
After accolades to Audrey Hepburn and Greta 
Garbo, the Museo Salvatore Ferragamo once again 
pays tribute to a great Hollywood star, Marilyn 
Monroe—born Norma Jeane Mortenson—with an 
exhibition that marks the fiftieth anniversary of her 
untimely death during the night between August 4 
and 5, 1962, at the age of just thirty-six. 

So a trilogy of kindred exhibitions that started 
in 1999 draws to a close. Although they lived in 
a faraway time, the three actresses are still very 
much present in the collective imagination. Audrey 
Hepburn, one of the first actresses who later turned 
model, continues to be a source of inspiration for 
creativity and communication in the world of fashion 
and design. Dressed by the great couturiers of 
her day, such as Givenchy, she made elegance a 
distinctive feature of her image at a time, the 1950s, 
when fashion was just beginning to be what it is now: 
a driving force of the world economy. Greta Garbo, 
instead, from the time of her debut, symbolizes the 
hold that cinema has had on the public ever since it 
was invented, determining our lifestyles and behavior, 
and setting trends. Garbo’s androgynous mystique, 
which the actress herself and her costume designers 
accentuated through her way of dressing and moving, 
the mystery that surrounded her private life, and the 
ambiguous quality of her persona, all contributed to 
the birth and perpetuation of the Garbo myth. Yet 
Marilyn Monroe is much more than that. She is still 
the most popular actress in film history and her image 
has become perhaps the best-known icon of the 
twentieth century. 
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innovations in film acting (the special way she wiggled her hips, her particular tone of voice, some very intense 
close-up shots, her ability to switch moods, small gestures that audiences found riveting). She was a deter-
mined, at times ruthless woman, and so well-organized that she jotted down every detail and every engage-
ment—as proven by the documents kindly lent to us by Anna Strasberg, the wife of Lee Strasberg who taught 
Marilyn to act, as well as her personal diary in which we find, arranged months ahead, her appointment with 
Ferragamo at the Park Avenue store in New York.

In this exhibition the worlds of photography and cinema, art and poetry have been arranged side by side 
to allow comparison with Marilyn’s image constantly wavering between the everyday realm and the mythical 
dimension, in an endless quest for balance. But the actress never knew how, actually never wanted to achieve 
that balance, eventually burning herself out dramatically between the two poles. 

Getting the exhibition ready logically involved looking for the outfits worn by Marilyn on screen and 
in her private life, starting with her Ferragamo shoes, purchased by the Florentine maison in 1999 at an 
unforgettable Christie’s auction in New York. Had it not been for Christie’s and their unswerving, constant 
support, this exhibition would probably never have seen the light of day, nor would we have met the col-
lectors of Marilyn memorabilia, the actress’s true fans, the ones who know absolutely everything about 
her. Their collaboration was of essential importance and it worked like a media drum beat, enabling us 
to reconstruct her story through the clothes and accessories she wore and to discover what her real 
measurements were; we learned, for instance, that she was actually a petite but with curves in all the 
right places, like a Venus de Milo. We also learned of her preference for Italian fashion—Ferragamo and 
Pucci—and came to appreciate the great skill of her costume designers, first and foremost William Travilla, 
who helped to make the roles she played famous. The decision to focus on Marilyn’s white and black outfits 
in the section devoted to her personal wardrobe was based on the change that took place in her own taste 
in clothing when she moved to New York, after marrying Arthur Miller, and sought to intellectualize and refine 
her image by opting for simple lines and sober colors. The only exception being her Emilio Pucci-designed 
summer wear and shoes by Salvatore Ferragamo, which might simply be explained by the fact that the two 
designers represented the Olympus of elegant fashion, they had color in their genes, or perhaps because 
comfort, which had finally become glamorous, came before color. 

The white and black in Marilyn’s personal wardrobe has become symbolic of the lights and shadows in 
her life and of her positive and negative way of being, as represented by the magnificent image of Marilyn (4) 
by Andy Warhol, kindly lent to us by the Andy Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh. The work is displayed here in 
contrast with a similar masterpiece by the same artist, from a private collection in Florence: Jackie, who was 
Marilyn’s only true rival. Although, due to its fragility, it was not possible to display the famous evening gown 
worn by Marilyn at Madison Square Garden in May 1962, when, before a crowd of thousands, the actress 
sang her “song of love” to the President of the United States, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, we could not overlook 
this key moment in Marilyn’s life. We decided therefore to display a replica of the dress and run documentary 
footage of that evening, in which Marilyn’s beauty was truly unsurpassable. 

This is due mainly to the artists (first and foremost Andy Warhol) who have drawn inspiration from her 
as well as to the appeal that “the beautiful and the damned,” who die young and violently, have always 

exerted on us. 
Apart from this general analysis, the names of these three stars are often associated with one another. 

Audrey Hepburn and Greta Garbo are linked by their special, unconventional beauty, while Marilyn Monroe 
and Garbo are compared for their sex appeal and acting talent on screen, although, as Truman Capote once 
wrote, Greta Garbo was perhaps a consummate artist, having a complete mastery of her profession, whereas 
Marilyn lacked all sense of self-discipline and sacrifice. 

It is significant that these three Hollywood stars were regular clients of Salvatore Ferragamo. Indeed, 
through the years, they faithfully bought countless pairs of shoes directly in Florence or in his London and New 
York stores, shoes that characterized their personal style and permanently set the seal on Ferragamo’s repu-
tation as the shoemaker of the stars. Also noteworthy is the fact that in his 1957 autobiography Shoemaker 
of Dreams, Salvatore left us a meticulous portrait of these very beautiful women, capturing the most intimate 
aspect of their personality, and offering curators an invaluable key to interpretation that has so often been of 
precious use to exhibitions and catalogues. 

While it was certainly no simple task to find an original approach to the Hepburn and Garbo exhibitions 
because so much is known about them, it was even harder with someone like Marilyn Monroe, about whom 
everything, from fact to fiction, seemed to have already been said. 

When we look at Marilyn we see a multi-faceted person: on the one hand she was a sensuous woman and 
a lover of luxury and success, determined and ready to do anything to make it to the top; but on the other, 
she was fragile and helpless, in need of love and the family she had never had as a child, often depressed 
and prey to alcohol and mind drugs. 

Although Ferragamo had never actually met the actress, he gathered from the shape of her foot that he 
was dealing with a complex personality, and he may even have come to certain conclusions based precisely 
on the shoes she chose: always the same model, simple but sexy, with a high heel, which enabled Norma 
Jeane—this woman whose mother was a schizophrenic and who never knew her father—to become Her 
Highness, Marilyn, the “atomic blonde.” 

Entering Marilyn’s universe, as seen through the eyes of Salvatore Ferragamo, the thousands of photos 
taken by the greatest photographers in the world (or who rose to fame because of her), the documents, her 
biography, the many interviews she gave, her films, and her writings and poetry published in recent years, 
take on a different feel. Followed, and at times even hounded, at every turn of her life and career, Marilyn took 
Norma Jeane with her, and vice versa. Marilyn was a complex chemical blend of real and fictitious elements, 
a mixture of the dramatic and the comic, an explosive combination of naïveté and alluringness, outrageous 
sensuality and angelic beauty. It turned out that the dumb blonde who wanted to imitate Jean Harlow did 
have a brain and a heart, a rare sense of humor and immense courage; she was indeed a remarkable actress, 
capable of playing so many different kinds of roles, so many characters, as well as introducing a number of 
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Eros and Thanatos, the substratum of pain and violence that characterizes erotic life and the manifestation 
of beauty, if it is true that Aphrodite was born from a violent act, that is, the castration of Uranus by his son 
Saturn. Once again an American photographer draws inspiration from Florentine art, not only from the Re-
naissance but also the Baroque. This is quite logical, seeing that photography has always had to come to 
terms with painting and sculpture, as we clearly see from the pictures taken by some of the most celebrated 
twentieth-century photographers, like Cecil Beaton and Horst P. Horst. Further, in the 1950s and 1960s Flor-
ence was a strong artistic and cultural point of reference for the world, because it was right in the heart of 
this city of Botticelli and Michelangelo, the Medici and Amerigo Vespucci, that everything had taken place, 
everything had begun. The exhibition also gives us a chance to celebrate Vespucci Year, and is a reminder of 
the close historical ties between the city of Florence, Italy and the American people. 

This aspect was crucial to our understanding that Florence is eminently qualified in paying this tribute to 
Marilyn Monroe, a woman who has become an icon that does not just belong to America but to the entire 
world, and is linked to our Renaissance culture in such a particular and distinctive way. This was understood 
perfectly well by the public institutions, the Tuscany Regional Council and Florence’s City Council, which have 
granted their patronage to the exhibition, by the Florentine Soprintendenza which has generously offered its 
collaboration, and the many institutions in the city which have agreed to lend works, thereby acknowledging 
the scientific value of the event and its novel interpretation of this breathtakingly beautiful blonde Venus. 

But a few more words need to be said about the Florentine Seicento: the artists of the period devoted 
the majority of their cabinet paintings to the representation of women and female psychology, attracted, as 
we have already said, by the theme of Eros and Thanatos. Their favorite subjects included the heroines of 
literature and history, such as Cleopatra, portrayed here in the magnificent painting by Cesare Dandini from 
a private collection. The queen’s suicide, driven by her love for a man of power, is effectively set against the 
premature death of the actress, by her own hand or otherwise, caused by the lack of love that marked her 
entire existence. Moreover, both women chose a “painless” way to die, passing from sleep to death—one by 
gulping down lethal medicines, the other by letting herself be bitten by an asp. The analysis of Marilyn’s life, 
which was in part highly dramatic, and her tragic end enables (we could even say demands) further compari-
sons with other heroines and victims of love, such as Dido and Emma Bovary—the main character in one of 
Marilyn’s favorite novels—as well as Maria Callas and Sylvia Plath, the latter of whom committed suicide in 
1963, a few months after Marilyn’s death. 

As an actress and in her personal life, Marilyn embodied a distant and primordial quality that she brought to 
the present. The media and publicity, the true novelty of those years, accentuated her popularity and sensual-
ity, turning her into a consumer object and an image of desire. We can see this in the countless photographs, 
Mimmo Rotella’s artworks, images by Silvano “Nano” Campeggi (the Florentine who turned the movie poster 
into an art form), promotional films, and the footage of Marilyn singing to an enthusiastic crowd of US soldiers 
in Korea, which seems to be symbolized by Paolo Canevari’s work, Little Boy: a sexy replica of the atomic 
bomb, covered in tiny mirror-like tiles that glitter just like Marilyn’s dresses do. 

But this is still not the focal point of the exhibition, which was suggested to the curators by the many great 
photographers who portrayed Marilyn, through the genesis of their shots. Nearly all those who photographed 
her, at one time or another, chose to depict Marilyn in classical poses, or else to transform her eroticism into 
images of pure innocence, fully aware of having preserved an ancient memory in those attitudes and expres-
sions. The images range from the composed pathos of The Dying Alexander (represented here in a marble 
sculpture from the Roman period, on public display for the very first time, from Villa Corsini in Castello) which 
Cecil Beaton evoked through a female portrait by the French artist Jean-Baptiste Greuze to immortalize the 
“spiritual” intensity of Marilyn’s face, to Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (of which a life-size photographic 
reproduction is on view), the very symbol of the Renaissance which is cited by George Barris in one of the 
most famous photos of Marilyn, taken at the edge of the seashore. A number of details point to the fact that 
the photo was staged. The different poses of her body, her head, the carefully contrived facial expression and 
other such details recall here and in other images myths and celebrated portrayals of women from antiquity, 
the Renaissance, and the Neoclassical period (Venus Anadyomene, Leda and the Swan and the plaster cast 
of the Sleeping Nymph by Antonio Canova, a prestigious loan from the Fondazione Canova onlus, Museo e 
Gipsoteca in Possagno). An even more emblematic example of these carryovers and reprisals of figurative 
archetypes can be found by comparing a series of pictures taken by Bert Stern with the famous “odalisques” 
by François Boucher, one of the great innovators of eighteenth-century painting, whose masterpieces are 
preserved in Paris and Munich. Here, too, the correspondences are evident both in form and content: similar 
poses, wrinkled drapery, the same lack of inhibition in nonchalantly revealing the whole body, and a certain 
girlish charm. Also on display, loaned by the Horvitz Collection, Cambridge, Massachusetts, is a beautiful 
drawing by this artist, who was one of Louis XV’s favorite court painters. 

These important testimonies have guided us in our humanistic interpretation of the icon Marilyn and its link 
to ancient mythology, which can never be separated from the culture of a Mediterranean country like Italy. As 
the Museo Salvatore Ferragamo has strong ties with Tuscany and is deeply involved in the life of its city, Flor-
ence, the cradle of the Renaissance, it was only right to organize an exhibition where Marilyn could be viewed 
from an Italian standpoint. Hence, her death, so important in the creation of the myth surrounding her, was not 
approached like a CSI murder inquiry, but rather through the images and poetry of Pier Paolo Pasolini, who 
dedicated to Marilyn a significant portion of his 1963 film La rabbia, evoking her through the myth of Astraea.

All these impressions have led us to create another very important exhibition section, one that offers a 
whole new take on Marilyn, in which images of the actress are displayed alongside seventeenth-century Flor-
entine artworks. Here again the juxtaposition of photos and paintings is supported by the documents. The 
starting point is the very famous naked photograph of Marilyn that appeared in Playboy in 1953, which had 
been taken by Tom Kelley a few years before. As a number of eminent scholars have pointed out, the pose 
and languid sensuality of the image are reminiscent of the Penitent Magdalene by Francesco Furini, one of 
the most moving painters in seventeenth-century Florence. Another cultural aspect emerges from this juxta-
position of an image of Baroque religious sentiment with a contemporary one: the close relationship between 



An Exhibit ion for Marilyn    17 

The catalogue has been conceived with 
the aim of reflecting the constant shift from 
current affairs to the power of myth, and it 
has involved the work of experts on Marilyn 
Monroe, scholars from a number of fields, 
and writers, like Cristina Comencini, who has 
succeeded in making Monroe’s fragility and 
strength absolutely palpable. 

Marilyn, “little Marilyn,” as Pasolini chose 
to call her, was both the victim and the inven-
tor of her double, someone who succeeded 
in fuelling one of the last images to possess 
the aura of the myth in spite of the fact that 
she had by that time become a cog in the 
wheel of mass communication. Perhaps this 
is why her myth is never-ending and contin-
ues to spark off an interest and hold surprises 
for anyone who approaches her story leaving 
aside the common stereotypes or clichés. 

Marilyn in the New York 
underground, March 24, 
1955.


