herald Tribune columnist, Joe Hyams, claimed in his biography, James Dean: Little Boy Lost, that De Weerd admitted a sexual relationship with the young James Dean. Certainly the Minister combined father-figure and role model in ways that were both inspirational and seductive, and the young Dean was of an age at which hero-worship and homosexual attraction are a natural part of an adolescent’s erotic awakenings. Home in Indiana or in Los Angeles or New York, Dean would always be ready to draw on people who were for him energy forces. Often that energy source became a combination of the cerebral and the sexual. Whether consummated or not, a physical communication with De Weerd might have set that pattern.


This first speculation, claim or rumour sets the pattern for the rest, the truth impossible to evaluate. Paul Alexander (James Dean, Boulevard of Broken Dreams) has no doubts that the young Dean lost his virginity to the good-looking, intellectual priest and quotes De Weerd as having said to Hyams: ‘Jimmy never mentioned our relationship, nor did I. It would not have helped either of us.’


Other biographers, notably Dalton, Spoto and Holley, have chosen to ignore or deny Hyams’s claim. Apart from De Weerd’s alleged confession, there is no evidence that he was actively homosexual. Nor were there ever rumours or accusation from any of Fairmount’s other young men. But whatever may or not physically have happened between them, De Weerd remains a key figure in Dean’s adolescence, widening horizons, showing him history and mankind as epic dramas and helping the young man through some of his turmoil and confusion.
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As Frankenstein in ‘Goon with the Wind’.
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Self-portrait in clay.


Outside emotional vulnerability there was little to distinguish Dean from any other high-spirited young teenager: the farm boy winning a prize for his stock-raising; the dare-devil, racing motorbikes round Carter’s field or ‘buzzing’ pedestrians up and down Main Street, Fairmount; the schoolboy involving himself successfully in most of the local activities. He was a straight ‘A’ honour student throughout his high school, a champion pole-vaulter, a hurdler in the track team, a ‘sub’ in the baseball team, a bespectacled fast guard in basketball. He was also, more significantly, a prize-winner in the art class and President of the Thespian Society.


The violin-playing prodigy had not survived the death of his mother, but the love for poetry and recitation stayed with him. One day in the classroom a group of boys sniggered while he was reading some verse and Dean had set on them in such a violent fashion that the school authorities were obliged to suspend Dean for the remainder of the week.
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Dean on a visit to his old school in February 1955.


Throughout his life Dean was subject to these occasional and usually irrational outbursts of anger and hysteria. The effect of such outbursts was not lost on him and he based a great deal of his early recitation and school acting on similar climaxes of violent histrionics.


His aunt Ortense decided that such passion should be used to better effect, and she brought Jimmy along with her to the local Women’s Temperance Union, where he would participate in their drama competitions and even deliver impassioned diatribes against the evils of drinking. He sometimes wrote his own material for these harangues – ‘gory odes’, he called them – and his tongue-in-cheek fervour actually managed to introduce some humour into their sombre proceedings. ‘The way they had it,’ Dean would say, ‘you could go to hell just for stepping on a grape.’


His talent for debate, recitation and acting was encouraged and coached by the other predominant energy force in his adolescence, Adeline Brookshire Nall, the teacher in charge of drama at the Fairmount High School. Small, dynamic, inspirational and passionate about drama, Adeline recognised very early the raw performing talent of her young student. It was she who persuaded him to enter the annual State Forensic League contest during his senior year at the school. Dean had already distinguished himself that year playing Frankenstein in a high school parody, Goon With The Wind. For the contest he chose a recitation in similar vein, an excerpt from Charles Dickens’ Pickwick Papers entitled A Madman’s Manuscript, a piece which adapted nicely to his shock-tactics style of acting. He came on stage with a blood-curdling scream, ranted and raved his way through the lines, collapsing at the end in spasms of animal frenzy. The judges awarded him the title and entered him for the National contest held later that year in Longmont, Colorado. Dean prepared the same recitation, but ignored Adeline Nall’s warning that the piece was too long for the requirements of the National contest. He made a creditable sixth place in the competition, but was bitterly disappointed, and unfairly blamed Adeline Nall for not insisting strongly enough on the cuts she had advised him to make.


Dean’s own interior self-expression was perhaps more obvious in his paintings, notwithstanding their derivative style and content. He kept at least two of them in his baggage over the next few years, and they were seen and remembered by some of his friends. One was a caricature of a man as an ashtray, his long arms holding burning cigarettes, his head nothing more than a giant mouth, a hole transfixed with a large cigar. The second, and more sinister painting was entitled ‘Man in Woman’s Womb’ and showed the skeleton of man covered with green skin, standing in sludge oozing from a sewer pipe, one of his arms upraised in fear or pleading, his legs dissolving into the mess around him. It would have been strong material for psychoanalysis, an uncomfortable image from an uneasy mind.


Jimmy Dean graduated from Fairmount High School in the summer of 1949, academically ‘above average, good, but handicapped by a lack of application’. He was awarded the school athletics medal and a leaving prize from the art class.


He had arrived in the town nine years previously, lost and very much alone. He had lived the last of his childhood and the greater part of his adolescence in and around this small mid-west farming community, acquiring a second home and family with his uncle, aunt and cousins, and losing some of his loneliness and reticence. He might later write in a poem ‘my town hates the Catholic and Jew’, but emotionally he would never deny those roots he’d buried in that countryside – even if this middle America, white and protestant, was in no way a worldly preparation for Los Angeles or New York.


He had developed a talent in acting, painting and sport and a strong if still directionless sense of ambition. But apart from his achievements in drama and sport his last year at school and on the farm had, according to his uncle, been restless and undisciplined. He was ready for new stimulus, a vision perhaps of the ideas his mother had dreamed of, a taste of the excitements James De Weerd had described. When his father wrote to him suggesting he start his college education out in California, Jimmy was more than willing to go.
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2. Hollywood Student




Our town worships success, the bitch goddess whose smile hides a taste for blood…


Hedda Hopper





WINTON DEAN had remarried four years after the death of his first wife, retaining his job in Los Angeles, and settling down in another small Santa Monica house. Father and son had seen very little of each other, and Winton Dean was well aware of the emotional crisis his son had suffered following the break-up of the family. Now that Jimmy’s schooling was finished Winton was anxious to re-establish a family unit.


One can imagine Dean’s apprehension prior to this trip. He was returning to the city where his mother had died, to a father he hardly knew, and to a household presided over by an unknown stepmother. His uncle and aunt, grandparents, and the Rev James De Weerd, all in their different ways helped prepare the boy for the difficulties he would have in adjusting to these situations. As it turned out Jimmy went out of his way to be polite and easy, conforming to his father’s wishes even at the sacrifice of his own immediate ambitions.


His father, however, was set against the idea of drama as a suitable university subject. By the end of the summer vacation he had persuaded Jimmy to enrol at the local Santa Monica City College to study pre-law and physical education.


It was to be a year of little achievement for Dean. His father had urged him to take up law, arguing that such a career would make the fullest use of his talent at debate and recitation. Like most parents faced by the wild ambitions of youth, Winton Dean was only anxious to see his son obtain some kind of qualification that would guarantee future employment.


For a time Jimmy was content enough, working his way, not over-energetically, through the general preliminary reading of first year courses and enjoying the new independence of a student’s life. He joined as many drama classes as he could find, and in connection with one of them, took a part-time job as a radio announcer on the College FM radio station.


Jean Owen, a drama teacher at Santa Monica, later wrote in Movieland about the James Dean she remembered at this time:




He was always polite and thoughtful; his enthusiasm for everything that pertained to the theatre was boundless… One day in class Jimmy read some scenes from Edgar Allan Poe’s Telltale Heart. He was magnificent – but then he always had a spectacular emotion for any scene he played. Later, during that same class I asked Jimmy to read some scenes from Hamlet. That night when I returned home I informed my husband that I had finally found the right student to play Hamlet as I felt it should be played.
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As an outsider in new surroundings, Jimmy experienced the same difficulties as Jim Stark in Rebel.


A fellow girl student in college, later interviewed for Picture Post, has left a more personal image of this ‘Hamlet’:




He was shy and awkward, peering through big horn-rimmed glasses at a world that baffled him. One evening a boy I had dated invited him to join our crowd for a beer at ‘The Point’ – a small café overlooking the Pacific where the younger crowd could go to drink beer, look at the ocean, and talk. But Jimmy wasn’t in the talking mood that evening. He contented himself with watching the waves breaking on the shore. He had no use for small-talk.





This brooding young man was an uneasy guest in his father’s house. There was never a quarrel, nor even open disagreement; but some time in the new year Dean moved away to share rooms with another student from the City College. By now he had also realised that studies in law and physical education were not going to hold his exclusive interest for much longer. He took steps to enrol at UCLA for the autumn term, planning, as a concession to his father, to transfer the law studies as his major, and take theatre arts as his secondary or minor subject.


During that summer vacation (1950) he took advantage of his PE course, enrolling as an athletics instructor in a local military academy. It was the only time in his life he ever succumbed to a uniform, or to the rigid disciplines of military life. He claimed later to have enjoyed the experience, and professed disappointment when a draft board subsequently turned him down on account of his bad eyesight – though this does not explain his continued appeals against classification up until the time of his death. UN involvement in Korea was looming through these years, the cold war already confrontational after the Berlin airlift. On his 18th birthday Dean was said to have told the draft board back home in Indiana: ‘You can’t take me, I’m a homosexual.’ Given the stigma then attached to homosexuality, it is scarcely credible that the young Dean would have ‘come out’ so flamboyantly in front of local dignitaries. More probable from his Quaker background is his claim to have been a conscientious objector. The issue of homosexuality was possibly raised in a later written appeal, with or without a psychiatrist’s report. Either way, the impatient, ambitious Dean was in no hurry to waste time in uniform.


While working at the military academy Dean had met a second year UCLA student, a member of one of the university sporting fraternities. Even after his twelve months at Santa Monica Dean still felt himself enough of an outsider in the Los Angeles world to jump at the chance of belonging to an exclusive residential fraternity. His job at the academy, and his sporting achievements at the Fairmount High School qualified him for election and that September he became a resident member of the ‘Sigma Nu’. As far as his fraternity inmates were concerned he was a pre-law major, and a sporting man. He kept his acting ambitions, and his activities in theatre arts, very much to himself.


Before the term started Dean applied to the Campus Employment Bureau for a part-time job to help with the extra expense of fraternity life. He knew something about cinema projection from one of his classes in Santa Monica, and was given work on the 16mm projectors in the faculties that used visual aid classes. What with his law classes, his job, fraternity life and theatre arts, he would have more activity than he could adequately cope with. But there was now no doubt about his priorities.


At the end of the summer vacation, before starting at UCLA, Dean had used most of his hard-earned salary from the military academy on a trip home to see his relatives and friends. He spent some days helping his uncle with the harvest and, on the afternoon before his journey back to California, rode his motorbike into Marion to see one of the new summer releases – the screen debut of the actor everyone had been talking about in Los Angeles, Marlon Brando. The young tearaway from Broadway theatre was playing the paraplegic war veteran in Zinnemann’s film, The Men.
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A brief visit home to the farm.


Dean was transfixed. On an unsophisticated, still adolescent level, he quite simply identified with the rebel non-conformist, this handsome young actor-prince from the New York theatre, the slob with his bad language, his blue jeans and his refusal to be overawed or absorbed by the Hollywood system. But more significantly Brando showed Dean a new dimension in acting beyond the skills of recitation or impersonation: namely the exploration of the real life inside a role, and, by implication, the more general search for the truth and understanding of human behaviour. Dean had been overwhelmed by the emotional intensity of Brando’s acting. He discovered that Brando’s preparation for the role had included four weeks actually living as an inmate in the paraplegic ward of a military hospital. It was a thoroughness and a discipline that appealed to Dean – something beyond the mere titillation of make-believe: something that made acting compatible with a man’s own search into the complexities of life and into the confusion of his own emotions.


The articulation of such ideas would come slowly. For the moment all he was sure of was his need for serious acting at whatever level possible. He returned to California that fall of 1950 wholly committed to the ambition of becoming a great actor.
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The Theatre Arts faculty at UCLA had considerable advantages over the usual fund-conscious and under-equipped student drama departments. Through carefully fostered relationships with neighbouring Hollywood they had access to the costume and props departments in the major film studios and consequently their productions were as lavishly presented as any expensive Broadway show. Inevitably there was intense competition and in-fighting during the casting of their major productions, and the post-war availability of ex-servicemen in the university made it all the more difficult for younger students to pick up the mature roles. Yet, within a month of enrolling, Dean had already landed himself a good part as Malcolm in Macbeth, a production scheduled for that coming December.


Whether he earned this early recognition on his performance in audition, or whether he resorted to faculty politics, no one knows. His good luck certainly surprised, and probably irritated a good many people. Another theatre arts student, William Bast, recalls his first impressions of Dean during this period:




…the unobtrusive young man with the unruly, sandy-coloured hair, quietly roamed the campus, apparently minding his own business, and only occasionally projecting himself beyond the shell rims of his thick-lensed glasses. He appeared to be nothing more than a simple, withdrawn, little boy, not too long off the farm.





Praised by some, Dean’s performance in Macbeth was not an unqualified success. The faculty newspaper, Spotlight, dismissed him in thirteen unkind words: ‘Malcolm failed to show any growth, and would have made a hollow king.’ The saving grace for Dean was Malcolm’s closing speech, the conclusion of the play, where Malcolm repudiates the Macbeths:
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