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ABSTRACT

CONTINUITY AND EVOLUTION IN A PUBLIC SYMBOL:
AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE CREATION AND
COMMUNICATION OF THE JAMES DEAN IMAGE
IN MID-CENTURY AMERICA

by Robert Wayne Tysl

With the growth of mass communications a series of
"heroes" has been fed to the public. Various '"personalities, "
real and fictional, have been said to capture the public
fancy as figures to be emulated and/or held in high esteem
bordering on adoration. Most prominent among the modern
popular heroes has been the Hollywood "star." Few stars in
recent years have attained the popularity of James Dean.
Public reaction to Dean reached beyond national borders and
skirted age limitations, despite the fact that Dean had
starred in only one major film before his death in 1955.

This investigation is a study of the forces involved
in establishing James Dean as a symbolic heroic figure in our
civilization and culture. Critical analysis of Dean's film
roles, personal interviews with Dean's family and co-workers,
content analyses of "official" and unofficial publicity
campaigns--all contribute to this historical overview of

the interaction of personality, talent, and publicity, as



Robert Wayne Tysl

revealed to the public via the mass media, projecting an
evolution of the image from celebrity to public symbol.

The construction of a viable set of personality traits
and mannerisms,reinforced through linkage with the public
image of Marlon Brando, established the James Dean image.
Tnis image was maintained and further reinforced in film
roles and in presentations in other mass media channels,
mostly for commercial reasons, achieving through various
linkages and repetitions enough popularity to enable it to be
described, however inaccurately, as an adolescent symbol of
rebellion against conventional authority, adding yet another
dimension to its appeal. The overall image, including
public recognition of Dean as a person, as an actor, and
as a public symbol, has retained a viable appeal to the
present day, and, until the rise of another public figure
with enough unique appeal to supplant it, the Dean image will
survive as the archetypal "young rebel"” of our times.

Such presentation of the celebrity as "hero" suggests
possible cultural implications as well as concurrent and

resultant responsibilities of those in control of the mass

media.
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PREFACE

When I left the campus of Michigan State to resume
teaching and initiate my research, I little expected what lay
ahead. I never considered my dissertation subject nor the
expected research to be easy, but I had no idea how difficult
it would prove to be. How difficult it was has taken me
almost seven years to prove to myself.

I had counted on the recency of Dean's career to be a
decided asset in terms of the collection of material. Such
was not the case. Certain aspects of Dean's personal life
prompted those who did know him to disclaim knowledge.

Because he was a "star," there were many ready to claim knowl-
edge for publicity's sake--others who admitted knowledge but
withheld it in the hope of locating some more lucrative market.
The inside story of how one becomes a star and how that star
becomes a money-maker for his studio is not always a particu-
larly wholesome story. It is, in fact, unprintable.

The motion picture industry goes to great lengths to
Protect its properties from invasion from the outside.
“"Academic co-operation" is a meaningless term to a money-
making industry trying to keep its financial head above water
and willing to go to almost any lengths to protect the status

quo. No scripts were made available to me, no interviews of
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any consequence were granted; letters were ignored, and
personal presentation brought only a coldly formal tour of
the "publicity files": a thick but useless collection of un-
dated, underlined blurbs in Hollywood columns.

"Academic co-operation" means even less to anyone
peripherally connected to the motion picture industry as a
means of livelihood. To protect himself, he must protect
Hollywood. Again, letters were ignored, promises were made
and broken, appointments were made and broken. In the case of
a New York agent, after a month of being put on and off the
engagement calendar I received the comment: "I was hoping
you'd get disappointed and leave." Not only was I unable to
get copies of Dean's scripts, I couldn't even get a record of
his professional appearances. Public and university library
collections, locally and in California, proved to be equally
useless, and the James Dean Foundation with its glorious
sounding Museum and Library proved to be a group of enterpris-
ing Fairmount merchants with a handful of racing trophies and
an eye to the Indiana tourist trade.

Considering that there is no reference file or list
of any sort available, I believe I have collected as complete
a dossier of material about Dean during his lifetime and
afterward as is humanly possible. This often meant a page
by page coverage of years of foreign and domestic newspapers
and periodicals; it meant painstaking perusal of probable
and possible sources of mention or even leads. It meant

iii



consulting societal studies, psychological studies, novels,
poetry, and criticism. It meant beTging, borrowing, and
stealing whole collections of material from Dean fans, ana
then tracking down the sources: books, magazines, phonograph
records, and pictures. I taped TV soundtracks for study,
asked permission to set up a tape recorder in local theatres,
and if that didn't work, sneaked in a miniature portable
transistor recorder, bought for the purpose, and used that.
My intention throughout has been to chronicle what happened
and in the process to preserve material which by its ephemeral
nature would be unavailable to future scholars.

I was once informed that a dissertation and its prep-
aration were part of the continuing education of the doctoral
candidate in his selected field. I feel I've learned a great
deal. As far as the James Dean image is concerned, Hollywood
gapes in astonished innocence, Dean's father waits for Gerold
Frank to write the definitive biography, and Grandmother Dean
sits in glory amid her twenty-one portraits.

To those who helped with interviews, translations, and
moral support, my thanks. And a special word of thanks to

Professors Weld and Lewis who "kept the faith."

Robert W. Tysl
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Most general public information about Hollywood and
its stars is as illusory as the definitions offered. The
Hollywood star has been equated with the gods,® has been en-
dowed with the qualities "of magic, of holiness."® The star
has been almost universally considered as a freak of circum-
stance and "the breaks, "3 the product of "a sudden excitement,
a sense of recognition, and then a feeling akin to love."%

The sudden and immediate recognition of star quality on the
part of the public may well be part of the insulated myth
Hollywood has created and fostered as a protective camouflage.
The motion picture industry as a business has protected itself
from the public and from all outsiders by a careful and rigid
but invisible censorship procedure.

With the breakdown of the Hollywood studio system,
only recently have more cogent and perhaps more reliable
analyses of stardom come to light. The veils of mystery have
been partially ripped away. As Bill Davidson put it:

. . . the creation of a movie star often is an artificial
process, not unlike the manufacture of Cheddar cheese.
If the proper ingredients and machinery are used, you

have--after the elapsing of a certain geriod of time--an
e€xcellent cheese or a good movie star.



Could it be that being a star meant less "“some internal flair,
some catalytic capacity to evoke excitement and response"®

than it meant some external manipulation of the totality of

the star's public exposure, his image? Davidson's rather
down-to-earth imagery concerning star-building coincides with
Alistair Cooke's revelation of some years ago, disguised as

pact of an historical study, that "the routine has been so often
rehearsed, it is a wonder any boy or girl worked on by a studio

does not automatically become a star."”

To better understand the nature of stardom, it is the
intention of this paper to examine the career of a particular
star, James Dean, to note the formation of the Dean image,
what was employed and how it was used, the ingredients, the
machinery, and the timing.

The reasons for using the Dean image are several.

He was, first of all, what Edgar Morin called "the perfect
star,"® exhibiting all of the traits Morin and most other
writers associated with star quality. Moreover, Dean was
dead; he was dead, in fact, before he became a star. Indeed,
the ‘fact of his death may have triggered the spark of greater
public recognition. 1In any case, the situation of the Dean
image was such that no "real life" tampering with the image
on the part of the star could unseat him or sway his follow-
ing. Dean's personal contributions to his image ended with

his death, creating what could almost be called a laboratory



situation. Only manipulation of that image could raise him
to star stature; such is the process this paper is interested
in. A critical biography is not the focus of attention. The
focus remains the image, which is not necessarily related to
"truth." Truth would be, in any case, of little relevance
here, insofar as the image is concerned, except as it enters
as part of the raw material of the image and the image makers.
More important than truth in the building of an image is the
constant reiteration of a selected set of personality character-
istics or related illustrative anecdotes which form a compre-
hensible, cohesive, and coherent public image, at once recog-
nizable in film roles and augmenting publicity material, a
process hardly magical, but a manipulation of public imagery

in time--for a time.

James Dean, man and image, was a creature of his time.
Man and image had an historical reality, and any overview
must construct some sort of historical perspective. Eric F.
Johnson characterized the middle Fifties as a "kind of auto-
mated 1920's with weak White House leadership, a foreign
policy drifting from platitude to platitude, a domestic policy
that avoided the basic problems of the 1950's."® Richard H.
Rovere saw a "general weakness of conviction on most things
throughout the country. . . . The great sin of the early 1950's,
the great difficulty, was that nothing could be discussed on

its merits."!® McCarthyism and the exhaustion of the



Democrats had created a sort of intellectual void on the
national scene. John Emmet Hughes saw "temperance, modera-
tion . . . and restraint . . . a conviction to do nothing."?%?
Basking in the luxuries of increased leisure and a high
national economy, yet still shaking from the fears of the
Korean conflict, the nation sat back to watch without reflection
the passage of "the placid decade."!2 On the day of the Big
Four Geneva Meeting millions of Americans watched the opening
of Disneyland on television.

The moral tone of "that strange period"!3 called the
Fifties was described by John Clellon Holmes as lying "some-
where between Ike's reassuring grin and McCarthy's wolfish
smile."!* There was more time to enjoy, less time to think.
Elmer Davis saw "fear of intelligence, fear of thinking, fear
to trust your own opinions in the give and take of dis-
cussions."%S

Popular literature alternately decried the younger
generation as riddled with juvenile delinquency,16 or called
it "silent,"*7 "apathetic, laconic,"*® with "no great loves,
no profound hates, and pitifully few enthusiasms."*® The
scholarly research studies would seem to bear out the popular

conclusions. Riesman, Glazer, and Denney's The Lonely Crowd

saw a creeping "other-directed-ness, "#°

and the Purdue Opinion
Polls Study of Youth found that "every study of teenagers'
attitudes finds them to be a reflection--sometimes distorted

but more often accurate--of adult thinking and behavior."21






The family worried about its youngsters: the young-
sters worried about themselves. With more money and fewer
responsibilities, the youngsters often had more money to spend
on purely leisure pursuits than had their parents.®2
Adolescent entertainment was to become an important part of
the national economy. Young people were a part of the affluent

society.

Certainly a good portion of the adolescent entertain-
ment dollar went to the film industry, but the film industry
was not wholly convinced it had lost its greater mass audience.
The Fifties was a very difficult period for Hollywood.

Theater receipts had declined since 1947 and continued to drop
through 1953.23 Television and other forms of recreation were
stealing Hollywood's mass audience. Fewer and costlier pic-
tures employing fewer people seemed the immediate answer to a
panic that arose as sharply and as quickly as did television.
It was a time for taking chances. It was a time for not
taking chances. It was a time of desperation. The Fifties
was the era of the filming of the "best sellers," works which
had been "proved" in the bookstores, on the stage, on tele-
vision. Young newcomers, actors, writers, directors, and
producers, were imported from Broadway and from television.

In the area of acting, especially, the studios feverishly be-
gan to re-build stables of talent to work with and, in time,
to replace the established stars who "were growing too old to

play romantic leads to appeal to vast teen age audiences."24



There was still some belief in the particular suit-
ability of the film for the modern temper. One aesthetician
commented:

We live in a fragmented, motile environment, and in
the motion picture the seemingly futile activity of daily
American urban life acquires by reason of its decoction
into meaningful rhythms and patterns of sound and image,
excitement and acceptability. The modern temper, ex-
asperated and energetic, yet passive under bombardment by
accessories to nature, receives in this visual drama of
multiplicity its most authentic revelation.®®

The popular utilization of the anamorphic lens
(Cinemascope), at first considered as feasible only for "big"
pictures with crowd scenes and spectacle, proved, in use, after
competing with other varied emergent forms, to provide even
greater elasticity and intimacy than the old narrow ratio.=®®
By its very physical and aesthetic nature Cinemascope elimi-
nated the necessity of the many cuts previously used. The
depth of focus released directors from the necessity of using
establishing shots; dialogue need not be cross-cut. Cinema-
scope took film a step further from the montage aesthetic of
the silent film, but it put a magnified emphasis upon what
was being shown. The film environment which supported the
Dean image had the combined qualities of theatrical concen-
tration and the intimacy of the screen. The wide screen
techniques allowed and, at times, demanded greater and longer
concentration on the actor.

With the new techniques of filming came new techniques

of acting. Opposed to the "mainstream sound style" of the

late Forties and early Fifties, which specialized in the



dead-pan faces of stars like Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake, came
the Method: "The Method was a conscious, perhaps somewhat
cerebral reaction against this lack of feeling, towards a
deeper, more revealing and spontaneous self-awareness."27

Though he would have carped at the aesthetics of Cinema-
scope and its lack of montage, the Russian theorist PudovkinZ®®8
pointed out, years ago, the particular suitability of an acting
method employing Stanislavskian principles for the cinema.

Pudovkin's emphasis on "living the role"2°

pointed, too, to
the very principle of the star system in films. Because the
actor's roles would be a "subjugation and re-expression of

the actor's own living individuality,"3° Pudovkin considered
the theatrical sense of the actor's range as becoming altered:

The variety of roles he can play in the cinema is

dependent: either in the variety of characters he can
play while preserving one and the same external appear-
ance (Stroheim) or, alternatively, on his development of
one and the same character throughout a variety of
circumstances (Chaplin) .3?!

James Dean's acting career was brief. His was a grow-
ing talent. He may not have been the first Method actor on
the screen, but his acting style in combination with directorial
Cinemascope techniques brought an enhancement to the qualities

of each, and, in turn, added no little stature to the recog-

nition of Dean's acting talents and his claims to stardom.

The film figure is not yet a star, though he may be al=-
ready well along the road to stardom. Whether the actor in the

film makes his journey to Hollywood from the stage or television,



or rises through the ranks in Hollywood, the way toward star-

2 either

dom has already been prepared by the press agents, >
those employed by the motion picture studios or personal
representatives. Though a trend placing greater or equal
emphasis on the story and/or the director has been on the rise
in recent years, merchandizing a film by using the star's name
as a selling point has been and still is a major part of the
Hollywood advertising procedure. If the picture is the actor's
first, more likely than not publicity will be built around his
activities and personality traits which can be most easily
associated with his film role when the picture is finally re-
leased. The image presented through publicity builds upon the
film image. They become one. With the addition of more pub-
licity and more films, the joint image can be nurtured and
enriched.

Both cultist and anthropolagist agree on the importance

of reinforcing publicity. Edgar Morin said:

The interchange and identification of the two person-
alities, that of the heroine of the film and the more or
less fabricated one of the actress, produce the star, who
in return will determine the characters she is to
incarnate.33

Hortense Powdermaker intimated the same thought when she said:

Publicity, whether it is through the gossip columns
in trade and daily papers, or in interviews and articles
in fan and other magazines, concentrates on the person of
the actor. . . . Type casting, in which the actors re-
peatedly play similar roles, strengthens this tendency.

The audience tends to identify the actor with the role
and thinks it is seeing the man and not the actor.3%



The kinds of publicity that can help build a star
are varied. Exposure is the key and may consist of anything
from photographs to full length biographies. 1Initial or
intermediate stages may include nothing more than the star's
name among those attending a party or a premiere. When a
picture is in production, or about to go into production, a
representative from the studio publicity department is assigned
to the unit. It is his job to sift through the often inconse-
quential incidents connected with the actor's work or his life
and to find those anecdotes or situations most newsworthy.
These, ir turn, are passed on, either personally or through a
“planter," to the Hollywood press and eventually, and hopefully,
to the awaiting public.

Not all Hollywood publicity is false. It is merely
selective~-and, at times, exaggerated to make it not only
acceptable but capable of being sold as a news item. The truth
of the information presented may be in inverse proportion to
the popularity of the star concerned. Once a star is accepted
by the public, there is little difficulty in spreading the
information. Difficulty arises when the star-to-be is an un-
known. Where there is no demand for the information, it is

up to the publicist to create the demand.

The most direct source of Hollywood publicity campaigns
is the press book or campaign book. The large (approximately

12 inches by 18 inches) sheets detail the “official" studio
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publicity campaign dealing with a specific picture. The press
books illustrate the various publicity materials (advertisements,
posters, stills, banners, etc.) that can be ordered by exhibit-
ors for display purposes in conjunction with the showing of

the film. Copy for canned reviews, publicity spots, and bio-
graphical materials are also presented for local use in the
exploitation of the picture and its stars. The press books

are created by the studios and are printed for and distributed
to the individual local exhibitors. The general public seldom
sees the press books as a whole. What the public does see are
the general distribution advertisements in the mass media and
the selections made from the press books by the local exhibit-
ors for local use.

The press books do not include local publicists' bally-
hoo, usually concentrated in the larger cities, for reviewers,
columnists and/or the general public. Local big city pro-
motional stunts may be as inventive and imaginative as the
wits and budgets of the studio publicity staffs allow. Some-
times special agents or firms are hired for a specific bally
project. Parades, stars' junkets from Hollywood, press junkets
to Hollywood, and press parties are typical ploys. An ex-
penditure of "$30,000 to $40,000 for one film in a metropolitan

area is not uncommon."3S5

More generalized information concerning the stars and

their images is presented to the public through the Hollywood
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press. The Hollywood press represents the syndicated column-
ists and the writers regularly assigned by newspapers and
magazines, foreign and domestic. Ezra Goodman was rather
scathing in his description of them as a group:

The Hollywood press is unlike any journalistic group
anywhere. It consists of approximately 500 working (?)
press, including about 150 representatives of foreign
publications and 50 photographers. . . . And this press
aggregation is as bad as it is big. It is strictly a
second-rate fourth estate subsisting--with negligible
exceptions--on press agent hand-outs of mostly trumped up

tales, freeloading (another name for payola) and general
incompetence.3€

. - - . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . - Y .

Hollywood may well be the one news beat where sheet
ability and enterprise can fail to pay off. 1In Hollywood,
it is not so much what you know as who you know, and not
how hard and well you work, but what circulation you have
and how kind you are in print to all concerned.®”
Goodman found that internal and external pressures
exerted to preserve the Hollywood image so great that "even
the most elementary facts about movies rarely get into print."3®
At the root of the entire situation was money. Goodman saw
money as "the life blood of the community, and publicity--or
the lack of the right kind of publicity--goes right along with
it .1139

Malcolm Boyd*® quoted exhibitor R. J. O'Donnell as
reporting that stardom could be worth $200,000,000 to a studio,
based on a screen life anticipation of ten years, with four or
five pictures a year. Publicity investments could be con-

sidered good investments if they paid off. And to pay off,

there must be exposure; somewhere in that estimated 100,000
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words a day floating out of Hollywood from the corps, the
name of the star must find its way--once or several times.%?
"Exposure, exposure, exposure. The more attention the better."*2
A detractor of Clark Gable once analyzed the star's appeal:
They took a big, handsome hunk of man . . . and they

told everyone he was the King. They repeated this loud

and long enough--like Goebbels' Big Lie~--so that everyone,

including Gable, believed it.%3

And the papers and magazines would accept the Big Lie.

Like other Hollywood products, Hollywood news is a commodity,
a commodity to be sold and to be bought. The public did like
to hear about its stars. It did like to hear about the images.
Marlon Brando said once:

It's all a fairy tale, of course . . . but many

people have a peculiar need to have fairy tales repeated
to them. They like to think of certain persons in terms
of a particular identity, and they don't want them to
play other roles in their mind or their fantasies--they
don't want much variance from the original character they
endow you with.%*

David Susskind's 1961 "Open End" television show cover-
ing "Hollywood's Fourth Estate"*> featured a symposium involv-
ing several of Hollywood's top writers. They all thought of
themselves as "reporters." Mike Connolly, columnist in the
trade papers, film magazines, and syndicated in 88 newspapers,
said that the Hollywood actor had three lives, his personal

life, his life on the screen, and his life in print. Joe Hyams,

freelance writer and columnist for the New York Herald Tribune,

syndicated to 100 newspapers, told how the press agent, studio
Or personal, came to interviews to set the scene and to listen

in, to "intermediate," making sure the information given
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exploited "the things the person wants exploited." It was

explained that the function of the press agent was "trying to
either stop or get publicity for the client." It was at times

names out of the paper, or neces-

necessary to keep clients'
sary to "create a different image." Hyams said that the stars
that's

were symbols: "What they represent on the screen .
how we cover them--personal lives, that's another thing. . .

Connolly called a star "a ticket seller,"

We are doing a job."
the star was someone who could "bring the people in."
claiming "the public has to

He dis-

claimed any ability to make stars,
make the stars." Sidney Skolsky, fan magazine and newspaper
columnist, said one of the jobs of the Hollywood press was to

try to discover who were the stars and who were to be the
stars, declaring that "something happens to a face or a person

when they hit celluloid, " there was a "magic involved," and

"if you could pick out these people.
The change in the Hollywood system had not much changed

the publicity scheme of things. If anything, the solicitation

of journalistic favors was "more intense." As Connolly stated

it, "I'm very glad. 1I'm suspicious of people who don't want

publicity. They need it."

These writers and the others of the Hollywood press

corps present their material to the public through a variety

of media. Television and radio have played their part in

selling Hollywood to the public. The newspaper wire services
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send out regular dispatches concerning all manner of Hollywood
trivia. Larger newspapers often carry a regularly syndicated

Hollywood column. Magazines present more lengthy trivia;

magazines can afford greater space for elaboration and amalga-

mation of the image-bearing information. Sometimes dressed

up as news, the information may be presented in Time and Life.

Such pretensions are not even necessary for magazines like

Cosmopolitan or Redbook. Public interest and enthusiasm may be

enough of a selling point.

Probably the greatest single regularly published outlet

for the Hollywood myth and the star image is the fan magazine.

Max Knepper's study of the fan magazine in Sight and Sound*®

said that although the fan magazines were devoted exclusively to

personalities and productions of the film industry, they were

Yet Bill Davidson said that "for

“in no sense house organs."

many years, studio publicity departments have regarded the

fan magazines as ex officio arms of their organizations."%47

Though the fan magazines remained independent of fi-

nancial control by the studios, the general housecleaning of

1934 forced them into a position where they paid the piper, but

the studios called the tune. Since the magazines and their

writers existed primarily on handouts from the studio pub-
licity departments,*® they could not but agree when ‘the studios
demanded that "all fan magazine stories that have been arranged

through the studios had to be cleared by the studio publicity
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departments before publication."*® Studio censorship of the

fan magazines was evidently something more than merely the

"broad" policy Knepper suggested.>°

The magazines, in turn, provided the studios "with an

outlet for publicity of a uniformly favorable character, some-
thing which they cannot command from any other medium of
that

public information.">! It should be stated, however,

motion picture advertising in other magazines and in newspapers

has been known to command considerable respect for the medium

and its stars. Why did fan magazines put up with such tamper-

Mainly because the studio had to provide them with

ing?
And the business

material or they would go out of business.

was much too lucrative to lose.
Knepper reported sales of "well over five million"

copies a month for the leading fan magazines, with Modern

Screen and Photoplay averaging well over a million each.

Screenland, Silver Screen, Motion Picture and Movieland made

up much of the rest of the total sales.®® A decade later Daniel

Boorstin reported that one quarter of all magazine titles were

according to a Newsdealer survey,

in the fan-romance category,
with combined sales of 33 million copies a month, 400 million
copies a year.®3 Knepper rated fan magazine consumption at

"three readers per copy," considering their popularity in beauty

parlors, waiting rooms, etc., with "none of their circulation

wasted" because "nobody but a movie fan" reads a fan magazine.>%
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Since a mainstay of the fan magazine is the gossip
column, the column puffs and mentions of the up and coming
young stars are interspersed, at first, with photo layouts,
showing the starlets on the beach, on a picnic, at a party,
sightseeing. These layouts are furnished by the studio.
"After there have been enough layouts and the kids begin to
notice them, then finally a writer is assigned to the story.">>

Knepper considered the readers "emotionally adolescent"?®¢
and in recent years the readership has become completely so.

The copy emphasis reflects the tastes of the readership with
its concentration on physical attraction, sex appeal, and the
personal lives of the stars. Readers are "but slightly con-
cerned with the professional attainments of their idols; they
want to share the personal lives of their favorite screen
figures . . . to enter into what they believe is the charmed
world of naughty but nice Hollywood":>7

The studios know this. They also know that it is the

readers of the fan magazines who raise an actor from the
ranks of average to the pinnacle of box office 'take,’
since their abnormal enthusiasm blinds whatever critical
faculties they might otherwise possess: they will need
to see his every film not once but several times.58

The correlation of the star's life with a film is
further enhanced by the large number of photographs and other
illustrations in fan magazines. Portraits, stills, on- and
off-the-set shots are mingled with the simple easy-to-read
copy, which makes usually only one point and takes several

thousand spice-packed words to do it. A research project

Sponsored by the U. S. Office of Education once spent
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31,200,000 to prove the readability of fan magazine materials.>®
More recent years found the age of the readership
decreasing, and the contents debased still further. The tin-

seled success of Confidential and other such scandal magazines

brought about a changeover in the mid-Fifties when the fan
magazines, in order to recapture some of the readers lost to the
juicier copy of the scandal magazines, resorted to using some

of the Confidential tricks, using misleading headlines, putting

even greater emphasis on self-indulgence and sex. Motivated by
the dollar sign, the themes of fan magazines became more racy,

but the stories themselves "consisted of the same treacle as

before."©°

Confidential, Rave, and other such scandal magazines

did their share of debunking of the Hollywood star image, but
scandalous information, per se, is not always injurious to the
star image. Ezra Goodman cited several instances of collusion
between the publishers and the studios where scandal magazine
revelations were, in fact, directly inspired by studio-provided

information. %%

Probably the closest generic descendant of the fan
magazine, which fulfills many of its functions but on a
broader base, is the teen magazine. 1In recent years teen
magazine publication has begun to assume a stratification not
unlike that assigned to adult publications. There are the

"glossy” sophisticated fashion magazines like Seventeen, the
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middle class magazines, like Teen, comparable to the mass
sellers, and the lower class magazines like Dig, and 16.

It is notable that the magazines which feature an age as part
of their title invariably serve and cater to an audience
several years younger. None of the magazines in this category,
obviously gauged to a uniquely specialized audience, appeared
on the national scene before 1956. Jesse Bernard's study of
the teen magazines revealed that the group as a whole was
concerned with "the major positive--fun and popularity--and
negative--overweight or underweight and adolescent acne--
values of its readers."®® Bernard said, "How to be attractive
in order to be popular in order to have fun is the major bur-
den of their contents."®3 Charles H. Brown's study found the
basic format to be double barreled, with a confessional aspect
and a cultic aspect:

The confessional aspect centers about relationships

with the other sex and such personal problems as how to
be attractive, how to overcome shyness, and, in general,
how to be popular. The cultic aspect centers about
young and handsome rock-and-roll musicians and movie and
television players. The articles deal with the most
intimate of matters, to such an extent as to constitute
an almost morbid preoccupation.®*

Brown's 1961 circulation figures showed combined sales
of almost a million copies a month.®® Since the time of
Brown's study the number of magazines and their circulation have
grown considerably, but their format remains the same. Brown
felt the magazines were "meeting a real need of young people"

in that they offered "the reassurance of a kind not to be

found elsewhere."®6
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The even more specialized publics of the trade papers
and the "serious" film magazines constitute an extremely small
percentage of the movie public. Indeed, since the regular

readers of the trade papers, Variety and The Hollywood Reporter,

are almost by definition members of the entertainment industry,
they can hardly be considered as part of the consumer public.
The serious film magazines, foreign and domestic, are not
typical of the greater consumer public either. Even the most

popular magazines, Cahiers du Cinéma, Sight and Sound, Films

and Filming and Film Quarterly, rarely exceed a distribution of

87 The majority of the serious

over 10,000 copies per issue.
film magazines are recent in origin and are generally not
American publications, though their subject matter is pre-

dominantly American films. Concentration is usually aesthetic

and critical rather than biographical.

With the atmosphere and the machinery of star building
established, what remains is the basic ingredient: the indi-
vidual. Though, as noted previously, truth has little
reference in the study of imagery, some indication of "What was
James Dean really like?" might serve to indicate from just
what kind of source the publicists could draw material. To
better serve the interests of ascertaining what was true, the
following section of this study dealing with Dean's biographical
information is derived from previously unpublished materials,

through personal interview and observation. That even here
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one is dealing with the variables of personal interest and
distorted memory is a recognized limitation and should be re-
garded as such by the reader.

There follows an attempt at chronological reconstruc-
tion of the Dean image. The available materials drawn from
the mass media in no sense represent a complete compilation.
Considering the fact that éhe greater majority of the materials
were derived from no known bibliographic sources, the listing
is as complete as might be expected. More importantly, how-
ever, in their totality, the materials chronologically reveal

patterns and influences that allow a reconstruction of the

image in time.

In the reconstruction of the Dean image several general
characteristics were noted and are suggested here as a guide
to reading what follows. As already suggested, the image built
is a generally cohesive, coherent amalgam of repeated personality
characteristics, reinforced jointly through films and other
mass media. Other repetitions which might be catalogued are
the repetitions involved concerning a single source. A given
poem about Dean, for instance, might receive initial publication
in a periodical, then be reprinted in a collection of the
author's works. It may be further reprinted in an anthology.
Similarly, movies become television programs, hardcover books
are serialized, condensed, or become paperbacks. The reasons

for repetition may find their foundation, commercial or
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otherwise, more in the aesthetic quality of the work or the

reputation of the author, than in any intrinsic relationship

to the Dean image. Though the image may not be the cause of

the repetition, the repetition has an effect on the image.

Above and beyond the effects on the audience of repetition,

per se, the degree and means of repetition may broaden the

receiving audience.
Another recurring characteristic in the evolution of

the Dean image might be called "linkage": the linking of one

name with another. A picture may be sold by linking its title

to the name of its star. A rising star may be linked to an

already established star. Daniel Boorstin has noted a
"symbiotic" reinforcing relationship between celebrities, ®® but

a study of the evolving Dean image will show the importance

of linkage in establishing celebrity.

The concepts of linkage and repetition are basic means
for long and continued public recognition of the star image.
Linkage and repetition extend public recognition of the star
image long after the immediate, viable causes of the insti-

tution of the image have been met.

Following the reconstruction of the Dean image a final

chapter is devoted to a brief conjectural analysis of the

effects of the Dean image.
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To support the chronological approach employed in this

paper, an arbitrary system of noting has been established.

Chapter notes appear at the end of each chapter. Newspaper

and magazine column items and books receive the usual page

reference to show where the indicated item appears. Magazine

articles are, however, often extensively summarized and quoted.

For the convenience of the reader, to forestall any long and

repetitious listing, the single page listing noted for magazine

articles is the page on which the article begins. The notes

then of themselves constitute a more graphic chronological

summary of Dean material presented in the indicated period.
Because of the nature of the material and its sources,

some of the items are fragmentary. Correct placement regard-

ing location and date is conjectural. They have been so noted.
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CHAPTER II

THE BEGINNING: STAGE AND TELEVISION--THE CELEBRITY:
A REPUTATION IS FORMED

James Dean was born in Indiana on February 8, 1931.
Moving to California with his parents as an infant, Dean re-
turned to Indiana at the death of his mother when he was nine.
He was raised by his aunt and uncle, Ortense and Marcus Winslow,
on a farm near Fairmount, Indiana, where he stayed until he was
eighteen years old. According to his aunt:

He was a borned actor . . . from the littlest child,
he'd tell us things, acting them out--he'd mimic us.
Why he could make a dog laugh! Funny! You never saw
anyone so funny. Everybody talks about him being so
serious. I never saw such a well-adjusted boy. He was
the only boy grandchild . . . everybody made such a fuss
over him. He started calling me 'Mom' right away.

He loved sports: basketball and track. And the
drums . . . why he'd tap out on anything until we got
him--I guess you'd call it--a marching drum.t

He loved an audience. She said, "I never saw such a
determined child." Aunt Ortense was active in the local
W.C.T.U. Starting at an early age, he gave speeches in
W.C.T.U. speech contests and won medals: silver, gold and
bronze. Aunt Ortense continues:

About his junior year he was going to try for the

pearl--you need four or five speakers to have a contest.
He was supposed to be in the track meet that same day.
He wanted to be in the track meet. I made him go to

speak. He started out beautifully--and then he froze--
completely. I'd never again force him into anything.

26
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Dean seldom had to be forced. He enjoyed dramatics
and was active with his high school drama group. According
to a Fairmount local: "He took to acting like he toock to
slopping hogs--he, himself, directed everything he was in.
Adeline Nall didn't have to do anything."Z

But Adeline Nall, the drama coach, did see possibilities
in Dean's Halloween high school performance as Frankenstein and
coached him to win the National Forensics League state com-
petition at Peru in April, 1949. His competition material was
a horror monologue, "The Madman." He went on to Longmont,
Colorado for the national competition--but didn't make the
grade. After graduation he went to California where he re-
joined his father, a dental technician at the Veterans Adminis-
tration hospital near Santa Monica. He did some work with a
Santa Monica little theatre group, and a change from the local
Santa Monica city college to U.C.L.A. brought new theatre
opportunities: he played Malcolm in the Theatre Department's
production of Macbeth. It was at this production that he was
noticed by a young actor's agent, Isabelle Draesmer: "For me
his sex appeal lay in his mouth and below--the use of his body.
He was sharp--quick and sharp. But he didn‘t have the
discipline nor the concentration to give his talent direction."?
Working on these aspects of his now chosen career, Dean started
to work with James Whitmore, a successful motion picture

actor, in a sort of West Coast Actors Studio Whitmore was con-

ducting at the time. Whitmore said of the group:
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These were boys and girls, mostly in their teens or
vossibly many in their early twenties . . . maybe Jimmy
was twenty; I don't know exactly how old he was . . . who
were getting no real, they felt, helpful, dynamic, or
specific, really usably specific instruction in acting at
U.C.L.A., so they came to me . . . how they arrived at me
I now disremember completely. I undertook the thing
completely selfishly to discover in myself, to reaffirm
things that I had learned in New York in the Actors Studio
and various other schools I had attended, and to see if
they applied to young people and if they could be com-
municated to young people.

A great pianist, or a violinist, or a painter, you
know, all of them have to go through certain--not have to,
but should, daily--go through certain exercises to keep
their muscles in trim . . . and the muscles in acting, of
course, are the imagination and your senses and your
emotional organism.

We did the basic finger exercises, so called, of acting:
imagination exercises, sensory exercises, to just heighten
the acting equipment that a human being is provided with by
God: the use of the senses, the use of the imagination.
Yes, in a sensory way you do little daily tasks without the
objects being there: you peel an apple without the apple
being there or without a knife in your hand--just using
your imagination and your sensory equipment to make it be
there. This is not usable on the stage, hardly ever, or
in the work, but it just heightens the organism that
you're using.

The essential thing that came out of that group, aside
from the specifics of the acting technique, the thing that
I tried to impress on the young people that I taught, was
to find out what it is you essentially want as an artist.
That was the thing I kept telling them over and over again
to find out, and, in connection with Dean, he was in a
terribly confused state at that time, as most young men
are--but Jimmy, I feel, was possibly more sensitive than
many young men--and whether it was that Jimmy was gifted,
as very few human beings are, with the ability to find out
essentially what his needs were at an early age, I cannot

say, but at any rate, Jimmy took this advice very much to
heart and mind and made it a part of him.*

Dean dropped out of school. He dated Beverly Wills,
daughter of comedienne Joan Davis, and, somehow, managed to
get a job at the C.B.S. parking lot, then privately managed.
Funds were low, but he relished the independence. Working with

him was Art Marshall, a young actor who had worked with Dean
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in Macbeth at U,C.L.A.:

Several boys worked there. We were all literally
starving actors, ready and willing to take almost anything
that came along. I was married and had my own problems.
Jimmy asked me to come and fill in for him from time to
time, and, in time, I was working as often as he. He would
have appointments, saying, "From twelve to four . . ."
and then be gone all day--and, sometimes, for several days.
It got so I never expected him to show up until I did see
him. There were times when he didn't even have a place to
sleep and slept in his car--an old jalopy he used to love
to barrel around in. He would drive the hell out of it.
and how he loved it when he had a chance to drive

. -

a real car.”

Acting jobs came, but they were inconsequential: some
radio shows, a television commercial, a stint in the movies.
They attracted no real attention, professional or otherwise.
When a good break came a bit, it went by unnoticed. More
often he was just a face in the crowd--if he ever did get on

camera. But the jobs brought money; money bought food. He

existed. James Whitmore continues:

Jimmy's goals were, it seems to me, oh, what ninety-
five per cent of the young people's goals are: multi-
tudinous, multifarious, and completely undefined in their
own minds. And I think this is one reason why they
uh . . . rebel . . . from a sense of formlessness in
their lives and in our world. And Jimmy didn't know,
really, what he wanted to do. He had great urgings in
him as most young people do . . . that's why I did not
separate him from the other young people at the time.

I remember a coffee klatsch we had at one time when
he came to see me and said, ‘What shall I do?' and he
asked me to see a television half hour he had done, and
at that time Jimmy didn't know whether the idea was to
become a motion picture star, ideally, or what really was
the most desirable thing for him. And I had a very serious
talk with Jimmy and told him that there were very important
things a man or a woman can do in an artistic sense or in a
domestic sense, or in any other way. And the important

thing, and it‘s reiteration now, is to decide for oneself
whatone needed out of life and, even though wrong, even
though it would change, to make this decision early and
then to have a go at it and damn the torpedoes, not to let

°
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society dictate to you its own restrictions and inhibitions,
which it is, you know, only too eager and happy to do.

As I told Jimmy, go back and find out whether you're
an actor first, and mature . . . and by mature I mean find
out just what your powers are--by acting . . . and acting
in the best sense of the word, which is on stage. The
actor is given much more importance, real importance, on
the stage, because he isn't surrounded by all the technical
crutches that an actor has in motion pictures, or in tele-
vision, for that matter. 1It's pure acting . . . that's
where the actor is naked . . . on stage. In my opinion
tnat's the way to find out. And to live with actors who
regard their craft as a craft, not a racket, not as a way
of earning money or fame or fortune or whatever. And I
feel that New York was the place to find that out. New York
seems to be the closest that an actor could get where acting
is viewed as a craft or art.

Jimmy was at that strange state that many people come
to in their lives, where all it takes 1s a nudge to send you
headlong in a direction. And, as I say, it was really no
more than a two hour talk over coffee one day. It provided
the nudge, and Jimmy never forgot it. As I say, I was not
aware. It was just a nudge.®

The continual search for breaks had been wearing.
Even the relationship with Beverly Wills brought important
professional contacts. And there were other contacts, too.
The "gay" crowd started treating him to supper. He laughed it
off as a free meal ticket. "Later it was a question of marry-
ing Joan Davis' daughter or going off to live with a studio
director . . . 'He said we could have twin beds' . . . In any
case the next thing they were living together, and it was
with this man he went to Chicago--and on to New York,"? said
his agent Isabelle Draesmer. Art Marshall saids
The man had dark hair, glasses, was effeminate--not
obnoxiously so, but obviously so. At the parking lot we
didn't know what the relationship was, but we worried
about Jimmy. He took chances--any chance that might pay
off. Even to directly calling the studios. Never got

him much of anything--but the audacity! Then he left
for Chicago and New York. We lost track of him.®
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Isabelle Draesmer added,
opportunist."®
Opportunistic?

Oh, no!

He was an instrument,

"My mother thought him an

using

all of the things he could control--what every actor has

to do to quench the burning urge for
creativity. He would put himself in
it called for it or not. He had the
soul bare.

Deep down, he liked himself. He

accept himself, but he liked himself.

self expression and
the character whether
courage to lay his

didn‘t necessarily

He would sometimes
appear to have disdain for himself because he didn‘t

think others could like him. They would not see his
worth and would put him down. Rather than risk a gesture
of love, he'd strike out.

Perhaps Jimmy would have been different if he had had
a different background a velvet suit . . . trips to
Europe but then he wouldn't have had the raw, ex-
pressivity he was able to summon and command. He didn't
stand straight on the mark and let it go at that--he had

the courage and the scruples to be himself, to show his
hurt and shock.©®

Christine White, a young actress, met Jimmy after he

came to New York. The words above are hers. She knew him

when things were, for him, as bad as anything he had encount-

ered in Hollywood: cheap hotels, the 63rd Street Y.M.C.A.--

always money problems--and problems of identity. His Indiana

family sent some money; his friend, minister James De Weerd,

sent money. A letterl! to De Weerd during this period,

characteristically signed "James Dean” (as if he were signing
a check, belying the friendly conversational tone of the body
of the letter), comments on these problems:

We are impaled on a crook of conditioning.
that is in the water has no choice that he is.
would have it that he swam in sand. We are fish and we
drown. We remain in one world and wonder. The fortunate
are taught to ask why. No one can answer. . . . I must

run in the opposite direction. . . even if I don't know
who I am.

A fish
Genius
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Later, television and theatre work give Dean's talent some
water to swim in. We get a picture of the young actor at
work from Christine White:'?2

The first time I met Jimmy was at Louis Shurr's office.

[theatrical agent--Jimmy was now managed by Jane Deacy,
who worked through the Shurr office] I was sitting in
there typing out a play I had written when in walked this
little boy, all dressed up in a suit--and glasses, great
big glasses.

‘Do you have an envelope for us?‘' he asked.

He asked what she was typing, and when told it was a
play, almost brazenly, he asked to read it. Page by page, as
she typed, he read the play. It was a short two character skit
Chris was preparing for an audition with director Bobby Lewis
depicting a chance meeting between a boy and a girl, Sam and
Clayton, alone on a beach at night, a mood piece four pages
long. It was an excellent vehicle for the purpose for which
it was written. He liked the script and asked Chris to
coffee--to discuss her play: "We discussed my characters and
their motivations, but his first interest was in what they
were wearing. He wanted to visualize what would be taking
place."

Not long afterward Jimmy called Chris to announce that
he had received an appointment for an audition for the Actors
Studio. He wanted to use Chris's play for the audition.

She refused: "I am going to use it myself . . . I will not
assist you in my own play."” He asked her to audition for the

Studio too, and when informed that such a practice was not

allowed, said, "I'll call Lee Strasberg right away." And he
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did, calling back to inform Chris that all that was needed
was her confirmation.

We worked on it and worked on it, on the roof, on the
street, in the park--for a month and a half. There were
changes and changes, working things out. At no time was
1t ever wrong, but it was invariably improved, touch
after touch, until the big day arrived.

I was talking with some friends after we arrived for
the audition, and when I turned around, there he was,
sitting on a radiator, staring--mesmerized, 'I can't do
it . . . I'm not ready yet!"

It took all of Chris's persuasive powers and all of
the cans of beer they were using for props to reassure Jimmy
and restore his confidence. When their names were called,
Jimmy's confidence was restored, but they were without props.
Chris suggested they fake it, but was refused, and Jimmy
dashed out to buy four more cans. They had lost their place,
but when Jimmy returned, the nervousness was completely gone.
"Physical energy is the answer," he said.

When their turn came again, everything started off
wrong. Jimmy couldn‘t find the center of the stage without
his glasses. Chris's entrance called for her to jump over
him. She had to play from the other side or she'd end up in
the wings:

I had to work out something new; it was something
we'd never rehearsed. When he saw me, he straightened
up. It was an electric moment . . . and then‘he Worked
his way over, picking up imaginary sand, letting 1t'fall,
and then catching it, snatching at it in the air, kick-
ing it up with his toe.

The five minute time bell never sounded. The scene

lasted eight and a half minutes, and when it was over,

" . . .
Very nice," said Kazan, "very nice."
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He never played the straight lines--always the over-
He had a very painstaking and methodical way of
working a thing out . . . but it came out. Jimmy could
analyze, but he could also execute. He could be tempera-
mental, but he was charming. He was more emotional than
intellectual, yet the two were strangly intertwined.

There doesn‘t seem to be a middle road for the actor.
depression one minute,

He was a creature of extremes:
It is difficult to be childlike,

wild gaiety the next.
a quality absolutely essential for an actor, retaining
He

the wonder and innocence, without being childish.

could do things and be nasty--yet you couldn't help liking
him. And perverse! He would always do what wasn't ex-
pected: 'Don't do the normal thing!' His way was the
way; he was virtually undirectable because he felt he
could do no wrong insofar as his art was concerned.

the 'wrong' things were not completely wrong. You'd
rather believe the character could do such a thing.
Behind them all was always Jimmy. Even Hamlet: ‘Hamlet
hasn't been done yet until I do him!' he'd say.

Chris used

tones.

Even

When asked to clarify the last statement,

herself as an example in what one may consider a form of the

currently popular Method approach to a role, an approach, a

method Dean probably used:

Juliet does not exist in the flesh and blood unless
Juliet does not exist until the actress
She is a fictitious character,

written down on paper. Juliet becomes me. I do not be-
come Juliet, because I am me, born in this century.

Juliet is another character conceived in Shakespeare's
mind. He never knew me. She must become me because 1 am
the one who is alive. That means, she jumps into my skin,
so to speak, because I have to honestly be her with the
the voice that I have, Juliet must

she must use. Therefore,

she is played.
gets a hold of her.

equipment I have:
use; the gestures that I have,
that makes her a true character in terms of the way I am
playing her.

If the conceptual approach to a character seems

strange or unorthodox, the approach to the playing of a role

is equally so, and much more involved.
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How do you get yourself stimulated into a part so
that it is in conjunction with your own feelings comfort-
ably? When I look at a script, this is what I do: I just
read it through, and draw no conclusions . . I just want
to get an impression. An impression 1is very important
because it doesn't deal with the intellect. It deals with
the emotions: which is a reflex or a reaction to some-
thing which usually comes in terms of simple things like
‘like' and 'dislike.' Now my reaction might be, I either
like the script or I do not like the script. ©Now I have to
make an adjustment if I am assigned to do this script, or
I may like it enough to do it, or what have you. I find a
way to like the script and to like the character--animosi-
ties toward the script will come out surprisingly in your
interpretation. I then try to fall in love with the
character, and that takes a certain amount of stimulation

Setting this attitude,

which can be definitely worked for.
I am also kind of emptying myself and preparing my-

then,

self to receive any kind of impressions I may have about
the part. Then I read through the script again in terms
of the character I am playing, and lift her out of those
pages, and find out what she alone is doing in the script.
I can then make out a list of the activities that she is

actually doing in the script and in relation to other
people. I then disregard those activities and I pay

attention to what her stream of consciousness is in the
. what she is thinking. Then I throw all this

script . .

away.

I now pick for myself what you might say is the task.
It takes about fifteen or twenty minutes for the task to
really concretize itself in your mind. Now by the task,
I mean that you say, ‘Play this scene as if you were going
to catch a train.' Now, immediately, all kinds of be-
havior things happen, because you have given yourself that
image which has nothing whatever to do with the script.

It is merely an acting task which you have chosen to
to get what you hope will add

which isn't there in the
so,

stimulate you, personally,
to the script. Maybe energy,
script, but which you would like to put in the part,
therefore, I give myself an image of catching a train.
Now, if I don't really 1like that, or if I don't really
I1'll pick another one.

think that is all there is to it,
I may pick four, five, six, or seven . . . like 1've got
or whatever it is that I think might attach

a headache,

itself to this character. Then I forget about all of
them and just simply play the scene, and you'd be sur-
prised that all these things are there, because they
have all been tuned in on.

To be sure, preparation is an individual practice and

there must be as many variations as there are players.
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But when another actress, Geraldine Page, was asked about the
conceptual basis of the approach, she replied, "That's true

of every character and every actress."'® At the time she had

not yet been cast as the Princess in the motion picture version

Sweet Bird of Youth, a part she origi-

of Tennessee Williams*
nated on the stage. Mentioning some of the Hollywood actresses

being considered for the role, she said they would be "five

all fascinating and all valid." She

different Princesses,

added:

All the great roles, Chekhov's roles, Ibsen's roles,

O‘Neill's roles, Tennessee's roles can all be played a
They're all right, but they'll

number of different ways.
The different tasks each actress takes

all be different.
will appeal to different people.
Theme? Really good authors are tapping all of life--

if they were better at explaining things than doing things,
they wouldn't be poets, they'd be critics.

This process, then, of finding an approach to one‘s

roles through one's own background and experience, one's own

personality, if you will, was practiced by Dean at the Actors

Studio.
Describing the Actors Studio as a "high powered post-

graduate course," Geraldine Page told of a typical Studio

session:
In the studio people attend the sessions when they
can; most of the people work a great deal. Every day
there are two scenes done, usually two people,  and Mr.

Strasberg tries to get people to f£ind out what they are
doing and why, so that it isn't all just chance and
accident. If they do good work once in a while,
out what made it good--so that they can repeat it:
‘What did you do?*
'What did you mean by that?®

to find



37

And he tries to develop the person's awareness of
what results they got when they did it and what made it
happen. The main thing he does is to explore the vast
array of what you can do--what all actors can do if they

know how to do it--so that they are forced to examine
what they just repeat because it was good once--imitate
He continually makes you work back to some
That's what that ‘mean, old man®

themselves.
'I don't want that--I want you!'

initial source . .
Strasberg insists on:

Dean worked this way under Strasberg--not often, nor

for long, to be sure. One skit'% Dean wrote himself for just

such a session has "Jim" and "X" looking at a map, deciding

for or against a trip to Europe. This script, too, runs about

four pages and has many opportunities for action, allowing a

play on Dean's actual short-sightedness. Dean evidently knew

what he could and could not do, he knew his assets and defects.

he preferred to play up his assets and play

When possible,
He evidently just didn‘t

down, or make a play on, his defects.

like having to hear about them. At one Actors Studio session

he worked in a skit in which he played the part of a matador

(he loved the sport; at one time he considered trying to

become a matador) and Strasberg really "lit into him."*S The

critique sessions were valuable and interesting, but from

then on, the actual playing at the Studio could be left for

others. He would save his work for public performance.

James Dean's first critical notices on Broadway came

from his performance of Wally Wilkins in N. Richard Nash's

play See the Jaguar, which opened at the Cort Theatre
a commercial

December 3, 1952 and closed in less than a week,
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failure. Dean played the role of a weak-minded mountain

boy whose mother kept him locked in the ice-house because

she feared that men in the outside world would not treat him
with justice nor kindness. An earlier Hartford tryout merited
a "special accolade to James Dean in a tender touching role

nlg

as a simpleton. He plays the part beautifully. Evans

Clinchy in the Hartford Times called his "an exquisite per-

ul7

formance. Broadway critics were not quite so warm toward

Dean and even colder toward the play. The New York Times's

Brooks Atkinson made no specific cast mentions, but contented
himself with comments about the "tortured literary style and
tangled craftsmanship"” of the play, noting that it was

“verbose" and said "“nothing."'®

George Jean Nathan called it
"symbolic delicatessen"*® Richard Watts in the Post agreed,
but added, "James Dean achieves the feat of making the child-
ish young boy believable and unembarrassing."Z°

And it was a feat: the part was a difficult one, though
Dean was not without experience. The Cort Theatre program
listed "The Lux Video Theatre," "The Web," "Martin Kane,"

"Studio One," "The Columbia Workship," and “Suspense" as his
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