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Inashort, tragic career, brooding James Dean unknowingly toyed with theemotionsof agenerationand
evenafter death held their misguided loyalty. Fortunately, theyearshave erased thisadul ation for onewho
was, intruth, nomorethana...

MAGNIFICENT FAILURE

BY JOHN J. FRITSCHER

NEAR sevenyearshisnamehaslived onthreeshort yearsof limelitlife. Vaentino could not dieand Byron
will beseenforever at Missolonghi. Y et intheruinsof abrupt tragedy, when hissearchingwasnot ended,
therewasfrozeninlast season’ sgenerationthememory of thesweet | ost painsof adolescenceandtheold
timesthat areforever gone.

In September, 1955, when James Dean sped to hisdeathin Cdlifornia sfertileSalinasValley,
Warner Bros. cal culated and shook itscollectivehead at theloss. Thefirst crush of mail wasindignant,
almost hysterically resentful , piqued with prematuredeath. Thenthelettersd owedto atrickleand Holly-
wood recognized thechilling calmthat |eadsto obscurity. Y et in December therewasasurprisingincrease;
January delivered 3000 etters; and by summer, 1956, the studio wasaveraging 7000 | ettersamonthwith
payment enclosed for photographsof JamesByron Dean.

Thefor-once-amazed pressagentry wasstymied by thegratuitousflood of mail. Frommouthto



mouth spread the persona commitment to hismemory, theadul ation, therumors. Throughthehigh schools
andjunior collegesof thenation the secret whispered that Jimmy Dean wasnot dead, that hewashorribly
disfigured, temporarily insane, hidden away. Thepublic demanded thewhol etruth about theyoung actor
wholived and died almost betweentheblinksof aweary world’ seye.

From city to city vulgar stage shows promised theectoplasmic return of JamesDeaninperson, on
stage. A sculptured head sold out nationally at thirty dollarsalikeness. Magazinesentirely devotedto Dean
vended hundredsof thousandsof copies. Histwo rel eased motion pictureswererequested and rebooked
acrossthecountry. ColumbiaRecordspressed an extended play album of tortured painful musicfromthe
soundtracksof hispictures. A Forest record entitled HisName Was Dean sold 25,000 copiesthefirst
week of release.

What had begun spontaneoudly wasperverted by cal cul ation. Themoney changersweremarching
throughhysteria

Warner Bros.,, rollingwith the punches, decided to hold thelast Deanmovieinreservewithrelease
postponed “ out of respect for afineactor’ smemory.” It wasagambl e, shelving momentarily EdnaFerber’s
Giant, holding back the compl eted performancesof big-box-office Elizabeth Taylor and Rock Hudson; but
itwasalsoanaceinthehole. Everyoneknew Jmmy Dean had completed hislast sceneas Jett Rink only
threedaysbeforehisdeath.

Fourteen monthsafter theaccident, with excitement at afever pitch, Warnersrel eased director
George Stevens' Giant whichintheensuing weekswon seven major Academy Award nominations, not the
|east meaningful of whichwasthe posthumousnomination given JamesDeanfor thebest performanceby an
actor. Withfull integrity, but wounding loyalistshearts, Y ul Brynner went ontowinthat coveted 1956
Oscar for hisperformancein TheKingand|. It had been Dean’ slast chance.

Against theglutted background of such neonballyhoo, itiseasy to missthepersonaity of the
twenty-four-year-old youthwho, unknowing, toyed psychol ogically withtheemotionsof ageneration.
JamesDeanwasamagnificentfailure.

Tragedy stalked Dean' slifeand theshadowswerea wayswith him, driving him, tormenting him.
“My mother died onmewhen| wasnineyearsold,” hecried melodramatically inastudiotantrum. “What
doessheexpect metodo?Doital by myself?’

From childhood heblamed himself for Mildred Dean’ sdeath by cancer andin blaming himself
aternately loved and hated her themorefor the painherememberedin her face, for her enervating aban-
donment of him.

Therewasnothingin hislifewith hisUncleMarcusand Aunt Ortenseto explainthemoodiness, the
brooding among thecoffinsintheFairmont, Indiana, genera store. Hisenvironment had beennormal
enough, adjustable; but Mildred had dreamed great unfulfilled dreamsfor hersel f and whenthey had not
workedfor her, perhapsthey wouldwork for immy. They had to; they must.

JamesByron Dean. TheJameswasplainfor Indiana; but theByronwasfor Mildred. In Fairmont,
therewasnotimefor himself, troubled among the constant ghostsof hismother, plotting waystorepay her
for dying. Existentially hedid not know who hewasor what hewas,
crippled, force-molded by thehopeand wild dreamsof hisfarm-girl mother.

TheyearsinIndiana, portending nofuture, JamesDeanwent to California, in 1950, toseehis
father; but themythsaretangled withthetruth. Few knew himwell; noneknew himlong. Thedevoteesof
suchthingscanrelatewhat stationsthereare.

Inaudition, thediscerning EliaK azan saw intheturbulent young student fromU.C.L.A. thedeep
feeling and raw communi cationthat trand atesaparticul ar actor into portrayal. Deanwontherol eof
Steinbeck’ stortured Cal Trask in East of Eden. Thecriticsacclaimed hisperformance precisely because
over thecragsof tragedy theportraya cameto gripswithtruly human, problems, something Jmmy Dean
could not manageinredl life.



Now hewasontheway—withthegnawing emptinessstill there. Hereceived excellent reviewsin
the Broadway play Seethe Jaguar, but the show itself closed withinaweek. Y et aniche seemedto be
openingfor hislife.“ Acting,” hesaid, “isthegreatest. Every town hasitssuccessful lawyers, but how many
successful actorshasit got? Thefirst timel found out actingwasashbigachallengeaslaw, | flipped.”

But thetwenty-two-year-old actor could not reversetheequation. Hegavelifeto charactersin
scripts, but the cellul oid sol utionsgave him no peaceinreturn. Thetitleof hissecond picture, Rebel Without
aCause, fitted himwell. Tormented genius? Angry man? Sullen, ill-tempered, snapping back at theacclaim
givenhisartistry, hewasdespitetheeuphemismsof themagazines, an emotionally stunted misfit.

About hislifetherewasnothing pretty. Hedid not drink, but hesmoked too much, slept toolittle,
drovetoofast. Hewasrunning at apacethat would not | et him seewhere he had been or wherehewas
going. It wastragicwhen his$7000 Porsche Spyder plowedinto aFord driven by aSalinasfarmer.
Mildred Dean had alwayswanted to protect himfromfarmers.

Any psychologist canexplainidolization. Cultisaquestion of identity andinthecaseof JamesDean
adolescencefounditsSelf, itspersonification.

Alwaysemoationally immature, hewastheheroi c exampleof rebellionto adol escentsexperiencing
normal emotional disturbancesat the proper age. Herebelled against conformity and henot only got away
withit, hegotrichatit.

Andtherewasinsurance. Hewassolid. Hewasdead. Hiscyclewascomplete. Therewasno
danger that oncetheinvestment of identification had been madehewould desert his
promisesandfly totheadult soci ety that youthimaginesso callously wanting.

| dentification enablesoneto regain an object that hasbeenlost; inidentifying withaloved person
who hasdied or fromwhom one hasbeen separated, thel ost person’ sexpressivenessbecomesreincar-
nated asanincorporated featureof one’ spersonality.

JamesDeanwasdead; hehad thisappeal of |ost tragedy and it found complimentary expressionin
thevarying degreesof sympatheticimitation characteristic of hispre-pschool followers. They subconscioudy
resolved hehadnotdiedinvain. A littleof hisstruggle, alittleof him, waslivinginthem.

Everyoneknew, eveninthefuror of 1956, that he had been hardly better than he should havebeen,
that hisinappropriateaggressivenesshad repelled all but two closefriends; but few paid ardent attentionto
hispersonal life. What had had important influence, what had been seen by millions, wasthefilmimagehe
had projected.

Sympathy wasgiven himin East of Eden; identification with himwasmadeinthe searching nobility
of Rebel Without a Cause; and thelaurelsof emotiveversatility werepaid himfor Giant. Whatever James
Deanwasasaperson, asan actor hewasan artist eliciting an artist’ sdue.

Inthefaceof young legends, the phenomenon of JamesDean haspaled slowly andit haspaled
inevitably. Theyoungstersof sevenyearsago have outgrowntheneed for theexpressiveexampl eof theboy
who could not outgrow thetanglesof hismaternally plagiarizedlife; and now theseyoung adults, content like
thedowly-agingandlittle-increasing setsof Garland and Sinatrafans, arenot rejecting andforgetting the
JamesDean of their nonage.

Heisrecaledwithawistful smileand adash of pity; for hiswholeanguished lifeisacommemora-
tivesymbol of unresolved maturity’ smost temporarily endlessperiod.

Another generationwill haveanother lord; but thosewho remember liketothink thiswasalittle
different, that hesparked aminuteof truth, that for onebrief shining moment when hewasneeded, James
Deanwas someonegood and someonevery special.

Thesecret of thespontaneity wasthat despiteeverything, despiteall hispersonal shortcomings, his
lost nobility flickeredinempathy with every gangling kid whoever stood al oneand aching onthethreshol d of
theworld. He seemed to understand the misunderstood.

INn1957, apartially fictionalized biography ended quintessentially: “ Do not judgemeasJamesByron



Dean. | anthemanyou dreamed meto be. | amtheparts| played throughout my meager yesterdays. | am
theyoungandthelonely andthelost. | will remainapart of every oneof youwho knew of me.”
Eveninlifehewasmorespirit thanflesh.
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