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 The Three Faces of an Era (in Close-Up)

Photographs by Alfred Eisenstaedt copyright Time Inc.
Alfred Eisenstaedt took these pictures of Marilyn Monroe in 1953 about the time "Gentlemen Prefer Blondes" 
was released. She knew where she was going but probably not how far.
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AKE a good look at Marilyn Monroe. Isn't she the legend 
against which celebrity itself is ultimately measured? She still 

has that certain something, even after all these years, and these 
seemingly unguarded portraits still promise another clue to the 
riddle of her magic. 

She was just becoming "Marilyn Monroe" when these pictures were 
taken in 1953 - an icon in the act of her own creation. You don't 
often see pictures of her that are so intimate, informal and fresh, 
and these three frames from one photo shoot make it obvious that 
she knew how, as the cliché goes, to make love to the camera. That 
is not to say she didn't first seduce the photographer. 

Alfred Eisenstaedt, in Los Angeles on another assignment for Life 
magazine, took these pictures on the patio outside her quarters at 
MGM around the time that "Gentlemen Prefer Blondes" was 
released. Magazines were just beginning to use color photography, 
and Eisie, as he was often called, got so flummoxed when the 
young movie star sat on his lap that he set his color film for black-
and-white exposures. 

By throwing a seasoned photographer off his game, she deftly took 
charge of the collaboration. By approaching the camera as a mirror, 
she turned her searching narcissism into nothing less than art.
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In "Looking at Life," an exhibition of photographs from Life 
magazine at the International Center of Photography, this sequence 
stands out - even among more than 200 pictures that sweep across 
the history of world events, social movements, major figures and 
scientific milestones. 

The curators placed not one but three images together from the 
same shoot, creating a triptych that pays homage to Andy Warhol's 
"Marilyn." Eisenstaedt could not have anticipated Warhol, but it is 
possible that Warhol was inspired by the simple contact sheet - 
multiple frames of the same subject. But his famous silkscreens of her captured a single, endlessly 
replicable moment from the height of her fame. That these images show her before her mythic rise and 
that she strikes three distinct emotional notes make them, and their repetition, that much more 
poignant. 

Mr. Eisenstadt published the first picture in the sequence in his 1966 book, "Witness to Our Time," 
among his pantheon of important people of an era. And the single image appeared in the magazine's 
tribute to the photographer, on the occasion of the book's publication. 

In the context of this show, Monroe seems to embody the postwar giddiness and optimism of the 
1950's. More and more over the years, she has become a singular representative of that era. 

That social history may be a heavy burden for a single movie star to bear, but she aspired to that role. 
You can see it in her approach to the camera. Little did she know how surely she would land the part, 
and what it would cost her.
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