
  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  Published by Barricade Books Inc.

  185 Bridge Plaza North

  Suite 309

  Fort Lee, N.J. 07024

  www.barricadebooks.com

  


  Copyright © 2011 by Peter L. Winkler

  All Rights Reserved


  No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, by any means, including mechanical, electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, or broadcast.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Dennis Hopper : the wild ride of a Hollywood rebel / Peter L. Winkler.

  p. cm.

  Includes bibliographical references and index.

  ISBN: 978-1-56980-449-0

  1. Hopper, Dennis, 1936-2010. 2. Motion picture actors and actresses—United States—Biography. 3. Motion picture producers and directors—United States—Biography. I. Title.

  PN2287.H66W57 2011

  791.43’028092--dc23

  [B]

  2011021805

  ISBN: 978-1-56980-449-0

  


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Manufactured in the United States of America

  



  For my sister, Erica V. Marlowe,

  who made it possible for me to write this book.


   








   “I remember that I was driving along one time away from Dodge City to Garden City, where the big farm was and whipping down this dirt road and goin’ about 70, and there’s a strong wind coming from the right and I was really leaning into it, really leaning hard with my wheel, but I didn’t realize it because I’d been going that way for so long, and suddenly there were some granaries off to the right and it stopped the wind and I went into the ditch. I think that I’ve been fighting the wind or fighting whatever it is for so long that I really have a great fear that if I stop turning the wheel hard into the wind, if something makes an obstacle, I’ll go into the ditch.”

  “When I was a child, I thought as a child. When I became a man, I still thought as a child [laughs].”

  Dennis Hopper, in the documentary

  The American Dreamer (1971)
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  FIRST LIGHT


  

  
    A lonely farm boy wonders where the trains are headed and follows them to Hollywood.

    “I come from Kansas, which is nowhere. And I hate my parents, who are no one.”

  

  Dennis Hopper, introducing himself to writer

  Gwen Davis at a Hollywood party in 1956

  


  DENNIS LEE HOPPER was born in Dodge City, Kansas, on May 17, 1936, to Jay Millard Hopper and Marjorie Mae Hopper (nee Davis). “My grandparents were from Kentucky—I’m related to Daniel Boone,” Dennis Hopper said. “He was my great-great-great-uncle. Sarah Boone, his sister, was my great-great-great-grandmother.”

  Jay Hopper managed a grocery store in Dodge City until the outbreak of World War II and served as a lay minister in the Methodist church. After the war, he got a job with the postal service’s railway division, guarding the mail on the trains running from Kansas City to Denver. This entitled him to wear a sidearm, which impressed Dennis when he saw his father off at the railroad station and may have influenced the gun fetish that manifested itself in his adult life.

  “Well, my father was pretty busy,” Dennis recalled. “I mean, I learned more about him at his funeral than I did, really, growing up.” Jay Hopper was a shadow in his son’s life, “a hard, totally secret man with no words,” as Dennis later put it. Child-rearing was left to Marjorie Hopper, a temperamental fundamentalist with 19th-century values who was unprepared for motherhood. The backstroke champion of Kansas, Marjorie was on her way to the Olympics until she became pregnant with Dennis when she was only seventeen.

  “It was my mother,” Dennis said, “basically, who took care of those things, even though we had a terrible relationship, my mother and I. I mean, she screamed, yelled, and threw things at me. It was a terrible, terrible relationship. I wanted to be an actor. I decided when I was very young, when I first saw movies, that I wanted to be an actor.” Dennis’ desire to become an actor was anathema to his mother and became the source of constant friction between them.

  Brooke Hayward, Hopper’s first wife, met his family in the ’60s. “Dennis’ grandfather was a sweetheart,” she said. “I think Dennis was fond of his father, but his mother was a nightmare. She talked endlessly, and you couldn’t stop her.” “Hopper was the son of an unemotional father and an overly emotional mother,” CBS News reported in 2004. “She was wild, very emotional, a screamer and a yeller,” Hopper said about his mother. “My mother had an incredible body, and I had a sexual fascination for her. I never had sex with my mother, but I had total sexual fantasies about her.”

  Until he was ten, Dennis spent most of his time on his grandparents’ little twelve-acre farm seven miles outside of Dodge City, where they grew Chinese elms and alfalfa, and kept chickens, cows, and pigs. “It was the dust bowl,” Hopper said, “so I had to wear a gas mask to school five days a week because the dust was so heavy in the air, and my grandmother would open the door, and five inches of dust would blow inside. The sky was obliterated by dust storms a lot of the time. There were bread lines and soup lines, and it was really bad. The whole middle of the country had blown away.”

  “My early memories of Kansas are like, sort of classical stuff,” he said. “There was a ditch in front of the house, a lot of weeds, a very fertile place, Kansas. There was a dirt road in front, a mailbox. A country road. I got my first sheepdog from the brother of the Clutters, the family that was murdered years later that Capote wrote about in In Cold Blood.”

  “I never knew my father or my mother very well,” Hopper said. “I very seldom saw my father—which I resented tremendously.” Dennis’ father joined the military when he was six, and his mother trained lifeguards for the Red Cross and managed an outdoor swimming pool in Dodge City. Dennis’ grandmother was his only company during the day, when his grandfather worked on a large wheat farm sixty miles away in Garden City.

  “As a little tiny child he didn’t have anyone to play with,” Marjorie Hopper said. “We didn’t live where there were a lot of children, so he only knew children when he was at school. Grandmother read him every child’s book in the Dodge City library before he was in kindergarten and was reading him novels.”

  “Most of the time I spent alone, daydreaming,” Hopper said. “I didn’t do much; occasionally I cleaned out the chicken house. I watched more than anything else. Wheat fields all around, as far as you could see. No neighbors, no other kids.”

  With little else to do, Dennis would look at the horizon line or lie in the ditch with his dog, watching the daily procession of flatcars loaded with heavy farm equipment rumble by until they disappeared over the horizon. “I used to spend hours wondering where it came from and where it went to,” he said.

  “My grandfather and my grandmother Davis were my best friends. I shot a BB gun at the black crows,” Hopper recalled in an autobiographical sketch. “I fought the cows with a wooden sword. I hung ropes in the trees and played Tarzan. I listened to Joe Louis fight on the radio. I fed the chickens, pigs, cows. I swam in the swimming pool my mother managed in Dodge. I got a telescope and looked at the sun and went blind for five days. I caught lightning bugs, lightning shows, sunsets and followed animal tracks in the snow. I had a kite. I used the telescope to burn holes in newspapers. The sun was brighter than I was. God was everywhere and I was desperate. I walked on the rails on the train tracks. I shot marbles with an agate shooter. I caught catfish and carp in the river. I wondered what mountains looked like and skyscrapers. I imagined them on the Kansas horizon.”

  Dennis first discovered the intoxicating effects of mood-altering substances on his grandparents’ farm. Grandfather Davis owned an old tractor whose gas tank was on the front, where the radiator is usually found. Dennis’ curiosity led him to remove the gas cap and take a tentative whiff of whatever was inside. Becoming more adventurous, he breathed deeply of the gas fumes and went reeling from their dizzying effect. He enjoyed the disorientation and started doing it nearly every day. He would stretch out on the hood of the tractor, huff the gas fumes, and turn on his back. The sky turned into an animated fantasy, with clouds transformed into clowns and goblins. Dennis had his first bad trip one afternoon when he OD’d on gas. The grill and lights on the tractor were transformed into the face of a terrifying monster attacking him. Dennis’ grandfather pulled him away from the tractor as he smashed away at its lights and windshield with his baseball bat. Dennis was so high, he wasn’t even aware of what he was doing until his grandparents explained it to him afterward.

  Saturdays became special occasions for Dennis when his grandmother treated him to a trip to the local movie theater to see the matinee. She would fill her apron with fresh eggs and walk the six miles into town with him, where she’d sell the eggs at the local poultry shop. She’d use the proceeds to buy tickets to one of the dingy little theaters, where Dennis sat in the balcony, enthralled by the adventures of Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, Smiley Burnette, or Wild Bill Elliott, who was his favorite, because he wasn’t a singing cowboy.

  “Then all the next week,” Hopper said, “I’d live that picture. If it was a war picture, I’d dig foxholes; if it was sword-fighting, I’d poke the cow with a stick. Those dark little Kansas theaters, Saturday afternoons, man, that was big news to me. It was just after the dust bowl, and sometimes I used to say that the first light that I saw was in the movie theater, because the sun was just a little glow. And being in Kansas, there’s nothing really to look at. And right away, it hit me. The places I was seeing on the screen were the places the train came from and went to! The world on the screen was the real world, and I felt as if my heart would explode, I wanted so much to be a part of it. Being an actor was a way to be part of it. Being a director is a way to own it.”

  Riding his broom horse, Dennis announced the start of WW II to the crows on his grandparents’ farm. When his father left for military service, his mother perpetrated a strange deception on Dennis that undermined his trust in his parents and authority figures. She took him aside one day and told him that his father had been killed in a munitions explosion during basic training. She was the only member of the family who knew that the story was a ruse to conceal Jay Hopper’s duty in a unit of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) that was active in Burma, China, and India.

  Dennis adjusted to the news of his father’s supposed death and went on with his life. “I ate raw onion sandwiches in the Victory Garden,” he later wrote. “I drove a combine and one wayed. I was William Tell and Paul Revere. I dug fox holes in the field and played war. I was Errol Flynn and Abbott and Costello. I racked balls in the pool ball, smoked cigarettes, drank beer, and ate more onions.”

  After taking the surrender from Japanese forces in Peiping (also known as Peking or Beijing), Jay Hopper returned to civilian life and rejoined his family, confounding his nine-year-old son with his reappearance. “Now wouldn’t that make you a paranoiac?” Dennis later said.

  Dennis’ family moved to Newton, Kansas, and then to Kansas City, Missouri, after Jay Hopper returned from China. On moving to Kansas City, Marjorie Hopper enrolled Dennis in art classes for underprivileged children at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, which he attended every Saturday for three-and a-half years. Dennis had already started painting in Dodge City, the result of his rebellion against his mother after she enrolled in a dancing school. “But my mother put me in a tap-dancing class with a bunch of girls, man,” he said. “I had to wear this little white outfit. She was trying to live in another place in another time, but I couldn’t do it. I said, ‘I’m not going anymore.’ So she got me these watercolors, and I learned to do this little mountain and the tree with the roots and the water coming by.”

  Hopper’s art instructor was a member of the Rocky Mountain School of painting that flourished in the mid-to-late 19th-century, whose members specialized in creating large scenes depicting the Rocky Mountains and the natural wonders of the West. When he was eleven, Hopper got his first art critique from Thomas Hart Benton, the hard-drinking American muralist. “Thomas Hart Benton would come in occasionally,” he recalled. “He came about three times probably, just to visit the kids. But he wasn’t teaching, really. He would just walk through the museum. He walked around, looked at one of my little watercolors and said, ‘You’re little, so you might be too young to understand what I’m about to say to you, but someday you’re gonna have to get tight and paint loose.’ ” Benton’s advice may have contributed to Hopper’s later belief that artists had a prerogative to use alcohol and drugs to liberate their creativity.

  In November 2009, Hopper told San Diego Magazine’s Tom Blair why his family moved to San Diego when he was thirteen. “My aunt lived there,” Hopper said, “and my younger brother had bronchial asthma, and they said it would be the best place for him. And I think my mother just wanted to go to San Diego.” Hopper told a later interviewer that his family moved because Jay Hopper got a job managing the San Diego post office. The Hoppers put down roots in Monterey Heights, a suburb of Lemon Grove, a quiet little blue-collar town. (The Hoppers lived at 3224 Massachusetts Avenue.) Marjorie Hopper got a job managing the largest outdoor swimming pool in El Cajon and presided over the local genealogical society. Dennis attended Lemon Grove Junior High School and then spent two years attending sessions split between Grossmont High School and Helix High School in La Mesa, which was still under construction. He finished his last two years of high school at Helix High.

  Moving to San Diego afforded Hopper his first opportunity to see the mountains and the ocean he could only fantasize about in the flatlands of Kansas. “I’m creative man, because of my big disappointment: seeing real mountains and real ocean for the first time,” he later explained. “In movies about Dodge City, they always put in big mountains, but there aren’t any. Just endless wheat fields, this fantastic flat horizon line, incredible electric storms, sunsets like the northern lights. Wow, what a bringdown! The mountains in my head were much bigger than the Rockies. I didn’t know what I thought I would see when I looked out at the ocean, but I thought I’d see something different. But then, looking out at the ocean, it was the same perspective I had looking out at a wheat field. I remember thinking that that ocean looked very similar to our wheat fields. The Pacific was the horizon line in my wheat field.”

  During his teenage years in San Diego, Hopper became consumed by his desire to become an actor, which first emerged when he was a child. “I decided when I was very young, when I first saw movies, that I wanted to be an actor,” he recalled. “When I was at Nelson-Atkins back in Kansas City, we’d be there for five hours on a Saturday, but we would have an hour to go around the museum. They had a theater in the museum, and during my hour, I used to go in and sketch the actors.”

  Before he even left Dodge City, Hopper was making precocious complaints to his contemporaries about the constraints Kansas placed on his artistic development. Lin Dee, a childhood acquaintance, recalled, “Many times we heard you say you couldn’t wait to leave us . . . You went on to follow your dreams, saying you needed to go for your chance to grow.”

  Hopper’s desire to become an actor was tied up with another idea from his childhood, that becoming a famous artist would relieve his emotional pain. “I as a child was very, very unhappy and very lonely,” he said in The American Dreamer “The only way I could stop being unhappy and stop being lonely was to become something like an artist that would be, you know, so creative and so beautiful that everybody would, uh, say ‘Wow!’ Then I remember like, you know, the loneliness of holding your pillow thinking it’s Elizabeth Taylor and thinking it’s Leslie Caron and not being able to tell anyone and having to leave the room at school because you’re so in love with Leslie Caron you just couldn’t bear it anymore or go to the bathroom and cry for a while. The time when you couldn’t identify with your parents and you couldn’t identify with anyone, any of your surroundings, so you wanted new surroundings and new dreams and new ideas and new people, new things.”

  The most influential art form in Hopper’s childhood was the movies. Hopper believed he could make people go “Wow!” by becoming an actor. But acting wasn’t his first choice to achieve fame and fortune. “When I went to Hollywood, though, I was going to be either a matador, a race-car driver, or a boxer,” he said. “In Spain, if you’re broke and lousy in school, you become a matador. In Italy, you race cars. Here, you box or act. I boxed and got beat up, so acting was the only thing left.” (Some of Hopper’s studio biographies claimed that he was a Golden Gloves welterweight finalist.)

  San Diego became Hopper’s gateway to Hollywood, when he discovered the Old Globe Theatre in Balboa Park and the nearby La Jolla Playhouse. “When I moved to San Diego, I told my parents I wanted to take acting lessons, and they were horrified at the idea,” he said. “But I started taking classes and started playing small parts at the Old Globe Theatre in San Diego.” The teenage Dennis Hopper hated his parents for opposing his plan to become an actor. “I didn’t love either one of them, very honestly,” he said. “They weren’t bad—like, this isn’t a monster story—but I just felt out of place. They thought I should be a doctor or a lawyer or an engineer, and that being an actor was a life of becoming a bum—and this was not an acceptable occupation. So we start there, and you can get the rest.”

  Hopper’s high-school friend, Bob Turnbull, who shared Hopper’s ambitions and later joined him in Hollywood at his invitation, used to drive around with Dennis in a blue 1930 Chevrolet that Jay Hopper fixed up for him. Turnbull met Dennis’ parents only fleetingly. “Whenever he went out to do anything, we always . . . out the door and into a car, never really into his house to meet his folks,” Turnbull remembered. “They wanted him to have a normal career, as they called it. He was very embittered by that.”

  While making Rebel Without a Cause in 1955, Hopper told James Dean what compelled him to become a actor. “Because I hate my parents,” he recalled telling Dean. “I told him how much I hated my home life, the rules, the regimentation. I felt the same kind of anger, that lack of communication that propels you to do something. I told him what a nightmare my home life had been, everybody neurotic because they weren’t doing what they wanted to do, and yelling at me when I wanted to be creative, because creative people ‘end up in bars.’ ”

  Dennis reserved his greatest animosity for his mother and told an interviewer decades later that he never loved her. “Dennis lived through an intense relationship with his mother, an energetic Kansas farm girl who, according to Dennis, communicated a passion for material success, a 19th Century sense of guilt, and very little love,” Life magazine’s Brad Darrach wrote. “Man, she thought if I didn’t turn out to be a lawyer or a doctor I’d turn out to be a bum,” he told Darrach. “And my father didn’t care how I turned out. They were always screaming . . . I swore to myself I’d show them.”

  Hopper tried to escape his parents’ disapproval by running away from home. “I was a crazy kid,” he said, “mixed up with a wild bunch, delinquents I guess, but I got away from that in acting. I was into the general gang stuff. Petty theft and a lot of misdemeanors.” Darrach wrote, “Most of Dennis’ friends have invoked this family drama to explain his hangups: his mistrust and rebellion, his lifelong refusal to study or even read, his frustrations that explode as violence, his tendency to look for experience in chemicals instead of in relationships, even to some extent his preference for what is imaginary over what is real.”

  Dennis Hopper began acting in amateur theatrical productions in 1949, when he joined the Old Globe Theatre’s children’s repertory group, the Community Theatre’s Junior Workshop. (It became the Junior Theatre Wing of the Old Globe Theatre until late 1953 when it became a separate entity operating under the auspices of the San Diego Park and Recreation Department.)

  “It was wonderful, because I got to start acting at the Old Globe Theatre when I was thirteen, so I acted there until I was eighteen,” he said. Hopper first role came in the Globe’s 1949 Christmas production of A Christmas Carol. “I played the urchin who comes at the beginning asking for alms and gets run out,” he recalled just months before his death in 2010. “At the end, he gets a turkey. So I had to sit from the first act to the last act. [Laughs.] But I got through it.” Hopper also opened the Globe’s plays. He recalled, “Ringing the bell and going up and down the aisle and chanting: ‘Hark ye gentles, hark ye all, time has come for curtain call . . .’”

  Hopper played in the Old Globe’s Christmas production of William Makepeace Thackeray’s The Rose and the Ring in 1952. A local newspaper gave Dennis Hopper his first review when he appeared in Cheaper by the Dozen in 1954. “Dennis is now pleasing audiences in the role of Frank Gilbreth Jr. in the hit show, ‘Cheaper by the Dozen,’ running nightly except Mondays at the Old Globe Theatre,” the paper reported. ” “Dennis has good looks, good diction, and an easy stage manner. He is especially liked in his memory narratives with Peg Plimmer, before the scenes in ‘Cheaper by the Dozen.’ ”

  After winning a scholarship to the 1954 San Diego National Shakespeare Festival, Hopper was given roles in the Old Globe’s productions of Cheaper by the Dozen, The Merchant of Venice, Othello, and Twelfth Night, all staged in 1954. “I started playing Shakespeare during the summer,” he said. “They’d bring over English directors because the Old Globe in San Diego was a duplicate of Shakespeare’s Globe in England, which had burned down. But I worked with some really good English directors. I worked with these guys from time to time during the summer, because you really had to be in college to do that, but there were a lot of parts that they let me play.” In the August 6, 1954, edition of the Southwestern Jewish Press, Berenice Soule gave kudos to the Globe’s Merchant of Venice, writing, “among those besides the above-mentioned who gave excellent portrayals are Eugene Price, Abe Polsky, Miller Bushway, Shirlee Johnson, Robert ONeal, Bob Halverson, Dennis Hopper, William Francis, and Ann Barlow.”

  Hopper had barely begun acting, but had already set his sights on Hollywood. “But what a place to grow up, what a great place to be,” he said, extolling the virtues of San Diego to Tom Blair. “And here I was, thinking, ‘I gotta get out of here and get to Hollywood.’ Every time I go back to San Diego now, I say, ‘What an idiot you were. Look at this idyllic place.’ There’s nothing more beautiful than the Old Globe Theatre in Balboa Park, and all I was thinking about was ‘I gotta get into the movies.’ ”

  In November 1955, the San Diego Union’s Edward Martin reported on Hopper’s then-recent success in Hollywood. “Craig Noel, director of the Old Globe, remembers Hopper with much enthusiasm,” he wrote. “ ‘He was one of the most brilliant young actors we ever had. At the age of 15, he was already an accomplished and finished performer,’ Noel said.” “He recalls with some amusement the time Dennis tried out for ‘Caught in the Act,’ (which opened in September 1949) the Old Globe’s perennial musical favorite, by doing a serious dramatic play called ‘Submerged,’ in which he portrayed every character of the men supposedly trapped in a submarine, seven roles in all. After he had concluded Noel told him; ‘That was fine, Dennis, but this is a tryout for a musical, not a heavy drama.’ ‘I know,’ grinned the ambitious young actor. ‘But I just wanted to try that sketch out before an audience.’”

  “Hopper never forgot his days at the Old Globe and is intensely loyal to the local theater,” Martin’s story continued. “Whenever he returns to San Diego, he takes in a play there and visits back stage. Roberta Ridgely, secretary at the Old Globe, recalls a night not long ago, when Dennis paid a visit to San Diego during the filming of ‘Rebel Without a Cause.’ He startled Miss Ridgely’s mother by calling her home at 1 A.M. to find out where the Globe personnel were staging a party to celebrate the end of the successful Shakespearean Festival.”

  One of San Diego’s local papers published a brief story in December 1953 that touted Hopper’s burgeoning acting achievements. The item was headlined “Scores At Globe,” with the subheading “He’s 17 and Well on His Way to Stage Success.” “Last summer, Dennis pulled curtains and did other backstage work at La Jolla Playhouse,” the story went. “During another summer he fried hamburgers by day at the Pasadena Playhouse cafe, and assisted backstage at nights. He also played a juvenile lead in ‘Doomsday’ at the Pasadena Playhouse. [Hopper later said that he ran away from home the summer he turned sixteen, finding refuge at the Pasadena Playhouse.] This year Dennis played the lead in ‘Harvey,’ put on at Helix High School where Dennis is a senior student. In December Dennis won a speech contest at State College. He seems to be coming right along as an actor. Or he can be a silver-tongued orator if he wants to go into politics.”

  Hopper said that he won the Dramatic Declaration for the State of California in the National Forensic League in high school. Hopper’s studio biographies claimed that he won three California state forensic competitions and recited Vachel Lindsay’s poem “Abraham Lincoln Walks at Midnight” on Art Linkletter’s House Party TV show to a standing ovation. Helix High’s 1954 yearbook notes, “Won several speech contests.” When James Lipton, host of TV’s At the Actors Studio, mentioned Hopper’s appearance on Linkletter’s show, he chuckled and said, “Wow, you’ve really done your research.”

  When Hopper returned to San Diego from Pasadena, he became an apprentice at the auspicious La Jolla Playhouse, a summer theater founded by film and stage actress Dorothy McGuire and her husband, Life photographer John Swope, which they operated with the assistance of Gregory Peck and Mel Ferrer. The playhouse presented professional productions of notable plays with paid casts featuring actors from Hollywood like Peck and Joseph Cotten. “. . . I was an apprentice at the La Jolla Playhouse when I was 16,” Hopper told Tom Blair. “I picked up props and pulled the curtain, did sound cues and cleaned out the dressing rooms.” Hopper told James Lipton, “I got a job cleaning toilets and pulling curtain and driving the prop truck. What a glamorous job that was. I’m very serious. There were all these movie stars. I had never seen a movie star before. I was actually cleaning their toilets.”

  The La Jolla Playhouse also introduced Hopper to Vincent Price, a connoisseur of fine art who became an important influence on his artistic development. Hopper’s boss there was Hank Milam. Milam, an interior designer, worked with another interior designer, Mary Price, Vincent Price’s wife, and lived in the couple’s guesthouse near Beverly Hills. “ . . . Vincent Price had actors over all the time, so I’d pick them up and drive them,” Hopper said. “. . . actress Susan Kohner, agent Paul Kohner’s daughter, was the other apprentice. We were around the same age, and they’d let us do backstage stuff until finally they gave me a couple of walk-ons.”

  “When at eighteen, I moved to Los Angeles under contract to Warner Bros.,” he said, “one of the few people I knew here was Hank, who was then living at Mary and Vincent’s house—they had a great Spanish house in Beverly Glen with a working kiln and huge art collection. When I came by, Bill Brice was making these great butterfly tiles for their pool. But even though I’d secretly dabbled in abstraction as a kid and in high school, when I went to Vincent’s house and saw Richard Diebenkorn, Emerson Woelffer, a small Jackson Pollock, and a Franz Kline, these were the first real abstract pictures I’d ever seen. At one point, Vincent gave me a painting—of a head I think, I’m not sure by whom—and said he thought I would eventually become a collector.”

  Hopper couldn’t wait to get out of school to pursue an acting career. “Anyway, I was terrible in school, because I didn’t like reading,” he later said. “I’ve read maybe eight novels in my life. I’d rather live it, man, get out in the street, get it on. I thought, I already know more than most of these kids,” Hopper said, explaining why high school bored him. “Why should I study other people’s ideas, when I can find everything just by using my ears and eyes? Teachers hated me, because I was so involved with acting that I didn’t study or anything.”

  Hopper later told his friend, Lisa Law, the source of his antipathy to formal education and the received wisdom found in books. When his family moved to Newton and then to Kansas City, Dennis was placed in schools more progressive than the ones he’d attended in Dodge City and fell behind academically. “When I went from Dodge City to Newton, I was put in a corner with lima beans and a dunce cap on my head because I didn’t know anything about mathematics,” he said. “When we moved to Kansas City, I was really behind in reading. I didn’t have the technical ability to add, subtract, multiply, read, and do the kind of things that I had gotten left out of. I think art and acting and those things became the way that I could express myself. So my whole drive became art, and I considered acting and being in movies and theater and painting and poetry—all of those things are what I was all about.”

  “I was kicked out of Art, Drama, and Social Studies, which were a requirement to graduate, because I’d written this thing about being amoral, not believing in society’s mores, and that only people who break society’s mores can make change, and that people who read and got their lines out of books and got their ideas out of books would not have any original ideas. The academic world and the act of actually reading a book was for people who didn’t have a life. I had built up this whole defense about the fact that I danced through it all without having to really apply myself in any of these areas because of being backward and not wanting to feel like a fool.”

  “Peg Lemmer, his junior high English teacher, remembered him as an indifferent student who spent most of the time daydreaming or leaving early to attend Old Globe Theatre rehearsals,” The San Diego Union reported in 1991. Lemmer recalled, “In desperation I said, ‘Dennis, if you don’t give your classes any attention, what ever are you going to do to make a living when you grow up?’ ”

  Hopper’s classmates at Helix High remember him as a likable student with average grades who was only enthusiastic about acting. Phyllis Gollehon says that Hopper “sailed through” his classes because of his talent for memorization. “His heart was really was not in the school,” Bob Turnbull recalled. “His heart was to get out of school and get into Hollywood. That was where his focus was all the time. To me, he was an average student. I had a couple of classes with him. I was about as average as they came, so I could recognize another average student.”

  Rurik Kallis, a student who was a year younger than Hopper, set off a stink bomb in chemistry class one day, infuriating the teacher and driving the class out on the lawn. “Dennis thought that was great,” Kallis said. “He was glad to get a day out of class.” Hopper’s classmate, Cecil Munsey, said that Hopper routinely blew off his schoolwork. “Dennis already knew what he wanted to do and what he was good at.” Munsey recalled how they’d often ditch classes together. Someone in the school parking lot would say, “Who’s up for Tijuana?” and a small group of truants would gather for an impromptu trip to the nearby border town where they’d drink in the bars and furtively peer into the doorways of brothels. According to Munsey, Hopper, who wrote poetry, would get loaded on beer and tequila and jump on the bar, as if ascending a stage, to recite what Munsey called Hopper’s “Beatnik poetry.”

  Hopper’s pal, Ed Sorrels, remembers the trips to Tijuana. “Oh God, did we ever, that and we’d go up to the snow in the morning and the beach in the afternoon. The bunch that I ran with, with Hopper dead now, I’m the last remaining guy. But the girls are all dead. He [Hopper] was fun, and he was wild. There was a group of us that was beyond the pale, if you will.” Sorrels, who held a variety of jobs as a teenager, said, “I always had a dollar in my pocket and a set of wheels. We got around and had a lot of fun. That was what grown-up San Diego was like then. Just below Grossmont, there was a cleared off pad. Grossmont sits on a hill relative to the El Cajon Valley. There was this pad out there, where nobody used to bother ya. We used to park out here, three, four, five of us. And I had an old ‘46 Dodge four door, and we’d sit out there, and just get drunker ‘an shithouse rats, at least for kids. We used to drink vodka and chase it with beer, Smirnoff Blue Label. You don’t know what drunk is when you’re that age. If you drink enough to puke, you’ve had a really good evening.”

  “He was like me—a wild child—and we had a lot of fun looking for the bottom of a beer can or bottle of vodka,” Sorrels said of Hopper, “but he was also very serious about his craft. He didn’t run with us as much as the group did because he was down at the Old Globe, La Jolla, what have you, working on his craft, even at fifteen and sixteen. He always knew what he wanted to do with his life, which he was amazingly successful with as we have witnessed through the years.”

  Hopper’s classmate, Phyllis Gollehon (aka Trinity Mason), performed with him in school classes and for various service organizations in San Diego. After learning Hopper had died, Gollehon wrote a letter to him, addressing Hopper as if he was still alive. “It seems only yesterday that we were on our way to performances either with the Helix High School Choir or we were teaming our talents for the USO, as well as performing in various other venues that included the Navy Hospital in Balboa Park and the Army-Navy YMCA,” she wrote.

  Gollehon also became Hopper’s sole confidant, whom he entrusted with his innermost feelings. “Sometimes,” she wrote, “you would come and sit on my front doorstep where we talked about many things . . . some frivolous, though mostly serious. During one of those serious talks, you told me I was easy to talk to and you spoke of things you did not share or relate to others. Although you said I was very talented, you were quite sure I would someday become a psychologist.” (Gollehon later became a spiritual psychologist.)

  Hopper’s doorstep sessions with Phyllis Gollehon soon became a regular occurrence. Sometimes he would call her the night before to ask if he could visit her the next day. She always said yes. “He did the talking,” Gollehon said. “It was easy for him to open up to me.” Gollehon recalled that Hopper was desperate to talk to someone who would entertain his deepest concerns and take them seriously, something his parents were unwilling to do. “He was looking for someone to help him understand who he was,” she said. Hopper often complained that his father was emotionally unavailable and couldn’t give him the masculine support he felt he needed. Gollehon listened sympathetically when Hopper expounded on his acting and artistic ambitions. He also revealed to her how he sought spiritual solace from his hikes in the mountains near San Diego, especially when they were covered in winter’s fresh snowfall. “I know underneath there was so much more to Dennis than any of us really knew,” Gollehon said. “I think I do. I think I touched into that when we were teens.”

  Hopper’s classmates said that he was not a troublemaker, but Gollehon remembered him constantly disrupting classes. “He was given the boot from every class, even at one time or another from choir,” she said. She recalls that Hopper sometimes seemed to be acting out something from his private stream of consciousness. “It played out in his mind, but made no sense. He was lonely and sought attention. Other times, he was bored and acted disruptive like a third-grader.”

  Dianne Kaderli (nee Leirsey) shared the honor of being voted Most Likely to Succeed with Hopper and went on to become a schoolteacher in Lemon Grove. In 1990, the Los Angeles Times reported “Kaderli, who lives with her husband and two children in Del Cerro, remembers her rowdy friend (who later starred in ‘Rebel Without a Cause’) as sweet, sensitive and incurably idealistic.” “He was the classic class clown,” she said. “He was real funny, always making little remarks, being very dramatic, especially at inappropriate times. As a teacher, he’s made me more empathetic with students like that. He was so creative, and so I appreciate students like that, having known Dennis.” Ed Sorrels laughed with delight when he recalled Hopper disrupting Mr. Schwendiman’s English class, saying, “Yeah, he wasn’t usually alone. I was probably right alongside of him. Just raisin’ hell, we used to raise hell.”

  “I was incorrigible,” Hopper confessed with pride. “I got kicked out of Speech and Social Studies. But as a makeup, I did an art correspondence course with Berkeley. I had so many correspondence courses going because I had been kicked out of so many classes. I was antisocial and amoral. I thought it was the way to go.”

  Jacquelyn Craig, who was in Drama and Choir with Hopper, said, “I know he was frequently in trouble because he knew what he wanted to do, and it wasn’t sitting in class. I never saw it, but I heard about it. He did wholeheartedly put himself into the drama class. We knew that Dennis was very talented and very dedicated. He was the director of a one-act play, Sham, and he had a mature professionalism about him. But he could also really cut up, too. I always found Dennis to be very nice. He was a cutup, but not a rude person.” Craig, who noted that everyone at school simply addressed Dennis as “Hopper,” doesn’t remember him acting in school plays much because he was always pursuing opportunities outside of school. Hopper acted in the Associated Student Body’s production of Charley’s Aunt in 1953 and had the lead role in the A.S.B.’s production of Harvey in 1954. The school’s yearbook, the Tartan, noted, “This show enjoyed record breaking attendance, and was enjoyed by students and adults alike.”

  Sham was actually directed by Donna Zaisser and was one of three one-act plays presented by members of Helix High’s drama classes under the direction of dramatic coach John Schwendiman at Helix High’s Fletcher Auditorium on Friday, March 20, 1953, at 8 p.m. The plays were staged under the sponsorship of the Fletcher Hills Presbyterian Church’s Sunday school as a fund-raiser for a new church building. One of the local newspapers reported, “The third and final plot, ‘Finger of God,’ answers the dramatic question, ‘Can a criminal bury his past deeply enough to resist future temptations?’ Dennis Hopper will direct this tense drama as well as act the part of Strickland, a successful broker with a dubious past. Benson, a valet who believes in double dealing, will be enacted by Bill Johnson, and Anne Engfelt will play the part of Strickland’s secretary.”

  “He was extremely talented even as a junior high school student,” Dianne Kaderli recalled. “He always used to do plays or readings in class. Even in the eighth grade, he was doing The Hairy Ape, a monologue by William Bendix.1 He could do Hamlet’s soliloquy, and it was marvelous. This was as an eighth-grader. You could tell he was going to be great. He wasn’t as active in high school. Already, he was immersed in the San Diego Junior Theatre, or he was doing parts for the La Jolla Playhouse or pulling the curtain at the Old Globe. He was so wrapped up in drama that he stopped going to class. He was kicked out of a few classes. You could tell where his heart was; it wasn’t in school.”

  While Hopper had a circle of acquaintances, none of his Helix classmates recall him having a best friend. “He was a loner, in the sense that he didn’t really pal out with all the cool people on campus,” Bob Turnbull said. Jacquelyn Craig and Phyllis Gollehon said that Hopper was so wrapped up in acting that he never had a girlfriend. “I know Dennis liked the girls, but was so driven to be an actor, he did not want anything that might take his focus off his goal,” Craig said. “I was impressed by his determination and desire for what seemed to be a glamorous profession.”

  Hopper may not have had a steady girlfriend, but Ed Sorrels said that didn’t stop Hopper from losing his virginity before he graduated from Helix. “There were young ladies around Lemon Grove who were available,” Sorrels said. “There was a young lady over in Lemon Grove, that, how do I put this nicely, put out for the troops. She was a year behind me in school. It wasn’t that she was particularly his girlfriend or anything, she wasn’t anybody’s girlfriend, but he wasn’t without female companionship from time to time.”

  Hopper’s senior portrait in the 1954 edition of the Tartan reads, “HOPPER, DENNIS LEE ‘Hopper’—our very talented actor . . . favorite class is Drama . . . Won several speech contests . . . A.S.B. Play 2,4 . . . Choir 3,4 . . . Drama 2,3,4 Speech 2,3,4, . . . ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone.’ ” Though Hopper won several school debating contests and was proud of having one of his poems published in the school newspaper, the Highlander, his crowning achievement at Helix High was getting voted Most Likely to Succeed, with an accompanying photo in the school’s yearbook. “He was just the obvious choice,” Jacquelyn Craig said. “A lot of people in our class just knew that he would make it.”

  “Everybody could tell there was something special about him, especially as a thespian,” Bob Turnbull said. Hopper told Tom Blair, “I was in the men’s room—just came out from playing football, and a guy said I heard you’re most likely to . . . And I punched him. I thought he was putting me on. I think I was kicked out of school right after that.”

  Hopper wasn’t kicked out of high school. He was one of Helix High’s 308 students who participated in graduation ceremonies at San Diego State College’s Greek Bowl at 8 P.M. on June 17, 1954. Bob Turnbull remembers walking together with Hopper to collect their diplomas.

  Rurik Kallis said that Hopper’s classmates voted him Most Likely to Succeed because “Nobody else had a movie contract.” Kallis heard talk around school that Hopper and a friend went to Hollywood over their Easter break in 1954, and Hopper returned with a screen test and an agent. Dennis Hopper always maintained that he made his first trip to Hollywood after graduating from high school. Phyllis Gollehon and Bob Turnbull did not recall hearing anything about Hopper’s Easter trip to Hollywood, but Cecil Munsey said that Hopper, Turnbull, and possibly a third person, “Went up to Hollywood and got some leads there.” (Turnbull says he did not accompany Hopper.) Turnbull says that Hopper may have been accompanied by his friend, Jerry Hauft. (Sadly, Hauft died two months before I spoke with Bob Turnbull in June 2010.)

  Gollehon recalls hearing that Hopper was spotted by a Hollywood scout during one of his performances at the Old Globe Theatre. Bob Turnbull says that David Weisbart, who produced Rebel Without a Cause (1995), spotted Dennis Hopper during one of his performances at the La Jolla Playhouse.

  Hopper always said that John Swope and Dorothy McGuire gave him his entree to Hollywood. They befriended him after being impressed by his performance in a bit part in the La Jolla Playhouse’s production of Double Indemnity. After he spent the summer of ‘54 working at the playhouse, McGuire and Swope came to see Hopper play Lorenzo in the Old Globe’s production of The Merchant of Venice. Hopper made an appointment to see Swope, who wrote him a letter of recommendation to Ruth Burch, the casting director for the Hal Roach Studios in Hollywood.

  Hopper would have hightailed it to her office right then, but Swope left for Europe, where he wasn’t available to confirm his letter. Hopper spent the next six months trying to see Ruth Burch, but couldn’t get an appointment without an agent or membership in the Screen Actors Guild. He said, “It was a Catch-22 beyond any.” Hopper scraped together some money with Billy Dwyer, a friend from high school who was a singer, and they rented an apartment in Los Angeles. One day, Hopper decided to accompany Dwyer to his dance class. There was an agency next door run by a powerful agent and producer named Helen Ainsworth. “So Billy was in taking a lesson,” Hopper said, “and I walked into the agency and showed them my letter. There was a young agent there named Robert Raison, and he said, ‘Let me see that.’ He looked at the letter, and then he said, ‘Can you do anything?’ So I did one of my dramatic declarations that I had done in high school, and it flipped him out. He got me in to see Ruth Burch, who gave me a tenline part in Cavalcade of America [a TV series] as a Civil War amputee who is dying, and I got my Screen Actors Guild card. It cost about $200, and I didn’t have the money, so I borrowed it from the agency.”

  Raison, who had an affinity for representing offbeat, promising newcomers like Jack Nicholson, took Hopper on as a client. Hopper’s big break came when he played a teenage epileptic in an episode of the TV series Medic (1954–1956). Hopper beat out thirty-two other actors for the part when he pretended to have a seizure in the office of Medic’s casting director.

  Rurik Kallis told me a story that makes one wonder if Hopper could have auditioned for Medic on the Easter trip to Hollywood he was rumored to have taken. Kallis heard about one of Hopper’s practical jokes. Hopper and several friends were browsing the aisles at Marston’s Department Store when Dennis suddenly fell to the floor. One of Hopper’s friends, who was in on the gag, yelled, “He’s having an epileptic seizure!” Store employees summoned the police, and an ambulance was dispatched. Hopper quickly got up and ran out of the store. He was already gone by the time the police and ambulance arrived. Was Hopper’s department store seizure a rehearsal for the one he faked for Medic’s casting director?

  Whether Hopper actually scored a part on his Easter break or only after leaving San Diego remains a minor mystery. I suspect that he couldn’t contain his enthusiasm about getting a letter from John Swope and told everyone within earshot about his good fortune, which time has transformed into different stories for different listeners. Hopper’s mother said, “He was eighteen, they had $200, and he went to Hollywood. We didn’t want him to go. We said, ‘When you run out of your $200, you come home, or you call us. We’ll come and get you.’ He had no car, nothing. Before Christmas, he did a Medic show, and he came out smelling like a rose.”

  
    Footnote

    1 The Hairy Ape is Eugene O’Neill’s 1922 play. A low-budget film version of O’Neill’s play, starring William Bendix and Susan Hayward, was released by United Artists in 1944.
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  YOUNG REBELS IN LOVE


  

  
    Dennis Hopper hits Hollywood, hits the sheets with Natalie Wood, fights with Nicholas Ray and falls under James Dean’s spell.

    


  

  SUCCESS IN HOLLYWOOD came remarkably easy for Dennis Hopper. It began on the day that he auditioned for Medic. Hopper didn’t stand out from the other actors anxiously awaiting their turn to audition until he was called in to the casting director’s office. After a little small talk, Hopper suddenly fell to the floor, feigning an epileptic seizure. Hopper was so convincing, the casting director was afraid that he was really having a seizure. His hand reached for the phone just as Hopper suddenly jumped up, dusted himself off, and smiled broadly. The casting director stuck his head out the door and told the thirty-two other actors waiting in the corridor they could go home. Hopper had the role. Hopper’s episode of Medic, “Boy in the Storm,” was quickly filmed in December 1954.

  In “Boy in the Storm,” Hopper plays the role of seventeen-year-old Robert Allan Maxwell, an epileptic whose parents were killed in a plane crash when he was two years old. Robert is placed in the care of his wealthy aunt, Flora, on her estate. Lacking any understanding of Robert’s disorder, his aunt keeps him hidden away from the world to protect their family’s reputation from the stigma of his epilepsy. Upon her death, Robert is placed in a medical institution under the benevolent care of Dr. Moore (Nelson Leigh), where he becomes infatuated with his young nurse, Nan (Evelynne Eaton). While reciting the sixth of Lord Byron’s “Stanzas to Augusta” to Nan, his way of expressing his hopeless love for her, Robert suffers a grand mal seizure.

  When he recovers, Nan hides her affection for him to make a treacly little speech, telling him not to devote his love to any one thing, but to love each of the things and people he will encounter in his life with a special love. Nan chokes back her tears at the episode’s conclusion as she and Dr. Moore send Robert off with his new foster parents. The show’s epilogue has the fictional Dr. Konrad Styner (Richard Boone) leave the audience with the takeaway that epilepsy is not a sign of insanity or evil, but is a “disability that is as logically explainable as a lame leg.”

  Playing Robert Maxwell, Dennis Hopper looks amazingly fresh and dewy, and is by turns awkward, anguished, and innocently wide-eyed. When it comes to Maxwell’s seizures, the show’s money shot, Hopper delivers. His body becomes rigid, he falls down, and he even foams at the mouth. It may not be authentic, but it’s spectacular and must have impressed audiences in 1955 who had never seen the real thing.

  The $300 Hopper made from doing Medic wasn’t enough to sustain him in Hollywood until the show aired and new roles came his way. “I stole milk from porches, occasionally I’d hit an orange juice,” he said. He reluctantly returned to his parents’ home and took a job until Hollywood beckoned. “I didn’t know what to do. My folks thought I was crazy. They were always against this ‘acting stuff.’ Around Christmas time, I got a job for the telephone company going door-to-door, asking people for their old phone books so I could give them new ones. I wore a little suit that I bought at Sears & Roebuck. But out of all San Diego, the area I get is Lemon Grove—where I live! It was pretty funny. There was a lot of, ‘Oh, Hopper’s here. You want my phone book? Weren’t you in Cavalcade of America?’ And my friends kept saying, ‘But I thought you were an actor!’ So it was a little embarrassing, but I paid back the agency.”

  Hopper’s entire family gathered around their TV set on January 3, 1955, to watch Medic, leaning forward in their chairs to capture every nuance of Dennis’ performance. Dennis’ beloved grandmother remarked that his mock seizures looked a lot like what happened when he huffed gasoline vapor from the gas tank of his grandfather’s tractor. Even Hopper’s parents were impressed, expressing reserved appreciation for their son’s debut.

  Medic was a popular show with film industry insiders. Hopper claimed that all seven movie studios clamored for him the moment that Medic’s end credits faded. (Only three of them called.) Columbia Studios, ruled over by the legendarily coarse mogul Harry Cohn, was the first to contact Hopper’s agent and invite Hopper for an interview. Cohn’s office was designed to intimidate nervous supplicants who eagerly sought favors from “King Cohn.”

  “I donned my tie and my suit and went with my agent to Columbia Pictures,” Hopper recalled. “Now, I’d never been in a studio. It was all really new. Max Arnow, the head of casting, brought me into Cohn’s office—a long room filled with Academy Awards. [Cohn] had a psychological ploy of having a very long room with his desk at the end. And behind that desk were these rainbow effects of these Academy Awards. And sitting at the desk with us is Abe Schneider, whose son, Bert Schneider, eventually gave me the money to make Easy Rider [1969]. Abe was second in charge and eventually became the head of Columbia.”

  “So Harry Cohn is sitting there, smoking a cigar,” Hopper said. “He’s like, ‘Come on in, kid!’ By the time I got to this desk, this long walk there, I was sweating and found a crack in the ceiling. I was really nervous. I had never seen an Academy Award, much less been in a studio. It was really something.” After the usual pleasantries, Cohn addressed Hopper. “I saw you last night in this show kid, and I gotta tell you, you’re really natural, really natural. You’re the most naturalist actor I’ve ever seen since Montgomery Clift. We’re going to make a big star out of you. So tell me, kid, whatcha been doing? Watcha been doing recently?”

  Hopper answered, “Well, I’ve been playing Shakespeare.”

  Cohn erupted. “Shakespeare? Oh my God, Max, Max, Max, give the boy some numbers [money], put him in school for six months or a year, and take all that Shakespeare crap out of him. I hate Shakespeare. We can’t have any of that. That Shakespeare guy, God, that’s not natural at all. That’s really broad stuff. We don’t do that in movies.”

  “At that point, I stopped looking at that crack in the ceiling,” Hopper said. “I focused on him, I stopped sweating, and I said, ‘What the fuck are you talking about? You’re telling me I have to go to fucking school to learn how to be a movie actor?’ I mean, that was just it—I told him to fuck himself, basically. [In a number of interviews, Hopper said that he just told Cohn, “Go fuck yourself.”] So I was banned from the studio. I was kicked out of the studio right then. I was escorted out the door, man. My whole agency was banned.” Fortunately for Hopper and his agent, there were still two studios left to try.

  Warner Bros.’ casting director told Hopper, “If you to go see Nick Ray, and he puts you in Rebel Without a Cause, then we’ll put you under contract with the possibility of you playing the son in Giant [1956].” Nick Ray took a look at Hopper and said, “Yeah, you can be in it.”

  However, the route from Medic to Warner Bros. wasn’t quite as direct as Hopper believed. Jim Nelson, an assistant director on Medic, who was the neighbor of David Weisbart, Rebel’s producer, smoothed the way for Hopper’s successful interviews at Warners. “I called David and told him I just saw this kid, and he was unbelievable,” Nelson recalled. Less than three weeks after the broadcast of “Boy in the Storm,” Dennis Hopper had done what other actors struggle for years without achieving—land a contract to a major studio, which assigned him to their next two films starring Hollywood’s hottest new actor, James Dean.

  On Thursday, January 20, 1955, one of San Diego’s newspapers ran a small story headlined “San Diego Actor Gets Warner Role.” After noting Hopper’s upcoming roles in Rebel and Giant, the story concluded, “Nice way to start a film career.” On March 17, the Hollywood Reporter reported: “Dennis Hopper, Warners contractee, will make his screen debut in ‘Jagged Edge,’ playing a college student who becomes involved with a dance hall girl portrayed by Shelley Winters.” (The film was released under the title I Died a Thousand Times.)

  Some sources credit Hopper with appearing in director Nicholas Ray’s offbeat Western, Johnny Guitar, which was released on May 27, 1954. “I was never in Johnny Guitar, ” Hopper told The Onion A.V. Club’s Noel Murray. “And it’s everywhere in my bio. I know why that happens. Nick Ray directed it, and Nick Ray directed Rebel Without a Cause, and I was in Rebel Without A Cause. I wasn’t even in Hollywood when he made Johnny Guitar.” Hopper did appear on-screen before Rebel in an uncredited cameo in I Died a Thousand Times (1955), a color, widescreen remake of the Humphrey Bogart classic High Sierra (1941). “I was with Dick Davalos, who played James Dean’s brother in East of Eden, and we had just a few lines. We’re dancing the mambo with Shelley Winters, and Jack Palance comes in. He grabs me, throws me against the wall, and says, ‘Hey, that’s my girl.’ And I say, ‘Hey buddy, hands off.’ ”

  Nick Ray cast Hopper as “Goon,” one of the lesser members of the teenage gang that harasses James Dean’s character in Rebel Without a Cause, which Warner Bros. originally planned as a low-budget, black-and-white exploitation film to cash in on the public’s growing interest in juvenile delinquency. “When he made Rebel Without a Cause,” David Dalton wrote, “Dennis Hopper looked like he hadn’t even started shaving yet, but there was that hint of madness in his eyes.”


  Though Hopper’s role in Rebel is small, he has a few moments of his own. His genuinely surprised, pissed-off reaction when Corey Allen, imitating a crab, pinches his nose during the planetarium lecture, is spontaneous and amusing. Hopper’s manic gum chewing before the chickie run, where he eagerly anticipates some kind of violence happening, and his delighted chuckle near the end of Rebel, as he looks forward to torturing the recumbent Plato (Sal Mineo), have a kind of naïve malevolence that foreshadows the full-blown psychosis of Blue Velvet’s Frank Booth, who Hopper would play thirty years later. But Hopper’s most important scenes took place off-screen, when sixteen-year-old Natalie Wood, who was already fucking forty-three-year-old director Nicholas Ray, propositioned Dennis. And then Hopper met James Dean, who transformed his conception of acting and directing, and remained an inspirational figure to Hopper throughout his life.

  Ray was still in preproduction for Rebel in February 1955 and had not settled on an actress to play Judy, one of the three middle-class teenagers whose tribulations within their dysfunctional families eventually bring them together. The director’s unconventional methods and lifestyle set him apart from the usual Hollywood crowd. A bisexual, misogynistic womanizer addicted to alcohol, drugs, and gambling, Ray also possessed a keen eye and an unusual sensitivity to the emotional honesty of his actors’ work. During interviews with actors he was considering for Rebel, Ray skipped the usual chitchat. Instead, he asked them about their family life, especially how they got along with their father.

  Warners submitted numerous actresses to Ray for the role of Judy, including Debbie Reynolds and Margaret O’Brien. Both were too conventional and goody-goody for his taste. O’Brien told him she loved her parents and teachers. It wasn’t what he wanted to hear. The studio mentioned Natalie Wood, but Ray initially dismissed her. He only later discovered that Natalie Wood was living a family psychodrama similar to Judy’s in Rebel Without a Cause.

  Natalie Wood’s parents, Nick and Maria Gurdin, were Russian émigrés who fled the turbulence and vicissitudes of the Bolshevik Revolution. Nick was an emasculated alcoholic who occasionally worked as a carpenter. Maria was a superstitious dreamer without the means to realize her yearning for material comfort and fame. Maria found a way to do this after she read about a local ten-year-old girl who won a role in Alfred Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt (1943), filmed in the Gurdins’ hometown of Santa Rosa, California.


  When a Hollywood crew arrived in Santa Rosa to film the ironically titled Happy Land in June 1943, Maria paraded four-year-old Natalie, pigtailed and cute as a button, around the set before pushing her to sit on director Irving Pichel’s lap. Natalie charmed the director by singing an old Russian folk song. After Pichel used Natalie in a brief walk-on role, Maria moved the family to Hollywood, where she maneuvered the reluctant Pichel to cast Natalie in her first speaking role, in the Claudette Colbert-Orson Welles melodrama Tomorrow Is Forever (1946).

  Natalie was in a transitional phase of her life when she tested for Rebel. She was physically ripening, too mature to play children, yet too young to play leading roles against older male stars. Natalie’s life at home was tough to cope with, making her eventual performance as Judy an emotionally autobiographical exercise. Nick Gurdin periodically erupted in drunken rages and chased his wife around the house with a butcher knife. Maria controlled Natalie’s every move with an encyclopedia of prohibitions to obey. Anything that could diminish her daughter’s earning power as an actress was verboten. Maria restrained Natalie’s desire for independence and interfered with the few tentative relationships that she formed with boys her own age.

  Wood rebelled against these constraints when her agent, Dick Clayton, who also represented James Dean, showed her an early draft of the script for Rebel Without a Cause. “I guess I was going through my first rebellion,” Wood said in 1974. “Natalie thought that being grown up meant being free of the rules,” said Nick Adams, a diminutive blond with a small role in Rebel who attached himself to Wood. “For a few months she spent most of her time rebelling against everything and everyone.” “I was a rather dutiful child,” Wood said, “and when my parents read the script of Rebel, they said, ‘Oh no, not this one,’ because it showed parents in a rather unsympathetic light, and yet I read it, and for the first time in my life, I said, ‘Oh, wait a minute. I have to do this! I love this, I love Judy,’ and I felt very much of a connection, identification with the part.”

  Determined to impress Ray, Wood showed up at his office at Warner Bros. as her idea of how a sexy, mature woman should look. Heavily made up, wearing the slinkiest dress she could find, and perched on high heels, she threw herself at Ray, but it did little to change his impressions of her as a child actress. “But after Nat’s interview,” he wrote, “she left, and outside waiting for her was this kid with a fresh scar across his face, so I said, ‘Let’s talk again.’ She seemed to be on that kind of trip.” Ray took Natalie to a posh restaurant, where he seduced her in the company of a girlfriend she had brought along for moral support. Natalie quickly ended up in Ray’s bed in his poolside bungalow at the Chateau Marmont hotel on the Sunset Strip, where he enjoyed afternoon trysts with pliable young actresses, most notably Marilyn Monroe.

  Ray agreed to give Wood a screen test. Since he knew better than to bother James Dean with this, and Dean was in New York at the time, he employed Dennis Hopper for screen tests with the actresses who were candidates for the role of Judy (including Jayne Mansfield, one of Ray’s lovers, who was briefly under contract to Warner Bros.). Ray conducted the tests on a rainy evening to see if CinemaScope and black-and-white film could capture such extreme conditions.

  “By the time we were finished, Natalie and I both felt like wet unhappy animals,” Hopper recalled. Natalie Wood became infatuated with Dean before Rebel when they did a TV show based on Sherwood Anderson’s “I Am a Fool.” When Dean didn’t return her interest, Dennis Hopper became Natalie’s surrogate for James Dean. Hopper looked similar to Dean, was closer to Wood in age and experience, and shared Dean’s self-absorbed seriousness and dedication to the Method school of acting.

  The day after the screen tests, the phone rang in Bill Dwyer’s apartment, where Hopper was staying. Handing the phone to Hopper, Dwyer said, “It’s Natalie Wood! I think you tested with her.”A young girl’s voice said, “This is Natalie Wood. I tested with you the other night on Rebel. Remember? It was raining?” Hopper barely remembered the skinny little girl he tested with. He said, “She had to identify herself to me over the telephone for me to know which one she was because I tested with about ten women that day. She was really funny. She told me I was great looking, and she really liked me, and she wanted to have sex with me—which never happened before or since. Natalie said, ‘I’d like to fuck you, but I don’t do anything. I just lay there.’ I said, ‘Uh . . . .’ “Helluva line. In the ’50s to be aggressive like that as a woman was really amazing. It was an amazing turn-on to me, for one thing. But it was certainly contrary to any kind of movement, or idea, at the time.

  “So she said, ‘I have to do a little rehearsing with Nick at the Chateau, but if you pick me up afterward . . .’ So I went to pick her up. She gets in the car, and I said, ‘You know, I’ve got a roommate . . .’ She says, ‘Let’s just go up the hill. I know a lover’s lane.’ So she took me up the hill, and we started linking up, and I started to go down on her, and she said, ‘Oh, you can’t do that.’ I said, ‘Why?’ She said, ‘Because Nick just fucked me.’ I thought it was weird, O.K.?” Hopper recalled. “At the time, I was eighteen years old! I thought it was strange, I thought it was weird of her to be doing it . . . he was having an affair with a minor. It was illegal for me, too, but at least I was only a couple years older.”

  On another day further in their relationship, a hysterical Wood burst into Hopper’s apartment, telling him that a famous actor got drunk, called her a whore, and raped her. Wood then spied a bullwhip Hopper acquired in Texas when he was in Giant. Brandishing it, she said, “Let me whip you.” It sounds too fantastic to be true, you say? Hopper’s Helix High classmate, Gerald Palmer, was surprised to see him at the Jack in the Box drive-through restaurant in La Mesa one evening in late November 1956, when Giant was released. Palmer remembers Hopper standing on the corner of University and Massachusetts Avenues where Hopper was showing off trick moves with his bullwhip to a crowd that had gathered. Palmer chatted briefly with Hopper before moving on. He later heard that someone from the crowd borrowed the whip and bested Hopper, expertly moving around a scrap of paper with the whip.

  Natalie Wood became Dennis Hopper’s Hollywood tour guide, tooling around town in her pink Ford Thunderbird with Hopper and Nick Adams. They placed their hands and shoes in the imprints of the screen immortals at the entrance to Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Natalie introduced Dennis to her favorite hangouts: Googie’s, a twenty-four-hour diner designed by futuristic Los Angeles architect John Lautner, and the Villa Capri, frequented by Humphrey Bogart and Frank Sinatra. Most important for Wood, James Dean was a habitué of both restaurants.

  Natalie, Dennis, and Nick alternated between a search for seriousness and frivolity. Hopper said they attended foreign films, “trying to find another way of, like, working. We were very ambitious to change things.” Suzanne Finstad, Wood’s biographer, wrote, “The Dean acolytes adopted angst as an artistic affectation, and Natalie cheerfully suffered with them: ‘What we used to talk about was how unhappy we were. Whoever was the unhappiest, whoever came closest to suicide the night before, he was the winner.’ ”

  Adams, Hopper, and Wood thought of themselves as the logical successors to the great names of show business and began emulating what Hopper called “wild, crazed Hollywood icons.” Hopper said, “It was almost as if we were naïve to the point, ‘If people did drugs and alcohol and were nymphomaniacs, then that must be the way to creativity, and creativity’s where we wanna be. We wanna be the best.’ She [Natalie] always wanted to be the best.”

  “We were always envious of the generations before us,” he continued. “In the ’50s, when me and Natalie and Dean and Nick Adams and Tony Perkins suddenly arrived, we all sort of felt like an earlier group of people who thumbed their noses at Hollywood tradition, people like John Barrymore and Errol Flynn, both of whom, of course, died as alcoholics. It seemed a romantic, a colorful way to go. God, it was a whole group of us that sort of felt like the earlier group—the Barrymores, Flynns, Sinatras, Clifts—were a little further out than we were. I mean we heard of the orgies that John Garfield used to have, the Hollywood roulette. It seemed wilder. So we tried to emulate that lifestyle. In a strange way, we were trying to emulate some sort of past glory.”

  Dennis Hopper and Nick Adams rented a house in the Hollywood Hills on Rothdell Trail, a winding side road off of Laurel Canyon Boulevard, where Adams discovered Hopper’s penchant for guns. Adams told Andrew J. Fenady that he was reading a magazine one afternoon when he heard a tremendous explosion and a bullet whizzed by his ear. Adams ran into the next room to see Hopper, giggling, holding the smoking .44 Magnum pistol that he had just fired. The house on Rothdell Trail became the setting for outré episodes where Hopper, Adams, and Wood tried to be wilder than their legendary predecessors.

  “For instance,” Hopper said, “once Natalie and I decided we’d have an orgy, you understand?” Dennis, Natalie, Nick, and his girlfriend were joined by other members of Natalie’s inner circle. “Several showed up and girls, too,” recalled Bob Turnbull, who was there. “It was kind of a big event. She wanted to have an orgy, she just wanted all kinds of guys doin’ her. She just wanted to have the old champagne bath.”

  “And Natalie says, ‘O.K., but we have to have a champagne bath,’ ” Hopper said. “I think she had heard that Jean Harlow or somebody had had a champagne bath. So Nick and I went and got all this champagne, and we filled the bathtub full of champagne, and we said, ‘O.K., Natalie, we’re ready for the orgy.’ Natalie takes off her clothes, sits down in the champagne, starts screaming.” Why did Wood scream? “Well,” Hopper said, “because it burned her pussy. Set her on fucking fire, you know.” Hopper and the others raced the agonized Wood to the nearest emergency room. “It was a very expensive burn. That was our orgy, you understand? I mean it seemed like none of these things really worked out. Still, that kind of experience didn’t stop us from trying to be as far out as we could. We partied a lot.”

  “Of course, she [Natalie] had other times, too, when Dennis, Nick, and I would be enjoying her company, as well,” Turnbull said. “She was just a wild and crazy gal. It was just her style. She was just very friendly, but oversexed. But in a likable way, not a slutty way, if that makes sense. She was a very classy girl. She just had a whole different outlook on the morality of one’s life. She was a nice person, very polite, just a very free-flowing spirit.”

  Nicholas Ray was still testing actresses for the role of Judy in late February 1955. Natalie was anxiously awaiting a phone call from Ray on February 22 confirming that the part was hers. Dennis Hopper suggested that she and her friend Jackie Eastes meet him at Googie’s. Wood proposed that they go to the Villa Capri for a glass of wine to calm her nerves. The trio piled into Hopper’s car and spent the evening drinking wine until the restaurant closed at 11 P.M. Hopper insisted on buying a bottle of whiskey at a liquor store before driving up Mulholland Drive and parking. Eastes said that they sat there, “drunkenly looking at the stars,” and saw Hopper guzzle half the whiskey before she passed out. When Eastes woke up, Wood was standing outside the car vomiting while Hopper muttered, “It’s all my fault, I shouldn’t have bought that bottle.”

  Deciding to return Natalie to Googie’s to pick up her car, Hopper turned cautiously onto rain-slicked Laurel Canyon Boulevard, a serpentine, two-lane mountain road. Hopper emerged from a curve only to collide headon with a driver who had crossed the center line. Hopper’s car flipped over, throwing the trio on the road like a stack of pancakes—Hopper landed on Eastes, who was on top of Wood. As people emerged from their homes to assist the accident victims, Hopper got up and walked around, repeatedly mumbling, “Oh man, this is all my fault,” while Eastes screamed at Natalie to wake up.

  At the hospital, Wood, who had suffered a concussion and kept passing out, insisted that the police call Nick Ray, not her parents. Eastes said that she told Hopper to call Ray, “because he communicated on our level. We needed a spokesperson because we obviously had been drinking, and it didn’t look good.” Ray called his own doctor and Natalie’s parents to the hospital. When Ray encountered Hopper in the corridor, he lashed out at him. “Ray grabs me and throws me against the wall. I was trying to explain to him, and I guess he was hysterical, and he slapped me very, very hard, pushed me against the wall, and said, ‘Shut up, and straighten up.’ ”

  Wood insisted on seeing Ray before her parents. When he approached Natalie’s bed, she pulled him close and said, “Nick! They called me a goddamn juvenile delinquent. Now do I get the part?” Eastes and Hopper overheard Ray tell Wood’s doctor, “Take good care of this young lady, she’s the star of my next movie.” In a gallant touch, Nick Ray had a dozen roses delivered to Natalie on March 30, 1955, the first day of production on Rebel Without a Cause. When Hopper discovered this, “He completely freaked out, calling her all kinds of nasty names,” said actor Frank Mazzola. Maybe Natalie didn’t tell Hopper about her affair with Ray on their first night together, as he later claimed.

  Hollywood columnist Sidney Skolsky’s daughter, Steffi Sidney, who played a gang member in Rebel, was impressed by Hopper’s performance on Medic and became his confidant during the filming of Rebel Without a Cause. In 2007, she said, “When I got to interviewing with Nick Ray, because Dennis was in the office, I found out that Dennis had been put under contract by Warner Bros., and I had my best girlfriend with me at the time, who was Susie Strasberg, who knew Nick Ray. We were spending the afternoon together, so I said why don’t you come up with me to Nick Ray’s office, and I’ll have this talk with him, and we’ll be on our way, and Dennis was there, and the three of us talked a little bit, and when I walked out, I was very impressed. I said this young man is not only talented, but, gee, his knowledge of film and theater and books and art and music . . . I said it’s so nice to have somebody so young be as knowledgeable as that. I mean, I was brought up in Hollywood and always with older people. Susie came from a theatrical family. I came from a movie-theatrical family.”

  Hopper confided in Sidney in much the same way he had with Phyllis Gollehon back in Lemon Grove. “Dennis and I could really communicate on things,” Sidney said. “When we had to test and had wardrobe things and stuff like that, we talked some more. It was very nice, and he was a very good-looking guy. I got a crush on him, not only from his talent, but from his intellect. I think in some ways, he thought the same thing because we had lovely, wonderful conversations, and that’s when he told me all about being in love with Natalie and her mother and Nick Ray and all of that. Nick was just terrible to him over the loudspeaker. There was always a P.A. system on the set because you’re always called to do your scene if you’re in your trailer, or if Nick was up on a boom, he had a bullhorn, and it would always be ‘Mr. Hopper,’ you know.”

  Dennis Hopper told Sidney that he went looking for Natalie at Ray’s bungalow one evening and caught Natalie and Nick having sex. “He told me about being love with Natalie and what he was going to do because Nick hated him,” Sidney said. Hopper told her that he visited the Chateau Marmont equipped with his gun to confront Ray, who, fortunately, wasn’t at home that night.

  Ten days into production, studio executives decided to shut down Rebel Without a Cause and start over. Impressed by the critical reaction to East of Eden (1955), they decided that their new hot ticket, James Dean, was too good for a cheap little black-and-white B-movie. They told Ray that he should start filming from scratch in CinemaScope and color. Dennis Hopper got into trouble with Ray almost instantly on Monday, April 11, 1955, when Ray started shooting the scenes involving Jim Stark’s (James Dean) altercation with Buzz (Corey Allen) and his gang at the Griffith Planetarium.

  Beverly Long, who played the blonde, pony-tailed member of Buzz’s gang in Rebel, said that after filming scenes inside the planetarium, assistant director Don Page told the kids to go outside and take a short cigarette break. Hopper told Long he was going to get a hot dog because he was hungry. Long tried to stop him. She said, “They’re going to start shooting any minute.” Sure enough, Hopper was nowhere to be found when Page yelled, “Places, everybody.” The studio’s call sheets for the day note, “Corey Allen and Dennis Hopper left set. Could not find in time to complete shot.” None of the other actors recalls Allen’s absence.

  According to Long, “School buses started arriving from the city school system, and they threw us out. And they had to leave their huge cranes behind, and they never got their shots. Dennis cost them, I don’t know, $50,000. He cost them a lot of money.”

  Hopper returned, oblivious to what had happened. Ray, standing on the observatory’s front steps, told Hopper he was fired. “Steve Trilling, a Warner Bros. henchman, came up with his big cigar and informed Nick, ‘We can’t fire him. He’s under contract here,’ ” Long recalled. “So Nick said, ‘Well, I’m not going to direct him anymore’ and gave all of his lines to Jack Grinnage. So from the planetarium on, you’ll notice Dennis has nothing to say.” Long’s memory fails her here. Hopper has several lines of dialogue near the film’s conclusion when he, Grinnage, and Frank Mazzola are in a car, discussing whether they should pursue James Dean to the abandoned mansion where he’s taken refuge with Natalie Wood and Sal Mineo.

  Tensions between Hopper and Ray flared again when Rebel’s chickie run scenes were filmed on May 13 and 14, 1955. (Steffi Sidney insisted that the scenes were completed in one evening.) Shooting took place on Friday and Saturday night at the Warner Ranch, a high plateau located twenty miles from the studio. “The day of the chickie run scene,” Hopper said, “Natalie’s parents had arrived on the set, and Nick suddenly started yelling at me and sent me to my trailer, in front of her parents. She [Wood’s mother] knew about Natalie and Nick, didn’t like it, but kept quiet about it because he was the director. But she made a fuss about Natalie and me to an executive at the studio, and I was told to lay off.”

  Hopper resented being singled out while Ray “came out pure as the driven snow.” “Which is when I realized that the reason I was getting into this kind of problem with Nick was because of Nick Ray’s relationship with Natalie and my relationship with Natalie. I realized that I could be expendable in Nick Ray’s world. That he could blame me and get off. I wasn’t gonna let it happen.”

  Hopper confronted the director. “I said, ‘Nick, I know you’ve been fucking Natalie. You’re now using that against me. I know that you’ve told the studio that I’m having an affair with her. This has gotta stop, or I’m gonna beat the shit out of you right now.’ And I took some sort of boxing pose. Ray said, ‘See, that’s your problem. You have to use your fists. You can’t use your brain. Someday you’re gonna have to start using your brains.’ And he turned and walked away. At that point, I lost my aggressiveness.”

  With his run-in with Ray behind him, Dennis Hopper fixed his attention on James Dean. Hopper’s glimpses of Dean before Rebel left him unimpressed. As soon as Hopper won his contract with Warner Bros., he went to see East of Eden, the only one of Dean’s movies that was released before his death. Hopper was walking down a hallway with Robert Raison on his way to Nick Ray’s office when he encountered Dean coming in the opposite direction. “You’ve got to understand, Hollywood, at this time, was all suits and ties,” Hopper said. “These guys were old-school gentlemen. They smoked cigars, but they were gentlemen.” Clad in dirty Levis and a turtleneck, the bespectacled, unshaven Dean crept down the hallway, a cigarette dangling from his lips. In a hushed voice, Raison said, “That’s James Dean.” Though Hopper had just seen him on-screen, he didn’t even recognize Dean. Hopper did a double take, exclaiming, “That’s James Dean?”

  After Hopper met with Ray, he and Raison walked over to the drugstore across the street from Warners, where Dean was sitting at the counter. Dean would pour a heap of sugar on a spoon, then watch it dissolve when he stirred it into a cup of coffee. He did this several times before Raison told Hopper, “Let me introduce you.” Raison approached Dean and said, “Jimmy, this is Dennis Hopper. He’s going to be in the movie with you.” Ignoring Raison and Hopper, Dean continued pouring sugar into his coffee.

  Hopper’s confidence in his acting prowess was shaken after he started watching Dean work. “I thought,” Hopper said, “I was the best actor in the world, pound for pound—I mean the best young actor. I was really good, I had incredible technique, I was incredibly sensitive. I didn’t think there was anyone to top me. Until I saw James Dean. And then I’m on set, and the first thing we’re doing is the scene in Rebel at the police station where he gets arrested. And suddenly, Dean starts making siren sounds. When they search him, he starts to laugh because it’s tickling him, and I’m thinking, ‘Where the hell is this on the page? Where is this coming from, man?’ I’d never seen anyone improvise before.”

  “Watching Dean act was like watching someone pull miracles out of the air. He fascinated me. Because he was working internally, and I was working externally. I was an actor who’d come out of Shakespeare. My experience of acting was line readings, precise gestures, knowing what you were going to do next. Everything I was doing was preconceived, although it looked very natural. Dean completely disregarded any direction in the script. He would do a scene differently every time. It came straight out of his imagination, his improvisation. I didn’t understand how he was arriving at those conclusions because he was having real emotional feelings, real emotional reactions. He also had a way of physically expressing himself that I’d never seen another actor do. I didn’t know what he was doing, but I knew it was great.”

  Hopper attempted to get close to Dean and talk to him about his technique. But Dean preferred to sequester himself in his dressing room, smoking marijuana and playing classical music. “I tried to get to know him. I started by saying ‘Hello.’ No answer. He wouldn’t talk to people on the set. He would be into himself, into his thing. He’d lock himself up into his dressing room.”

  Hopper made his move during a break in filming. “Finally, about halfway through the picture, in the chickie run, it was at night,” he recalled, “and I grabbed him and literally threw him into a car, and I said, ‘Look, I really wanna be an actor, too. And I wanna know what you’re doing, what your secret is.’ ” Dean calmly looked through his glasses at Hopper and asked, “Why?”

  “ ‘Because,” Hopper said, I want to be a great actor.’ So he asked me very quietly why I acted, and I told him what a nightmare my home life had been. Anyway, Jimmy and I found we were both neurotic and had to justify our neuroses by creating, getting the pain out and sharing it.”

  “I thought I was the best young actor in the world,” Hopper said, “but I didn’t even understand what he was doing, that I was flabbergasted by his spontaneity, his ability to do scene after scene different each time without changing the words.” Hopper asked Dean, “Do I have to go to New York? Do I have to see Strasberg?” [Lee Strasberg was the director of the Actors Studio in New York.] Still smarting from the brutal critique Strasberg gave Dean when he was at the Actors Studio, he said, “No, you’re too sensitive. Strasberg will destroy you.”

  “No, no, take it easy,” Dean told Hopper. “Just listen to me and I’ll help you along.” “It was, in a strange way, a closer friendship than most people have,” Hopper said, “but it wasn’t the kind of thing where he said, ‘Let’s go out and tear up the town.’ Sometimes we’d have dinner. Also, we were into peyote and grass before anybody else. What we really had was a student-teacher relationship, the only one he ever had, as far as I know. He helped me with my acting, and I watched him get old in Giant. That was our relationship. We didn’t hang out together or go out together. It wasn’t a buddy-buddy hang-out thing. He started watching my takes after that. I wouldn’t even know he was there. He’d come up and mumble, ‘Why don’t you try it this way?’ And he was always right.”

  “Do things, don’t show them,” Dean advised Hopper. “Stop the gestures. Well, if you’re smoking a cigarette, don’t act smoking a cigarette, just smoke it. You know, you feel like smoking, smoke it. It will be very difficult doing the simplest things at first, like drinking a cup of coffee. Doing anything will be very difficult in the very beginning, but you must start at that simple reality.”

  Hopper recalled these revelatory exchanges with Dean twenty years after they took place. But Hopper was still uncertain about why he wanted to act while filming Rebel. In her memoir, actress Susan Strasberg, Lee Strasberg’s daughter, wrote, “Dennis Hopper, also appearing in Rebel, gave me a copy of Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet and talked to me about his inspirations as an actor, bemoaning that he had consulted a psychiatrist who had told him he was not neurotic enough to need therapy. Dennis asked, ‘If I’m not sick, how can I be a good actor?’ And I, reassuringly, said, ‘You are sick Dennis. Believe me, you are!’ ”

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
Dennis HopPER:
THE WiLD RiDE
OF A HoLrLywooD REBEL

PETER L. WINKLER

BIRRICADE





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE WILD RIDE
OF A HOLLYWOOD REBEL

PETER L. WINKLER





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
Dennis HorPER:
THE WILD RIDE
OF A HoLLywooD REBEL





