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Praise for All the Available Light

“What a pleasure to watch some of the brightest minds in the world struggle to define one of the brightest bodies. . . . This book is like a butterfly hunt—in which the butterfly escapes. Wonderful reading, but don’t expect to emerge with Monroe shimmering in your net. She gets away. As she should.”

—Molly Giles, author of Iron Shoes

“A lovely, lyrical reflection on Marilyn Monroe, someone who touched so many of our lives. All the Available Light gives new insight into someone who still influences our culture profoundly.”

—Sherrie A. Inness, author of Tough Girls: Women
Warriors and Wonder Women in Popular Culture
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine the following scenario if you can: A woman, now approaching eighty, is seated with her husband in the audience of the City Center of Music and Drama one evening in the late 1950s. They are waiting for the curtain to go up on a performance of the New York City Ballet. It must have been an electric moment. Here is a young and yet world-class ballet company whose founder and main choreographer— brilliant Russian-born George Balanchine—is in his prime. The theater itself, built in 1924 by the Ancient and Accepted Order of the Mystic Shrine, is wonderfully antic and absurd, with fanciful tiles in bright colors studding the outlandish surfaces of its architecture.

What were they going to see that night? Allegro Brillante? Agon? Stars and Stripes? A Midsummer Night’s Dream? And who might have been dancing? Allegra Kent? Maria Tallchief? Melissa Hayden? It almost doesn’t matter; it was sure to have been a spectacular night. But as the woman sat there, reading her program notes and chatting idly with her husband, she began to sense a kind of hum in the crowd, a certain energy that seemed to gather and swell, despite the fact that the curtain remained motionless and the lights had not yet begun to dim.

What could it be? She and her husband looked at each other, puzzled. Then they began to look around. There, in a balcony below, sat Marilyn Monroe and her then husband, Arthur Miller. The intensity of the excitement continued to grow as more and more people began first to whisper and then intone, “Marilyn, Marilyn.” Sporadic clapping began; quickly it turned into an ovation, with people on their feet shouting out her name. One can only imagine how the dancers must have felt as they pawed the ground with their pointe shoes, as they always do before a performance, and did a few nervous relevés backstage. The giddy applause, the wild, joyful adulation rightfully belonged to them on that night: who could have stolen it? I’m sure that at some point they learned the answer and had to go on with the performance anyway, despite the fact that it must have been something of a letdown. For Marilyn, being Marilyn, did what she always seemed to do: she absorbed all the available light and made it her own.

When she was there—on-screen, or in person—it became almost impossible to pay attention to anyone else. And maybe that, more than anything, was her special gift: the riveting of the collective attention to one face, one form, one voice, as it smiled and moved and utterly transformed everything around it.

I was too young to have known or appreciated the phenomenon that was Marilyn Monroe firsthand: I was five years old when she died on that August morning in 1962. But I can remember quite vividly the first televised image I saw of her: a clip of the now-famous rendition of “Happy Birthday” she sang for President John F. Kennedy. She wore a sparkling, beaded gown that seemed quite transparent, and beneath it, little or perhaps even nothing else. The spotlight quivered and dipped but was essentially confined to her radiant face; it never moved below, so that her nearly naked breasts and body remained in a kind of tantalizing shadow. Who would not be tantalized by her performance, this beautiful woman with the little-girl voice who embodied so many different kinds of resonant and unsettling paradoxes?

The facts of her life are, at this point, familiar signposts in the well-rehearsed legend. Born to Gladys Pearl Baker in Los Angeles on June 1, 1926, the name on her birth certificate is Norma Jeane. Her father is nowhere in sight and her mother is soon diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic. After a brief stint in an orphanage, little Norma Jeane is bounced around from foster home to foster home. She marries a local neighbor boy at sixteen, embarks on a modeling career, and is soon discovered by a Hollywood movie executive. The husband is discarded, like so much else in her earlier life. In 1947, at the age of twenty-one, she appeared in her first motion picture; by 1950, her roles in such films as The Asphalt Jungle and All About Eve begin to command attention. There are more films, of course, and eventually she achieves starring roles in them: Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, How to Marry a Millionaire, The Seven Year Itch, Bus Stop, Some Like It Hot. There are well-publicized marriages, to ballplayer Joe DiMaggio and playwright Arthur Miller, and equally well-publicized divorces. And there are affairs, lots of them, with other movie stars, like Yves Montand, or with politicians, like the Kennedys. There are nervous breakdowns, bouts of depression, miscarriages, and suicide attempts. Finally, there is the drug overdose—intentional? accidental?—and on August 5, 1962, Marilyn’s lovely light went out forever.

But in fact, this is hardly what happened. If anything, the legend that is Marilyn Monroe has even surpassed the life. For one thing, there are the films, and film grants a kind of immortality in the face of all the evidence to the contrary. Even though we may know, intellectually, that Marilyn Monroe died by her own hand from an overdose of barbiturates, when her violet-satin-clad body—seen in a series of mirrors—spans the screen five times over in How to Marry a Millionaire, or when her creamy, abundant flesh pours, once more, from the low-cut black negligee she wears in Some Like It Hot, she is with us still; she lives.

Hollywood has had its share of icons and sacrifices before and after her: James Dean, Carol Lombard, Jayne Mansfield, all had tragic and untimely deaths. But more than any other, Marilyn’s is the story that continues to weave itself around our collective consciousness. Forty years later, she continues to captivate and compel, offering some elusive glimpse—perhaps it is a mirror, perhaps a window—into the soul of the life and times that traipsed on without her.

The essays in this book attempt to come to grips with her ongoing power to fascinate, to entrance, and to inspire. Some are taken from already existing material, for Marilyn’s life and death prompted responses and analyses from any number of notable writers. Others were commissioned expressly for this volume and address what has happened in the forty years since she walked among us, the gap, as it were, between the reality—which of course we will never know—and the fantasy that has assumed an intricate and engaging pattern all its own. Marilyn—both the woman and the myth—remains at the center of it all.





freeze frame: monroe as icon


The concept of Monroe as an icon goes straight to the heart of the matter; by now, we are more familiar with her iconic status than with almost anything else about her. How many people have actually seen The Seven Year Itch? But how many haven’t seen its most famous promotional image, that of Monroe standing over the subway grating as the whoosh of air lifts her skirt skyward? And that is only one of the many visual signposts she has left behind.

It could be said that the photographs remain the most enduring aspect of Monroe’s legacy. She had to be one of the most photographed individuals of the twentieth century, and certainly one of the most photogenic. Forty years after her death, the hundreds—no, thousands—of pictures continue to fascinate, enchant, and arouse. Her image is everywhere, blown-up on posters and billboards, reduced and trivialized on coffee mugs, T-shirts, postcards, and even rubber stamps. The two essays in this section squarely address the iconic status Monroe has assumed.

In “Iconomania,” Richard Woodward—whose essays on photography have appeared in a slew of national publications—examines, in minute detail, three of the central images that form the Monroe constellation: the famous calendar pinup, the publicity shot from The Seven Year Itch, and a silkscreen by Andy Warhol. It is telling that so many other writers—both within this collection and outside its boundaries—have chosen to comment on these same images. But Woodward’s reading—especially of the publicity shot—offers a new level of complexity to an already indelible photograph.

In Joyce Carol Oates’s “Centerfold,” we are literally given a glimpse inside the famous calendar image, the one that went on to become the very first Playboy pinup. American woman of letters Oates has had a long fascination with Monroe; the recent publication of her novel, Blonde, is the culmination of that interest. In the previously unpublished essay that appears here, Oates assumes Monroe’s voice—and in so doing, her persona— to deconstruct the famous picture.

Read together, these pieces begin to shape a definition of Monroe in the twenty-first century, one that is in great part comprised of the moments she spent before the camera’s rapt and insatiable gaze.


ICONOMANIA: SEX, DEATH,
PHOTOGRAPHY, AND THE
MYTH OF MARILYN MONROE

Richard B. Woodward

Walker Evans, that most egalitarian of snobs, invariably turned up his nose at commissions to photograph famous people. Celebrity portraiture was, in his withering phrase, nothing more than “photographic name-dropping.” He and his friend James Agee loved to ridicule Edward Steichen, Margaret Bourke-White, and other eminent vulgarians of the day who earned their handsome incomes and illustrious reputations by glamorizing the fashionable and the well-to-do.

With ambitions for photography at once more humble and more exalted, Evans found journalistic toadying before the goddess of fame to be beneath his dignity as an artist. He thought highly of himself but, in keeping with his taste for the plain and overlooked aspects of American life, preferred to keep a low profile. He was a stickler for self-effacing manners and held himself at a studious distance from his subjects. His shy, aristocratic temperament could not abide the aggressive mutual exploitation at the heart of most celebrity transactions. He loathed art laden with political or commercial messages, and celebrity photography is bloated with both. It would not exist, in fact, without them.

What’s more, the inherent laziness built into the process of making and appreciating such portraits didn’t agree with his puritanical nature. It hardly matters if a photographer glorifies or belittles a famous person; the heavy lifting that gives artistic weight to a picture has already been done by someone else. It is the luster of the celebrity that dazzles the viewer and has enticed a third party, usually a magazine or newspaper, to commission the picture in the first place. These third parties have on hand a series of ready-made narratives into which the figures are cast—hottest young restaurant designer in San Francisco, ingenue-to-watch in new Hollywood blockbuster, triumphant general returned from war— and which determine the reading of the picture. The photographer is left with the relatively minor task of illustrating the same set of tired old stories.

Marilyn Monroe must have confirmed Evans’s worst fears about famous people and those who portrayed them. It didn’t seem to matter how often and with what intentions men and women looked at her through a lens; her stardom ultimately overwhelmed them. She was—and still is—the supernova of American postwar celebrities against which all others are measured. No photographer had a chance of finding the light outside the brilliance she cast. Even other celebrities, including her two last eminent husbands, found themselves overshadowed. The tabloid story of her life, with its well-worn chapters and pitiful end, tints the meaning of every photograph taken of her. We are far more eager to judge these images according to whatever hints they may contain about a particular phase of Monroe’s life than we are to grant them status as works of art. Their art is that they are imprinted with the image of Marilyn.

And yet the fusion of the two—the badly written Hollywood script that her life has become and the images that chronicle her sad rise and fall—produced certain icons, or visual clichés, that people everywhere remember. She was a photographer’s dream, happy to pose and feed the camera’s hungry eye. The substance of her life seems to exist now in publicity stills and celluloid flashes, so much so it’s hard to think of her as flesh and bone. She is one of the few true goddesses of the cinema, able to confer the blessing of long life and special value on everything she may have touched, from dresses to teapots. That the culture still needs her, and has sanctified her (along with Elvis) in this way, transforming certain images of her into international icons, is itself significant and has added a weirdly fascinating postscript to her life. In fact, the story of Marilyn after death is in many ways even more peculiar than the story of Marilyn alive.

LASTING RENOWN IS incalculably rarer than fifteen minutes of fame. Most of everything ever raised off the ground has vanished with barely a trace or sigh of regret. Countless structures have gone up around the world during the last six thousand years: palaces, huts, forts, temples, igloos, altars, bridges, outhouses, factories, office towers, shopping malls, doghouses, and drive-in movie theaters. And yet by the next millennium, the overwhelming number of things on the earth today will be hard to find or even recall.

Time isn’t any kinder to living things. The faceless and nameless multitudes vastly outnumber the immortals of history. For every Cleopatra celebrated in art and verse, several hundred thousand women lived and died unsung and anonymous during the reign of the Ptolemies. No schoolchild can avoid a lesson on Napoleon. But how many learn anything about the half-million or so common soldiers he led? They are remembered now, if at all, as tiny print in the lower branches of French family trees. The grinding forces of time and changing social concerns mercilessly sift anything that might be of value or interest to the present from those people or things regarded as useless or hopelessly antiquated. Millions of photographs were shot during the decades of the Vietnam War. But a few images—a Buddhist monk who has set himself on fire, a man being shot in the head in the street, and a screaming Vietnamese girl running naked down a road—are icons of that time. They are remembered by anyone who lived through those years, even when the photographers (Malcolm Browne, Eddie Adams, and Huynh Cong Ut) are not.

One of the tests for someone or something to qualify as an icon—a term so debased by overuse that it needs to be sparingly applied—should be the fifty-year rule. Is the person still famous half a century after death? Has time diminished or magnified the original notoriety? In the case of a building, painting, sculpture, or photograph, is it better known today than when first constructed or seen? Or have reproductions of it faded from view?

Monroe is a legitimate icon on several counts, not least of which is her increasing renown, especially when judged against her peers. Among actors of the postwar era, only John Wayne and James Dean come close to enjoying her posthumous fame around the world. Has any actress inspired more imitators—everyone from Madonna, to flavor-of-the-month sex goddesses, to a thousand drag queens with platinum bouffant wigs, sequined gowns, and a facial mole painted on with mascara? Even if the “Hollywood blonde” was invented by Dietrich and Harlow, Monroe stole and perfected the look, adding an attitude that, depending on your sexual politics, is either cluelessly or ironically dumb.

One reason that Monroe is imprinted so clearly on the public mind is photography. As well as any figure of her time, she seemed to have understood that—at least in the celluloid world where she had staked her claim— one’s picture could be used like currency, traded freely to help everyone involved earn money and fame. Unlike many of today’s movie actors with their strict control over who portrays them and where these photographs shall appear, she was throughout her life unguarded about, even promiscuous with, images of herself. She courted notoriety and benefited from a profitably corrupt yet also largely innocent partnership with any number of photographers, André de Dienes to Richard Avedon. Photography slingshot her into an orbit all her own as perhaps the world’s most recognized woman when she was alive.

Certain of these images—and by no means those taken by the best photographers; in fact, quite the reverse—have solidified into icons, ensuring that she is as famous today as she was at her death forty years ago.

Lasting fame is not automatically bestowed on the most photographed. It is one thing to have your picture taken millions of times, as has happened to, say, Gerald Ford and John Major. Whatever historians may decide about their legacy, pro or con, they will likely suffer the same photographic fate that has befallen Warren Harding and Herbert Asquith. People a century from now will be hard-pressed to identify them without a caption. To call Ford or Major an icon would be a misnomer when their newsprint likenesses already seem to be disappearing.

It is quite another thing when the same few pictures of you are reproduced again and again, as happened to Monroe. Among the thousands of portraits taken, a select group overwhelm the rest in popularity. Reproduced on postage stamps, billboards, postcards, book covers, as diner decor, sidewalk sculpture in New York, or casino souvenirs in Las Vegas, these few images have made her as common a sight in Sydney as in Rio de Janeiro. Her face and body embalmed in the public’s memory, Monroe can be called, for the present anyway, an immortal on the scale of Napoleon or Cleopatra.

These few photographs are now as well known as her movies, if not more so. Tom Kelley’s full-length nudes of the out-of-work actress, stretched across a rippling sea of red velvet, may be the most celebrated pinups in history. Far more people know the stills of the laughing blonde standing over a New York subway grating, her white skirt billowing at her waist, than have ever seen the The Seven Year Itch. However much Monroe may have owed to Billy Wilder while she was alive, her posthumous fame is now linked to Andy Warhol’s, whose Marilyn Monroe series is among the most commonly reproduced works of art from the late twentieth century.

The process of icon formation is often hard to explain. The social forces that over time select and preserve one picture or thing or person from among 10 million are ruthless, and seemingly fickle. Why have Cary Grant or Bette Davis left behind no iconic images for posterity on a par with Monroe’s? Why should the Taj Mahal, hardly the most ancient or grandest building in Asia, be the best known? Why do the Vietnam photographs by Browne, Adams, and Ut surpass in recognition all others from that time?

One can only make plausible guesses why certain objects congeal into clichés. In his absorbing book Inventing Leonardo, art historian Richard Turner traces the many converging factors that led to the Mona Lisa’s becoming, perhaps, the icon of icons. The portrait was, first of all, innovative in technique, its chiaroscuro and triangular composition widely admired and imitated. Although kept under wraps in France after 1510 and unavailable except to a few artists until the seventeenth century, many copies circulated and Vasari singled it out for lavish praise in his Lives of the Artists, published in 1565.

After the French Revolution, the painting ended up in the collections of the government in the Musée du Louvre. With the nineteenth-century Romantics celebrating Leonardo as the archetype of universal genius, La Gioconda occupied a hallowed place in his small but highly venerated oeuvre. The anonymous woman depicted in this simple portrait—referred to as a “masterpiece” for the first time during this period—began to excite myriad fantasies about her relationship to the artist. Men began to project their fears about women as well as their fevered desires about art onto this painted icon. Her quiet smile proved she had seduced Leonardo (or was it the other way around?). Walter Pater composed a poem that likened her to a vampire. She was a siren, an enchantress who had enslaved the greatest mind of the Renaissance. As a topper, in a 1910 essay, Freud proposed that the work revealed clues about Leonardo’s troubled feelings toward his mother. The essay became a paradigm for future efforts at psychobiography. Then, in 1911, the Mona Lisa was stolen from the Louvre in what was probably the biggest art story of the century. Many books were written and at least two feature movies made about the theft. Finally, in 1919, Duchamp added facial hair and a dirty title (in a coded pun, as secret as the lady’s smile) to a postcard reproduction of the painting, an act of graffiti that both mocked its status as a “classic” for the general populace and as a maternal figure for the Freudians. Duchamp’s parody has even become a parasitic icon all its own, inspiring hundreds of knockoffs and further reinforcing the painting’s present rank as the mother of clichés.

Nothing can fully explain why hordes of tourists at the Louvre, whether arriving from China or Des Moines, race single-mindedly toward one painting. But these historical and ideological clues do suggest how Leonardo’s lady could have become so famous that she epitomizes “art” for much of the world. Turner shows that these busloads of people weren’t by any means the first to be fixated and they certainly won’t be the last.

Marilyn Monroe may not be a painting, but her life has been treated like a canvas where for decades writers, male and female, have splashed colorful fantasies about her illegitimate birth, lonely childhood, career, marriages, affairs, death, and lasting stardom as freely as Freud had with the Mona Lisa. Like any icon, Marilyn is as symbolic as she is real. What she represents is by now as telling—about us, anyway—as anything she actually did. Myths about love and death stand behind the formation of many icons, including the Taj Mahal and the Pyramids, and the pictures of Monroe known far and wide suggest that sexual desires and taboos have everything to do with their special status, and hers. Her synonymy with “sex,” like the Mona Lisa’s with “art,” is so pervasive that the mention of her name often bores those who detest clichés of any kind.

In all likelihood, Monroe’s career would never have taken off, nor would she be long remembered, had she not posed nude for commercial photographer Tom Kelley in his Los Angeles studio on May 27, 1949. The facts of the story have themselves been retold so often they have taken on their own mythic character. Four days shy of her twenty-third birthday, Monroe, in need of money to meet her rent and car payments, approached Kelley and offered to model. She had already done a clothed session with him in early May that resulted in a poster for Pabst that attracted the notice of the beer’s advertising agency. According to Donald Spoto, one of Monroe’s most dogged biographers, Kelley was renowned for having “produced some of the most aesthetically pleasing camera art of that time” and for his “innovative approaches to the presentation of humans with products.” (Other biographers have been less kind. Barbara Leaming dismisses Kelley as a “cheesecake photographer” and the pictures themselves don’t receive much scrutiny in her book.)

The May 27 shoot was a commission from a Chicago calendar manufacturer who distributed the items to garages, car dealers, and other businesses frequented mainly by men. The session called for Monroe to be nude and, although the name she signed on the release (“Mara Monroe”) indicates she was not completely proud of herself, she threw herself into the job, according to Kelley’s recollections. He put on one of Monroe’s favorite records, Artie Shaw’s “Begin the Beguine,” and they went to work. In a couple of hours, Kelley shot dozens of pictures. But only two of these poses— kitschily titled A New Wrinkle and Golden Dreams for the calendar—survive from that day. Even so, it is probably not much of an exaggeration to say they are among the best-known photographs of their kind—and for good reason.
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