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Portrait of an Icon
From Bardot and Monroe to Dean and Brando some personalities just refuse to 

fade gently into the night. In this our ‘Iconic’ issue The Buzz delves into the magic 

and myth surrounding these legendary figures in an attempt to paint a fairly

 intimate portrait of that most elusive of creatures - the icon.



Brigitte Bardot does not want to be the subject

of the photograph. And even if she does, her faraway 

demeanour does well to hide the sentiment. Saturated 

graininess, accentuated by the crisp black & white tones 

of colour, lend an aura of anonymity to proceedings...

as though the snapshot is of no fixed address. 

The location is Spain in fact, and the photograph in 

question is the provocative 1971 portrait of Bardot 

painted by ace lensman Terry O'Neill.

Cutting a tragic yet defiantly detached figure, she's all

by herself in every which way. Cigarette dangling from 

her lips, a scarf tied immaculately around the neck,

gust of wind blowing that ocean of hair to such an 

extent that one of her eyes can barely be seen.

Bardot, and the photograph that managed to capture 

her otherwise elusive essence for that one moment,

are timelessly memorable and unforgettable...

in a word, iconic.

Though it might have had its roots in religion, the term 

'iconic' has taken on lasting significance only once fed 

through the prism of celebrity-hood. In the post-

modern social milieu, cultural icons have become

the Gods of choice.

Given the reach and overpowering influence of their 

respective mediums, it's no surprise that musicians

and actors have come to be catapulted to the ranks

of latter-day icons - if not replacing, then relegating 

deities at the very least. 

Whether captured on celluloid, hastily archived

concert footage or a photographer's unsparing lens, 

their image has endured beyond that single instance

in space... at times resonating with new audiences 

decades later.

More revealingly, the personality of the chosen cultural 

icon has often been a reflection of the prevailing

societal tendencies and harboured ambitions of its 

particular time.

In Bardot's case, it signified a longing for the sense

of Bohemia she so effortlessly portrayed. An ingénue

of French 'New Wave' cinema that flowered in the late 

'50s, Bardot's sensual sex kitten act came suffused

with a sense of playful freedom that was an

intoxicating elixir for its generation.

(continued...)

 



Equally compelling was the manner in which Marlon 

Brando and James Dean tapped into a restless angst 

bubbling just beneath the surface of a post-war land-

scape with no clear direction. Their 'hero' was anything 

but, a brooding misfit trying to find his place in a

world that was dangerously bereft of things like hope. 

Dean's status as an icon for the endless romance of 

rebellious youth seems all the more entrenched due

to his death in the summer of his life, aged all of 24.

The picture of the 20th-Century cultural icon offers 

something of a history lesson played out in manic

monochrome: Jimi Hendrix setting his guitar on fire

at the Monterey Jazz Festival, his eyes ablaze in a wild 

glow of innovation; Marilyn Monroe blending innocence 

and wickedness into one heady cocktail, even as her 

skirt takes on a life of its own in the 7 Year Itch; Sinatra 

shot in shades of gray at a Madison Square Garden 

concert, his back to the camera, clouds of smoke 

engulfing the stage and gradually rendering him invisible; 

Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty coming to a bloody,

brutally inevitable end in Bonnie & Clyde; Jim Morrison 

prancing the stage like a wounded tiger in LA, spewing 

his furious poetry in dazed bursts of semi-consciousness; 

Paul Newman and Robert Redford bursting through

the door in the last frame of Butch Cassidy and the 

Sundance Kid, intent on going out on their own terms... 

the memories endure.

One distinct thread to these cultural icons is that each 

comes wrapped in a blanket of nostalgia. The passages 

of time have only helped add to their myths, bestowing 

upon them an immortality not granted to mere mortals. 

And there's every reason to believe that we may

have seen the last of the true, blue icons. In an age 

when personality and charisma are no match for an 

internet connection or mega-marketing dollars, there's 

little scope for pioneering individuality amidst a pile of 

factory-line mediocrity. Yes the era of the Icon may

well have passed, giving way to the age of the Idol. 

American Idol, that is.
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