Screen Idols in the 1950s
The 1950s – prosperity, consumerism, conformity, television, fins on cars; rebel bad boys; paranoia about Communism.

Screen idols – stars who have celebrity-style popularity; unhappy; die young; appeal to young people 50 years later.
Female screen stars depend on their physical (largely sexual; “big-breasted blond bombshells”) attributes – Mamie Van Doren; Jane Russell; Jayne Mansfield.  Shows perhaps the immature (adolescent?) mentality of American males toward women.
(Many exceptions – Grace Kelly, Patricia Neal, Audrey Hepburn, etc.)

Remember – John Wayne; James Dean; on to Marilyn…

Billy Wilder, ‘The Seven Year Itch’ 1955


Tom Ewell; Marilyn Monroe (who was difficult)
Bill Wilder’s (sarcastic) satire – business; psychoanalysis (sex determines behavior), obsession with sex (coupled with guilt), romantic BS (seduction through candle light and Rachmaninoff’s 2nd Piano Concerto)
Marilyn’s iconic image on the subway ventilation grill (husband Joe DiMaggio’s objections led to their divorce); her dangling legs show from the chair; her expression after she comes down the stairs.

What has happened to the Hayes Code? Prevents real sex; but frayed around the edges – plenty of titillation “saved” by a conformist ending!  Sex without consummation; “frustrated tease picture”; not even a hairpin!
Marilyn’s persona; what does she say about the 50s? Another icon!
Sexy, physical, desirable; but naiveté, innocence? Wide-eyed charm.  Safe possession?  Away from the spunky, often independent (and sometimes dangerous) screen women of previous decades.
Tom Ewell stands for the conflicted American male: tempted by the beautiful woman; but vulnerable to social expectations; feels guilty.

Nicholas Ray, ‘Rebel Without a Cause’ 1955

Sense of place – Los Angeles in 1950s; Griffith Park Observatory; jazz score
James Dean; Jim Backus as wimpy dad; Natalie Wood; Sal Mineo as (probably) gay friend; Dennis Hopper; Corey Allen
Issues: adolescents in the 1950s; juvenile delinquency; relations with parents (Plato has no parents); sons and fathers; indecisive, feminized men (“guys who wear frilly aprons”).

Sexual behavior rather severely censored (undercuts rebellion theme?)

James Dean’s persona – loner; emotional; sensitive; alienated and suffering; angry; rebellious; cool; distance from adults, etc.  “The one hero who would never sell out.”
Method acting – complete emotional identification with the role: Brando, Dean, DeNiro, Dustin Hoffman, etc.

Impact – aimless alienated youth of 50s goes political in the 60s.
