Bunny On The Beach

There is an intangible air of genius when certain creative forces collaborate, those rare moments when the right mixes of individual ego and talent synchronise to produce an extra special secret ingredient. In film, when Robert DeNiro and Martin Scorcese join forces, magic is always in the air. For music, one could look at the likes of Simon & Garfunkel or even the members of The Beatles; those recordings together are arguably the finest of their careers not equaled in any solo work.

In the post-war field of glamour, while The Creature From The Black Lagoon was terrifying teenagers in thrill-making three dimensions, American pin-up model Bettie Page and photographer Bunny Yeager were making a yearlong collaboration of artistic expression that would survive in popularity into the twenty-first century and perhaps beyond. Their coming together was to provide lovers of cheesecake pin-up art with some of he finest produced images that ever appeared as centerfolds, posters, stills and magazine covers. From imaginative jungle scenarios involving real live cheetahs to moodily-lit studio set-ups, Bunny’s images of Betty Page are full of spontaneous energy and a coy sense of humour. Fifty years later, they are still damn sexy to boot.

Their collaboration led to immortality with publication in Playboy at its height of its popularity and creativity, later leaving an indelible mark on popular culture with Bunny’s Bettie pictures now adorning album covers, lunch boxes, stickers, packets of incense, posters and even fridge magnets.

By the early nineteen-fifties, Bettie Mae Page was a minor upcoming underground glamour star. She had appeared in a variety of pulp magazines and regularly began working for Irving Klaw’s Movie Star News company producing glamour stills and making shorts for 16mm and 8mm release – movies that were some of the earliest examples of commercial bondage films. Unbeknown to many of her fans, Bettie had also appeared in illegal, under-the-counter sets of nude 4”x5” glossy photos. Looking to both expand her profile (she desperately wanted to be a movie actress) and pay the rent on her small New York apartment, the Queen of the pin-ups was always on the look for new opportunities.

“I met Bettie in l954 and shot most of the pictures I took of her all during that year. A friend of hers told me I might give her some photo modeling work,” explains Bunny Yeager who today is still taking photographs of sexy starlets on her favourite sandy Miami beaches, capturing coy looks and alluring smiles like only she can. “She told me she also posed nude, so this was a plus for me to meet and work with her.”

Born from European descent, the pin-up photographer’s real name was Linnea Eleanor Yeager and she was nicknamed Bunny after a character that one of her idols Lana Turner played in Weekend At The Waldorf (1945). In fact her early aspirations were aimed at the Hollywood film industry, keeping scrapbooks on Marilyn Monroe, the redheaded siren Rita Hayworth and ‘the girl with a million dollar legs’ Betty Grable. However, Bunny eventually entered a world of glamour and glitz like Ms. Page herself - as a model.

“‘Miss Trailercoach’ was the first beauty contest I ever entered,” she recalls, remembering the period of her life where she became the most photographed model in Miami. “Had I lost, I might have been too insecure to ever enter another. It was really scary for me to get up on a stage and walk around in my bathing suit.”

Living in a rural town near Pittsburg, Bunny’s family moved to Florida during the final year at High School, and soon she took a course at the Coronet Modeling School in downtown Miami. Out of school, she carefully studied the pin-up calendar art of the thirties and forties, learning beautiful coy poses to appear happy, playful and fun to be with.

“I never intended to become a professional photographer but after I took a course it seemed like it might be a good idea for me to pursue after I got too old to model. In class one of my photos of my model friend Maria Stinger caught the eye of my instructor and he suggested I send it in to a magazine. I did and sold it immediately.” 

The picture appeared on the front cover of glamour pulp Eye magazine, foreshadowing Bunny’s work with Bettie Page – the images were taking at the ‘Africa USA’ safari park and featured two live cheetahs with the model wearing a leopard print bikini designed and made by the photographer. By the time Bunny met the ‘temptress from Tennessee’, she was already establishing a name for herself in a pin-up industry dominated by men.

“I didn't feel pressured at all by being in a male dominated business - I never thought of it till now when people ask me that question. I just did my thing, shooting photos and selling them to men's magazines. I felt right at home because I had been a model myself and knew both sides of the camera well. I seemed to be well accepted by all magazines I worked with.”

One could argue a little patronising by her male peers, for in August of 1953 she was bestowed the ‘Prettiest Photographer in the World’ title by US Camera magazine. Nevertheless, this paid off in increasing prestige and opportunities. It was needed, because Bunny certainly wasn’t affluent, unable to afford a Rolleiflex camera like most professionals; she had to make do with a Kodak twin-lens reflex camera, a far cheaper U.S. version that was totally manual. When Bettie Page traveled to Miami in 1954, during one of her annual pilgrimages to the sun, sand and surf she adored, Bunny could only offer her a meagre $5 for her time. 

Whether cavorting on the sunny Florida beaches, jiggling as a devil girl, roaming the denizens as a jungle girl, camping it up as a baby doll or posing as a classical nude, Bunny’s pictures of Bettie Page have a distinctive personal stamp, an inimitable style that has been much imitated but never equaled. One reason is that Bunny designed and sewed the all costumes that Bettie wore, even the lingerie because she found that store-bought undies were not as sheer as she would have liked. Bunny explains some of her distinctive characteristics of her style:

“I tried to make new bikinis for each model and not duplicate the materials so mine would stand out as unique. I sewed them myself never using any other help. My models always look clean and the poses are classic, many like dancers dancing, leaping and jumping into the air.”

Bettie certainly always also looked a Hollywood star in every single of her photographs. With near physical perfection and an adorable girl-next-door visage, her images are always charming. Bettie really does look like an innocent Eve before apples were even invented. She bounds around, performing in front of the camera like a nymph of the forest, perfectly in tune with her environment and totally at ease with the snapping shutter. Yet the magic of this ‘dynamic duo’ is in that elusive, ephemeral connection between the model and the camera, between subject and photographer.

Bunny would shout various adjectives at Bettie during their sessions like “Alluring! Mysterious! Tempting! Vivacious!” and the model would dutifully perform, almost with unnatural ease. 

“Bettie didn’t need much direction,” notes the sprightly septuagenarian. “I would tell her what I wanted and many times I just quickly demonstrated poses and facial expressions. She followed my instructions perfectly. She would arrive with her hair in big rollers and put on red lipstick and mascara just before we started shooting to look perfect and fresh. Her hair was as black as the hair on a Seminole Indian, shiny and squeaky-clean. Bettie was usually late and I hated waiting. I would never let a client wait for me. I had been trained to always be a little ahead of time. But other than that, we were a lot alike, professional models who moved well in front of the camera using lots of smiles and other energetic expressions.”

One of their studio sessions was designed so that Bunny could offer images to a calendar company. She posed Bettie nude wearing only a sewed Santa hat trimmed in artificial Marabou fur, on her knees putting a ball decoration on a small white Christmas tree. But after the session, Bunny happened to be passing a newsstand and noticed a new men’s publication called Playboy.

“I thought, ‘Why don't I try them first?’” she recalls with a broad smile. “I mailed them in and not long after I got a call from Hugh Hefner in Chicago. He said he would pay me $100, which sounded fair to me at the time.”

The image appeared as a centerfold in the holiday issue of Playboy in January 1955. Both women would grace the famous pages of the publication many times after. Hugh Hefner once stated that Bettie is one of his favorite ‘Playmates’ of all time. “She had a saucy innocence that is both contemporary and provocative, and also nostalgic,” he commented.

Despite this almost instant success and tremendous rapport the two beauties shared, the photo sessions of ‘54 were virtually the only time they got together. Betty Page disappeared from the public eye in 1957, causing conspiracy theorists to suspect she may have married a sheik and left the country or even that the Mafia arranged her death for rejecting the love of a cherished gunman. It was later discovered she suffered a mental illness and was involved in three stabbing incidents. But in the end, it actually seemed that Jesus Christ was the real culprit when it came to halting her career.

“I would have liked to work with her longer,” sighs Bunny. “It was in the Florida Keys that one night she saw a neon cross on top of a little church and was drawn to it to go inside. From that day on she got religious and decided to give up posing.”

After her inspirational collaboration, Bunny continued as a highly successful pin-up photographer, even chosen as ‘Photographer of the Year’ in 1959 and being voted one of the Top Ten Female photographers in America. She also created the iconic still images of Ursula Andress ascending the Caribbean beach for Dr. No (1961) and discovered a huge array of pin-up stars and glamour models, many becoming Playboy ‘Playmate of the Year’. She achieved her life’s ambition to appear in films too, playing herself in some saucy semi-documentary movies in the sixties, and played opposite Frank Sinatra as a Swedish masseuse in the swinging Lady In Cement (1968).

But in the history of popular culture, she will always be associated with a certain vintage vixen owning an innocent smile. For that brief year of genius on the sunny Florida beaches, Bettie Page and Bunny Yeager left an indelible mark in the world of beauty, one that will surely be re-discovered by generations to come.
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