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ANYONE WHO EXAMINES MARILYN MONROE’S LEGENDARY LIFE, EVEN A BIT, SOON KNOWS THAT SHE WAS A COMPELLING TANGLE OF CONTRADICTIONS. A UNIQUE blend of qualities made her an unforgettable talent and a captivating public personality. They also, of course, shaped her fashion profile.


She was very much of the 1950s zeitgeist yet simultaneously years ahead of her time. She possessed a reassuring ultra-feminine, girl-next-door sweetness that coexisted with an almost supernatural sexual magnetism. This contrary blend made Monroe perfect for a period that still cherished tradition, while slowly moving into more openness about sex. In a time of prim Peter Pan collars, voluminous skirts worn over mountains of petticoats, and rubberized foundation garments, Monroe was a style visionary whose fashion-forward choices have transcended any specific era. More than any other public figure of her time, she brought body-conscious designs to the forefront in a way that inspired countless designers, including Yves St. Laurent, Alexander McQueen, Thierry Mugler, and Jean Paul Gaultier.


Marilyn often anticipated the future. She went sans undergarments years before the braless look became acceptable. Thirty years prior to the fitness craze, she was training with weights to maintain her stunning figure. “It helps me keep what I’ve got where it belongs,” she quipped. Decades before “morning after” hair was considered stylish, Monroe preferred a tousled mane that contrasted dramatically with the severe bobs favored by many of her peers. When she had to don underwear for a see-through design, she took the exotic step of wearing a stripper’s G-string—long before the invention of the thong.
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She also inspired trends. A bare-midriff cocktail dress she wore for a press reception in London was copied and rushed into stores, and the style lines of the iconic white dress she wore over the subway grating in The Seven Year Itch have been mimicked every spring since 1955.


Still, relatively little has been written about the powerful and lasting imprint Monroe has made on the world of fashion. Unlike Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly, commonly praised as the most influential style queens of mid-century Hollywood, Marilyn’s standing took a while to be recognized. For years her built-in sensuality, voluptuous figure, and provocative taste worked against her being taken seriously by most fashion critics. Moreover, even when she appeared admirably chic, almost no one paid attention to the designer names responsible.


This was many years before anyone was shouting, “Who are you wearing?” on the red carpet. It was also a time when on-scene reporters and photographers were nearly all male. They were too busy jockeying for position to ask La Monroe about her style choices, even if they had been inclined to do so. Marilyn seldom revealed the identity of her fashion collaborators. She didn’t want to hear, “What a gorgeous gown. Who designed it?” She much preferred “You look gorgeous!” Thus, it usually surprises fashionistas to learn that she wore the designs of Oleg Cassini, Hattie Carnegie, Ceil Chapman, Christian Dior, James Galanos, Lanvin, Don Loper, Norman Norell, and Emilio Pucci. She carried Louis Vuitton bags and wore Ferragamo pumps. She also shared America’s top hairstylist with Jacqueline Kennedy.


On film, Marilyn was dressed exquisitely by Oscar-winning designers Jean Louis, William Travilla, Orry-Kelly, Charles LeMaire, and Dorothy Jeakins, among others. These artisans also had tremendous influence on Marilyn’s off-screen image. She frequently took advantage of these designers as her personal couturiers, wearing their costumes off the studio lot for highly publicized events, or having them whip something up for her personal use. She was sheathed in a daring Jean Louis gown when she famously crooned “Happy Birthday” to President Kennedy.


Before style trends became as sexualized as they did later, fashion pundits tended to criticize Marilyn’s “obvious” taste rather than salute her boldness—though sometimes they had a point. She did err occasionally on the side of vulgarity early in her career (when she had to stand out from the rest of the starlet pack), but she almost always managed to blend elegance with her ripe sexuality. The exhibitionist in her relished showing off as much of her magnificent body as the law allowed, but her need for respect led her to pair shocking décolleté with ladylike, opera-length gloves.


In a 1953 article entitled “I Dress for Men,” Monroe shared her fashion philosophy. “I believe your body should make your clothes look good—instead of using clothes to make the body conform to what is considered fashionable at the moment, distorted or not. That’s why I don’t care for ‘un-organic clothes’—clothes that have no relation to the body. Clothes, it seems to me, should have a relationship to the body, not be something distinct from it.”


As she transitioned from a wholesome clean-scrubbed model to a sizzling Hollywood sexpot to an elegantly sexy living legend, Monroe refined her persona and set beauty standards that still resonate fifty years after her untimely death.
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“Decades before stars would not make a public appearance without the services of platoons of stylists and designers,” wrote British journalist Meredith Etherington-Smith, “Marilyn was a truly great stylist. She knew exactly how to get the effect she wanted with black jersey, fine silk-crepe, or a solid nimbus of skin-tight sequins.”


In 1992 The New York Times called Monroe “Timeless Marilyn, the Movies’ Mona Lisa.” This characterization is stronger than ever twenty years later. Coinciding with the release of My Week with Marilyn in 2011, The New York Post headlined “Dress Like Marilyn,” a two-page photo layout featuring updates on familiar Monroe outfits.


Of course, Marilyn’s hair and makeup styles have proved irresistible for decades, showing up on everyone from Jayne Mansfield to Kelly Osbourne, from Madonna to Christina Aguilera, from Anna Nicole Smith to Gwen Stefani. Nearly every year magazine tutorials appear on how to replicate Marilyn’s perfectly arched brows, glistening lips, or one of her signature hairdos—styles from sixty years in the past! Featured in advertising promotions for Sunsilk hair products in 2008, Marilyn was pictured alongside Madonna and Shakira as if she were their contemporary. “She never seems to really die,” marveled Liz Smith in 2010.


Why Marilyn Monroe continues unabated to hold generation after generation in thrall, why auctions of her personal effects fetch upwards of seven figures, why she continues to inspire designers, stylists, and some of the world’s most exciting women is a subject that could fill a book all its own. In terms of fashion it can be summed up easily: She was a stylish girl ahead of her time that became a style icon for all time.
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The dramatic transformation that Norma Jeane Dougherty* underwent to become Marilyn Monroe lasted, on and off, for five years. It has long been proposed that it was wholly the creation of an efficient platoon of Hollywood magicians. Though there is some truth to that, no one worked harder than Marilyn herself at honing the beauty that would set timeless glamour standards. From the moment she first smiled into a professional photographer’s lens, she embarked on a quest for self-improvement that would encompass far more than her looks.


For someone with little formal education, and despite the public confusing her with her award-winning portrayals of dumb blondes, Marilyn was intelligent, ambitious, shrewd, innately talented, and always eager to learn. Her intelligence led her to soak up knowledge like a sponge from mentors she admired and trusted.
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In the December 1945 issue of Movieland, the future Marilyn Monroe is seen in a movie magazine for the first time. She is modeling a remarkably priced suit made of “100% wool Shetland fabric.” The name of the suit, and the fact that it is advertised in such a magazine, might suggest a prophecy, and perhaps it was.


When Norma Jeane was still a scrawny kid bouncing from one dreary foster home to another in blue-collar neighborhoods of Los Angeles, she loved going to the movies at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. Grace McKee, a family friend, often accompanied her. Known as something of a reliable fortuneteller, Grace once told the girl, “Don’t worry, Norma Jeane. You’re going to be a beautiful girl when you get big. You’re going to be an important woman. You’re going to be a movie star. Oh, I feel it in my bones.”


Marilyn was born in Los Angeles on June 1, 1926. Her unwed parents were Gladys Baker, a mentally challenged, inconsistent presence in her daughter’s life, and Edward Mortenson, an absentee father from day one. When she was able to work, Gladys labored as a film cutter for the studios. To help survive her miserable childhood, Norma Jeane did indeed entertain fantasies of movie stardom. At nine she was going to Vine Street Elementary School and living in the nearby Los Angeles Orphan’s Home. Before bedtime, she would stare wistfully out a window at the tall RKO Studios sign two blocks away and think, “My mother used to work there. Someday I’d like to be a star there.”


When she posed for this ad, however, she was just happy to be earning some decent money. She had only been modeling for a matter of weeks. She was nineteen and working for $35 a week at the Radio Plane Factory in Burbank when photographer David Conover spotted her on the assembly line. For the next couple of weeks, Conover took several rolls of film of Norma Jeane. He said later he was captivated by “a luminous quality in her face, a fragility combined with astonishing vibrancy.”
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With her flawless complexion, large blue/grey eyes, and dazzling smile, Norma Jeane embodied the wholesome girl next door. Conover soon recommended her to other photographers, and they in turn suggested she try her luck at the city’s top modeling agency.
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At the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, Norma Jeane, second from left, poses in 1946 with other girls represented by the Blue Book Model Agency. Her sundress in shades of blue is backless with a draped halter neck and a midriff-baring bodice attached to a loosely pleated skirt. The dress (which is similar to the styles Norma Jeane favored for her personal wardrobe) was courtesy of the nearby Bullocks Wilshire department store. It is often assumed that Marilyn spent most of her modeling career in various states of undress. And while it’s true that the volume of published cheesecake poses over the next year led to her first Hollywood contract, she took many early assignments in which she promoted fashions that could hardly be called provocative.


Emmeline Snively, doyenne of the Blue Book agency, became Monroe’s first style and beauty guide. Initially, she felt Norma Jeane was hopelessly shy and resembled a “cherub in a church choir,” but she saw a natural sensuality in the girl that was relatively easy to train into genuine modeling talent. Norma Jeane had been attracting wolf whistles since early puberty. By this time, she was well aware of the power her looks had, especially on men. Exploiting that power within a professional setting made sense to her.


She applied herself at Blue Book as if she were on scholarship at Harvard. She realized that modeling could lead to a much bigger life if she took full advantage of this opportunity that had fallen into her lap. “She gobbled up every bit of instruction,” Snively told Modern Screen in 1954. “She was wonderful on hand positions, body positions, and simply great when it came to makeup.”


One of the first things Snively noticed was that Norma Jeane’s upper gum line showed a bit when she laughed. She advised her to lower her lip line whenever she smiled. Marilyn spent hours in front of the mirror until she had perfected the move, but she remained conscious of the artifice for years. This maneuver may be the cause of the quivery lips that critics poked fun at in her early movies. Still, for the rest of her life, when Marilyn was caught off guard and burst out laughing, her gums would show.
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Snively also saw to it that Norma Jeane underwent electrolysis to clean up her hairline, which brought out her dramatic widow’s peak. The most important suggestion Snively made, however, didn’t go over well with Norma Jeane at first. She wanted her to lighten her hair, which photographed darker than its sable brown. (Norma Jeane had been blonde as a little girl, but as often happens, her hair darkened after a few years). “I didn’t want to be a bleached blonde,” Marilyn said later. Snively sent her to color expert Sylvia Barnhart at the Frank & Joseph’s salon on Hollywood Boulevard, where her hair was straightened and lightened. When Norma Jeane saw how much more work she got as a blonde, she grew comfortable with the new honey-colored shade. She had no way of knowing at the time that within a couple of years, she would be the blonde in a town awash with peroxide.
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A week after her twenty-second birthday in 1948, the newly named Marilyn Monroe is photographed at a Hollywood party with veteran entertainer George Jessel. This is the first time she was seen with a shorter hairstyle, and within a few months she would have it styled into a sleeker version for her important breakthrough role in The Asphalt Jungle at MGM.


It was around this time that Marilyn met Johnny Hyde, a powerful agent, who became her lover and crucial to her rise to fame. It was Hyde who sponsored the minor cosmetic surgery Marilyn underwent. She had the tip of her nose shortened, and later her nostrils narrowed. In a third procedure, a small piece of cartilage was added to the right side of her chin to even out her jaw line.


Thanks to Hyde’s connections and deep pockets, he had access to the best doctors for these subtle alterations. So many actresses at the time underwent cookie cutter “nose jobs” that could be spotted a block away. Hyde had managed plenty of lovely starlets, but he felt instinctively that Marilyn had something very special. “You’re going to be a great movie star,” he told her more than once.


[image: ]


In May 1950, Marilyn sits for this pleasingly natural portrait that is free of affectation. She was several months away from signing her second and lasting contract with Twentieth Century Fox.


By the time she achieved stardom two years later, she had perfected an arsenal of facial expressions to convey a myriad of moods. With her head tilted back, eyelids lowered and lips moist and parted she sent a clear message of sexual availability. Larger than life exuberance was expressed with an open-mouthed smile that showed off her perfect teeth, and a wide-eyed “who me?” look brought to mind the innocence of a child. Marilyn finessed these expressions (and many others, of course) so naturally that they became organic. Soon, every starlet in Hollywood was being encouraged to copy Monroe’s poses, but none succeeded with the same impact.
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Around the time of Ladies of the Chorus filming in 1948, Marilyn posed for a photo series illustrating various exercises she liked. As her sex appeal became a more pronounced component of her image—particularly after her sultry exchange with Groucho Marx in Love Happy—she took up a regimen of calisthenics, stretching, and even weight lifting to keep her body toned. Early mornings found her jogging in the wide alleys of Beverly Hills.
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