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Marilyn: Behind the Icon

Gary Vitacco Robles is a great and loyal friend of
our fan club. His two volume Marilyn biography
ICON: The Life, Times and Films of Marilyn Mon-
roe is highly regarded among the fans. Now, an
explosive new podcast features the timeless star,
up close and personal!

The new, revealing podcast features Marilyn
Monroe using the actress’s own words, creating a
dramatic narrative based on Gary's bestselling bi-
ography. | did an interview with Gary and asked
him about the project.

Hi Gary, congratulations to the podcast "Mar-
ilyn — Behind the Icon™ | was just listening to.
How did you get involved in the project?

First, thank you for your kind words. After releas-
ing /ICON, | appeared on various local, national,
and international radio shows. Randall Libero of
Voice America Radio approached me to become
a panel member on a weekly show, Goodnight
Marilyn Radio, which was promoting a film fiction-
alizing Marilyn Monroe’s death within the context
of a film noir. Nina Boski of LifeBites Global was
the host, and for three seasons, | was one of her
weekly panel members. The intention of the se-
ries was to explore the facts surrounding Marilyn’s
passing, but my role was focused on sharing her
remarkable life story from a mental health per-
spective, as I'm a Licensed Mental Health Coun-
selor and National Certified Counselor, in addition
to being a biographer.

Nina’s background is in transformational coach-
ing, so as a team, we saw value in focusing on the
adverse childhood events and intergenerational
mental iliness that impacted Marilyn, and how she
navigated through trauma and mental iliness to
achieve international greatness as an actress and
enduring icon. In our opinion, the media’s fixation
on rumors and myths related to the circumstances
of Marilyn’s death distracts from the true facts
about her remarkable life. We believed that Mari-
lyn’s true story of resiliency could inspire others
and promote increased public awareness of is-
sues related to mental illness and addiction and
help to eliminate stigma in seeking support—the
support not available to Marilyn during her era.

Nina was the first to introduce the idea of adapting
my two-volume biography, ICON: The Life,
Times, and Films of Marilyn Monroe, into a pod-
cast. Podcasts are exploding as a new form of en-
tertainment and source of information. She, Ran-
dall, and | formed a production company, and
Randall and | starting writing scripts. The three of
us hired actors and sound editors and produced
seven of ten episodes for the first season of Mar-
ilyn: Behind the Icon.

Your Marilyn biographies are highly valued
and your research is very profound. What as-
pects did you want to contribute to the pod-
cast? What's the concept of the podcast?

Thank you for your kind feedback about my work.
The podcast has evolved since Nina, Randall,
and | first envisioned it. At first, we conceptualized
it as the three of us discussing her life with some
narration and dramatization to illustrate points
and bring events to life. We produced several ver-
sions of the pilot prototype; Randall and | quickly
moved toward complete dramatization with a full
cast, narrator, and my author commentary as a
mental health professional.

The experience for the listener is similar to old
time radio drama or an audio dramatization of
Marilyn’s life with a narrator, actors dramatizing
scenes with music and sound effects, and my
commentary to provide insight into the events
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described and the portrayed dramatizations. | see
it as a hybrid of a documentary and a dramatized
series. Are you familiar with the recent film bio of
Judy Garland? Are you familiar with the American
television show, Dateline? Think of Dateline
meets Judy.

After each episode, Nina, Randall, and | converse
in a companion podcast, Norma Jeane: Discover-
ing Truths. In these segments, we deconstruct
each episode, discuss our sources and details not
included in the dramatization, and explain how we
constructed the drama based upon sources and
research. We specify what is completely based on
Marilyn’s interviews, journals or correspondence,
and what sources we used to create dialogue.
Randall and | are very selective of our sources.
We use Marilyn’s words or the words of those who
truly personally knew her whenever possible. We
continue researching and use material from Mari-
lyn’s journals, estate, and auctions.

P

Your psychological view on Marilyn's life is
very interesting. What do you think are the
most important aspects to know about her
from a today's point of view?

Marilyn was a survivor of complex childhood
trauma and many adverse childhood events, what
we refer to as ACEs. Today, we are informed
about how it rewires a child’s brain and the impact
of trauma across the lifespan. Aside from Gloria
Steinem, | believe we might be the first to have
written or portrayed Marilyn’s remarkable life
within the context of her being a resilient survivor
of trauma. We thought we knew Marilyn, but never
before like this. One cannot really understand her
without understanding the context of her trauma.
Marilyn is also linked to intergenerational mental
illness in her maternal family; she herself

experienced mental illness and self-medicated
her symptoms with prescribed medication be-
cause there were limited treatment options for her
in the 1950s and early 1960s.

Episode one, “Please Let Me Out,” is based upon
Marilyn’s riveting six-page letter to Dr. Ralph
Greenson documenting her experience at Payne
Whitney Psychiatric Unit at New York Hospital
and Columbia Presbyterian Hospital's Neurologi-
cal Institute in early 1961. We start near the end,
and then go back in time to explain what led to
Marilyn’s severe episode. She and Dr. Greenson
documented her symptoms. My commentary con-
nects the dots related to Marilyn’s documented
symptoms and how they may apply to current di-
agnostic labels.

Then we return to earlier times to explain Mari-
lyn’s family history. Her maternal great-grandfa-
ther, Tilford, took his own life by hanging in 1933.
It was reported in newspapers. Suicide is usually
always the manifestation of mental illness. Mari-
lyn’s maternal grandmother, Della, was diag-
nosed with “manic depressive psychosis” as evi-
denced by her death certificate and died in an in-
stitution. Today, this disorder is known as Bipolar
Disorder Spectrum. Marilyn’s mother, Gladys,
was diagnosed with Schizophrenia and spent
much of her life in an institution. Bipolar Disorder
and Schizophrenia tend to aggregate in families.
Bipolar Disorder is marked by episodes of major
depression and mania or hypomanic. Marilyn
clearly experienced severe depressive episodes
and most likely hypomanic episodes as evi-
denced by her chronic sleep deprivation. Her
grandmother was diagnosed. Marilyn’s internist,
Hymen Engelberg, communicated with me about
he and Dr. Greenson identifying Marilyn as having
Bipolar Disorder. There were no mood stabilizing
medications in 1962.

In the first season of the podcast, we depict Mari-
lyn’s relatives and how their symptoms impacted
their lives and the family. In fact, we focus on
Gladys’s life before Marilyn is born, and her rela-
tionship with Grace McKee Goddard who eventu-
ally became Marilyn’s guardian. We also focus on
Marilyn’s early childhood with the Bolender family
of whom she wrote in her journal about physically
abusing her. We dramatize little Norma Jeane’s
escape into motion pictures as a way of coping
with the adverse events in her life. Like the series,
This Is Us, we have temporal shifting. So, an epi-
sode may begin with Marilyn touring the Brent-
wood hacienda with a realtor in early 1962, focus
on Norma Jeane’s living briefly with her mother in
1934, and ending with her dancing with Clark Ga-
ble at Romanoff’'s in 1954.

What do you think could have helped Marilyn
in her life?

That is a great question. The fact that Marilyn
Monroe achieved greatness and lived as long as
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she did despite her circumstances and lack of ef-
fective treatment, is a testament of her strength
and resilience. She was a remarkable woman. If
Marilyn could have survived longer, she could
have engaged in evidence-based and effective
treatment such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,
Dialectic Behavioral Therapy, and mood stabiliz-
ing medications. We better understood her issues
beginning in the 1980s. Marilyn would have been
60 in 1986. Episode Three of the podcast intro-
duces her work with Dr. Ralph Greenson and
dramatizes those early sessions as a vehicle for
Marilyn to explore her family history and chal-
lenges. The Ralph Greenson Papers Collection at
UCLA’s Special Collections was a good resource
for me. Those files are now sealed until 2039.

Increased autonomy in Marilyn’s career may also
have been helpful. The industry was beginning to
change at the time of her passing; studios no
longer maintained contract players, and estab-
lished stars such as she, would have had more
options and creative control over their work. After
Something’s Got to Give, Marilyn owed her studio
only one film as part of her renegotiated contract
from December 1955. Marilyn could have been a
free agent. Television was offering many stars of
her generation new and exciting opportunities.
Think of all the television movies of the 1970s and
feature films with ensemble casts of stars from the
1940s and 1950s. Cultural and political shifts
were just a few years away. | think Marilyn, al-
ready a progressive, may likely have embraced
the counterculture and feminist movements of the
late 1960s and 1970s.

| think despite the challenges in her life, Mari-
lyn was a strong woman — do you agree?

Marilyn was an enormously strong and brave
woman. She is the first major film star to disclose
depression and childhood sexual abuse during an
era when acknowledging or speaking openly
about those realities were taboo. From an early
age, Marilyn visualized a better life for herself by
becoming an actress to provide validation, and
she made it happen. She is the ultimate dreamer.
Have you ever seen the film The Secret? It's
about the power of positive attraction, visualizing
your goals and making them become a reality.
Marilyn had started the process as a teen.

Marilyn also left the film industry at the peak of her
fame, a risky and brave move, to study her craft
in New York at Lee Strasberg’s Actor’'s Studio.
The press ridiculed her and labeled her preten-
tious. But Marilyn was passionate about self-im-
provement and acting. Although she was accom-
plished in musicals and comedies, she wanted to
become a serious character actress, which she
spoke about in her interview with Allan Levy for
Redbook. She envisioned herself in later years
becoming a character actress, likely after she

aged out of romantic leading roles. Her role mod-
els were Marie Dressler and Will Rogers.

Marilyn also stood up to the studio’s powers and
renegotiated her December 1950 contract, in-
creasing her earnings and creative control over
directors and cinematographers. She was never
granted script approval, but she leveraged the
freedom to appear in films for rival studios for
every film she completed for 20" Century-Fox.

Marilyn also established her own motion picture
company, Marilyn Monroe Productions, and
coproduced Bus Stop and The Prince and the
Showgirl. She was also an uncredited coproducer
in her and husband Arthur Miller's independent
production of The Misfits. Towards the end of her
life, as she neared the end of her commitment to
Fox, Marilyn was making plans to become more
active in her production company. This is accord-
ing to her correspondence to Marlon Brando and
Lee Strasberg.

After what you heard and read during her re-
search, how would you describe Marilyn's per-
sonality?

Marilyn was perfectionist. This is common in sur-
vivors of trauma. She struggled with self-esteem
and confidence and was rarely ever satisfied with
herself. She was obsessively driven to become
and actress and worked diligently at her craft. An
early agent, Ben Lyon, once said that while all the
other young contract players were sleeping late
and partying, Marilyn awake early and partici-
pated in acting, singing, dancing, fencing, and
poise classes. She studied with Natasha Lytess,
Michael Chekhov, Charles Laughton, Constance
Collier, and Lee Strasberg. She also studied pan-
tomime with Lotte Goslar, the dancer. Marilyn
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also networked in the various departments at the
studio and learned makeup, lighting, and other
trades in filmmaking. Maureen Stapleton was
amazed at Marilyn’s ability to design lighting for a
set.

Marilyn was obsessively driven to be a mother
and wife. She converted to Judaism when she
married Arthur Miller and learned to cook tradi-
tional Jewish meals. She asked Frank Lloyd
Wright to design her a home in Connecticut with
a large nursery for her the children she never had.
She entertained, gave dinner parties, cooked beef
bourguignon, homemade noodles, and pound
cake.

She was an avid reader, amassing a library of
over 400 books. She was interested in music, lit-
erature, and poetry. She was a thinker. She jour-
naled her feelings in diaries and notebooks that
have gone to auction. Even her scripts contained
annotations on every line and gesture. She loved
children, animals, and the elderly. She had empa-
thy for others. Amy Greene said if you accompa-
nied Marilyn to a museum, and no one in the
group liked the statue, Marilyn would like the
statue. Just so the statue would be liked.

Personally, | am told Marilyn had a big heart. She
kept in touch with the family who adopted her chi-
huahua Josefina. She took her friends’ children to
the circus; she babysat for her business partner.
She was the one to rush over with aspirin, tissue,
and chicken soup if you were sick. If you brought
along your kids to her home, she cooked for them
if they were hungry. She kept trinkets in her pock-
ets and purse to give to children. She generous—
a giver. She gave studio crew people money dur-
ing hard times and wouldn’t allow anyone pay
back loans. If you admired her garden bench, she
had one shipped to your home. If you admired her
sweater, she either gave it to you off your back or
had a similar one sent to you in your size. If you
worked for her and your car broke down, and you
couldn’t afford a new one, she bought you one.
She recued dogs and gave them away. Those ex-
amples capture her, | believe.

Where is the podcast available to that the fans
can listen to it?

Behindthelcon.com is our website where anyone
can access for free Marilyn: Behind the Icon pod-
cast episodes and companion podcast, Norma
Jeane: Discovering Truths (NJDT). We also in-
cluded bonus prelude material include three ex-
cerpts from Goodnight Marilyn Radio. It's easy to
use. Click a button on the main page to play the
episodes. You can also click on each episode’s
title to visit each episode’s individual page. The
individual page allows you to click on the podcast
player, view a gallery of historic photos relating to
the episode’s content, and even hear the com-
panion podcast at the bottom. We offer a NJDT
companion podcast after every episode, in which

we provide an insider perspective into each epi-
sode and the intent behind the elements that cre-
ated the story experience.

Marilyn is played by the talented Erin Gavin, who
portrayed the legend on stage. Erin captures the
essence of Marilyn that will captivate the podcast
audience. In addition, the series features award-
winning voice-over talent, Brad Hyland as the sul-
try, warm-voiced narrator (remembered as the
voice of Santa in Elf on the Shelf & Victoria’s Se-
cret commercials).

You can also access Marilyn: Behind the lcon via
your favorite podcast platform such as Apple Pod-
cast, Spotify, iTunes. | recommend our website
for a more comprehensive experience. You can
subscribe and join our community.

Thank you so much for an opportunity to discuss
this labor of love to your community. And thanks
for keeping Marilyn’s memory eternal with your
club.



