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Character Studies

In his three decades taking pictures for Vanity Fair, Jonathan Becker has photographed some of the most distinctive
characters from the worlds of film, art, literature, politics, and high society. From a preening gossip queen to a pantless
designer, to a placid First Lady, here are some of his most memorable photographs.

PHOTOGRAPHER JONATHAN BECKER
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For a July 2002 profile of restaurateur Elaine Kaufman, the den mother to Manhattan'’s literary set, Becker
photographed her with some of the famous reqgulars at her Upper East Side saloon. "l see her as the loving
oracle of New York," Becker says. “She's one of my favorite people on the planet
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Becker made this portrait of the acclaimed French film director Louis Malle in 1975, but it was first published
in *Vanity Fair'*s prototype issue in 1982, a year before the magazine was relaunched. At the time he took
the picture, Becker says, "l was very young and lucky, living in Paris in Francois Truffaut's maid's room and
kicking around with quite a few people from the auteur scene, you could call it
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This portrait of Franco Rossellini—sitting cross-legged in his plaid-covered bedroom, with two pairs of
glasses on, a cigarette holder in hand, and a teddy bear at his feet—accompanied a posthumous May 1993
profile of the film producer and helps to make clear why Becker remembers him as “a surrealistic character.”
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“I photographed Jack Kevorkian on a number of occasions, always to great result,” Becker says. "l began to
think of him as a muse.” This portrait, which appeared in the July 1994 issue of V.F, was the last one Becker
took of the assisted-suicide practitioner. “There was trust; he was revealing something of his nature to me in
showing me his own painting this way,” says the photographer.
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Becker photographed professor Cornel West in February 2002, just before he announced his resignation
from Harvard. "He was recovering from illness,” Becker notes, “and there was a certain nobility to his
carriage.”
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“Nick is a keenly brilliant wit of the rare, nearly extinct subspecies, the warmly human wit," Becker says fondly
of the acerbic writer Nicholas von Hoffman, whom he photographed for an April 1988 Spotlight. “I still feel
quite fortunate to have met him on this assignment.”
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Becker photographed the celebrated American dramatist Arthur Miller, then 76, with his wife Inge Morath
(and their German shepherd), on their 350 -acre farm in Roxbury, Connecticut. "It was a remarkably
peaceful afternoon,” Becker recalls, “characterized by the simplicity that some really great and seemingly
complicated people exude.” The picture appeared in the November 1991 issue of V.F.



After being stymied for a time by Martha Graham's handlers, Becker managed to arrange a backstage

photo session with the pioneering choreographer at the last of her galas, in October 1990. She just
happened to be flanked by Madonna and Calvin Klein.



Becker recorded this image of Robert Mapplethorpe at the opening of a Mapplethorpe exhibition at the
Whitney Museum of American Art in 1988, when the provocative art photographer—just 42 years old—was
dying of aids. “Mapplethorpe himself had a terrible reaction to the picture,” Becker recalls. Mapplethorpe's
biographer Patricia Morrisroe quotes him as saying of the photograph, “It's freakish, like Diane Arbus.”
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Becker was given exclusive free run of Buckingham Palace for this October 2001 story about Prince Charles,
shown here at dinner, with Camilla Parker Bowles seated opposite him. “A huge, unprecedented privilege,”
the photographer says of his access to the British royal family.
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The wedding of Silvia de Castellane to Prince and Duke Pierre d'Arenberg was a marvel of extravagance
that Becker documented for the January 1998 issue of V.F. "It was an over-the-top 90s event—I890s
maybe,” he says.
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When Becker went to Bill Blass's Manhattan apartment for a photo session, the designer couldn’t decide
which suit to wear. “So he invited me into his closet,” Becker says. “l told him, 'Just wear what you're
wearing, " which happened to be a jacket and tie but no pants. “He was game.” The photograph
accompanied *V.F'*s August 2002 excerpt of Blass's memoir.
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"Roaming around the Adirondacks with [reporter] Alex Shoumatoff," as Becker did while taking pictures for
a May 1997 article about the “great camps” built there in the |9th century, "“felt more like a rogue vacation
than a story,” he says.
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Becker photographed the gossip columnist Cindy Adams and her husband, comedian Joey Adams (who,
like his wife, had a regular column in the New York Post), in their Fifth Avenue apartment for the March 1990
issue of *V.F. *"They were an amusing, almost cartoon-like couple, with wonderfully absurd senses of humor,”

says the photographer.
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This shot of philosopher/writer/activist Bernard-Henri Lévy in his Paris apartment, taken for a January 2003
profile, gives the sense that, as Becker says, “he lives a life that only an intellectual Frenchman of
unimaginable means could concoct” Read “France’s Prophet Provocateur,” by Joan Juliet Buck
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“For me, this was the quintessential 80s moment, Georgette Mosbacher coming out her door; it all seemed
to be about arrivals,” Becker says of this portrait of the Republican hostess and cosmetics executive, which
appeared in the same issue of V.F. as Becker's photograph of Robert Mapplethorpe (February 1989).
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Becker found Jocelyne Wildenstein, whom he photographed for a March 1998 story about her messy
divorce from her art-dealer husband, to be “a magnificently surreal subject” Becker shot her with her pets—
including the five ltalian greyhounds seen here—in the couple’s grand Manhattan town house.




Becker's portrait of Albert Finney, which appeared in that same 2004 Hollywood portfolio, seems to
capture the expert character actor's gruff but gregarious demeanor. "As one of the most gifted actors of all
time," Becker says, “it seemed like he couldn't help but act.”
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Becker photographed the screenwriter and novelist Peter Viertel at his home in Marbella, Spain, for *V.F'*s
2004 Hollywood portfolio. Becker calls Viertel, who was married to the actress Deborah Kerr and was a
close friend of Ernest Hemingway's, “one of the last manly men." (Viertel died in 2007.) Indeed, as
evidenced in this spread, he was still surfing at age 83.
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Many of the Palm Beach grandees Becker photographed for *V.F*s authoritative look at the exclusive
beach community were reluctant to participate at first, says Bob Colacello, who wrote the February 2004
article. "But once people meet Jonathan, they find that he's so charming, he works with an old-fashioned
camera, he doesn't have a lot of assistants—they become much more receptive!” Featured in this spread are
grandchildren of Palm Beach designer Lilly Pulitzer, wearing her trademark floral patterns (left), and Alyne
Massey, the widow of Kentucky Fried Chicken tycoon Jack Massey, on her terrace overlooking the Atlantic.
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'd rather work than ski," says Becker. “l can't ski anyway—terrible vertigo.” So he had no problem shooting
residents of Aspen for a March 2003 feature about the Colorado town's allure. Shown here are professional
skier and real-estate broker Tim Mooney, hiking in Independence Pass outside Aspen, and Kate McBride
Puckett, on her family's ranch.
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“It took some persuading fo get Nancy Reagan to agree to be photographed,” says Bob Colacello, who
wrote a July 2009 article about her, which Becker's portraits accompanied. “She finally agreed to take half
an hour and do one shot in one location, but it ended up being over three hours and seven different
locations.” One of those locations was the former First Lady's lawn, with the towers of Century City in the
background. Read “Nancy Reagan's Solo Role,” by Bob Colacello.
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When Becker photographed Bob Guccione for a February 2005 article, the pioneering pornographer had
lost his Penthouse empire and was in danger of being forced out of his palatial Upper East Side home. But
he put on a brave face, clasping the hands of his young girlfriend April Warren. “A portrait of an icon in

demise,” Becker says. Read “The X-Rated Emperor,” by Patricia Bosworth.
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Becker took this eyebrow-raising portrait of Francois-Marie Banier for a profile of the painter and
photographer in *V.F'*s December 2006 Art Issue. “There was a certain compassion going on between us,"
says Becker. “Wonderful to look a fellow photographer in the eye.”
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Going to China to photograph the country’s art and artists—including Liu Ye, shown here with his muse,
Jenny Lui—for *V.F'*s December 2007 issue was "like landing on an overpopulated moon and being able
to communicate with its denizens,” says Becker. "One of the best ways to understand a foreign culture is

through art” Read “Art's New Superpower,” by Barbara Pollack.
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The story of Prince Pavlos and Princess Marie-Chantal of Greece, Becker says, “is an old-fashioned fairy
tale!” He photographed the couple—seen here with their four children on vacation in Porto Heli, Greece—
for *V.F'*s February 2008 issue. “She's fabulously beautiful, and he's the great gent of all time," Becker says
of Marie-Chantal and Pavlos. Read “A Royal Family Affair,” by Bob Colacello.
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Truh, Madly, Nicky

“lt's hard to take a bad picture of Nicky Haslam,” says Becker of the British interior designer and bon vivant,
a contention that is backed up by this shot, from the opening spread of a September 2008 profile. "He's
quite the visual man who knows how to collaborate on a picture!” Read “Truly, Madly, Nicky," by Evgenia

Peretz.
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For an October 2005 profile of Larry Ellison, Becker photographed the software billionaire aboard his
gargantuan yacht (the world's longest at the time), the 454-foot Rising Sun, seen here at Porto Rotondo, in
the Mediterranean. Becker found Ellison to be “the epitome of self-made privilege. The dot-com Gatsby."
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Becker has become a fixture at the annual Bal Crillon des Débutantes at the Hétel de Cirillon, in Paris, where
he took this photograph that led off *V.F/*s March 2008 Fairground section. In fact, he says, “l was even
Master of Ceremonies [at the ball] one year—with disastrous results. | offered fo do it as a joke, and when |
got the invitation my name had been engraved on it
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