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The cult of celebrity, one could argue, has effectively replaced organised religion for a vast proportion of the 
cinemagoing, television watching, fashion-enslaved world.  The epidemic spread of this new religion during 
the twentieth century was fed by the new mass media and sustained them in turn by throwing up an 
endless stream of screen gods and goddesses, sporting stars, pop music legends, TV celebrities and, 
ultimately, media-groomed politicians.  Australian critic and TV pundit Clive James charted this 
phenomenon with wit and pungency in his TV series “Fame in the Twentieth Century”.  
 
But fame, particularly at its most exulted heights, is a cancer which devours the individual on whom it 
feeds.  The same names and faces which are worshipped by the tabloids will in time be devoured by them, 
because the price of that worship is the sacrifice of the individual’s right to privacy and normalcy.  He or she 
becomes public property, and every sordid detail of their lives is made grist to the tabloid mill.  The clearest 
possible illustration of the phenomenon would be Diana, Princess of Wales, an anonymous society 
debutante who married the heir to the British crown and in the process was catapulted into the full glare of 
world media attention.  She was made the darling of the tabloid press, a movie queen in the palace, until her 
private life became to come apart at the seams, whereupon the same jackals who had shaped her into a 
figure of public adulation began to record and photograph her every lapse from perfection, hounding her 
from private estate to secret hotel to exclusive holiday resort, cameras clicking constantly.  Ultimately, she 
was pursued quite literally to death, killed in a car fleeing the pursuing paparazzi, going through her death 
throes while photographers thronged round the crashed car, cameras clicking. And then, having killed her, 
the same tabloids plunged into a pornographic orgy of grief and “celebration” of her “tragic life”, reshaping 
her once again into a modern Jeanne d’Arc, and weeping all the way to the bank. 
 
The trajectory of Michael Jackson’s celebrity career is another textbook example of the cancerous effect of 
massive over-exposure, worship turning by degrees into open predation, and the consequent disintegration 
of the individual’s public and private life. But this archive is not concerned with music stars, politicians and 
royal wives.  Children who come to nationwide or worldwide attention through their role in films are not 
spared in any degree the same ravenous attention of the mass media, and their own falls from grace become 
fodder for the press and TV.  This list records some of the casualties of very young exposure to the ravenous 
cult of celebrity. 
 
 
 
Bjorn Andressen 
 
John Charlesworth Best remembered as East in the John Howard Davies “TOM BROWN’S SCHOOLDAYS”, he 

was also Tiny Tim’s elder brother in the 1951 “SCROOGE”, with Alastair Sim, among other 
supporting roles.  In April 1960, not long after marrying, he gassed himself, aged 25. His 
screen career had not petered out, and he was playing leading roles in repertory at the time. 
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Bobby Driscoll 
 
Ivan Erimitchoi  (“PIC ET PIC ET COLÉGRAM”) threw himself from a fifth floor Paris window, aged 17, after 

experimenting with LSD  
 
Hans Fehér    (“THE ROBBER SYMPHONY”) died in LA 1958, aged 35 
 
Jodie Foster 
 
Eldon Gorst    (“THE BIG FELLA”) shot himself in LA, 1950, aged 27 
 
Jay North 
 
Tommy Rettig 
 
Brooke Shields 
 
Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer 
 

 
Chet Allen 
 Born 1939.  Boy singer whose only cinema appearance was in "MEET ME AT THE FAIR" ('52).  
Made the TV series "Bonito" in 1953 and became an art director.  Committed suicide in June '84, aged 45. 
 
Drew Barrymore 
 
Linda Blair 
 
Gary Coleman 
 
Bobby Connelly 
 Born 1909.  In films from the age of three, he starred in his own "SONNY JIM" and "BOBBY" series of 
silent one-reelers.  With 93 titles to his credit in all, he died of bronchitis two months after his thirteenth 
birthday. 
 
Jackie Coogan 
 
Brandon de Wilde 
 
Bobby Driscoll 
 Born 1937.  Clean-cut Disney boy star with distinctive eyebrows who began taking drugs at 17, was 
jailed at 22 for heroin addiction, and whose unidentified body was discovered in an empty New York 
tenement the month of his 31st birthday.  Only several years later did a fingerprint and dental match put a 
name to his body. 
 
Tim Hovey 
 Born 1945.  Died of a drug overdose, aged 44. 
 
Bobby "Wheezer" Hutchins 
 Born 1925.  OUR GANG member from 1927 to 1933.  On 17th May 1945 he was killed in an accident 
at an army training camp. 
 
Robert Lynen 
 Born 1921.  Star of Duvivier's "POIL DE CAROTTE" as a rural boy driven to the point of suicide by 



 a cruel mother.  His own father committed suicide in 1937, and he himself was arrested and 
executed 
 by the Nazis in 1944 on suspicion of being a member of the Maquis.  Harry Baur, who had played 
his 
 father in "POIL DE CAROTTE", also died after being tortured by the Nazis. 
 
Lawrence McKeen 
 Alias "Baby Snookums".  Born 1924.  First on screen in 1926 in the "NEWLYWEDS" series, and later 
in his own "SONNY JIM" series.  He was apparently sufficient of a celebrity to be invited to meet President 
Coolidge at the White House.  He died of blood poisoning, aged eight. 
 
Sal Mineo 
 
Ricky Nelson 
 
River Phoenix 
 
Tommy Rettig 
 
Hans Joachim Schaufuss 
 One of the boy stars of "EMIL UND DIE DETEKTIVE" ('31), and the sensitive manipulated son at 
the centre of "BRENNENDES GEHEIMNIS" ('33), he was killed in action on the Eastern front (fighting of 
course on the Nazi side) at Mikhailovska, October 27th 1941, aged 23.  See also Rolf Wenkhaus. 
 
Carl "Alfalfa" Switzer 
 
Rolf Wenkhaus 
 Star of the 1931 "EMIL UND DIE DETEKTIVE", he was shot down in the Luftwaffe over Ireland, 
January 31st 1942, aged 24.  See also Hans Joachim Schaufuss. 
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