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Preface

[image: ]

You Owe It to History

In November 1963, at the age of twenty-six, I started to use a tape recorder to preserve the events of my life. By that time I was an accomplished photojournalist, working for glossy picture magazines all over the world. I began interviewing the subjects of my stories and recording them, thereby not only beginning to preserve history but also giving myself a unique education. You see, I grew up not being able to spell or read well (I would later discover that I was dyslexic). So I had found a road to learning.

In 2007, when I was seventy, I asked a friend, the author Larry Grobel, to interview me two times a week, week after week, month after month, to preserve the events of my very full life, because, as I have often said to my own subjects, you owe it to history. It’s from this series of interviews, which are still ongoing, that I have gathered my recollections to write about Marilyn Monroe.

The events and conversations in this book have been reconstructed to the best of my memory. To confirm my impressions, I’ve also relied on documents and notes from my personal archives and the knowledge of others who knew Marilyn and me during this period of time. Many of the words remain vivid in my mind, and therefore I felt confident in placing the dialogue in quotation marks, making the transition from memory to print more fluent. The photographs are, of course, all mine.

The sound of Marilyn’s voice still rings true in my ears. Once you heard it in person, you’d never forget it.
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Chapter 1
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The Big Bad Wolf

When I pulled in to the 20th Century–Fox studios parking lot in Los Angeles in my station wagon in April 1960, I kept telling myself that this was just another assignment, just another pretty girl that I was going to photograph. But in fact it wasn’t just another assignment, and she wasn’t just a pretty girl. In 1956, when I was a college photographer, I had seen her angelic face on the cover of Time magazine. After that, as I began to make my way in photojournalism, I got assignments to shoot Jimmy Stewart and Lee Remick in Anatomy of a Murder and the dancer Julie Newmar in Li’l Abner, but it had never even occurred to me that I might get a chance to photograph the star who was every man’s—and woman’s—fantasy. But now, four years later, Look magazine had hired me to do just that. In a few minutes, I’d be meeting the Marilyn Monroe, face-to-face, on the set of Let’s Make Love.

As the studio publicist walked me to one of the many soundstages, this wasn’t the first time I’d seen large trucks containing recording equipment parked outside and a red light flashing in front of the entrance, indicating that filming was in progress. We waited a few seconds, and the light went off. Then the publicist led the way through the heavy soundproof doors. Inside, large arc lights and dolly tracks were being moved from one side of the stage to another.

Walking past the hub of activity, we arrived at a dressing room at the back of the soundstage. I have to admit I was excited, but I tried not to show it. The publicist said that we had to wait right there. Somewhere in the distance I could hear music and the sound of someone singing. Then, suddenly, the music stopped, and as if out of nowhere Marilyn appeared. There she was, wearing a black leotard and sheer black stockings, her face as soft as a silk bedsheet but her expression saying she’s unapproachable.

She passed by me as if I wasn’t there and started walking up the dressing room stairs.

“This is Larry,” the publicist said. “He’s with Look magazine. He’ll be around for a few days.”

Marilyn stopped, turned toward me, and took a step down. Unexpectedly, her eyes lit up and she smiled.

“Hi, Larry from Look. I’m Marilyn.”

“And I’m the Big Bad Wolf,” I replied. I had no idea where that came from, and that made me even more nervous than I already was. I stuck my hand out to shake hers, and the three cameras dangling from my neck banged into each other.

Marilyn giggled. And then she broke out into laughter. “You look a bit young to be so bad.”

“I’m twenty-three, but I’ve been shooting since I was about fifteen,” I managed to answer. It did no good to tell myself that she was just a thirty-three-year-old woman. She was Marilyn Monroe, and I was there to photograph her! I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.

“Twenty-three? I made The Asphalt Jungle when I was twenty-three,” she said, almost nostalgically.

Then Marilyn walked up the last two steps and leaned against the green door of her dressing room. “Come on in, Mr. Wolf,” she said in her soft voice. I’d thought that this was just her movie voice, but it seemed that it was actually the way she talked. It was thrilling.

Taking one of my Leicas from around my neck, I followed behind her. Once I was at the door, I did what I was there to do: as soon as she sat down in front of her large makeup mirror, I started shooting. I had gotten off only a few shots when a short woman appeared in the dressing room and began combing Marilyn’s hair.

Marilyn, who had final photo approval of my images, caught my eye in the mirror and, without turning around, said, “That’s not the best angle for me. If you go over there”—tilting her head slightly, indicating a spot to the left—“you’ll get a better photo, because the light will be better.”

I moved to where she suggested, and at that moment she turned her head halfway in my direction. Looking over her left shoulder, she flashed a coy smile that told me all I needed to know about Marilyn Monroe: she knew who she was, she knew who I was, she knew what to do, and she may have understood light better than I did and that would be to my advantage.

I changed cameras and lifted the Nikon with the 105 mm telephoto lens. Marilyn smiled at me, and I pressed the shutter. Immediately, I knew I had the shot. In fact, Marilyn had shown me what other photographers who had shot her knew—that when she turned herself on to the camera, the photographer didn’t have to be more than a mechanic; it was almost as if she were both the shooter and the subject.

Before I moved to find another angle, she turned back to the mirror and continued.

“There’s something different about you,” she said while her hairdresser, Agnes, worked on her.

I was surprised that she wanted to talk about me. “My smile?” I said.

“No,” she said.

Marilyn seemed to be looking me over. “It’s your eye,” she said suddenly. “You didn’t close your left eye when you were shooting.”

I’d been photographing people up close for nearly a decade, from the governor of California, to pretty girls, to great athletes, and no one had ever noticed that before or said anything to me about it.

“That’s because I’m blind in that eye,” I said.

The look on her face changed from curiosity to concern. “Was it an accident?” she asked.

As a photographer, I always tried to distinguish myself from others. I tried to ingratiate myself, hoping that my subjects would feel comfortable as I photographed them. With Marilyn, I didn’t have to work too hard at it. Her question had given me an opening. I’d never before used my disability to cozy up to a subject, but now I jumped in, not knowing how deep the well was.

“I was seven and we lived in an apartment building in Brooklyn that had a dumbwaiter—”

“I know what that is,” she interrupted, like a schoolgirl responding to a teacher’s explanation. “I lived in Brooklyn for a while with Arthur.” She was referring to her current husband, the noted dramatist Arthur Miller.

I decided to continue my story, not knowing what else to do. “In each apartment there was a door that opened onto a shaft—that’s where we threw away our garbage.” Marilyn was silent, listening. “My mother had asked me to throw something out, and I went out into the hallway, opened the door, and stuck my head inside out of curiosity. At that exact moment, someone on a floor above was throwing an umbrella down the shaft. It hit me in my eye. The next thing I knew, my mother was screaming and my uncle was carrying me. I didn’t lose the eye, but I did lose most of my sight.”

Marilyn’s manner seemed to shift as the
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