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James Dean- The All-American Rebel

James Byron Dean was born February 8, 1931 in Marion, Indiana to Winton and Mildred Dean.  His parents moved to Los Angeles in 1936, taking their son with them.  However, on July 14, 1940 James’ mother died, resulting in his father’s decision to send James back to Indiana to be raised by his uncle Marcus and aunt Ortense Winslow in Fairmount.  A year later “Jimmy” performed at a local church in his first play, To Them that Sleep in Darkness.


After graduating high school and enrolling at UCLA, James began acting with James Whitmore’s Little Theatre Group, which resulted in small parts in television and in commercials in 1950.  These appearances continued for the next five years, including a part in The Dark, Dark Hour with Ronald Reagan
.  In 1951, Dean headed for New York and in the following year was a member of the Actors Studio.  However, his major screen debut did not occur until 1954 in the Academy Award Nominated film, East of Eden
.


The most classic role that James Dean ever played was in Rebel Without a Cause, and ironically enough this film strongly correlated with Dean’s own life as a restless American youth. In an attempt to warn some potential “rebels”, Dean filmed a 30-second safe driving commercial for the National Safety Council on September 17, 1955
.  Tragically, Dean did not heed his own words and was killed only thirteen days later going over one hundred miles per hour in his Porsche Spyder as he collided head first with another vehicle. In a flash the young star was gone, leaving Hollywood as he had entered it –a fast-paced rebel
. 


James Dean was a “rebel without a cause” off-screen, as well as in his role in the movie titled such. Dean even went further as to glamorize this “bad boy” image, which in different circumstances might have been looked down upon.  The question must be posed whether or not James Dean’s legacy would have been perceived at the same legendary status if he had not died so tragically at such a young age.


“Jimmy” Dean was doomed to a life of violence and rebellion before he was even born. In the month of his birth Marion, Indiana was eighth in the state for violence
.  Along with the violence that surrounded him, Jimmy did not have the guidance from his father that he needed in order to stray from such hostility. This lack of paternal attention produced a “rebel” in the making. 


Winton Dean was a remote father, and any occasional attempt of exerting parental authority towards Jimmy was useless; finally he just gave up trying
. After Mildred Dean died, James’ father totally abandoned him, and sent him to live with his aunt and uncle in Fairmount, Indiana.  The weak ties between father and son were eventually severed completely when James’ father remarried and lost all contact with his son. James was left, at fourteen years old, with no a fragmented childhood and a need for support.


The struggle for support about his acting ability from his father and from the Winslows was one of Jimmy’s biggest fights.  Neither his father nor the Winslows backed him up on his acting dream, they simply did not understand it. Winton Dean urged Jimmy to become a physical education instructor or to study law. As he put it, he wanted Jimmy to “consider something practical”, feeling that acting was a “waste of time.”
  Not even the Winslows, who acknowledged Jimmy in all of his achievements, could fully understand his desire to become an actor. This miscommunication and lack of understanding resulted in Jimmy’s move to California, where he continued to continue acting. Although his departure was no surprise to anyone who knew him, he kept his goal of acting to himself, telling the Winslows only that he wanted to visit his father and possibly enroll in college
. Reffering to Jimmy’s departure, his uncle said, “He pulled into himself and didn’t share with us anymore. Then suddenly he left us.”
 Thus James Dean was left alone to discover his dream and find the attention he was looking for.


A need for attention was one of the main underlying factors of Dean’s rebellious attitude.  Rogers Brackett, a close friend of Jimmy’s, believed that Jimmy was like a child, behaving badly just to get attention
.  Jimmy was thought to be moody and unpredictable, keeping people on guard, and rude in order to attract attention
.  This attitude began Dean’s lifelong attempt to establish himself as someone to reckon with
.  His ability to manipulate the emotions of others was one of his most powerful devices for getting attention
.  Christine White, a aspiring actress who met Jimmy in June of 1952, considered James Dean the sort of person who was going to “burst” if he didn’t get the attention he needed
.


Jimmy treated his desire to be loved and respected as he treated his need for attention. While he wanted to be the center of attention, he hid from the public, just as he desired to be loved, but pulled away when he felt others get too close to him. Perhaps this distancing from others was a result of the abandonment by his father after his mother died. Once he moved towards people and felt an affection and a reliance on them, he pulled away, afraid of being deserted again as he had been by those he counted on most as a child
.  It is hypothesized that his chronic insecurity, a need for attention, the searching for love that always seemed to escape him, stemmed from the horrible experience of his mother’s death
.  James Dean felt that the only way he could be sure someone really loved him was if he or she loved him at his worst
.  Hence, he became the reckless rebel he became known as, but perhaps not for the defiant reasons of other “bad boys” of the time, perhaps it was a plea for love.


Dean used the same tactics to try to gain respect as he had tried to gain love with.  Jimmy told one of his directors, Nicholas Ray, that when he arrived in Hollywood, everyone was nice to him and everyone considered him a nice guy. That is when he said he decided to no longer be the nice guy, because then he knew that if people respected him, it would have to be for his work
. 


Longing for acceptance, Dean had a synchronized fear of rejection. This fear is another reason that he was standoffish and mischievous, keeping his distance from everyone
.  James was said to have a scary unpredictable element about him, which gave off the impression that he had too much to prove to the world 
.  This desire to prove himself is the main factor causing him to be afraid of rejection and sensitive to criticism, sometimes instigating his rebellious behavior in order to be an “untouchable.”  One such bout with criticism accured while Jimmy was a member of the Actor’s Studio. The director at the time, Strasberg, became irate with Dean asking him what he was trying to show off, claiming that he was performing an “exercise, not a scene.” James became extremely embarrassed, rumored that Marylin Monroe was in the audience, and stormed out without saying a word.  Dean later confided to a friend that Strasberg had no write criticizing him like that, concluding that such criticism could take the guts away from an actor, feeling that an actor was nothing without guts.  The incident angered and hurt him so much, that he vowed never to return to the Studio again 
.  This episode was just one of Dean’s many in which he chose to defy authority for the sake of his pride.


Jimmy Dean’s confusion about his place in the world led to his most rebel-like qualities. He was a young man who believed that part of himself was Billy the Kid, a rebel of his day as well, but he was also a young man who believed that he was in part the Little Prince, Hamlet, a gentle, mystic boy who tries to set right his rotten family history which has directed him towards his fated rebellion
.  After the spring of 1954, confusion frustration, and a feeling of disconnection with people were common characteristics of Dean
.  Jimmy’s confusion, however, while causing him periods of depression, helped young teenage fans relate to him. He was an icon who validated confusion, raising bewilderment to a heroic standard. He has been referred to as a “modern cowboy”, pushing back the limits of the new generation
.


The same rebel tendencies that appeared in James Dean’s life were the same characteristics that appeared in his role in Rebel Without a Cause.  In Rebel James Dean seemed to be playing himself—“a mumbling, arrested development adolescent.”  Jim Stark( Dean) was a vulnerable seventeen-year-old longing for love and rebelling against middle-class conformity
.  Dean’s character was a sorry for himself sort of boy raised by insensitive parents, who favored the nobody-understands-me attitude
.  The film actually located the factors contributing to confusion: and excess of material comfort, inadequate fathers, and an alarming desire for death
.  All of these factors, found in Dean’s real life as well, can justify for his confusion and defiant outlook on life.  Rebel Without a Cause was seen as a much needed film about the need to belong and the difficulties in trying to belong
. There could have been no better star to portray this message than Jimmy Dean, a young man struggling with the same struggles. His performance forever established the new image of the young middle-class loner
.  When people flocked to see Rebel it was Jimmy they were seeing up there—the real James Dean
.


Young people always have the same problems—how to rebel and conform at the same time.  The solution for this problem is to defy their parents and copy one another.  Perhaps this is the reason that there was such a dramatic draw to James Dean by young people—they could copy him because he was trying to rebel just as they were.  His few but significant three roles in film provided teenagers an icon of vulnerablilty and bewilderment; James Dean validated a rebellious restlessness
.  For teens “coming of age” James Dean was a public figure they could identify with, an outsider, a loner
.  He was everything that everyone wanted to be
.   It has often been said that Rebel Without a Cause conceived the modern teenager, which is why it is easy to understand how teens related so well to James Dean.  His confused adolescent attitude was portrayed often particularly when he expressed that he wanted “one day when I didn’t have to be all confused and didn’t have to feel I was ashamed of everything. If I felt that I belonged someplace…”
  His words exemplified the teenage mind-set, as they searched for their place in the world. Jimmy Dean helped them find that place, as they watched him on screen they felt they could be a star—James Dean was their light and he broke through the confusion.  


James Dean had a great impact on people, his personality was intriguing for anyone who came across him. Although he was not an easy person to get to know, he was an exhilarating person to be with
.  It is necessary to question whether or not the bad-boy, rebel image that Jimmy Dean so easily portrayed would have been put at such a legendary status if he had not died so young, with so many unanswered questions about his potential.  Death turned a suspicious and enamored young man of fame into one of the most celebrated and honored stars in history all over the world
.  After his death, Dean became a hero of our popular culture, not because he had done something great, but because he presented truth to the public. In three films he showed audiences his genuine emotions as a “tortured, vulnerable, emotionally disabled soul.”
  After his death, Alan Brien of the  Evening Standard wrote “James Dean, alas, is dead. But his ghost on the screen, in what was only his second film, will remain among the immortals of cinema.”
   Dean’s death placed him on a pedestal, leaving his work to be observed after he had gone. 


James Dean was susceptible to admiration and fearful of rejection. He rebelled not against parents or the law, but against a kind of universal situation in life. He was the symbol of a generation—the boy who did not know who he was or what was right or where he was headed.  Since James Dean there has been no other person to significantly challenge James Dean’s understanding of the misguided modern youth.  After three decades Dean still stands out as a warrior against the normalities and limits of life.
 It was the defiance of these limits of society that resulted tragically in Dean’s death. His last words, “That guy’s got to stop”, exemplify this fearlessness of limits, feeling he had none, and that it was up to others to set his limits for him
.  He constantly pushed everything to the edge, while secretly wishing that someone would make him stop, wishing that someone would tell him his limits.  However, his wish never came true, because when you are young and doing well you feel that nothing can touch, and so does everyone else
. 


James Dean mentioned many times that he thought the only greatness in life was immortality.  By this immortality he meant that your legacy must remain in history and that the world must benefit from your presence for years to come
.  Jimmy Dean, a young man from a broken family, suffocated by his own confusion, did achieve his idea of greatness.  His memory lingers on in the minds of the people he left behind, as well as the people who never had the chance to experience the talent of this young “rebel”.  Dean’s image, a “bad boy” trying to find his place in the world, has been turned into an icon for teenagers for decades.  Although if not for his death his image might not have been at such a legendary standard, that is not the issue.  What is the issue is that James Dean did die tragically because he was pushing the limits, he was rebelling against societies expectations, and he used his car as his calvary.  While details of Dean’s life become fuzzy, and his pictures become faded and wrinkled, his legend exists still and forever in his films, especially the one which proved to be in a way about James Dean, Rebel Without a Cause.   
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