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Introduction



Near dusk, on the evening of September 30, 1955, a telephone rang at the main gate of Warner Brothers Studios. When the guard on duty answered, a woman on the other end said that she was calling from Paso Robles War Memorial Hospital. Speaking calmly, without emotion, she told him that an actor who worked at the studio, James Dean, had been killed that evening in a car accident. Though Dean had starred in a mere three films and only one—East of Eden—had been released at that point, the guard knew who he was. The untamed young actor’s reputation in the industry was growing much faster than his film résumé. And only a few days earlier, he had been stopped by security for speeding around the lot in his brand-new Porsche and told never to drive there again because he might kill somebody.

Immediately after hanging up the phone, the guard called Warners’ publicity department, and word began to spread throughout town. “It was like a strange wind that came right through the streets of Hollywood,” said screenwriter Stewart Stern about the news. And that wind blew quickly through Dean’s favorite hangouts: Googie’s diner, the Villa Capri, the Chateau Marmont. It cast a pall over that evening’s black-tie functions: the Whisper Ball, sponsored by Jane Russell’s new World Adoption International Fund, and the Deb Star Ball, a beauty pageant hosted by the town’s makeup artists and hairstylists. At the Deb Star Ball guests thumbing through the official program were stunned to find a full-page ad that Dean had taken out thanking his makeup artist, which featured nothing but a close-up of Dean’s eyes staring back at them. When the wire services got hold of the story, radio and TV stations around the country interrupted their programs to announce Dean’s death to his growing legion of fans, young people who had responded enthusiastically to their first emotionally wrenching encounter with him in East of Eden.

Despite the immediate sense of shock and loss that accompanied the news, Dean’s death might not necessarily have gone on to become such an enduring tragedy on the basis of East of Eden alone. After all, Dean’s career had only just begun, and he wasn’t the first young promising actor who would never get the chance to fulfill his potential. His sudden demise might have been just another sad story in a town full of sad stories, eventually fading away like a bad Technicolor print or a once-famous star of the silent screen. But the image of Dean was about to seep deeper into the public consciousness when, less than a month after his fatal accident, Warner Brothers released his second film—Rebel Without a Cause.

Almost immediately, Dean’s image became inseparable from Jim Stark, the character he played in Rebel. With his white T-shirt, blue jeans and red jacket, Dean was instantly transformed into an adolescent ideal. His magnificent confusion, pained fragility, sexiness and even his narcissism made Jim Stark the template for teen rebellion. In fact, in many ways, Rebel Without a Cause invented the teenager.

Largely because of his work in Rebel, James Dean remains an undeniable force half a century after his death. But Dean’s presence is not the only reason for the film’s continuing relevance. Rebel Without a Cause asserted a romantic, mythic notion of adolescence that remains with us, that colors the way we see our own youth. And its preeminence resulted from the intense interactions of many fresh, raw-nerved personalities who came together at critical junctures in their lives and careers, including actors Natalie Wood and Sal Mineo and fledgling screenwriter Stewart Stern. Even the film’s young supporting players—who portrayed the various gang members—contributed to the film’s authenticity. But more than anyone, it was director Nicholas Ray who continually stoked Rebel’s fire.

The forty-three-year-old Ray was someone who revered youth, who viewed adolescence as a heightened human state and who refused to relinquish the teenager in himself. He was one of the great dark neurotic geniuses of American film. He raised the bar for emotional nakedness on screen, pushing his juvenile cast to reach ever more precarious heights of film acting. Ray had a dream vision of kids creating a world of their own. And under his direction, Ray’s young cast coalesced into one large dysfunctional family, embarking on a journey rife with reckless behavior, deep devotion and betrayal.

Rebel Without a Cause is a film of sheer poetic expression that attempts to give shape to the internal feelings of kids alienated from the restrictions and contradictions of the adult world around them. At the time of its release, it frightened many parents with its violence, its upfront sexuality and its relentless desire to imbue teenagers with power—and glory. But in many ways, the behind-the-scenes story is more provocative than the already provocative film. James Dean stands defiantly at Rebel’s center, but the unbridled emotions that were channeled offscreen are the essential source of the film’s dynamism and its endless ability to speak to the teenager in all of us.
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Chapter One

Birth of a Rebel




In the early 1950s, director Nicholas Ray was a regular at the classic Saturday night parties thrown by actress Betsy Blair and her husband, Gene Kelly—the kind of exclusive Hollywood soirees that would find Judy Garland singing at the piano, Leonard Bernstein playing charades or Greta Garbo sitting casually on the edge of the Kellys’ kitchen sink. Blair remembers the tall, handsome, seductive Ray with great fondness. “He was always lively and iconoclastic and full of serious opinions,” says Blair, who calls him “a Melville hero” for the way he chased dream projects and battled against the confines of the studio system. Blair knew Ray to be a compulsive womanizer, gambler and drinker, although “never a sloppy drunk.” But one night in July 1951, after their weekly party broke up, Blair and Kelly looked out their front window and encountered a bizarre sight.

“There was a little slope in front of our house,” says Blair, “and I remember Nick leaving and instead of getting into his car, he sank onto the grass, just sort of lying there. I was ready to go out and get him. But Gene said, ‘Let’s see if he gets up again.’ And so we waited, fifteen to twenty minutes. I think Nick was actually planning to lie there all night. Eventually, we did go out and get him.” Like everyone else in Hollywood, the Kellys knew that Ray had just filed for divorce from his second wife, the quintessential film noir blonde, Gloria Grahame, after a stormy three-year marriage, but they had no idea what precipitated the separation. “We didn’t know in the beginning what had happened,” says Blair, “just that they were fighting and breaking up and that he was desperate. And then, when I found out, it was hard to believe.” The real story behind the breakup was shocking even by Hollywood standards.

Earlier that summer, everything seemed to be going well for Ray. In June 1951, he signed a lucrative contract with RKO Pictures, negotiated by his powerful new agents at MCA, making him RKO head Howard Hughes’s right-hand man. That year, with the red-baiting McCarthy hearings getting under way in Washington and the Rosenbergs on trial in New York, having a protector like Hughes gave Ray—who had a history of leftist affiliations—a security and stability he rarely felt in his peripatetic career. Hughes kept him busy that summer doing uncredited patch-up work on such potential RKO disasters as The Racket and Josef von Sternberg’s Macao.

One afternoon late in June, Tony, Ray’s thirteen-year-old son from his first marriage to journalist Jean Evans, unexpectedly appeared on the doorstep of the Malibu beach house Ray was renting next door to his close friend, producer John Houseman. On vacation from military school, Tony had made the three-thousand-mile journey from New York all by himself, without telling anyone he was coming. Ray was not home when Tony showed up, so Grahame, who had met Ray’s son only once, when he was ten years old, invited him inside. When Ray arrived home later that afternoon, he walked into the bedroom and stumbled on a sight almost too outrageous to believe. He found Grahame and his barely teenage son “in bed together,” as Ray described it years later to his friend, writer Gavin Lambert.

Nicholas Ray was someone who always allowed himself—and those around him—an astounding amount of moral wiggle room. But this level of crisscrossing betrayal was too much to bear. Ray exploded in fury, smashing up the house and flinging Tony out into the street. Then Ray took off, refusing to spend another minute in the house with Grahame. Tony slept that night beneath a neighbor’s porch.

Ray and Grahame had a famously tempestuous relationship. Ray claimed he married Grahame only because she was pregnant with his second son, Timothy, who was born five and a half months after the wedding. Ray said he spent their Las Vegas wedding night at the craps table, losing almost all his money because he “didn’t want this dame…to have anything of mine.” Their marriage had no chance of surviving the events of that afternoon in June 1951. Immediately, Ray filed for divorce and moved for a time into the Garden of Allah, a hotel once popular with screenwriters and silent-film stars. Seething with rage and paranoia, he forced Tony to make a tape recording detailing what happened, and threatened to make the tape public if Grahame tried to seek a large alimony settlement. In the end, Grahame did not ask for alimony and received only child support for their son Timothy. Ray never played the recording or made any mention in court of what happened that summer afternoon—which did not stop the story from becoming common knowledge. “In the circle emanating from Houseman’s house we all knew,” says actor Norman Lloyd, who was a friend of Ray’s for many years, dating back to Ray’s theatrical days in New York. Before long, the messy details of the scandal spread throughout the Hollywood community.

It’s impossible to know what could have motivated Tony Ray and Gloria Grahame to engage in such a profound act of betrayal, devastating Nick’s standing as a husband and father simultaneously. And Ray himself would never publicly venture an explanation. Even in private, he was reticent to discuss the events. “I remember asking him,” says Gavin Lambert, “ ‘Do you think Tony did this in revenge for you neglecting him?’ and all he said was ‘Maybe.’”

Ray’s marriage to Grahame may have ended with the scandal, but the relationship that began that afternoon in 1951 between the actress and Tony Ray did not stop there. In 1960, almost a decade later, they would stun Hollywood again by marrying each other, making Tony the stepfather to his half-brother Timothy.

Nicholas Ray survived the blow to his pride and it would not be long before he returned to the womanizing ways for which he was famous. Soon, Gene Kelly and Betsy Blair would find him back at their parties smooching with the likes of Marilyn Monroe. (“It was all very physical with him,” Blair recalls.) But Ray would never get over the injury to his relationship with his son. And it would not be long before his rage turned to guilt, and even to an odd kind of curiosity, all of which funneled directly into his work.

Many factors contributed to Ray’s passion for the story that would become Rebel Without a Cause. But his damaged relationship with Tony provided a key catalyst, a deeply personal underpinning to a film that would grow into a cultural phenomenon. Throughout the development of the script, Ray was “in anguish over his own role as a father,” according to Rebel screenwriter Stewart Stern. “I think he hated himself to a large degree for failing as a father.” Gavin Lambert concurs. “He should never have had kids,” Lambert says. “He should never have been married. Nick had quite a few guilts. This was one of them. And it influenced his approach to the film.”

Ray followed the dictum often attributed to one of his mentors, director Elia Kazan: “Turn trauma into drama.” And indeed, Ray’s art was fueled by personal trauma. In fact, much of his best work could be seen as autobiography. His troubled relationship with Grahame provided the raw material for one of his greatest movies, In a Lonely Place (which also starred Grahame), just as his disgust with the blacklist, which ruined the lives of many of his friends, would inform the plots of Johnny Guitar and the underrated Run for Cover. Using calamity to drive creativity is dangerous work. But Ray could pull it off. It was his gift, one to be envied, or so it seemed for a time. And eventually, Ray would find a way to channel all his alienation, confusion and curiosity into his most famous film, one that would ultimately transcend the personal realm to have a massive impact on generations to come.

Born to be Bad

The sources of Ray’s talents and genius are as mysterious as those of his Rebel star and cohort, James Dean, who, like Ray, sprung from the Midwest. Born Raymond Nicholas Kienzle on August 7, 1911, Nicholas Ray was raised in the small town of La Crosse, Wisconsin. Population: 50,000. His family was part of the first generation of Norwegians to settle in that part of the country and therefore, according to director Joseph Losey, who was also from La Crosse, “he was automatically on the ‘wrong side of the tracks.’ ”

Ray’s father was a contractor, and an alcoholic. His death, when Ray was sixteen, would have a devastating effect on his son. Late in his life, Ray would recount the night his father’s mistress—whom Ray said he once tried to seduce, in an uncanny foreshadowing of his own problems with Tony—took him to a hotel room where he found the dying man lying in his own vomit. “A boy needs a father at certain times in his life so that he can kick him in the shins, so he can fight for the love of his mother,” Ray wrote. A father, said Ray, is “a gauge against which the boy can measure himself. Take that away and the spine is lost.”

Troubled paternal relationships would remain a persistent motif in Ray’s life, just as they would in his work. “Nick didn’t have a father. A drunk is not a father,” says his fourth and final wife, Susan Ray. “I think he was looking for that. And when people have a piece missing, they magnetize it in different forms.” That was certainly true of Ray. It was one of the major contradictions in his character that despite a distinct contempt for authority, he entered into a series of intense mentor relationships throughout his restless early career.

Attractive, ambitious and serious-minded, Ray catapulted himself out of La Crosse when, at sixteen, he created a series of local radio programs that helped him win a scholarship to the University of Chicago. In the early 1930s, he moved briefly to New York, where he met and eventually married Jean Evans, a young writer who became a well-known reporter for the liberal newspaper PM. During this period, Ray was invited to take part in architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fellowship at Taliesin, Wright’s Utopian artists commune in Wisconsin—although Wright and Ray would soon have a falling-out, and Ray would leave Taliesin under a cloud of mystery. Ray returned to New York, where he joined the left-wing Theatre of Action and began a long, complex and often strained association with domineering director Elia Kazan. Kazan directed Ray in a play titled The Young Go First (the first of many ironic titles that would crop up throughout Ray’s career). And under Kazan’s tutelage, Ray was first exposed to Method acting, which would have a huge interlacing influence on his life and work.

In the year Tony Ray was born, 1937, Ray began working for the Department of Agriculture’s Resettlement Administration, traveling throughout Depression-era America while writing and directing plays that starred coal miners, lumberjacks and farmers who dramatized their lives and recorded their music on his portable tape recorder. Ray’s passion for American roots music led to a lifelong friendship with noted folklorist and ethnographer Alan Lomax. During World War II, and after Ray’s separation from Jean Evans, producer John Houseman—who knew Ray from the Theatre of Action—hired Ray and Lomax to produce a radio show for Voice of America, which Houseman was running for the Office of War Information (OWI). Called Back Where I Come From, the radio show introduced the public to such legendary folk and blues music talents as Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger and Leadbelly.

But it wasn’t until 1944 that Ray got his first taste of Hollywood. Kazan hired Ray as an assistant on his first film, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Kazan was impressed with the way Ray applied himself to studying filmmaking technique and the speed with which he was learning. Now, Kazan would have an even more acute influence on Ray’s future. He showed Ray how to draw febrile, psychologically dense film performances from even the most resistant actors. And he also provoked Ray’s pursuit of what he stubbornly viewed as the “truth”—a gritty, neurotic version of the truth.

Two years later, in 1946, Ray would finally make the move to Hollywood when Houseman, who had grown very close to Ray, hired him to be his assistant at RKO Pictures. In a remarkably short period of time, RKO head of production Dore Schary took a chance on Ray and gave him his first film to direct. They Live by Night (1948) was based on Thieves Like Us, a novel by Edward Anderson about two young Depression-era outlaws (which was readapted almost three decades later by another Hollywood iconoclast, Robert Altman).

From the start, Ray showed himself to be a director of maturity and sensitivity. He displayed a special affinity for the reckless romantic poignancy of youth, something for which he would soon become famous. He also proved to be bold and risk-taking. For the first scene of the film, Ray scheduled a dangerous and difficult helicopter shot. Fraught with the potential for disaster, the shot could have ended his film career before it began. But Ray’s gamble paid off. “For a man who had not always shown himself emotionally secure or stable, Ray handled himself with courage and remarkable skill,” said Houseman. “From the first day of shooting his authority on the set was complete and undisputed.”

After Ray proved himself with They Live By Night, Schary pressured him into directing A Woman’s Secret, an uneasy blend of film noir and “woman’s picture.” For Ray it was the beginning of a subtly destructive pattern in his career: bouncing between intimate projects and hackneyed studio affairs. Schary’s girlfriend had already been cast to star in the film: Gloria Grahame. Soon after shooting began, Ray started sleeping with Grahame and within the first month she was pregnant.

Stealing the girlfriend of the man who gave Ray his first directorial opportunity might have been career suicide if eccentric millionaire Howard Hughes had not suddenly swooped down at the end of 1948 to take over the studio. Schary was fired and Ray’s position suddenly became more secure. Although he was no longer a young man—in fact, he was nearing his forties—there was something about Ray that motivated powerful figures to take him under their wing. Ray became Hughes’s protégé. In between the lesser assignments Hughes gave to him, Ray continued to make the occasional fine film for RKO, such as On Dangerous Ground and The Lusty Men, small dark gems with surprisingly idiosyncratic themes. And during his RKO period, he also directed two films for the independent production company of his drinking buddy Humphrey Bogart: Knock on Any Door and In a Lonely Place. Through these films, Ray won the respect of a small coterie of Hollywood insiders, but he was not a well-known name to the industry at large. Then in 1953, the capricious Hughes sold all his shares of RKO—departing the studio as quickly as he had arrived—and Ray decided to strike out on his own. In many ways, independence—and the illusion of detachment from authority—was the state that suited Ray best. He had also been having a deeply conflicted reaction to his relatively easy success in Hollywood.

“Brought up in the Depression, one of a generation with a strong anti-Establishment bias, he had been taught to regard hardship and poverty as a virtue and wealth and power as evil,” Houseman wrote about Ray in his autobiography. “When success came to him in its sudden, overwhelming Hollywood way…he was torn by deep feelings of guilt, for which his compulsive, idiotic gambling ($30,000 lost in one night at Las Vegas) might have been a neurotic form of atonement.”

Despite his uncertain feelings about his success, Ray became concerned about his Hollywood status. After leaving RKO, Ray turned to another powerful ally, agent Lew Wasserman, head of MCA, an agency that was playing a pivotal role in the shift of power away from the studios to actors and directors. Wasserman put together two projects for Ray to direct, the Westerns Johnny Guitar, starring Joan Crawford, and Run for Cover, starring James Cagney. Although Johnny Guitar was a hit (and later became a cult classic), Ray later told Gavin Lambert that making the film was “an appalling experience” and that Joan Crawford was “one of the worst human beings he’d ever encountered.” Run for Cover, meanwhile, was a box-office disaster.

After nearly a decade in Hollywood, Ray felt his career was falling behind that of his former mentor Kazan, with whom he carried on a private rivalry. By 1954, Kazan had already directed such award-winning films as Gentleman’s Agreement and A Streetcar Named Desire. He was finishing up On the Waterfront and planning East of Eden. Ray’s films had not been in the same league, in terms of prestige. Both Johnny Guitar, made for the low-rent Republic Pictures, and Run for Cover, made for the B-movie unit at Paramount, were low-budget programmers.

Ray had to find a way to break this downward pattern. As he explained to his agent Wasserman, he was weary of doing projects for “bread and taxes.” He was desperate to do a film that he loved. Ray saw himself as an artist first. He needed a personal project—and he needed a breakthrough, something that would give him a little clout in Hollywood. And just when he craved it most, he found the perfect topic. It was screaming out from headlines across the country.

Teen Trouble

Throughout the United States in the early 1950s, frightening reports of teen violence terrified parents and public officials. In Memphis, two boys shot a teenage girl who dared to resist their advances. In Kansas City, Missouri, nine teens looking for a cigarette nearly beat a man to death outside Union Station. In Illinois, young members of the military were revealed to be part of a secret gang who kept scorecards regarding the use of marijuana, switchblades, blackjacks and pistols.

Between 1948 and 1953, the number of juveniles charged with crimes increased 40 percent, a statistic that alarmed the country. “We have the spectacle of an entire city terrorized by one-half of one percent of its residents. And the terrorists are children,” a Boston judge warned ominously in 1953.

The media fanned the public’s fury with stories of the troubled teen and juvenile crime, stoking high anxiety in the form of moral outrage. In September 1954, Newsweek asked, “Our Vicious Young Hoodlums: Is There Any Hope?” and, in the same month, U.S. News & World Report published “Why Teen-Agers Go Wrong” (two articles Ray would cite in his initial Rebel proposal). The U.S. News article was actually an in-depth interview with Richard Clendenen, an expert on juvenile crime who was the executive director of the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency. This committee, headed by Senator Estes Kefauver, would haul in high-ranking members of the entertainment business for a series of very public grillings about the media’s effect on adolescent behavior.

At the time, all rebellious teen behavior was seen as evidence of a mushrooming problem with juvenile delinquency. It didn’t really matter whether teens were breaking laws, breaking taboos, or bending household rules. Every aspect of the emerging teen culture—with its new music, language and attitudes toward sexuality—was viewed as threatening and incomprehensible. But in many ways, teens were simply expanding their own boundaries, engaging in their own version of manifest destiny, dazzled by what critic Geoffrey O’Brien described as “the glitter of fulfillment” that lit up the country in the prosperous 1950s, when being a teen was still a new concept. The word teenager did not even enter the language until 1941. And as the number of teens doubled in the wake of the postwar baby boom, young Americans had simply begun to stake out their own culture separate from adults, although in the mid-1950s, this landscape was largely undefined. That would all begin to change with the arrival of one movie.

 

Nick Ray was inevitably attracted to what was happening with kids. It fed directly into his guilt over Tony. It spoke to his own issues with authority. And it justified his own natural affinity for young people, a tendency that seemed to get stronger as he got older. (“The celluloid strip is a bloodstream for me—and so is youth. It’s what I live by,” Ray would later say, in his self-mythologizing mode.) His growing passion rose to the surface one night in September 1954, after a screening of Run for Cover. Following the preview, Ray, Lew Wasserman and Wasserman’s wife, Edie, had dinner in Ray’s apartment at the Chateau Marmont. After watching Dragnet on television, Ray told Wasserman that he was frustrated with the direction his career was going. “I really have to want to do the next one,” he said. “I have to believe in it or feel that it’s important.” Wasserman asked what Ray thought was important. “There are six films about War and Peace scheduled so I’ve given up on that,” said Ray. “Well, what else is important?” Wasserman asked him. Ray paused for a moment, then finally said what was on his mind: “I want to do a film about kids. I want to do a film about the young people next door…. I’ve done the stuff with the depressed areas, the misfits. Now I want to do a film about the guy next door, like could be one of my sons.”

Ray had already dealt with the subject of juvenile delinquency in 1949’s Knock on Any Door—the movie that introduced the phrase “Live fast, die young, and have a beautiful corpse”—but he was dissatisfied with the film’s approach. It did not rise above the socioeconomic view of the subject that Hollywood had been mining since 1933’s Wild Boys of the Road and 1937’s Dead End. Ray yearned to make a film that would stand with 1950’s Los Olvidados, director Luis Buñuel’s caustic, surreal and poetic account of lost Mexican youth. “I wish Buñuel had made Los Olvidados before I made Knock on Any Door,” said Ray, “because I would have made a hell of a lot better film.” It’s no coincidence that a thirty-five-dollar rental receipt for a print of Los Olvidados appears among the Rebel Without a Cause materials housed at the Warner Brothers archives. Ray was intent on avoiding what he called “slum area rationalizations.” Instead, he wanted to focus on middle-class kids, as he explained to Wasserman.

Wasserman may not have known the full scope of Ray’s intentions—and, at the time, Ray seems to have had only the vaguest notion himself—but he knew that his client was serious. So he took the notion of a film about young people to Warner Brothers. Immediately, the studio bit. Ray’s suggestion was the right one at the right time. Warner Brothers had just begun a campaign to find fresh, new faces. The studio was looking for ways to target the largely underexploited teen demographic, despite the chilling effect of the Kefauver hearings. In fact, the Kefauver hearings may have unintentionally focused Hollywood’s attention on the emergence of a new type of adolescent audience, one that was looking for edgier product, and a more sizzling reflection of their experience.

The studio suggested that Ray consider adapting Dr. Robert Lindner’s best-selling 1944 book Rebel Without a Cause: The Story of a Criminal Psychopath, a property that had been languishing at the studio for years. But Ray immediately dismissed Lindner’s book. He thought the case was too extreme: “It was neither the psychopath nor the son of a poor family I was interested in now.”

Warners then handed Ray two scripts with youth-oriented themes but, to the director’s chagrin, they were set in economically deprived areas. Ray reacted in frustration: “No, I didn’t mean that at all. Not at all.” Finally, an exasperated Wasserman said to Ray, “Warners wants to know what you do mean. Will you go up and talk to them?”

Now it was up to Ray to convince the studio. Ray drove to the Warners lot and met with the head of production, Steve Trilling, often referred to as Jack Warner’s “henchman.” Trilling certainly had the look of a henchman right out of an old Warner Brothers gangster movie: grim, overweight and given to smoking cigars. For forty-five minutes, Ray shot from the hip, telling Trilling stories he had gleaned from newspaper clippings and his own experiences about kids from “ordinary families.”

After he had performed for Trilling, Ray reported to Wasserman, who checked with the studio. Later that afternoon, Wasserman contacted Ray with some good news. “They want to know if you can put down on paper what you told them,” Wasserman said. Ray was thrilled and said he would try. He called his secretary, Faye Murphy—who arrived at 7 p.m.—and they worked feverishly through dawn.

The Blind Run

With the help of his secretary, Ray labored with the energy of an artist plugged directly into the Zeitgeist. He began his treatment with a burst of shocking imagery: “a man aflame” running toward the camera (a metaphor, perhaps, for the way Ray felt that evening), and a nearly pornographic scene of a sixteen-year-old girl, stripped to the waist, being whipped by three teenagers. These searingly graphic images would never appear in Rebel, and perhaps they were only meant to grab the attention of the Warners executives. In general, Ray’s treatment had a lurid and exploitative tone. It lacked shape and depth. It was largely plotless. Still, he burst forth with some of Rebel Without a Cause’s key concepts that very night.

Ray already saw his film as being built around a teenage trinity: a heroic boy (who would grow into the iconic figure of Jim Stark), a girl named Eve (who would lose her biblical overtones to become Judy) and Demo (a teenage psychotic who would eventually evolve into the groundbreaking figure of Plato). He concocted a knife fight, which would become one of Rebel’s most memorable scenes. And Ray envisioned a suicidal car race—a “blind run”—that takes place in a tunnel with two cars speeding toward each other in the dark. This scene would later transform into Rebel’s race off the side of a cliff—the pivotal and influential “chickie run.”

But the treatment’s biggest break with convention appears as a side note in Ray’s one-night downloading of ideas. “Youth is always in the foreground,” he wrote, “and adults are for the most part only to be seen as the kids see them.” These words signaled a remarkable change in the way this kind of material had always been treated and would ultimately represent Rebel’s most important leap forward.

At 9 a.m. on September 18, 1954, Ray’s secretary finished typing up the seventeen-page treatment he had disgorged all night long. He called it “The Blind Run”—a title that foreshadowed the film’s production, which would often feel like a headlong rush into the unknown. Ray called Wasserman, who immediately took the treatment out to Warner Brothers. Amazingly, by four that same afternoon, Wasserman phoned back, telling Ray, “You’ve got a deal. Go on out and pick your producer.”

Ray chose thirty-nine-year-old David Weisbart to be his producer because he was the youngest on the Warners lot. Weisbart also “had two teenage children, which made me think he would bring a personal interest to the subject,” said Ray. In addition, he had once worked with Kazan, as an editor on A Streetcar Named Desire. Weisbart would turn out to be the perfect producer for Ray. “He was a gentleman, one hundred percent mensch,” says Dennis Stock, who was hired as the film’s dialogue coach. “He was very unusual in Hollywood—he was civilized. There was no eccentricity in this guy. He was the guy who covered everybody’s ass. Everybody trusted Weisbart. They knew that he was a real pro. Nick without Weisbart would never have made the film.”

But when Weisbart first encountered Ray’s treatment, according to Ray, “he was in a state of shock.” As Ray later wrote, “His first reaction was as if he had swallowed a hot potato. (Later, of course, he knew he had.) This was not surprising. To begin with, he was faced with an original story—less a story at this stage than an idea and not the comfortable basis of an existing novel or magazine story or Broadway play. Also, the subject itself was potentially explosive.”

Although Warners had given Ray the go-ahead to hire Weisbart and begin preproduction, the studio was wary. According to Gavin Lambert, “Warners was very dubious about it at first. It was a weird studio at that time. Jack Warner was a peculiar creature. On one level, he was ridiculous; on another level, very shrewd. He didn’t really know in creative or technical terms what a good script was or what a bad script was. He had some kind of instinct about what would go down with an audience. And he liked prestige as well. They were both impressed with Nick and worried about him.”

The studio insisted that Ray use the title of the bestseller they had previously offered him, Robert Lindner’s Rebel Without a Cause, for which Lindner had been paid five thousand dollars. Ever since the studio optioned the book, Warners producer Jerry Wald had tried to turn it into a film. As far back as 1947, Marlon Brando was screen-tested for a possible role in a potential film version of Rebel (the same year Brando changed acting forever as Stanley Kowalski in Kazan’s original Broadway production of A Streetcar Named Desire). But Ray continued to feel that Lindner’s case “was too abnormal” for the film he wanted to make.

While working on Rebel, Ray did attend two of Lindner’s lectures at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Titled “The Mutiny of Adolescence” and “Must We Conform?,” the lectures defended adolescent rebellion in the face of creeping conformity. Afterward, Lindner walked up to Ray. The psychoanalyst was perplexed by the fact that Ray had completely thrown out his book. He pleaded with Ray to reconsider or at least hire him as a consultant. Although the content of Lindner’s lectures must have struck a chord with the director, Ray rebuffed him.

It’s no surprise that Ray refused to work from a preexisting source; he had something much more personal in mind, something more intimate to process. Nevertheless, Ray had no problem calling his film Rebel Without a Cause, as long as he did not have to use a word of the actual book, which seemed to be fine with the studio.

In record time, Nicholas Ray secured a green light and a title. Now all he needed was a script and a cast. But that process would grow immensely complicated once Ray began to envision Rebel as a personal catharsis, and a challenge to the culture at large. As his idea expanded, Ray came to an inspired and potentially self-destructive decision. For the movie to be truly new, even the making of it had to be a unique experience, a rebel act, an emphatic and defiant break with the past.









Chapter Two

Seducing Dean




During the early stages ofRebel, Nick Ray had nobody specific in mind for the lead role of Jim Stark. Handsome but relatively anemic actors such as Tab Hunter, John Kerr and Robert Wagner were suggested by Warner Brothers. In the past, Ray might have considered one of them; he had been known to make pragmatic concessions to the studios. But Rebel represented the promise of something unparalleled to Ray. He could not shake the feeling that he was about to embark on a major life adventure. He had so much faith in his new project, he even began chronicling the film’s development in a diary, hoping someday to write a book about the making of Rebel—a book he never finished. Ray knew that both his film and his experience would fall short without a charismatic hero at its center. He needed an actor who could completely capture what he would call the “conflict of violent eagerness and mistrust created in the very young.” As it turned out, that person was closer than Ray imagined. Right on the Warners lot, Ray would find an actor who “threw himself upon the world like a starved animal after a scrap of food,” in Ray’s own words. This actor would transform Ray’s movie and, in many ways, the world around him.

 

Ray’s office on the Warners lot was next door to that of his mentor and occasional rival, Elia Kazan, the man who had first brought him to Hollywood. One afternoon, Kazan invited Ray to see a rough cut of his new film, East of Eden, while he worked out the details of the scoring with composer Leonard Rosenman. When Ray entered the screening room, he was introduced both to Rosenman—who improvised at the piano during the screening—and to Rosenman’s good friend, the movie’s star, twenty-three-year-old James Dean. The thin, casually dressed, boyishly handsome Dean skulked in the background, a portrait of shaggy disinterest.

Although Ray hardly spoke to Dean that day, he was impressed by his sexy, feral, emotionally unfettered performance in East of Eden. But he did not know whether to credit Dean or Kazan. From his own experience, Ray was keenly aware of Kazan’s abilities. He knew that the director could get a great performance out of almost anyone. And as far as the critical, often ungenerous Kazan was concerned, he viewed Dean as damaged goods and felt he had already squeezed everything he could get out of the actor. Toward the end of shooting Eden, Kazan had become fed up with Dean. He found him confrontational, undisciplined and self-indulgent. He felt it was necessary to keep Dean on a tight rein. But Kazan’s attitude did not dissuade Ray from considering the young actor. In fact, it may have piqued Ray’s interest. Dean’s neurotic vitality, his narcissistic sexuality, his contempt for authority were qualities that attracted Ray. They were qualities Ray himself possessed. And they were just what he was looking for in a boy to play Jim Stark.

Ray began hearing stories about Dean, who had already gained a reputation on the Warners lot by keeping a loaded .45 under his pillow in the dressing room where he was actually living. Eventually, after a run-in with studio head Jack Warner himself, Dean was forced to leave the premises in the evenings. Dean exacted his revenge by ripping the nameplates off the Warner executives’ office doors, switching some and dangling others from the ceiling.

Soon after the screening of Kazan’s rough cut, Dean began dropping by Ray’s office on the lot. One day, he asked Ray what he was working on and, for the first time, the director told him about Rebel Without a Cause. Although Dean remained tight-lipped, Ray could tell he was intrigued. But Ray could not have predicted that this muted, inconclusive meeting would mark the beginning of their long, strange courtship. “I didn’t pick Jimmy for Rebel,” said Ray. “We sniffed each other out, like a couple of Siamese cats.”

“The Opposite Direction”

From the beginning, Ray and Dean had more than temperament in common. Like Ray, James Byron Dean sprang from Middle America. From the age of nine, he had been raised by his aunt and uncle, the Winslows, in the sparsely populated farming town of Fairmount, Indiana, where he had been sent by his father, Winton, after Dean’s mother died of cancer at the age of thirty. Dean later claimed it was his mother’s idea to give her son the prescient middle name Byron after the Romantic poet famously described as “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”

Like Ray, Dean had a troubled relationship with his father. When Winton Dean shipped Jimmy to Indiana from Los Angeles, where the family had moved when Dean was five, he promised to join his son when he had saved enough money. He never did. “His father was a monster, a person without any kind of sensitivity,” said composer Rosenman. “Jimmy was doing everything in his career to get his father to like and approve of him and his father never took the slightest interest.”

Early on, Dean displayed a decided bent toward acting—and a tendency to use performance to vent and startle. During a statewide oratory contest—which he won—Dean read “A Madman’s Manuscript” from Charles Dickens’s Pickwick Papers. He began his reading with a scream. “I really woke up those judges,” Dean said. He would go on to appear regularly in plays at Fairmount High.

When he was eighteen, Dean decided to explore acting more seriously. He moved back to Los Angeles to study acting at UCLA. He lived with his father, who remained distant and insisted Dean learn something substantial. “Why don’t you become a lawyer?” Winton complained. “But no, it was acting with him all the way.” Dean landed a Pepsi commercial where, in an attention-getting move, he ostentatiously slammed the top of a player piano. He also won a part in the television drama Hill Number One, playing John the Baptist, and got bit parts in three movies helmed by major directors: Sam Fuller’s Fixed Bayonets, Douglas Sirk’s Has Anybody Seen My Girl? and Michael Curtiz’s Trouble Along the Way. But the restless, ambitious Dean could not see himself becoming a mere cog in the L.A. acting machine. So he took the advice of his acting teacher James Whitmore and headed to New York—where his future immediately snapped into sharper focus.

In Manhattan, Dean found a city that matched his sensibility. For the rest of his life, Dean would call New York home. In a revealing interview with a New York Times reporter, Dean compared New York’s creative climate with that of Los Angeles. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not one of those wise ones who try to put Hollywood down. It just happens that I fit to [the] cadence and pace better here as far as living goes. New York is vital, above all, fertile. They’re a little harder to find, maybe, but out there in Hollywood, behind all that brick and mortar, there are human beings just as sensitive to fertility. The problem for this cat—myself—is not to get lost.”

The city that Dean discovered when he arrived in 1951 was pulsing with postwar energy. Several different kinds of revolutions were taking place, most pertinently for Dean in the theater, where a fierce, new, politically engaged generation of actors was making noise. The hub of all this new theatrical activity was the Actors Studio. Co-founded by Elia Kazan, Cheryl Crawford and Robert Lewis, the Actors Studio taught what became known simply as the Method, an approach to acting derived from the writings of Russian director and teacher Konstantin Stanislavsky. The Actors Studio trained students to build their characters from the inside, to use their own emotional lives as raw material. In a development that pushed acting ever closer to psychotherapy, actors were encouraged to draw on experiences from their memories, to have the courage to improvise and delve guiltlessly into their own neuroses and fears. The Method would advance what was viewed to be a more honest, naturalistic form of acting. But for a natural like Dean, even this technique ultimately proved too artificial and claustrophobic.

After the Actors Studio’s most famous teacher, Lee Strasberg, ripped apart Dean’s performance of a scene about a matador, which Dean had written, he stormed out, never to return. “I don’t know what’s inside me. I don’t know what happens when I act—inside. But if I let them dissect me, like a rabbit in a clinical research laboratory or something, I might not be able to produce again,” Dean said, revealing his tortured, volcanic relationship with his own acting gifts.

“Dean was scarcely at the Studio at all,” Kazan later claimed, with undisguised disdain. “He came in only a few times. I remember him sitting in the front row, a surly mess. He never participated in anything.”

Alienated as he was from the Actors Studio, Dean still remained under the spell of the Method and, especially, its most famous proponent, Marlon Brando. In many ways, there would not have been a Dean without Brando. Brando single-handedly widened the playing field for actors in terms of risk, sexuality and emotional exposure. In 1947, he stunned Broadway as Stanley Kowalski in Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, directed by Kazan. Brando’s ferocious performance would have a monumental influence over the young actors that followed, including Dean, who had come to view acting as a mission. “He dropped his voice to a cathedral hush when he talked about Marlon,” Kazan said of Dean.

Throughout his life and afterward, Dean was often accused of copying Brando. When Dean first came to New York, he did begin to consciously imitate his idol’s acting tics and techniques—his mumbled line readings, his reckless physicality, his erotic bravado. But when it came to the similarities in their offstage behavior, it wasn’t always easy to know how much was imitation and how much was the result of natural affinities. They both loved motorcycles, although Dean bought his first cycle—a small, 1.5-horsepower CZ—when he was fifteen, long before he lived in New York. Brando was an unpredictable prankster who would use strange and outrageous social behavior to gain the upper hand. Dean did the same. Brando wore Levi’s, loafers and V-neck pullovers and so did Dean. Brando played the bongos and the recorder; he studied boxing and admired bullfighters. Dean did, too.

At one point, Dean even became a Brando stalker of sorts. He left countless messages with Brando’s answering service—which Brando never returned. Brando became so concerned that he gave Dean the number of his therapist and insisted he go. “Be who you are, not who I am,” Brando commanded him. Ultimately, Dean would take this advice to heart.

Dean landed his first Broadway role in a play entitled See the Jaguar—which ran only six days. But that was enough time for Dean to make an impression. His good reviews led to an avalanche of work in the often live TV plays that marked this period as the “Golden Age of Television.” Dean appeared in sixteen television plays in 1953 alone, portraying everything from the man who shot Jesse James, in an episode of You Are There, to a psychotic janitor in Death Is My Neighbor. “He would do his homework on the set,” says his co-star in Death Is My Neighbor, Betsy Palmer. “That’s a very self-indulgent and attention-attracting thing. He would sit and talk and worry and they didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. The director was saying, ‘Come on, keep it going,’ and he’d be doing all these inside things to make it interesting.”

For a time, television was the perfect medium for Dean. “The movies were still portraying kids as bobbysoxers and cheerleaders, chewing gum and driving jalopies,” said television playwright Rod Serling, who cast Dean in his first leading role in the teleplay A Long Time Till Dawn. “There was a post-war mystification of the young, a gradual erosion of confidence in their elders, in so-called truths, in the whole litany of moral codes. They just didn’t believe in them anymore. In television, we were aware of this and more in touch with what was happening.” It took a young medium to tap into the changes that were happening to America’s youth. Television gave Dean the freedom to develop his craft, to uncover what director Arthur Penn calls his “quality of adolescent boil, that adolescent fury.” Television became Dean’s laboratory. He would move beyond his more dogged imitations of Brando—and also of actor Montgomery Clift. Soon Dean found his own voice, his own attitude and approach, his trademark ability to register heartbreakingly rapid flickers of humor and pain, boyishness and sexuality, fragility and heroism, celebration and anger.

Living in New York not only gave Dean the chance to improve his acting skills, it also expanded his worldview. Leonard Rosenman was a serious avant-garde composer when he was introduced to Dean by playwright Howard Sackler, who joked that Dean was “a tough kid. Sleeps on nails.” But Rosenman saw through Dean’s bravado. Seven years older than Dean, Rosenman thought the young actor was simply working to cover up his intense vulnerability. According to the composer, late one night Dean showed up at his apartment clad in black leather, looking “like a member of the Gestapo.” He asked for piano lessons. Though Dean proved to be a poor student, Rosenman became one of his closest friends. Dean looked up to him as an intellectual mentor and tried to absorb his knowledge of music and culture. “I was reading some book by Kierkegaard at the time,” said Rosenman. “Suddenly Jimmy was carrying around books by Kierkegaard and other philosophers though he never did get to read them. His desire for respect as an ‘intellectual’ was profound.” But Rosenman also felt there was a darker side to Dean’s drive to assimilate. “Jimmy had a severe identity problem,” he said. “He had no real identity himself.”

Tough and rebellious as Dean could be, he yearned most of all for the love and respect of the very people he challenged. He could be as charming as he was insufferable, and he knew when to turn on that charm to get what he wanted. He could be troublesome, but he seemed to know just how far he could go.

During this period, Dean composed a letter to the minister of the Wesleyan Church in Fairmount, the Reverend James DeWeerd, who had formed attachments with a number of young boys in town. In his letter to DeWeerd, Dean described the acting milieu and his place in it: “Their crazy world seems to be a continuous chase around the table. Nature has patterned itself that I must run in the opposite direction to complete the game.” In many ways, Dean had written the defining statement of his life.

Dean Vs. Kazan

In February 1954, Dean’s theatrical career caught fire—for the briefest of moments. He was cast in a major Broadway production, garnering raves for his seductive work as a young gay Arab in Andre Gide’s The Immoralist. The play seemed to be his biggest break yet. Then, on opening night, he handed in his two-week notice, stunning the New York theater world with his apparent career-killing move. What they did not know was that Dean had already signed on for the lead in the prestigious Hollywood version of John Steinbeck’s novel East of Eden, to be directed by one of their own, Elia Kazan.

From the first, Kazan seemed to cast a contemptuous eye on Dean. After Brando turned down the lead in East of Eden, Kazan met with Dean to discuss casting him. An immediate power play ensued. Kazan found the actor dressed in blue jeans, slouching on the leather sofa in his waiting room with a pugnacious attitude and a belligerent expression on his face. Kazan decided to keep him waiting just to see how he would react. By the time Kazan actually allowed Dean into his office, Dean had softened. Yet when Kazan attempted to draw him into conversation, Dean was reticent. Instead of talking, Dean asked Kazan if he’d like to take a ride on Dean’s motorcycle, an offer he would often make to break the ice—and get the upper hand. Kazan agreed to go for a ride but refused to surrender himself to the experience. He remained disdainful and merely felt Dean was showing off.

But despite his animosity toward Dean as a person, Kazan realized that the actor was not only right for the part of Cal, the angry adolescent desperately yearning for his father’s love—Dean was Cal. “He had a grudge against all fathers,” said Kazan. “He was vengeful; he had a sense of aloneness and of being persecuted.”

To Dean, Kazan was the man who had turned his idol Marlon Brando into a star and, despite his initial belligerence, he was prepared to follow wherever the director might lead. Kazan indulged his new protégé, giving him as much time as he needed to prepare for a scene and patiently teaching him the basics of screen acting. Like Nicholas Ray, Kazan had a working method that was terribly intimate. Together they explored Dean’s past, focusing on moments of mental and physical pain. Then just before a difficult scene, the director would remind Dean of one of these childhood traumas. It proved to be an effective technique.

But Kazan also began to resort to tricks to get a performance out of Dean. Once when a scene was not going particularly well, he got Dean drunk. When Dean was having difficulty pushing heavy blocks of ice down a chute, Kazan insulted his acting ability, making him so angry he began violently flinging down the ice. To Kazan, Dean needed to be coaxed and cajoled, manipulated and fooled into giving a great performance. “Directing him was like directing the faithful Lassie,” Kazan said. “I either lectured him or terrorized him, flattered him furiously, tapped him on the shoulder, or kicked his backside. He was so instinctive and so stupid in many ways—and most of all I had the impression of someone who was a cripple inside. He was not like Brando. People compared them, but there was no similarity. He was a far, far sicker kid.”

As Dean began to resent Kazan’s treatment of him and what he called Kazan’s “gimmicks,” he grew more antagonistic—and Kazan exerted more control. By the time Kazan invited Nicholas Ray to view the rough cut of East of Eden in the fall of 1954, Kazan’s relationship with Dean had completely deteriorated.

Although Kazan had been Ray’s mentor, Ray was a very different man from his authoritarian friend, even as a director. “A director shows the way. He does not manipulate his actors,” Ray once said. Although twenty years Dean’s senior, Ray would prove to be unlike any role model Dean had ever encountered. Ray was the last person to play disciplinarian and he could easily match the young actor in rebelliousness, self-regard and the often destructive pursuit of something true. The fact that they were so much alike may have drawn them together—but it also made them wary. Ray and Dean were equally mistrustful and wounded creatures and neither was ready to commit to the other immediately.

Seduction

Dean and Ray’s mutual seduction shifted into higher gear late one night in the fall of 1954, soon after their initial meeting. Ray was startled by an unexpected knock at the door of his bungalow at the Chateau Marmont. Standing at his threshold was a Halloween trio of uninvited guests, denizens of a vaguely off-Hollywood demimonde. First, there was Maila Nurmi, better known as Vampira, the cult-horror actress who looked as if she had stepped out of a Charles Addams cartoon (and who would go on to star in Ed Wood’s famous worst-movie-ever-made Plan 9 from Outer Space). Nurmi was joined by what appeared to be two James Deans. One was the real James Dean, while the other was a young actor named Jack Simmons, who had begun dressing and acting exactly like Dean after allegedly becoming his lover. As soon as Ray opened his door, Dean made a typically unorthodox and dramatic entrance, turning two complete backward somersaults into the room.

From the ground, Dean looked up at Ray and teasingly inquired, “Are you middle-aged?” Ray conceded that he was.

“Did you live in a bungalow on Sunset Boulevard, by the old Clover Club?” Dean continued.

“Yes,” Ray said.

“Was there a fire in the middle of the night?”

“Yes.”

“Did you carry a Boxer puppy out of your house in your bare feet and walk across the street with it and cut your feet?”

“Yes.”

Dean seemed to approve. He had heard this story from Vampira and came to find out from Ray if it was true. Then as quickly as they appeared, Dean and his cohorts vanished, leaving Ray bemused and further intrigued.

After Dean’s late-night appearance at his bungalow, Ray sensed distinct interest on Dean’s part. But if Ray was persuaded that Dean might be the right person to play Jim Stark, convincing Dean to take the role was another matter.

As talk about his performance in Eden intensified, the people around Dean were advising him to hold out for a prestige picture, directed by a big-name Hollywood director—a William Wyler or, once again, Elia Kazan, directors whose credentials far exceeded Ray’s (although Ray would later claim that “Kazan had told Dean there were only three directors in Hollywood he should work with: himself, George Stevens and me”). Dean was vying for the role of Jett Rink in Stevens’s big-budget film version of Edna Ferber’s hit book Giant, but the film was not ready for production. Director Vincente Minnelli wanted him to star as a neurotic sanitarium patient opposite Lauren Bacall—and Ray’s ex-wife Gloria Grahame—in his MGM melodrama The Cobweb. But Dean’s agent tried to use the salary he would be paid for The Cobweb as leverage to boost the actor’s pay at Warners. When Jack Warner got wind of this strategy, he made a backroom deal with MGM to deny Dean the money his agent demanded and negotiations fell apart.

So on the heels of his first major role, Dean found himself floating in space. Meanwhile, the magazine press from Look to Photoplay continued to build him up—calling him a “smash,” the “next success,” a “face with a future” and, to what must have been Dean’s satisfaction, “the most dynamic discovery since Marlon Brando”—all based on rumors about East of Eden, which had still not been released. With Dean-mania brewing, it became increasingly unlikely that Warners would allow their new star to take a role in Rebel, which was then planned to be a relatively low-budget, black-and-white film. It didn’t help that Ray lacked a script—until, that is, Ray came up with a brilliant idea.

Ray decided to use his script problems to his advantage. He would involve Dean in the creative process. He would seduce him by making him feel that the project was just as much Dean’s as it was Ray’s. “I leveled with him all the time and made him feel a part of the entire project,” Ray remembered. “He wanted to belong and I made him feel that he did.” It also helped that Dean had ambitions of someday becoming a director.

 

Director George Cukor was known for the lavish pool parties he would throw on Sunday afternoons. Ray concocted his own modest version of this social flourish. Every Sunday, Ray’s mostly East Coast friends were asked to drop by his small bungalow at the Chateau Marmont for jug wine, conversation and music. “Started at 1 p.m. with Bop, ended at 1 a.m. with Bach,” columnist Army Archerd reported on one of Ray’s Sunday parties. Ray invited Dean to come by, and the young man readily agreed, showing up week after week. Ray used every opportunity to discuss his plans for Rebel. “To work with Jimmy meant exploring his nature,” wrote Ray in a revealing passage that also defines himself. “He wanted to make films in which he could personally believe, but it was never easy for him. Between belief and action lay the obstacle of his own deep, obscure uncertainty.”

Ray describes their relationship the way one would describe a couple at the initial stages of a love affair. “It was exploratory on both sides,” Ray said. “Was he going to like my friends, would he find their climate encouraging? Both of us had to know.”

At Ray’s parties, Dean could be charmingly seductive or boyishly shy. He was even given to naïve levels of enthusiastic gushing. One afternoon, he told playwright Clifford Odets that meeting him was “like meeting Ibsen or Shaw.” Odets thought it was one of the most flattering remarks anyone had ever said to him. But Dean was just as transparent about those he disliked. During one gathering at Ray’s bungalow, Dean met Irving Shulman, the author of the classic juvenile-delinquent novel The Amboy Dukes, who had been hired by Ray to flesh out Rebel’s screenplay. Ray thought that Dean and Shulman would hit it off because of their mutual interest in sports cars. But Dean was disappointed to discover that Shulman’s car, an MG, had neither special carburetors for racing nor wire wheels. Shulman, meanwhile, resented the fact that Dean wanted to buy a German-made Porsche so soon after World War II. It wasn’t long before their conversation sputtered to a halt and Dean withdrew into silence. Soon afterward, Shulman was off the picture. If Dean didn’t want Shulman, neither did Ray.

Ray continued to court Dean rigorously, and while he could feel the actor coming around, he could not secure a final commitment. On screen and off, Dean was a master of the tease, and that would become apparent to Ray when Dean suddenly took off for New York to star in a television play. Ray was not about to let Dean slip out of his sphere of influence so, following Dean’s tracks, he headed east.

When he arrived in New York, Ray dropped in at Dean’s tiny fifth-floor walk-up apartment in a brownstone on narrow, tree-lined East 68th Street. He found Dean’s place to be the perfect example of a 1950s bohemian pad. Amidst the unmatching furniture, there were piles of books scattered on the floor. Dean was known to surround himself with literature and a wide variety of books on topics as diverse as philosophy, Aztec culture and theater. According to Ray, there were “automobile posters, sailing shots, bongo drums and the score of Harold in Italy by Berlioz, which he was studying assiduously, partly, I think, due to the influence of Leonard Rosenman.” Dean also owned many albums, by everyone from Bach to Bartok to Sinatra. Although he was most certainly a dilettante, Dean was as hungry for knowledge as he was for experience. “An actor would be selfish if he didn’t learn everything life has to offer,” he said. “He should try to learn what is valid in life and what isn’t. It takes time, time when he could be goofing off, but it’s worth it, when and if he finds it.”

Dean’s apartment also featured a small porthole window that looked exactly like a window that appeared in an old photograph of Marlon Brando at home. In his ever-active Brando fantasia, Dean liked to insist that his apartment was the very one his hero had once rented.

Hanging out together for days on end, Ray and Dean grew closer over dinners, drinks and long walks. Both Dean and Ray were prone to exaggerated mood swings and Ray shared Dean’s “pathological desire for tension,” as Leonard Rosenman described it. It soon became clear that they both had an intense, almost vampiric drive to meld into other people.

Ray and Dean also learned that they were both uplifted by the power of cinema. One afternoon when Dean was especially sullen and morose, they went to see Jacques Tati’s classic comedy Jour de Fête. Within minutes, Dean began laughing so loudly he was asked to leave. Leaping gracefully over seats as he exited, he emerged on the street in a Tati reverie, impressing Ray with his perfect imitation of the French comedian’s trademark walk.

Ray began to see that beneath Dean’s cocky façade was a vulnerability and insecurity that began to more deeply inform his conception of Jim Stark. “The drama of his life, I thought after seeing him in New York,” Ray recalled, “was the drama of desiring to belong, and fearing to belong…The intensity of his desires, his fears, could make the search at times arrogant, egocentric, but behind it was such a desperate vulnerability that one was moved, even frightened.” Once again, in describing Dean, Ray may well have been describing himself.

Ray needed to return to Hollywood. But before he left, in a bold decision that reveals much about the director, he introduced Dean to his seventeen-year-old son Tony. Much of Ray’s initial motivation in pursuing the Rebel project had begun with his attempt to deal with his emotional estrangement from Tony, and he now saw the perfect opportunity to involve his son. It’s an example of the emotional density with which Ray worked—eagerly involving those around him in psychological games, all in the name of cinema. The director introduced Dean to Tony so that Ray might see Dean “through the eyes of his own generation,” he later said. Tony might help his father to understand and evaluate Dean’s power over his peers. And if they hit it off, Tony would certainly help strengthen the link between Ray and Dean.

Dean immediately bonded with Ray’s son, and they attended several wild parties long on dancing, fevered conversation and percussion sessions in which everything from bongos to pot lids were pounded. “We knew he was Nick Ray’s kid,” says actor Bob Heller, who was Dean’s acquaintance at the time. “We also knew he was schtupping his stepmother, Gloria.” According to Heller, “Since Tony was not an original member of our group, he was left out of most of our ritual shenanigans. But he was Jimmy’s friend so he was with us for a while. I don’t think any of us knew or cared that he was pimping for his dad.”

Despite his closeness to Tony, Dean stubbornly refused to commit to Rebel. He knew the studio was against it. He was unsure about Ray’s ability to pull off the kind of top-line movie with which he wanted to be associated. So once again, Ray boarded the plane from L.A. to Manhattan.

Dean’s mistrust of people was so great that Ray was at pains to penetrate it. According to Ray, “One day in a restaurant he wondered out loud, ‘Where are my friends?’ Four of his closest friends were with him at the table. Before they could answer he abruptly got up and walked out.”

Finally, on what Dean knew was Ray’s last night in New York, the director sensed that he had broken through. Their intense, prolonged courtship was nearing an end. They went out for Italian food. “Jim ordered the food with great ceremony,” Ray remembered. “Taking pride in his knowledge of obscure dishes. I felt he had come to trust me.” For Ray, these issues of trust were imperative because he was prepared to take his actor to the edge, which he knew Rebel required if it was to be as extreme and groundbreaking as he planned.

Ray felt a sense of great anticipation when Dean looked up at him and haltingly began to speak. “Something in his expression suggested he was about to impart a special confidence,” Ray recalled. “He was restless, more so than usual.”

But what Dean wanted to tell him had nothing to do with the movie. “I got crabs,” he finally said. “What do I do?”

It would not have been surprising if, at that point, Ray simply chose to pack it in. But playing both Dean’s permissive father and his partner-in-crime, which would become his double-edged role throughout their relationship, Ray entered a pharmacy and purchased Cuprex, a product he knew would solve Dean’s problem. Outside, Dean thanked him and began to walk away. Then he turned around and smiled. “I want to do your film,” Dean finally said, almost as if it were an afterthought. “But don’t tell those bastards at Warners.”

On January 4, 1955, Warner Brothers announced that James Dean would star in Rebel Without a Cause.









Chapter Three

Child Star




News of theRebelproject spread quickly through Hollywood. It seemed as if every young actor in the business was vying for a part in the film—but none more than sixteen-year-old Natalie Wood. For nearly a decade, the brown-eyed, brunette Wood had been one of the most successful, hardest-working child actresses in Hollywood, and she had already earned a permanent place in movie history by playing the serious-minded little girl in the holiday classic Miracle on 34th Street. But as Wood began to move into her teenage years, she was no longer a precocious, pigtailed moppet, and it became more difficult for her to get parts. In the two years between turning fourteen and sixteen Wood had worked only sporadically. She had a small role as Bette Davis’s daughter in The Star, a bit part as the young Virginia Mayo character in the Bible epic The Silver Chalice (which was so bad its star Paul Newman, making his feature film debut, took out an ad in Variety apologizing for it), and an ongoing role on a TV sitcom Pride of the Family, which was cancelled after one season. Wood was becoming desperate. She loved acting—and being a star. It was all she had ever known. She refused to abandon herself to obscurity, like so many former child actors had done. So when she heard about Rebel, she was eager to get her hands on the script. Before Rebel, films about teenagers were rare. And adding to the film’s attractiveness was the fact that it starred James Dean, who had already left a strong impression on Wood when they briefly worked together in a television play titled I’m a Fool.

Wood managed to get a copy of an early version of the script through her agents at Famous Artists, which also represented Dean. Although the script, dated January 21, 1955, was only two-thirds finished, when she read it, she wept. As far as she was concerned, she was Judy. “I felt exactly the way the girl did in the picture toward her parents,” Wood said. “It was about a high school girl rebelling, and it was very close to home. It was really about my own life.” To Wood, Rebel was the opportunity that would propel her out of the ghetto of child stardom. She was determined to play the part of Judy and, well versed in the ways of Hollywood, she was prepared to do whatever was needed to land the role.

 

Natalie Wood had been acting since 1943, when she was five years old. She had lived her childhood through the movies. Her mother, Maria Gurdin, controlled every aspect of her life, which was entirely geared toward forwarding her career. But her Russian immigrant parents were nothing like the wholesome mothers and fathers she had on-screen. Her father was a weak, ineffectual alcoholic who couldn’t keep a job, lurching between violent drunken outbursts and paralyzing bouts of depression, while her mother was a domineering and ruthless stage mother who filled her daughter’s head with paranoid fantasies of the world outside her protection. Because her father was so often out of work, the responsibility for supporting the family largely fell on Wood’s tiny shoulders.

Under her mother’s tutelage, Wood stunned directors with her ability to master an accent or completely digest a script, to the point where she could feed older actors their lines. Playing a German refugee rescued by Orson Welles in Tomorrow Is Forever, her first major role, she mimicked a German accent perfectly and burst into tears on cue—though only after her mother told her a horrifying story about ripping the wings off helpless birds. Gurdin drove her daughter relentlessly. At the same time as she was making the most famous film of her juvenile career, Miracle on 34th Street, Wood was playing an English girl in the costume drama The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, and a farmer’s daughter in the rural romance Scudda Hoo! Scudda Hay!, donning and doffing costumes and accents as she shuttled from one set to another. “I was playing so many parts, I had a hard time finding me,” Wood would later say.

Her mother was capable of doing almost anything to ensure her continuing success. When Wood was eleven years old, Maria took part in a deception that would forever damage her daughter’s trust in her. During the making of the hayseed drama The Green Promise, Wood was supposed to cross a rickety wooden bridge over a raging creek in the middle of a torrential downpour. The young actress did not know that the bridge was rigged to collapse as soon as she got to the other side—and no one, not even her mother, informed her. While they were shooting the scene, the bridge gave way too early. In the film, you can see the look of genuine terror on Wood’s face. Luckily, Wood managed to grab onto the bridge’s edge and pull herself up before the raging waters swept her away. But Wood had injured her wrist. Shockingly, Maria would not allow her to see a doctor, fearing that letting someone know about the accident might damage her career. The injury healed badly, leaving Wood’s left wrist with a permanently protruding bone. For the rest of her life, she would cover her wrist with bracelets, never removing them in public. She would always blame Maria for her permanent scar.

As Wood grew into a teenager, she began to resent her mother’s tight reins, but her indignation was offset by guilt at letting down her family, who depended on her income, and by a desire to please her mother. But Wood was finding her wilder tendencies harder to suppress. Steffi Sidney, whom Wood would meet again when they were both cast in Rebel Without a Cause, remembers encountering Wood at a fraternity party. “She was drinking zombies,” remembers Sidney. “The next time I saw her she was passed out on a bed downstairs. I said, ‘Who brought her because she’s underage. Someone should take her home.’”

In 1954, the summer Natalie Wood turned sixteen, she and her friend Margaret O’Brien, another child actress who had made an indelible mark in Vincente Minnelli’s Meet Me in St. Louis, were buying tickets for a movie when they heard that James Dean was in the neighborhood. Although East of Eden had not yet been released, Dean was already leaving a heat trail wherever he went. He had rolled his motorcycle up to Googie’s coffee shop, one of architect John Lautner’s 1950s-style space-age restaurants (which gave birth to the classic L.A. building style: Googie architecture). With its sharp angles, aerodynamic roof and boldly futuristic feel, Googie’s had become a favorite hangout for Dean and his growing entourage. Wood and O’Brien could not resist the thought of a possible Dean sighting. They decided to head for Googie’s, even though they had told their parents they were going to see a film.

Just as the starstruck teenagers were summoning up the courage to approach Dean’s table, O’Brien’s strict mother, who had just dropped them off at the theater, drove by and spied them through the window of Googie’s. Enraged, she marched into the restaurant and dragged them out, right in front of Dean. Wood was embarrassed and angry. Mrs. O’Brien drove them back to her house and called Wood’s mother. Unlike Margaret O’Brien, who accepted her mother’s scolding for going somewhere without permission, Wood was already chafing under her mother’s control and could not believe that they weren’t even allowed to have a little harmless fun.

Furiously, Wood, who had an illegal driver’s license, drove herself home in her pink Thunderbird, which had been sitting at the O’Briens’ house. Preoccupied with confronting her mother, Wood took a curve too quickly. Her T-bird spun out of control, went over an embankment and hit a tree, which luckily kept the car from falling into a ravine. Wood emerged from the crash with only a few bruises. But the increasingly rambunctious actress would have a much worse accident within a year.

Natalie Rebels

By the end of 1954, Wood had not worked for more than a year. Her days of child stardom seemed to be at an end. But she would take her first small, tentative step in a new direction when she accepted a role in a live television drama, based on a Sherwood Anderson story, called I’m a Fool. Wood played a young city girl who falls for a racetrack stable boy who is pretending to be wealthy and is lying about his identity. The producers had wanted a tall, blond actor named John Smith to play the stable boy, but instead they got stuck with their second choice—James Dean. Wood had no reason to believe that Dean might recall the embarrassing incident at Googie’s, but the increasingly high-strung actress was nervous nevertheless. “Like everybody else in Hollywood, I’d heard the stories and was frankly afraid of him,” Wood said. “The longer we waited, the more frightened I became, and as I went through the script I found that he was going to make love to me. After a half hour with everyone watching the door for Dean’s arrival, he came in through a large window of the building. All I could think of was, ‘He sure knows how to make an entrance!’ He was dressed in a dirty sport shirt and had a large safety pin across the front of his pants—jeans, of course. He jumped down on the floor, looked around, picked up a script from the table and sat in a corner. The director said, ‘C’mon Jimmy, sit next to Natalie. You’re going to have to make love to this girl.’ Jimmy didn’t even look up. He just grunted.”

Wood found Dean attractive but he barely paid attention to her as they rehearsed that morning. As far as Dean was concerned, Wood represented the Hollywood establishment. Then at lunch, he suddenly invited her for a ride on his motorcycle to get something to eat. When he turned on his portable radio, she was surprised that instead of playing jazz or rhythm and blues, the radio was tuned to classical music. They talked a little about the script, when suddenly Dean looked up from his sandwich and said tauntingly, “I know you. You’re a child actor.” Taken aback, Wood responded, “That’s true. But it’s better than acting like a child.” For a moment, Dean looked as if he didn’t understand what she was saying. Then he started to laugh. Wood did not know what to make of Dean, who could be shyly lovable one moment, contemptuous the next.

In many ways, Wood’s working relationship with Dean on I’m a Fool would prefigure their interaction on Rebel. For the first time, she could not get away with mere pretending. She felt she was required actually to delve into herself to find the emotions she needed to display—but she was not always up to the challenge. “Natalie was young and her concentration wasn’t the best,” recalled director Don Medford. Luckily, Dean compensated. At the end of the teleplay, when her character says good-bye and boards a train, Dean had to take an assertive step. According to Medford, “Just before she boarded her train, Jimmy was relating to her and she turned her head away instead of being eye to eye with him as the moment required. So he grasped her face and turned it toward him!”

Despite her inexperience, Wood found her first encounter with a Method actor thrilling. But if she thought she was finally getting away from her days as a child star, she was soon sadly disappointed. Days after I’m a Fool was broadcast, she was sent by her agent to audition for a costume drama called One Desire. To get the role, Wood was forced to put her hair in pigtails again and prove that she could look like a twelve-year-old girl. The humiliating ordeal made Wood think that she would never be allowed to grow up. “It was difficult for her because she was physically so teeny,” says her friend Mary Ann Marinkovich Brooks, who had known Wood since junior high school. “She always looked like a little girl.” And Wood’s mother wanted to make sure she stayed a little girl as long as possible because she had always been the family’s meal ticket.

Wood was desperate to find something that would prove once and for all that she was more than a child actress—and would help her break away from her mother and gain some control over her life. So when she heard about Rebel Without a Cause, she jumped on it.

Unsurprisingly, Wood’s mother did not want her to do the movie and risk everything that she had worked so hard to build up. For the first time in her life, Wood decided she was going to run her career, whether her mother liked it or not. She threatened to move out and become an actual juvenile delinquent if her mother did not allow her to audition for the part.

Showing up at a Warners casting call in hopes of getting a test with Nicholas Ray, Wood ran into Nick Adams, an ambitious young actor who would win a small role in Rebel. “She thought that the way to impress producers and casting executives with her experience was to dress like a woman of thirty,” Adams said. “But the severe black dress, the veiled hat, the sheer hose and opera pumps, in combination with her imp’s face, only made her look like a kid dressed up in her mother’s clothes.” When she finally had her meeting with Ray, she was so nervous that her knees began shaking and her voice cracked. She could tell things were not going well, that she was losing Ray’s attention. So she suddenly jumped up and hit Ray’s desk, insisting that she was Judy, that Ray could not hire anyone else, and that he simply had to test her.

Ray was not impressed. In fact, Wood’s outburst may have simply underscored the fact that she was too young—and, indeed, too Hollywood—for the part. “I wasn’t going to cast Natalie Wood in the picture because she’s a child actress, and the only child actress who ever made it as far as I’m concerned was Helen Hayes,” he said. Ray had already rejected another child actress, Wood’s friend Margaret O’Brien, who made the mistake of telling the director that she loved her parents and teachers. Ray was not looking for softhearted kids. But when he saw Wood hanging out in the hallway with a tough-looking boy with a fresh scar on his face, his curiosity was piqued. He turned to the young actress and said, “Let’s talk again.”

When Wood did not hear from Ray again after their meeting, she realized that she would have to take matters into her own hands. She had learned a thing or two from her mother about aggressively campaigning for a part. She and her friend Jackie Eastes Perry began going to the Warner Brothers commissary regularly in hopes of running into Ray. Perry told Wood to dress the way teenagers did, to put her hair in a ponytail and wear bobby socks, saddle shoes, poodle skirts and little makeup. Their plan worked. They got Ray’s attention—but not exactly for the reasons they intended.

One afternoon at the commissary, Ray complimented Wood on her outfit, paid for her lunch, and asked her to stop by his office after she had finished eating. That night, Ray took Wood out to a restaurant in Beverly Hills called Luau and told her he was considering her for the role. Wood was thrilled, but Ray had ulterior motives. Whether it happened that night or shortly afterward, forty-three-year-old Ray and sixteen-year-old Wood became lovers.

Sleeping with the teenage Wood did not cause much of a moral dilemma for Ray. Later in life, Ray would unapologetically write of his “bent towards incest with other people’s children and wives, ex-wives and daughters and such.” According to Gavin Lambert, Ray readily told him that he took Wood’s virginity, though Wood’s friends believe that was unlikely. In fact, Wood may have played more than a passive role in engineering their relationship. “I would have done anything to get the lead in Rebel Without a Cause,” Wood told actress Joan Collins. Her friend Mary Ann Brooks agrees: “When she went after this part, she went after it with all the tools that God gave her to accomplish it.”

While there might have been a “casting couch” aspect to the affair initially, Wood soon fell for the handsome, roguish director. Ray mentored Wood, giving her books such as Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince (a book that Dean also loved) and works by Ernest Hemingway, Edgar Allan Poe, Thomas Wolfe and F. Scott Fitzgerald. He explored her mind—and played to her pride—by soliciting ideas from her about the Rebel script. “He opened the door to a whole new world. It was just glorious,” Wood would say about Ray many years later.

Amazingly, despite her deepening relationship with Ray, Wood did not achieve her primary goal: the director refused to guarantee her the role of Judy in Rebel. The film was too important to Ray and he remained unconvinced that Wood was right for the part. Meanwhile, Dean was pushing for his friend, actress Carroll Baker. Baker, who knew Dean from the Actors Studio, was in town to test for a role in Giant, and, on Dean’s recommendation, she was staying at the Chateau Marmont, where Ray lived. “The script is crap but the characters are very good,” Dean had told her about Rebel. “I think if it is cast right we can make a hell of a film. I want you to play the girl’s part.” Baker met with Ray and he seemed interested in offering her the role. But one day her husband, actor and director Jack Garfein, who had been hearing rumors that Baker was having an affair with Dean, showed up unannounced at the Chateau Marmont in a jealous rage. “Jack was adamant that I turn down Rebel Without a Cause and return East with him,” Baker said. The role remained uncast, and Wood pressed on with her campaign.

One day, Ray invited Wood and Perry out to lunch at the swank showbiz restaurant Romanoff’s. Ray debonairly kissed their hands as they walked in and ordered screwdrivers for his teenage companions. “Natalie was trying so desperately to be sophisticated with the makeup and the hair and he was trying to find out if she could be that person [in Rebel Without a Cause],” says Perry. “He made a comment that she wore too much makeup. I kind of covered for her. I said she had just come from a Max Factor shoot so that’s why she looks like that.” Despite his doubts, Ray gave in. Over lunch, he told her that he had finally scheduled a test for her. Wood was obviously thrilled, but although she might have expected it, Ray did not give her any preferential treatment.

The test took place under the most inauspicious conditions. Ray chose a rainy night because he wanted to see how black-and-white CinemaScope—the chosen format for the film—would look in darkness and rain. Meanwhile, Wood was forced to test with several other actresses that very same night. And she did not get to perform with James Dean, who was in New York. Dennis Hopper, a young actor who had already been cast as a gang member, stood in for Dean. “By the time we finished, Natalie and I both felt like wet unhappy animals,” said Hopper.

The blond, fresh-faced Hopper, who was born in Dodge City, Kansas, and moved to San Diego when he was a teenager, had just arrived in Hollywood. According to Jim Nelson, an assistant director whose brother Gary would work as an assistant director on Rebel, Hopper first came to Ray’s attention through producer David Weisbart. Jim Nelson lived next door to Weisbart and was working on an episode of the television show Medic called “Boy in the Storm” in which Hopper played the showy role of an epileptic. “I called David and told him I just saw this kid and he was unbelievable,” remembers Nelson. Hopper later said he was called by seven studios after Medic was broadcast.

The offer from Warner Brothers proved most intriguing to Hopper because it came with the possibility that he would land a role in director George Stevens’s prestigious upcoming film Giant. If Ray agreed to cast Hopper in Rebel, he was told, the studio would put him under contract and he would have a chance to be cast in Giant. After meeting Ray, the director agreed to give him a part in Rebel, and Hopper signed a seven-year contract with Warners. It was a decision both Ray and Hopper would live to regret.

Hopper was naïve to the ways of Hollywood but incredibly ambitious and eager to please. At first, Ray took Hopper under his wing, introducing him to Wood, who, despite her youth, not only knew the ways of Hollywood but seemed beyond her years in other areas as well. According to Hopper, the day after their screen test together, Wood shocked the young actor by boldly calling him up and asking him out. “She told me she thought I was great looking and really liked me and she wanted to have sex with me—which never happened before or since,” said Hopper. “In the fifties to be aggressive like that as a woman was really amazing.” Wood told Hopper to pick her up at the Chateau Marmont at 5:00 p.m. just as she was leaving Ray’s bungalow. He was stunned when she told him that she had just left the director’s bed to meet him. “I thought it was weird,” said Hopper. “I was eighteen years old!” Nevertheless, they drove up to Mulholland Drive that night and made love, according to Hopper. After being sheltered for most of her life by her mother, and perhaps emboldened by her relationship with Ray, Wood was suddenly exploring her newfound freedom with unrestrained abandon. Consciously or unconsciously, she was becoming more like Judy, the sexually promiscuous girl she yearned to play in Rebel.

[image: space]

During this time, Wood’s emerging sexual adventurism and her desperation to play adult roles in the movies would coincide with one of the most traumatic events of her life. According to Wood’s friends, a powerful movie star over twenty years her senior invited Wood to discuss a part he had for her. Her friends’ accounts vary on what exactly happened that night. Jackie Perry says that Wood tracked her down at a friend’s house at eight the next morning to tell her what occurred. “She was crying,” Perry remembers. “She looked like hell. She had dark circles under her eyes.” Wood told her that the actor had asked her to come to his hotel room to discuss the part. They sat down and had a drink and “then she said he changed. He got very strange and said that he always wanted to fuck a teenager. She picked up her purse and started to leave and he grabbed her and dragged her into another room and threw her on the bed and proceeded to rip her clothes off. He said, ‘If you fight me, it’ll hurt you more.’” Wood told Perry that he had raped her without using a condom. “She was afraid she was pregnant,” says Perry, who advised Wood that she should tell someone. But Wood did not want to report it. “She said, ‘My career would be over,’” says Perry. Two days later, according to Perry, she went to the hospital because she was still bleeding from the incident.

According to Dennis Hopper, Wood showed up at his door later that afternoon and told him about the rape, but said it had happened in a car. “She told me that she had woke up from being unconscious—she thought he’d given her a pill or something—and that she was laying half-in and half-out of the car. And her clothes had been taken off—at least the bottom parts were off, and he was whipping her, very hard, on her thigh. And she woke up screaming, and then he raped her.” Her friend Mary Ann Brooks says that Wood told her “a couple of weeks” after it happened and that she also “understood it was in the car.” She says that Wood told her the actor had signed his name on the dashboard of the car afterward. Later that year, Wood also told her friend actor Scott Marlowe what happened, according to Wood biographer Suzanne Finstad.

Although Wood confided in her mother about the incident when she had to go to the hospital, she never reported it to the police or discussed it publicly and her mother apparently never pressed her to report it. “In those days, it would have been so shameful and horrible,” says her friend Faye Nuell Mayo. “Girls always felt it was their fault. She would have wanted to hide it. I’m sure her mother told her never to talk about it.”

“They Called Me a Juvenile Delinquent”

Whether or not it was a result of the rape, Wood began to grow increasingly depressed and nervous in the first months of 1955. Adding to her stress, by mid-February she had yet to hear anything definite about Rebel, which was scheduled to start shooting merely one month later. In fact, Ray continued to test other actresses for the part of Judy, including blonde bombshell Jayne Mansfield, one of the other women he was dating at the time. “I didn’t even put any film in the camera for her screen test,” Ray said of Mansfield. “That was just an hallucination of the casting department.” However, Hopper, who read with Mansfield, thought it was a serious test. Faye Nuell Mayo believes that Ray wanted Mansfield because he envisioned Judy as a “real trashy girl” at the time, though in later versions of the script the character would evolve into someone softer and more complex, someone closer to Wood.

One night, a frustrated Wood decided to go out and have some fun with Dennis Hopper and her friend Jackie Perry. They began at Googie’s, and then proceeded to the Villa Capri, the ritzy hangout of Frank Sinatra and other members of the Rat Pack, where they drank a lot of wine. “They didn’t bother asking us for ID,” says Perry. “We all were smashed.” After they left the Villa Capri, Hopper drove them up to Mulholland Drive in his open convertible to look at the lights, stopping along the way to buy a bottle of scotch before parking on Mulholland where they had a clear view of the city below. While Hopper and Wood drank the scotch, Perry fell asleep. When she woke up, Wood, who at 5 feet 2 inches tall and weighing only ninety-five pounds couldn’t hold much liquor, was standing outside the car vomiting. It began to rain so they decided to go back to Googie’s to get Wood’s car, driving down Laurel Canyon Boulevard, a twisty mountain road, difficult to handle even in the best of conditions. “He really wasn’t going that fast,” says Perry. “I think he just hit the brake at the wrong time and we slid into oncoming traffic.”

They struck another car head-on and all three were thrown out of the automobile. Perry was thrown on top of Wood, who fell unconscious. For a moment, Perry thought that Wood might be dead. In a panic, she called her name repeatedly, and finally Wood came to, groggily asking “Why is my face wet?” The rain continued to fall while some nearby residents supplied blankets and called an ambulance.

All three were rushed to the hospital. Hopper and Perry suffered only cuts and bruises but Wood had a minor concussion. In the hallways of the hospital, Hopper continued to blame himself. “Oh my God, I caused this. It’s all my fault,” he repeatedly exclaimed. Having just gotten his first big break in Hollywood, Hopper was terrified that he had just thrown it all away by bringing harm to the most famous person he knew at the time.

The doctors wanted to call Wood’s parents but she had another idea. “I kept saying, ‘Nick Ray. Call Nick Ray. The number is…’I just kept repeating the number of the Chateau Marmont. So that’s who they did call.”

“I’m sure that the reason she kept wanting to see Nick Ray is because she hadn’t gotten the part in the fucking movie! And she wanted him to see her not like a Hollywood type, but really in trouble,” said Hopper.

When Ray arrived with his doctor, he was furious. He threw Hopper against the wall, screaming, “How could you do this?”

“I was trying to explain to him,” said Hopper, “and I guess he was a little hysterical, and he slapped me very, very hard, pushed me against the wall, and said, ‘Shut up, and straighten up.’”

At that point, Ray did not know that Hopper and Wood were having an affair. But he had befriended Hopper and felt betrayed by his carelessness with Wood. “He opened his home, his heart, his life to Dennis and introduced him to us and now he’s gotten us in an accident,” says Perry. “So you can understand from his viewpoint how he was looking at this.” It was the beginning of a rift between Ray and Hopper that would grow wider as the shooting of Rebel got under way.
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