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Marilyn Monroe is a character who exerted and continues to exert a strong 

fascination. Born in 1926, the climax years in her career were the post-war years. 

Indeed, she began to be recognized as a star from the 1940s. The mechanisms that 

allowed her to reach such a status show that Hollywood is a complicated machine as 

well as an industry which gave birth to a large range of products. Given that stars have 

an aura of real mystery in the way they appear in this dream world, it will be 

interesting to define what a star is and how a star is born.  

The purpose of my study is to place Marilyn Monroe in a social, economic and 

cultural context and analyze whether Marilyn can be regarded as a Hollywood- 

manufactured product. To understand how Marilyn Monroe was created, Chapter 1 

will examine the different steps of the process of production. By paying attention to 

the Hollywood industry, we will see that the cinema industry is closely linked to 

politics and ideology, as America was involved in the Cold War conflict at this time. 

The world was split into two blocks with different ideologies: one was led by the 

Soviets, anchored in communism, and the other promoted a capitalist ideology with 

the Americans as leaders. Truman was the first president to involve the United States 

in this awkward conflict, proposing to Congress the Marshall Plan in 1947. This was 

part of the Containment policy, which was, as its name suggests, a way to contain the 

propagation of communist ideology. Each block was trying to expand. NATO was 

thus created in 1949, while in the East during the same year, China officially became a 

communist republic. Quickly, America was plunged into what was called the witch 

hunt by Joseph McCarthy, an American senator. This fear of communism spread 

widely and many cases of suspicion appeared. In 1954, McCarthyism reached its 

climax with a lot of investigations in the American government, as well as in arts 

(cinema and literature). Indeed, some films were censored and the artists who were 

suspected of being communists were put on a black list, for example Charlie Chaplin, 

but also Marilyn Monroe, as well as one of her husbands, Arthur Miller.  

In addition to the political and ideological dimensions, the social aspect must 

not be neglected since cinema is geared to an audience in America, especially women. 
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That is why a subpart of my study will be dedicated to the creation of feminine 

icons, since it will help us to understand how Marilyn Monroe became part of this 

world of dreams and desire. Comparing different feminine actresses of the same 

period as Marilyn Monroe, Chapter 1 illustrates the fact that Hollywood is an industry 

which is constantly changing and which provides the public with a lot of different 

models. In this respect, the specificities of Monroe appear clearly and we will see that 

many of these characteristics illustrate artificiality and thus, the process of production 

in which she was involved.  

Chapter 2 aims to provide a cultural and ideological context which is helpful in 

order to explore two important issues of this research. Indeed, from the 1940s to the 

1960s, the cinema industry changed technologically speaking and the phenomenon of 

stardom was enhanced during this period. This made the expectations of the audience 

change and as Marilyn Monroe was created for a certain category of people, the 

analysis of her reception through the different genres in which she performed in her 

films will help us to draw a profile of the various publics aimed at in the creation of 

Marilyn Monroe as a product. Because my focus is Marilyn Monroe, the feminine 

society in America and even feminist perspectives must be regarded in connection 

with culture and ideology. The Second World War allowed women to prove that they 

were able to deal with their houses and families while participating to the war effort. 

This same period was important for American women in that some steps allowed their 

conditions to be improved. Indeed, from a political point of view, women began to 

organize themselves in protest movements. The idealization of woman as wife and 

housewife was promoted by magazines and the slogan “Love and Marriage, Love and 

Marriage, go together like a horse and carriage” (Gornick, 1971:673) of the 1920s was 

replaced by the desire of emancipation in the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, the fact that 

women had to participate to the war effort changed the way they were considered. But 

the real hope for change appeared in the 1950s and 1960s. This was the period when 

the movement developed. It did not reach its final shape, but ideas began to emerge. 

Girls did not want to follow their mothers’ life. They were now looking for 

“popularity” more than home stability and romanticism. This allowed charismatic 

voices to become the mouthpieces of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s. The most 

famous one is Betty Friedan who can be considered as the initiator of the feminist 

movement thanks to her book The Feminine Mystique published in 1963 and which 
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was a real success. The American housewife recognized herself in what 

Friedan called “The Problem that Has No Name”. The 1960s were a period of feminist 

awakening: women realized they had some power and became involved in politics. 

Women Strike for Peace was one of the movements in which women were involved in 

the early 1960s. The movement was suspected by the HUAC to be communist-

inspired. The issue of racism also influenced the rise of feminist ideology. The two 

groups of oppressed people got together in order to struggle against the inequalities 

they endured (Gornick, 1971:648-649). That is why many feminists were involved in 

the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s (Gornick, 1971:665-686). We can thus see 

that race and gender are closely related. Some women were caught in a double 

jeopardy: being a woman and belonging to an ethnic minority at the same time. These 

are elements which should not be neglected, especially when talking about reception 

and the phenomenon of identification. 

To apprehend the last aspect of the process of production in which Hollywood 

is involved as creator, Chapter 3 will focus on the different phases of the selling of 

Marilyn Monroe. Here, the financial and economic dimension will be privileged, 

showing the methods which were favored for the selling of Monroe as a product. The 

cultural aspect is also closely related to the economy, since the issue of mass culture 

and the media influence will be approached as factors which facilitated the selling. 

Like Kennedy, Monroe knew how to use the media in order to build an image of 

herself. They even used it jointly, since a rumor of an affair between them burst in the 

1960s. This became even more controversial when Marilyn Monroe came to sing 

“Happy Birthday, Mr. President” in Madison Square Garden in 1962. She performed 

“à la Marilyn Monroe” as she arrived late and uttered these words in a love-making 

breath as she used to do. The media played an important part in this rumor. This affair 

helped both of its protagonists, and they were then considered as popular icons. I will 

try to demonstrate how this popular image (in the proper meaning of the word, since a 

part will be dedicated to the iconography of Marilyn) influenced the merchandising of 

the product, as it was the case for example when Marilyn Monroe went to Korea to 

support the American soldiers. Her image as a popular icon and sex symbol was used 

for support purposes. This also shows the influence of the media on society. 

Eventually, the last part of the study will sketch, relying on figures, the commercial 

value of Monroe as a product, in terms of consumption and selling.� �
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Part I: The Hollywood industry of cinema 



���
�

A. Ideological function of cinema  

 

1) Nationalism and Patriotism 

Marilyn Monroe began her career as an actress in 1947 in the film Dangerous 

Years, produced by Arthur Pierson. Therefore, it is important first to have a look at the 

industry of Hollywood after the Second World War and its ideological impact. As the 

United States came out from the war as one of the winners, defeating the Nazi regime 

instituted by Hitler in Germany, the fascist dictatorship settled in Italy by Mussolini 

and the threat of the Japanese expansion in the East, the image of America through the 

world was completely changed. Indeed, America’s successful dealing with the war 

gave the United States a status of model and a lot of prestige. The development and 

expansion of the American culture thus began in the 1950s and cinema was one of the 

ways to convey this new vision of the United States of America. Cinema became a 

cultural way to express and show this Americanness to the world. However, the 

representation of the United States was limited to stereotypes. The typical American 

was white, middle-class and happy. Another means to underline the pride to be 

American was the glorification of the past history of America on film and this is, in 

my opinion, the reason why the genre of the Western, which combines a lot of 

elements promoting Americanness, was so popular in those days. First the American 

landscape is displayed through the screens as original, wild, deep and full of natural 

resources. It is the America of cow-boys and Native Americans. It depicts one of the 

important periods of the history of America that people remembered the most. For 

Americans themselves as well, the period is considered as important. In films of this 

genre at the time, Native Americans are shown as the oppressors, as it is the case for 

example in the film The River of No Return (1953). American characters are seen as 

rescuers and heroes, liberating the oppressed nation. The important feature of the 

saloon in Western film is also typically American.1 Patriotism has never been so 

important than after the War. The GIs were glorified and seen by the whole nation as 

heroes and Germans and Japanese people were depicted as “fiends”. 

  

2) Capitalism versus Communism. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 The character of the showgirl is also important to consider, since it appears in practically all the Westerns and 
musicals. But I will discuss the feature of the showgirl later. 
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As people endured the Great Depression from 1929 to 1932 but also the 

rationing during the Second World War, the post war period became a moment when 

Americans allowed themselves everything they could not afford during those hard 

times. If we refer to figures, it is said that more than 60 million people attended 

movies2. This was the birth of consumer society. Cinema became a mass cultural 

product, as it was available to much more people than before. The model of American 

capitalism is promoted in films issued after World War II. Houses in Hollywood films 

are represented as well-furnished, with new electric appliances and each American 

owns his car. Consumer society began to touch the film industry and the most 

illustrative example of this is the creation of the drive-in, where people could eat and 

watch a film at the same time without going out from their cars. America was wealthy 

and the American way of life made – and still makes people dream. The capitalist 

model promoted by Hollywood is all the more interesting to pay attention at as it was 

opposed to another model after the Second World War, namely the Soviet model. The 

Second World War was replaced by the conflict of the Cold War, splitting the world 

into two opposite blocks led respectively by Americans and Soviets. As the USSR and 

the United States offered two completely different ideologies, it is obvious that each 

side would use all possible means in order to convey its ideology and convince the 

maximum of people. Propaganda was spread through films by Hollywood and 

America was carefully looking at communists or alleged communists that came to 

Hollywood in order to spy for the Soviet government.  This task was enforced through 

the HUAC (House Un-American Activities Committee) from 1947 to 1952.  The 

result of such investigation in Hollywood led to censorship and the growth of 

independent films. The second consequence concerns the content of the films. 

Politically speaking, the messages conveyed were unrealistic and idealized. As 

Thomas Schatz points out in Old Hollywood/New Hollywood, Ritual, Art and Industry 

(1983), the critic Phillip Kolker’s point of view about the industry of cinema in post 

war America is reduced to propaganda:  

 

American film […] tends to support the dominant ideology when it presents itself as 

unmediated reality, entertaining us while reinforcing accepted notions of love, heroism, 

domesticity, class structure, sexuality, history. 

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
2 These figures are based on a population of 135 millions, The Enduring Vision (2006), p553. 
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The third important consequence is blacklisting. Artists who were suspected of being 

communists or spying for them got their name put on the Blacklist. Even Marilyn 

Monroe was suspected of being a communist in Hollywood because of one of her 

husbands, Arthur Miller. The Hollywood film industry of the 1940s and 1950s 

reflected the new “Red Scare” that developed through the United States at the time. 

 

3) Feminism versus patriarchy 

The industry of cinema after the War remained based on a patriarchal model, since 

most of the filmmakers and people working in the cinema industry were men. Women 

could only be actresses, embodying wives, widows and other parts that properly fit 

into the patriarchal model that prevailed in America. They played parts in melodramas 

where women were usually represented in the domestic sphere, cooking or dealing 

with children. The film Stella Dallas (1937) is a good example of the representation of 

women in America at this time. Stella is looking for a rich man to marry in order to 

belong to the upper class. Then she has a daughter with the young man she met and 

has to fulfill her role of mother and wife. But after the Second World War, the status 

of women evolved as they were part of the conflict, participating to the war effort. The 

famous picture of Rosie the Riveter became a real emblem for American women of the 

1950s.��
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��������������������������������������� �!�""�� .3 

Besides, in the 1940s, as men were at war, women actresses like Bette Davis and Joan 

Crawford, were more often called in order to replace men. They became dependent on 

the studio for which they were working because they were offered long term contracts. 

Seeing also that women represented the majority of the audience of that kind of films, 

melodramas were qualified as “low culture” entertainment (Lloyd and Johnson, 

2003:7-17). But things changed when actresses began to rebel against the system of 

contract instituted by the studios to which they were linked and asked for free agency.�

As Emily Susan Carman developed in her essay “Independent Stardom: Female Film 

Stars and the Studio System in the 1930s”, the first case of independence from the 

studio was that of the actress Barbara Stanwyck in the early 1930s. Her struggle 

against the studios paved the way to many other actors and actresses, like Bette Davis. 

Most of the time, women were less paid than men and the cinema industry remained 

for a long time a field in which men were dominant.4 Then, war completely changed 

the place of women in society and in the cultural industry as well. The development of 

the women’s emancipation movement and feminist ideas later in America provoked 

changes in the Hollywood industry. There were more and more actresses and the fact 

that they were successful during the war period made them gain a little more 

recognition. 

 

4) Race and Hollywood Industry 

Black people were represented in a different way from Whites in Hollywood 

cinema in the 1930s-1940s. First of all, only few Black actors were performing in 

films. And secondly, they appeared most of the time as stereotypical characters. The 

exploitation of the stereotype of Blacks dominated by Whites can be seen in one of the 

most famous films of the late 1930s, Gone with the Wind (1939), which takes place in 

the South during the Civil war. In Stella Dallas as well, the servants are black. Bell 

hooks explains in her essay, “Selling Hot Pussy,” the relationship between race and 

gender, talking about the display of black women’s bodies in art. The black female 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
3 www.whenourmotherswenttowar.com; the image of Rosie the Riveter in relation to Marilyn Monroe’s will be 
discussed later in Chapter 3, part I page 64. 
4 Here, I refer to Lincoln and Allen’s essay on “the Double Jeopardy in Hollywood: Age and Gender in the 
Careers of Film Actors, 1926-1996”. The introduction and first part give us clues about the discrepancy between 
men and women in the film industry in the 1930s and 1940s.�
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body is shown as a sexual attribute more than a body itself, and this is achieved 

through the display of some parts of the body. Even if she talks most about magazines, 

literature and music, I think that what she said can be applied to cinema, since the 

representation of Blacks is very limited in number and in roles as well. The Black 

population found few models of black actors or actresses to identify with. This 

highlights the difference of representation due to race. Cinema was an industry that 

was founded on the model of white patriarchy. As far as filmmaking is concerned, 

post-war America was not known for releasing films produced by black filmmakers. 

The presence of black filmmakers in Hollywood was still limited and even quasi-

inexistent.  

B. Classical Hollywood versus New Hollywood. 

1) Classical Hollywood 

Marilyn Monroe’s career belongs to the period known by specialists as the 

“Classical Hollywood”.  The period and the features were developed in France first, 

especially by the critic André Bazin. The era of Classical Hollywood is hard to define. 

Thomas Schatz frames it approximately from the 1920s to the early 1940s, whereas 

Peter Kramer explains in one of his essays5 that Bazin seems to suggest a period going 

from the 1920s until the 1930s, considering the 1940s as the “post-classical” period. 

As far as the question of genre is concerned, the Classical Hollywood period dealt 

well with the expectations of the audience.6 Melodrama was a popular genre of the 

period, since women were an important audience to consider. According to Bordwell,7 

the classical Hollywood film […] presents psychologically defined individuals as its principal 

causal agents, struggling to solve a clear-out problem or to attain specific goals, the story 

ending either with a resolution of the problem, or clear achievement or non-achievement of the 

goals. 

The films plots from the classical period are simple, in order to be accessible to the 

audience. Bordwell’s definition can be applied to the genre of melodrama. If we look 

for example at the film Stella Dallas that I evoked before, Bordwell’s definition seems 

valid. Stella Dallas’s story is easy to follow since it is chronological, and dealing with 

themes which are accessible to the audience, like upper-class, marriage or 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
5 Kramer, “Post-classical Hollywood”. 
6 Ibid. p.296. 
7 Kaplan, “Classical Hollywood Film and Melodrama”, p.50. 
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motherhood. The character of Stella is clearly defined psychologically speaking, she is 

materialistic. The problem raised in this film is that of motherhood sacrifice, the 

ending of the film being Stella sacrifying her private life for her daughter, Laurel. The 

last scene of the film shows Stella watching Laurel’s wedding behind railings. 

Therefore, the story is more important in the classical film than in the new 

Hollywood.8  The question of time and space is also important to consider in Classical 

Hollywood, since they are “clearly demarcated” as Bordwell says in Since 1960. The 

other characteristic of Classical Hollywood is, as I suggested before, the fact that it 

was based on the studio system. As Douglas Gomery develops in “Hollywood as 

Industry”, Hollywood was dominated by five big corporations of studios, namely 

Paramount, MGM, Twentieth Century Fox (whose previous name was just Fox Films), 

Warner Bros and RKO. These were known as “the big five”. The control of American 

theaters allowed these corporations to maximize their profits through the three 

processes the industry implied, that is to say production, distribution and exhibition. 

Three other companies, smaller than the previous five, were also on the market and 

known as the “Little Three”: Universal, United Artists and Columbia. The 1930s were 

thus a period of glory for the studios, as they held a monopoly in the cinema industry.9 

2) The turning point: the Second World War or “Hollywood in Transition”10 

The political and social events of the time triggered changes in the cinema 

industry. First, the Second World War changed people’s mind, since they faced death, 

the dangers of extreme dictatorships and rationing. American people thus wanted to 

escape from this and saw movies as an entertainment: 

A number of post-war films departed from the basic objectives of traditional Hollywood 

filmmaking, which were ‘to present some intelligible, structured image of reality… to tell a 

story and to entertain.11 

In the field of cinema, an important decision of justice was made and had 

consequences in Hollywood. In 1948, the Paramount case signed the end of the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
8 This is also underlined in Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson’s book  Historical Implications of the Classical 
Hollywood Cinema, p.374.�
9  To see the obvious monopoly of these companies, I put in the annexes on page 105 a chart giving us some 
figures about the number of theaters owned by each studio, the first-run houses and the number of releases for 
the 1930s. 
10  I kept the same title that one of the chapters of Old Hollywood/New Hollywood because I think this is a real 
in-between period for Hollywood industry. 
11 Kramer, American Cinema and Hollywood, Critical Approaches, p.293.�
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monopoly of the studios I previously quoted. Indeed, this was seen as an offence to the 

Sherman antitrust laws and thus had to choose which part of the process – production, 

distribution and exhibition – they wanted to focus on. Most of them decided to sell the 

theaters they owned. The direct consequences of the decision can be seen in the two 

charts included in the appendixes. These charts highlight the economic investment of 

these companies in producing, distributing and exhibiting. The second one is all the 

more interesting as it clearly shows the progressive decrease of theater ownership for 

the five main studios. The worst loss goes to Paramount obviously, which previously 

owned the majority of American theaters, whereas RKO lost only 20 theaters between 

1945 and 1959. The smaller companies took advantages from this crisis. After the 

decree, companies became distribution companies more than producing ones. As this 

activity was given up, it was difficult for the contract system to survive as well. The 

stars thus had to be on freelance and this led to the birth of two new jobs in the cinema 

industry, the independent producer, specializing in the task of producing films and 

only producing films, and the agent, dealing with an actor’s career. Actors and 

actresses now had the right to choose the films in which they wanted to perform, and 

the studios and companies they were working with had to adapt to them. This was the 

complete reverse of the situation that existed before the Paramount decree. As far as 

independent producers are concerned, they became more and more popular. They 

could produce films experimenting with new techniques, taking just some financial 

risk. This success was rewarded several times in the 1950s and 1960s as it shown in 

Old Hollywood/New Hollywood.12 All these events completely changed Hollywood 

and gave birth to want critics called later the New Hollywood. 

3) The New Hollywood 

Most of the critics situate the New Hollywood period after the Second World War 

and still continuing now. We will only be concerned with the beginning of the period, 

first because Marilyn Monroe’s last film was released in 1961, and secondly to show 

how the main characteristics of Classical Hollywood helped in producing Marilyn 

Monroe. The two periods are different first since they do not have the same aim. In 

“Since 1960: the persistence of a mode of film practice” the economic process created 

by Hollywood is highlighted thank to the sentence ‘Hollywood makes classical movies 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
12 Schatz, 1983:177. 
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to make money.’ The link between art and business is thus really close and the New 

Hollywood is more interested in making art, than in making money. The style of the 

New Hollywood is recognizable, since it mixes different styles that previously existed 

before: as Jean-Luc Godard points out, “Hollywood no longer exists in the same way, 

but it re-exists in another way”.13 The mix of popular genre in New Hollywood 

appeared thus as a typically ‘New Hollywoodian’ style. If we raise the question of the 

audience for New Hollywood, both new and old audiences are satisfied. Old audiences 

are rewarded in New Hollywood films through the process of allusion14 for instance, 

and new audiences looking for new styles are glad to see a change in genre and 

aesthetics. Besides, when talking about genre, it is essential to mention the typical 

New Hollywood genre, that is to say, the blockbuster. It is a genre that appeals to the 

masses, with big budgets most of the time and which does not take many financial 

risks, since it uses elements that already worked before. Many blockbusters are 

adapted from cartoons, series, TV shows and books. In fact, the blockbuster genre is 

not restrictive because of the fact that it is linked to many other fields. The 

particularity of blockbusters lies in the fact that money invested in this kind of film is 

thus reinvested in parallel markets, as Bordwell explains.15 Offering the film in a 

variety of forms – books, DVD, original soundtrack CDs, cartoons, food, objects for 

home – allows more profit. That is the process of merchandising. A good example of a 

blockbuster is E.T. (1982).  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
13  Ibid., p.372.�
14 Allusionism in cinema consists in a kind of patchwork of other films already known. It is a good commercial 
technique to make people go to the movies and please different types of audience. 
15 Ibid p.368.�
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In that kind of Hollywood production, the filmmaker is the most important person and 

that is one of the main differences with the Classical Hollywood, since the latter is 

more concerned with the star system. Even if stardom still exists in the New 

Hollywood but not in the same way, the figure of the filmmaker takes a special place. 

Young filmmakers coming out from schools, like Coppola, Scorsese, Lucas or De 

Palma, tried new technologies, new techniques and involved themselves in the 

narratives. They were inspired by European cinema, especially in aesthetic aspects. It 

was the heyday of the art film. All these elements allow us to distinguish New 

Hollywood from the period we are going to focus more specifically on, Classical 

Hollywood.  

C. The creation of feminine icons in Classical Hollywood. 

1) 1920s or the beginning of entertainment for the masses. 

After the First World War, people became more and more interested in all forms 

of entertainment. And cinema was one of the forms of leisure that was appreciated by 

Americans. The star system in America was born at the beginning of the 20th century. 

As Richard deCordova explains in his essay entitled “the Emergence of the Star 
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System in America,”16 the process of creation of a star involves three elements that 

interfere one with another, the media, the audience and the star as a person. Actually, 

the media are the tools that allow the star image to be accessible to the audience. 

Television and cinema have the power to standardize the star image because it limited 

the star to the part she is playing and thus to one and single image. Moreover, in order 

to be faithful to the audience’s expectancy, stars’ performances tended to be always 

the same (Izod, 1988: 43-45). But the star is not limited to appear in just television and 

films. The magazines, for instance, offer a static image of the star, immortalizing the 

star’s body and/or face. The phenomenon of the star as idol appeared at the same 

period and it gained a more important impact with the media conveying stars’ images 

through fan magazines, posters and pictures. As shown in Hollywood and the Box 

Office, 1895-1986, stars became real sources of admiration during the years of the 

Great Depression (Izod, 1988:101). They were “glorified” in that period of hardship 

because of their wealth first, but also because they were still able to “provide a covert 

channel for the release through fantasy of fears aroused by the deprivation of the 

Depression” (Izod, 1988:55). The social and cultural impacts of stars thus came from 

their charisma and their power to make the audience escape from the America of the 

Great Depression. We can for example quote Bette Davis as star of the Classical 

Hollywood. Her career even took a political dimension, as she struggled against the 

studios and the institutions of the contract. That contributed to give her more influence 

on the audience and consolidated her status as a star. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
16 Gledhill, Stardom, Industry of Desire, p.17. 
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2) Icons as a reflection of the American woman 

Feminine icons of Classical Hollywood reflected two sides of the American 

woman. First, these stars embodied women as they were through the way they 

behaved. They were actresses, thus they could lead a professional life without 

neglecting the fact they were women. In films, they played the part of typically 

American women of that period. They could use their bodies as they wanted for 

professional purposes and that went hand in hand with the women’ movement that 

began to develop in the 1920s. Fashion also echoed the style of American women of 

the time and women identified themselves to them, copying this style. We can also 

mention make-up, which can be seen as a characteristic of the Classical Hollywood, 

with that white face and the huge emphasis on the gaze – especially thanks to 

eyebrows which are totally plucked and drawn with an eye pencil. The diversity of 

American women is also represented in the cinema with feminine icons coming from 

abroad. For example, Greta Garbo can be seen as the embodiment of the Swedish 

community, which is really important in the United States as they were one of the first 

communities to immigrate there.  
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Marlene Dietrich also reinforced this sense of exoticism coming from Europe since 

she came from Germany (she became an American citizen later in her career.)  

But these stars also responded to the audience’s expectancy in terms of dream 

and escape. Indeed, they represented the American dream, because they succeeded in 

their professional life and carried on their careers, even if times were difficult. In 

addition to that, their physical appearances are very important in the process of 

dreaming. They appeared as beautiful, well-dressed, really put together and flawless. 

Femininity was promoted. That is part of the phenomenon of idealization that the 

audience created around the stars. Many other feminine stars will then appear on the 

Hollywood stage, in order to provide the audience with different models to identify 

with. Marilyn is one of them and it is necessary to compare other feminine stars of this 

era in order to see how Marilyn Monroe appears to be so special. 

� �
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Part II: Models and counter-examples 

A. Comparative study of feminine stars belonging to Marilyn Monroe’s period 

1) Judy Garland or eternal youth 

She was often compared with Marilyn Monroe because of the way she died – 

taking too much medicine accidentally. Dyer17 considered both women as archetypes 

of the American cinema, analyzing the former as being related to the gay community 

and the latter through the sexual aspect of her personality.  If we look at Garland’s 

appearances in the cinema, it can be said that the predominant image of Judy Garland 

is that of a young lady, playing light parts. The most famous one was her role as 

Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz (1939). 

�
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In this respect, we can say that she contrasted with Marilyn Monroe. In fact, she 

provided the audience with another representation of femininity, rather different from 

the one offered by Marilyn. Judy Garland’s version of femininity is youthful and 

therefore less sensual and sexual. Besides, some of her pictures remind us of some of 

Monroe’s pictures when she was young. Her loose brown hair reminds me of little 

girls going to school or of the young lady who finds out the seductive power conveyed 

by hair. If we look at the trailer of Meet Me in Saint Louis (1944), most of the time her 

hair is loose. Her voice, on the contrary, adds something more feminine. Besides, most 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�
 �Heavenly Bodies�� Film Stars and Society, 1987.�
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of her films are musicals. In the trailer of the film A Star is Born, it is written on one 

of the clips that “she made a hundred songs live on her lips and sang them all to the 

one man who lives in her heart!”. Here again the emphasis is on the voice and the 

power it has on men and we will see later how Marilyn’s voice appears as different 

from other actresses’ voices of her time. Her private life can be compared with 

Marilyn’s too. Her addiction to drugs and medicine, and repetitive nervous 

breakdowns as well, can be put in parallel with Marilyn Monroe’s psychological 

problems and addiction to medicine and alcohol. Therefore we can say that, from 

professional and cultural aspects, the two women were rather different. 

 

2) Femmes fatales 

After the Second World War, new models of femininity appeared as the status of 

women in the society changed.18 Magazines were an important vector that conveyed 

this new ideal about women. Therefore, through films, Hollywood offered new models 

of femininity, more seductive and attractive than ever. These movies stars shaped by 

Hollywood became the embodiment of that type of femininity:  

The country needed new women – Lauren, Ava, Rita. Their masculine trappings in no way 

contradicted their feminine charms, as Rita Hayworth demonstrated in Gilda. The blonde 

manes of Veronica Lake and Lauren Bacall became so popular with working women that the 

government had to ask Paramount to do something about it to stop further accidents in the 

factories. Women on the conveyor belts and in the offices identified with the realistic and open 

ambience that was being projected.19 

 

Lauren Bacall plays a part with Marilyn Monroe in How to Marry a Millionaire 

(1953) in which she embodied the very smart and beautiful brunette looking for a rich 

man to marry. Her deep voice and her attitude - mostly coming from her gaze, 

throughout the film gave her a kind of charisma mixed with glamour that distinguishes 

her from others actresses. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
18 This point will be developed later in the part talking about the reception and context of Marilyn as a product. 
19  Engelmeier, 1997:14. 
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Therefore, she can be seen as a kind of “femme fatale” or the kind of women that 

Ewen calls “vamp”.20 He develops the idea that Hollywood created three types of 

women, namely the “vamp, the gamine and the virgin.” According to him, the "vamp 

and the gamine projected images of sexual freedom and social independence" (1994; 

75). Relating Ewen’s point of view to Bacall’s peculiar version of femininity, it can be 

said that she conveys a highly sexualized image of women. 

Another star that came to embody the femme fatale was obviously Rita 

Hayworth. This was one of the most famous actresses of the 1940s. The major role in 

her career, and the most illustrative of her image as a “femme fatale” was the one she 

played in Gilda (1946). On the trailer, the presence of Rita Hayworth as the main 

character of this film is shown first by the shots on her but also through the character 

she embodies, Gilda, and all the sensuality arising from her. Here, the power of the 

hair is even stronger than Garland’s. We can see for instance in the trailer that 

Hayworth uses her hair to convince Johnny by shaking it. As it is loose and long, she 

has the entire power to control it, and thus to seduce the audience and the other actors 

thanks to it. In addition to that, many symbols associated to her in the trailer and 

connoting sexuality and sensuality, such as gloves and cigarettes, emphasize the 

explicit seductive power of Hayworth.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�� �Craik,1994:75��
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Besides, her private life asserted the power of her body, especially when she was 

married to Orson Welles. Her several marriages and affairs also completed the image 

of the femme fatale conveyed through the films in which she performed. The 

nickname she has been given, the “Goddess of Love”, seems thus justified.21 

3) Glamour and simplicity: The case of Grace Kelly 

Grace Kelly was the perfect representation of the American dream of the 1950s. 

First her career as an actress was successful; she even worked with one of the famous 

filmmakers of her period, Alfred Hitchcock. Then her private life was seen as a 

success as well, since she became the princess that everybody knows, marrying Prince 

Rainier III of Monaco. The impact of private life for Grace Kelly was as important as 

Marilyn Monroe’s. The press played an important role for the two women in 

promoting their images and giving them the status of “popular images,” as Thomas 

Harris calls them in his essay.22 Indeed, as he develops, Grace Kelly’s image of a 

smart and beautiful lady was based mainly on the image conveyed by the media, 

especially by magazines.�

���������������������������������������� �������������������
21 http://rita.hayworth.fr/ 

22 Harris’s essay compares Monroe and Kelly as popular icons and the different perceptions of each of them by 
the audience.�
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Many pictures were taken when she married, when her children were born and in 

every moment of her life. Even if she did not live for her entire life in America, her 

popularity was based on the fact that she respected American values. First of all, 

professionally speaking, she was an actress and worked hard even if she came from a 

wealthy family. Then, as a woman, she fulfilled the dream of many American women 

of the time; she married a rich and loving man and even became a Princess. And as 

every woman would want, she experimented the joy of motherhood, giving birth to 

three children, two girls and a boy. The image she gave was thus less that of a sex 

symbol than Marilyn Monroe’s or the previous actresses I mentioned. Clothing related 

to Grace Kelly is important to focus on, it is part of the image she created and that was 

shown to the audience or public in general. Her look is elegant and her clothing style 

is more discretely elegant than the flashy and sensual clothes worn by Marilyn 

Monroe. She is feminine without falling into excess in her films as well as in her daily 

life. During the exhibition I saw in Monaco called “Les années Grace Kelly” in 

Summer 2007, I had the opportunity to see Kelly’s wardrobe. She had got a big 

collection of accessories, such as bags and shoes. These little objects do not have the 

same effect on Marilyn as on Kelly. It gives Kelly a kind of more sophisticated touch 

to her style. Every dress she had had the accessory that goes with it. Her evening 

dresses are rather simple and long. This underlines the simplicity of her style. 

Moreover, her marriage conveys the image of a stable family background. On the 

contrary, Marilyn Monroe’s several love affairs and marriages reinforced her image of 

sex symbol and man eater. Grace Kelly and Marilyn Monroe offered thus to the 

American audience two models of the American woman of the 1950s which are 

completely different. 
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4) Blondes 

Betty Grable, like Lauren Bacall, played with Marilyn in How to Marry a 

Millionaire (1953). The two women had several common points. First, before 

becoming actresses, both were pin-ups and used their body as a job doing pictures for 

magazines.23 Then, they were employed by the same studio, namely the Twentieth 

Century-Fox. Grable already had a contract with the studio when Monroe signed hers 

in August 1946 (Charyn, 2007:28). The other point to mention is connected with the 

role she played in the films in which she performed. As Marilyn Monroe, Grable was 

often stuck to her image of a pin-up and limited to play the roles of dumb blonds.  

�
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The film How to Marry a Marry a Millionaire, which was one of Grable’s last films, 

perfectly shows it. Monroe and she played the part of two blond women, just looking 

for a rich and good looking man to marry with. Unlike Schatze Page, the character 

played by Bacall in the film, Paula and Loco (Grable and Monroe) appear as silly 

girls. Most of the comic situations from the film are triggered by the two blonds. 

Indeed, their misunderstandings create funny situations and reinforce the image of the 

“silly blonds”. In the film for instance, Paula is so obsessed with her glasses that she 

does not wear when she is with men. One of the funniest episodes is when because of 

the fact she does not wear her glasses, she takes the wrong plane to join the one 

blinded man Stewart Merrill she planned to meet. The same thing happens with Loco 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
23 I will develop at greater length the figure of the pin-up linking it to Marilyn in Chapter 3 part II on page 72. 
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when she is going to the mountains with the rich man who explicitly tells her he was 

married. She involves herself in a relationship with him which is sure to fail. Even 

when she is there and meets the ranger, there is a misunderstanding when he tells her 

that he owns a big area of the mountains. Therefore, the contrast between Bacall and 

them becomes even more evident.  

Another blond actress of the 1950s who has to be related to Marilyn Monroe is 

Jayne Mansfield. Seeing that the job of an actress is to be constantly in representation 

and on spectacle,24 I think it is easy to understand the fact that her attitude and her 

look are created in order to appeal to the gaze of the spectator. In addition to that, 

attitude is easier to copy since it is created on purpose with non-natural things like 

clothes, make-up or theatrical poses. The model of femininity offered by Marilyn 

Monroe was imitated by actresses. In the 1940s-1950s, the most obvious copy of 

Marilyn is Jayne Mansfield. Considered as one of the sex symbols of that period, the 

physical similitude is striking�� 

� �
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They are both blonds and were actresses at the same period. Dyer says in Heavenly 

Bodies, Films Stars and Society that MM's image is more sexual than Mansfield's. I 

would rather say that they were both strong sexual symbols, since they did not hide 

their bodies and did not hesitate to make nude pictures. If we google Mansfield’s 

name, we will see that the image results corresponding to her name are mostly very 

provocative or nude pictures. She made several covers for the magazine Playboy and 

many pictures in which she put her curves in evidence. As far as Marilyn was 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
24 Mulvey’s essay on « Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema » explores the theme of representation. 
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concerned, she appeared in Playboy Magazine on December 1953. As Jane Farrell-

Beck said, "Jayne Mansfield [and we can add Marilyn Monroe] set[s] the pace for 

women who aspired to voluptuous curves."25 

 
B. Blondes and Brunettes 

 
1) Russell/Monroe and the friendship between Blonde and Brunette 

We cannot talk about Marilyn without talking about her hair. The theme of 

blondness is exploited in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, where Monroe is "opposed" to 

Russell because of the color of her hair.  

�
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But behind this, blondness hides venality whereas the brunette is looking for love. 

According to Turim, “Lorelei must be seen as just an exaggerated form of the role 

assignated all middle-class women in Fifties culture, while Dorothy complements this 

role by being transformed by romantic love”. Monroe thus pays attention to money 

and also to artifices. Then, she perfectly embodies the attractive woman thanks to her 

whiteness26 and blondness. Marilyn Monroe can be seen as the desirable woman, but 

Russell does not appear as the bad girl who disturbs the blonde’s quest of love. On the 

contrary, she protects her and she is desirable too. The two models of femininity 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
25 Jane Farrell-Beck, Colleen Gau, Uplift: The Bra in America, p.116. 
26 Konkle (University of Kentucky) "Gentlemen Still Prefer Blondes: The Persistent Presence of Marilyn 
Monroe Impersonators" explains the persistence of Monroe’s myth and takes as a base the characteristics that 
made Monroe so peculiar. 
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provided by Russell and Monroe are not in opposition, they are rather complementary. 

Besides, the opening scene of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes illustrates this idea. One is 

short, the other is tall; the former is blond and the latter is a brunette. They offer thus, 

in their own style and without being in competition two versions of the American 

woman of the 1950s. The only thing to mention is that Marilyn’s version is more 

displayed. In Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, the scene of “Diamonds are a girl’s best 

friend” shows Marilyn alone27 on stage. Throughout the film, there is no scene where 

we can see Russell performing for a song alone as Monroe did. Apart from this, the 

two actresses have the same characteristics in the film, in terms of space, presence, 

looks and clothing28. As a woman, Russell was more involved politically and socially 

than Monroe, since Russell claimed her support for Republicans and was a militant 

against abortion. In life as in films, Russell and Monroe are therefore two women 

offering a complementary model of sensuality and sexuality. 

 
2) Audrey Hepburn/ Marilyn Monroe: opposing glamour to excesses of 

femininity 
 

The key word to associate with Audrey Hepburn is chic. Indeed, what 

distinguishes her from other actresses is her elegant style. In addition to being a good 

actress29, playing in successful films of the 1960s like Breakfast at Tiffany’s30 (1961) 

or My Fair Lady (1964), she became a real fashion icon. First of all, she does not look 

like other actresses of the 1940s-1960s. She is a brunette and rather thin, which totally 

contrasts with the obvious curves claimed by actresses like Mansfield, Monroe or 

Russell. Then, thank to the famous top designer Givenchy she met during the shooting 

of Sabrina (1954), she became the embodiment of chic on screen. After that, he was 

the one to deal with her wardrobe and the Audrey Hepburn’s style became more and 

more popular. Who has never seen the famous little black dress that she is wearing in 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s? In an interview, she even said that he created her and “[i]f 

clothes maketh man, then costumes certainly make actors and actresses”31. I agree with 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
27 By alone, it means without Jane Russell. 
28 Arbuthnot’s and Seneca’s pre-text about Gentlemen Prefer Blondes is really interesting to read. It deals with 
Monroe and Russell without showing them as different. The idea of the couple Monroe/Russell is privileged 
here. 
29 She received four Academy Award nominations when she was under contract with Paramount in the 1950s. 
30 Truman Capote wanted to give the main role of Breakfast at Tiffany’s to Marilyn, but he finally gave it to 
Hepburn. (Charyn, 2007:74).�
31 “The Costumes Make the Actors, a personal view” Audrey Hepburn. 



that quotation because we can apply it to 

clothing by Hubert de Givenchy gave her some prestige and a certain charisma and 

underlined her femininity without being too showy. On the contrary, Monroe always 

wore tight clothing with glitter. This contributes to

attractive woman. Some will make a link between Kelly’s version of elegance and 

Hepburn’s. But as for me, these two versions are different because Kelly’s image is 

not only built with her clothing style. Other factors lik

parts in films and representation in the media played an important role in Kelly’s 

image as a woman. That is the reason why it would be preferable to talk about 

Hepburn as “chic” and Kelly as “elegant”. Even more, for some peop

more attention to her clothes than to her job as an actress. Therefore, she was regarded 

more as a model than as an actress.
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3) Taylor/Monroe, the 
 

Hollywood is also a famous place for rivalry and actresses are all the more 

concerned with this problem. Monroe and Taylor are different, first from the physical 

point of view. Taylor has brown hair and blue

The opposition between Monroe and Taylor is probably due to stardom, each of them 

being afraid that the other one would steal her place in Hollywood. Scandals can be 
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32 Audrey Hepburn’s words come from an interview given by her entitled 
personal view that I found in Fashion in Film
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that quotation because we can apply it to both Hepburn and Monroe. Hepburn’s chic 

clothing by Hubert de Givenchy gave her some prestige and a certain charisma and 

underlined her femininity without being too showy. On the contrary, Monroe always 

wore tight clothing with glitter. This contributes to reinforce the image of a sexy and 

attractive woman. Some will make a link between Kelly’s version of elegance and 

Hepburn’s. But as for me, these two versions are different because Kelly’s image is 

not only built with her clothing style. Other factors like family background, values, 

parts in films and representation in the media played an important role in Kelly’s 

image as a woman. That is the reason why it would be preferable to talk about 

Hepburn as “chic” and Kelly as “elegant”. Even more, for some peop

more attention to her clothes than to her job as an actress. Therefore, she was regarded 

more as a model than as an actress.32 

��

���������#�8&���'�����(����'�(����-�%���� ���'�$� ������-���&��&� �	��������������������

Taylor/Monroe, the story of the two rivals 

Hollywood is also a famous place for rivalry and actresses are all the more 

concerned with this problem. Monroe and Taylor are different, first from the physical 

point of view. Taylor has brown hair and blue-violet eyes that every 

The opposition between Monroe and Taylor is probably due to stardom, each of them 

being afraid that the other one would steal her place in Hollywood. Scandals can be 

�������������������
Audrey Hepburn’s words come from an interview given by her entitled The Costumes Make the Actors, A 

Fashion in Film (1997). 
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both Hepburn and Monroe. Hepburn’s chic 

clothing by Hubert de Givenchy gave her some prestige and a certain charisma and 

underlined her femininity without being too showy. On the contrary, Monroe always 

reinforce the image of a sexy and 

attractive woman. Some will make a link between Kelly’s version of elegance and 

Hepburn’s. But as for me, these two versions are different because Kelly’s image is 

e family background, values, 

parts in films and representation in the media played an important role in Kelly’s 

image as a woman. That is the reason why it would be preferable to talk about 

Hepburn as “chic” and Kelly as “elegant”. Even more, for some people, Hepburn paid 

more attention to her clothes than to her job as an actress. Therefore, she was regarded 
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Hollywood is also a famous place for rivalry and actresses are all the more 

concerned with this problem. Monroe and Taylor are different, first from the physical 

violet eyes that every woman can envy. 

The opposition between Monroe and Taylor is probably due to stardom, each of them 

being afraid that the other one would steal her place in Hollywood. Scandals can be 

The Costumes Make the Actors, A 
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seen as a link between the two. Charyn evoked the Monroe/Taylor opposition and said 

that Taylor once screamed she did not want to be next to this “dyke” (Charyn, 

2007:32). This happened when rumors about Monroe’s bisexuality burst. He explains 

also, a few pages later, scandalous events about both women; Taylor’s love affair with 

the married Richard Burton during the shooting of the economic catastrophe 

Cleopatra (1963) was thus minimized when the media learnt about naked Marilyn 

Monroe swimming for her last film that she never finished, Something’s Got to Give 

(1962).  

�
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These two films, produced by the studio of the Twentieth Century Fox, were chaotic. 

The money invested in Cleopatra did not make the expected profits and the expenses 

became superior to the benefits. If we have a look at the private life of Marilyn 

Monroe and Elizabeth Taylor, we will be able to see that the two women have several 

common points. They were both models of beauty of the 1950s-1960s.  They married 

several times; besides, Taylor is as famous for her eight marriages as for her career. It 

confirms the fact that they were seen as strong symbols of women in America at that 

time. Their physical appearance was thus a motive of jealousy and quarrel between the 

two. Marilyn Monroe had even said to Truman Capote in 1955:  

 

“J’aimerais pouvoir porter des bagues, mais j’ai horreur que les gens remarquent mes mains. 

Elles sont trop grasses. Elizabeth Taylor a des mains grasses. Mais, avec de tels yeux, qui 

regarde seulement ses mains ?33 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
33 Ibid., p.92 
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Taylor is therefore, according to me, the actress who is the most similar to Marilyn 

Monroe professionally speaking, even if they did not like each other.34 They had a lot 

of common points and the image they wanted to convey are quite similar. But I think 

it was interesting to see how people who hated each other could have had in fact 

something to share. 

 

 
 

 

� �
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34 Apart from the fact that they had their own style, one can argue that their image as good-looking women was 
one of their major assets in their careers.�
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Part III: Specificities of the product Marilyn Monr oe 

A. Of the importance of the name 
 
1) Why choosing “Marilyn Monroe”? 

 

If we have a look at the certificate of birth,35 we will see that Marilyn Monroe was 

born on June 1st 1926 as baby Norma Jeane Mortenson. The name of the father 

registered on this certificate is Edward Mortenson and her mother’s is Gladys Monroe. 

Ben Lyon, the man who was in charge of recruiting people for the studios of the 

Twentieth Century Fox, met Norma Jeane for the first time in July 1946 (Glatzer, 

2008:34). After this interview, Norma Jeane signed her contract with the Twentieth 

Century Fox. But now that she was becoming an actress, she had to find a pseudonym. 

As Lyon could not stand the name Norma Jeane Mortenson, he first wanted to call her 

Carol Lind. But they did not keep it for a long time, preferring Marilyn Monroe.36 As 

a first name, Lyon advised her to choose “Marilyn” but the reason that justifies his 

choice is still blurred now. Some said it was because Lyon found that Norma Jeane 

looked like the actress Marilyn Mailler37; some others said he advised this name 

because he just liked this actress (Glatzer, 2008:35). For the last name, Norma Jeane 

wanted to keep the name of her grand-mother, which was Monroe. Here was born one 

of the most famous names of Hollywood. 

�
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2) Onomastics 

Marilyn is a name coming from the transformation of Mary-Ellen. In a contracted 

form, Mary-Ellen becomes Marylin. Marilyn is a different way to spell Marylin. Mary 

has a strong religious connotation, since it is the name of Jesus’s mother for Catholics. 

Ellen reminds us of the princess of Troy. But the name of the product ‘Marilyn 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
35 We can find a copy of the certificate in the annexes on page 106. 
36 Ben Lyon thought the name Carole Lind sounded like the mix of the name of an opera singer and a dead 
actress as it is written in Summers’s Les vies secrètes de Marilyn Monroe, p.43. 
37 Marilyn Monroe, p.13.�
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Monroe’ does not have connection with these etymological elements. On the contrary, 

Marilyn does not convey the image of a virgin and saint woman. She rather shaped the 

image of a seductive woman, appealing for gaze. Her name was used in a completely 

different field, that is to say, geology. Actually, a Marilyn is a type of mountain in 

Britain. It even seems that the name was given because of Marilyn Monroe. The 

choice of a name is really important in the creation of a product. First, the name has to 

be easy to memorize. That was the case with Marilyn Monroe; Americans already 

knew this name because of one of their previous presidents called Monroe, and it was 

also easy to memorize and to pronounce for Europeans. As far as the first name 

Marilyn is concerned, it was quite the same, since the actress Marilyn Miller already 

expended the name. The initials are also important to mention, they appear as a kind 

of brand of fabric. They are easy to remember because it is just the repetition of letter 

M. Lyon said that the initials MM sounded good (Summers, 1985:44) and Marilyn’s 

psychiatrist, Ralph Greenson, even found a sensual sonority in these same initials: 

Le patient affirmait avoir en permanence sur les lèvres une agréable sensation du 

bourdonnement. Comme s’il produisait le son « Mm »… Ce son « Mm » était l’expression du 

plaisir dans les activités autoérotiques38 

With Brigitte Bardot, also known as BB, Marilyn Monroe was the only one who was 

nicknamed by her initials. 

B. Influence of private life on Marilyn Monroe’s career 
 
1) Family and uncertainties 

 
Even if the certificate of birth evoked the name of Edward Mortenson as Marilyn 

Monroe’s father, it seemed that Gladys was not with Mortenson for several months at 

the moment of Monroe’s birth. Apparently, Marilyn Monroe may be the daughter of 

Charles Stanley Gifford, a womanizer who worked in the same company as Gladys. 

(Glatzer, 2008:8). Summers seems to agree with the fact that Gifford could be 

Monroe’s father, adding that they may have had a short affair when Gladys was still 

married with Mortenson.39 The story also says that Monroe identified and idealized 

her father as being Clark Gable, because once, when she asked her mother to show her 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
38 Wolfe, 1998: 213. 
39 From one book to another, Edward’s name varies. It is sometimes spelled Mortensen but always refers to the 
same person, that is to say, the alleged father of Marilyn Monroe. 



���
�

a picture of her father, Gladys gave her one on which there was a man with a thin 

moustache, like him. At the end of her life, Marilyn Monroe had the opportunity to 

meet Clark Gable, seeing that he was her partner in The Misfits (1961). 
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Because her mother was not able to deal with her children – Gladys had already two 

children before having Marilyn and their father took them to Kentucky – Marilyn went 

to live in host families and foster homes. Gladys and other members of her family 

were prone to psychological issues. And Marilyn’s greatest fear was to become mad. 

All these elements from Marilyn’s private life made her special compared with other 

actresses of the time because she used it as a promotion for her image. The enigma 

about her life was also created on purpose and can be seen as a desire for Marilyn to 

make people more curious. Moreover, these personal fears and idealizations 

contributed to reinforce the fragile and childish dimension of the character created by 

Hollywood. It humanized the product I would say. The absence of a father can justify 

her sometimes excessive, attraction for men, and explain her desire to seduce as well 

as her image. 

 
C. Physical and behavioral features 

 
1) Make-up and hairdressing as essential parts of the product 
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Monroe offers to people40 a particular version of femininity that can be described 

as sexual. The process of femininity, and consequently of sensuality, implies a range 

of "techniques" (Craik, 1994:44-47). The body and clothing are two important tools in 

this process. In order to build the image of an attractive and desirable woman, make-

up and hairdressing allow the creation of the character Marilyn Monroe.  

�
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If we look especially at Marilyn's face, we will be able to see that make-up is one of 

Marilyn Monroe's brands. The whiteness of Marilyn's foundation makes her face seem 

flawless. Moreover, in a symbolic interpretation, whiteness stands for innocence, 

purity and virginity. Eyes play an important role in seduction and sexuality, seeing 

that the gaze intervenes in the process. Marilyn's eyes are covered with white eye 

shadow and black eyeliner in order to increase the size of her eyes. This is also 

stressed by Marilyn's attitude when she was photographed or in films when she always 

has her eyes half-closed in order to appear more sensual and sexual. Doing this, she 

seems to experiment pleasure. Another part of the face that is very important is the 

lips. Marilyn Monroe did not wear a red lipstick without purpose. A flashy red lipstick 

like hers appealed to the gaze and allowed her to stand out from other actresses since 

nobody wore it like her before. Marilyn's beauty spot was nicknamed a "Monroe". 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
40 I use deliberately the term “people” because we can apply it to an audience, to a public or to a readership, 
seeing that Monroe’s product is not limited to cinema. 
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This is another element that makes Marilyn Monroe specific. This little beauty spot 

was not visible, but Monroe exaggerated it in order to make it peculiar. That made her 

face unique. Marilyn’s blond hair is also important to mention. Actually her blondness 

is another characteristic of Marilyn Monroe. The fact that her eyebrows are brown 

clearly highlights that she is not naturally blond. She dyed her hair in order to 

correspond more to the expectations and needs of the studios. In other words, she 

wanted to be a product that sells more. Moreover her whiteness41 and blondness is 

something that made her attractive. As in fairy tales where the good girl who is 

waiting for her prince is blonde, white, pure and desirable, Marilyn Monroe can be 

seen as a desirable product, since every element is artificial. This artificiality leads us 

to deduce that she was created like a product. Marilyn recognized the fact her face was 

created, and even said that she created it: 

Il m’arrive de m’asseoir devant le miroir des heures durant cherchant des signes de 

vieillissement. Pourtant, j’aime les gens âgés, ils ont des qualités remarquables que 

des personnes plus jeunes ne possèdent pas. Je veux vieillir sans avoir recours aux 

liftings. Ils enlèvent au visage la vie et la personnalité. Je veux avoir le courage d’être 

loyale vis-à-vis du visage que j’ai fabriqué.42 

But given that she created it for the world of cinema, since she was an actress, is one 

and the same thing, as to say that Hollywood created her.  

 

2) Marilyn Monroe’s peculiar voice 
 

One of Marilyn Monroe’s unforgettable features is obviously her voice. Everyone 

remembered when she sang the famous “Happy Birthday, Mr President”. The way she 

speaks is thus also interesting to pay attention to, since it contributes to the character. 

Her high-pitched voice makes one thinks of a little girl. This joins the image that 

Ewen calls the “gamine”. Within a feminine envelop like hers, it is hard to believe that 

Monroe had such a childish voice. But I think it was part of her process to seduce the 

audience. Even the way she speaks seems to be worked on: every word she utters 

seems to be pronounced in lovemaking breath. Her breathy voice reinforces the sexual 

connotation of her character. In addition to that, the fact that Marilyn Monroe 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
41 Konkle, p.103. 
42 Charyn, inside cover.�
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performed most of the time in musicals43 is important to consider. In Gentlemen 

Prefer Blondes, the motive of the voice is visible with the character that Monroe 

embodies, namely Lorelei. In German mythology, a Lorelei is a siren. Her role was to 

put a spell on mariners and to attract them with her beautiful voice. She is nothing else 

than a siren trying to appeal to the gaze through a large range of techniques. Also 

related to the voice, Monroe was also known for the famous lines she uttered all along 

her life. These little sentences were thus called “Monroeisms”. Often saying them with 

a sort of naïve attitude, Marilyn liked to comment about other actresses, about men 

and about her feelings on her private life. Once she said that “[U]ne actrice, ce n’est 

pas une machine, mais on la traite comme si elle en était une. Comme si elle était une 

machine à sous.”44 This means that she was aware of the fact that Hollywood was 

exploiting her.  Billy Wilder said an interesting thing about Monroe that perfectly 

underlines the process of manufacture: 

 

« Ils ont essayé de fabriquer d’autres Marilyn Monroe et ils essaieront encore. Mais ça ne 

fonctionne pas. Elle était un modèle unique. »45 

 

 
3) Posture and gesture 

But we cannot talk about makeup and hair as the only specificities of Marilyn 

Monroe's particular version of femininity. Monroe played a lot on her body in order to 

convey a kind a sexual innocence. The poses she strikes and her attitude are typical of 

her persona.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
43 Or if not, films in which she sings. 
44 Marilyn Monroe, un hommage photographique, p.383. 
45 Ibid., p.281.�
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As Amanda Sue Konkle explains in her essay,46 Monroe's version of sexuality is very 

ambiguous. Indeed, Konkle raises the question whether the sexuality represented by 

Monroe is constructed or not. I would say that Monroe's representation of sexuality is 

constructed with clothing first, but also with all the attitude and body language that 

characterized her. She was an actress, that means that she constantly had to be in 

representation and had to follow the trends of the moment and the expectations of 

audiences but also of the studios. She knew how to strike a pose in order to underline 

her curves and to appear more sensual or more sexually appealing. The movement of 

her lips also suggests the idea of a sexuality which is highly studied and constructed 

since the way she moves them creates a sort of pout, as if she does not want her lips to 

lose their appeal even when she speaks. The notion of ambiguous sexuality is also 

evoked by Ewen, when he talks about the three models of women developed by 

Hollywood, namely the vamp, the gamine and the virgin. And this point of view joins 

Konkle's who says that appearing as a "virgin" and "whore" at the same time gives to 

Marilyn’s body a sort of availability. This point makes her different from other 

actresses who did not show their bodies as available. Monroe offered the "ideal" that 

Ewen is talking about, by creating a particular version of femininity and sexuality 

thanks to body language. 

 

 
4) On the use of plastic surgery 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
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Marilyn Monroe’s face was not as natural as it seemed. Apart from the makeup  

that she used, and abused sometimes, few people know that she resorted to plastic  

surgery. When she signed a contract with Columbia Pictures en 1948, she fell in love 

with Fred Karger, the music director of the company. They had an affair together but 

their story did not last for a long time. He was the one who advised Marilyn to arrange 

her front teeth because they were a bit too much in the front (Glatzer, 2008:43). But 

then, as Marilyn Monroe was unable to deal with her expenses and as work began to 

be rarer and rarer, Johnny Hyde tried to cope with her. He covered all her costs and he 

paid for the surgery of Monroe’s nose and chin. If we look at the picture of Young 

Norma Jeane and another one of Marilyn Monroe, we can see that her nose has been 

straightened up and that her chin is more round. 

����������������� ���������������  
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 The use of plastic surgery emphasizes the fact that her face has been built piece by 

piece. I would even say that it can be seen as a kind of mask, as emphasized by Doane 

when she writes: 

 

The very fact that we can speak of a woman “using” her sex or “using” her body for particular 

gains is highly significant – it is not that a man cannot use his body in this way but that he 

doesn’t have to. The masquerade doubles representation; it is constituted by a hyperbolization 

of the accoutrements of femininity.47 

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
47 Doane p.49. 
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The excess of femininity and the use of plastic surgery in order to please the studio 

and convey an image that people wanted to see stand for her desire to be as 

Hollywood wanted her to be. Because of Hollywood, she tried to be perfect.48 

Hollywood is responsible for these changes since she evolved in this milieu and 

changed to be part of this milieu. Without them, Marilyn would not be Marilyn. That 

is why we can see her physical transformation as so particular. 

 
D. Myth and Mystery 

 
John Kennedy said that  « le grand ennemi de la Vérité, ce n’est pas tant le 

mensonge – inventé,  délibéré et malhonnête – mais le mythe – convaincant, 

permanent et imaginaire.» (Combesque, 1996:Cover) Marilyn Monroe’s specificity 

was triggered also by the myth built around her. Roland Barthes, in his book about 

mythologies, had quite the same point of view as Kennedy. Indeed, he completely 

differentiates the notion of knowledge and mythology (Barthes, 1957:63). Therefore, 

it can be deduced that ignorance allows the birth of the myth and knowledge kills the 

myth. This definition can be applied to Marilyn Monroe. As I mentioned previously, 

many uncertainties gave people the desire to discover more about her. The mystery 

about her family background and the instability of her private life are factors that 

emphasized people’s curiosity about her. But the event that totally turned Marilyn 

Monroe’s life from mere mystery to mythology was unquestionably her death. Many 

theories, some credible and others really fanciful, emerged. Some said that she was 

assassinated by the Mafia because some rumors burst about a supposed relationship 

between Marilyn Monroe and Frank Sinatra; others believed she was assassinated 

under the orders of the Kennedys because she may have known some secrets about the 

Cuba crises; some said she just committed suicide. Even if the authorities officially 

declared it as a suicide, many parallel investigations made by fans, friends of Marilyn, 

policemen and other persons are still made and this reinforces the myth. People want 

to know how she died and the desire of knowledge is what Barthes called 

“mythology”. But the myth is not something absent. In the case of Marilyn Monroe, 

her body supports the myth. People want to know what happened to Marilyn Monroe’s 

body and not Monroe as a person. As Barthes explains in the passage entitled « Le 

visage de Garbo», Garbo’s face becomes a “visage-objet” (Barthes: 1957:65). The 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
48 The desire of perfection is seen through the use of plastic surgery. 
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case is the same with Monroe. Marilyn is totally dehumanized since it is her body 

which is mystified and not her personality or what she made in her life as an actress. 

And if Monroe is just reduced to her body, we can thus say that she can also be 

regarded as an object and even a product created piece by piece. 
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Part I: Cultural and ideological context 

A. Culture 

1) Stars and stardom from the 1940s to the 1960s 

Stardom is a phenomenon which is very particular and complex to describe and 

analyze, seeing that it involves different factors. Indeed, being a star is strongly related 

first to the notion of charisma. Dyer’s (Gledhill, 1991:57-59) attempt to define what 

charisma is is really convincing. He first explains that both social and ideological 

aspects are involved in the process and finally borrows Weber’s exploration of the 

notion, defining charisma as 

a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he [sic] is set apart 

from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman or at least 

superficially exceptional qualities” 49 

In this definition, several points are underlined. First, the fact that charisma is 

not something physical and has thus to be differentiated from the body. It is in fact the 

combination of both body and what around it allows charisma to be. The notion of a 

kind of unreal and non material thing is also emphasized through Weber’s use of 

“quality,” “personality” and the suffix “super” that he uses three times. The references 

to individuality and the opposition between “ordinary” and “exceptional” people 

suggest that charisma emerges within a social group. The link between culture and 

society is thus really close. Many persons who saw Marilyn Monroe when she was 

still alive said that she was surrounded by a kind of “aura” that gave her the power to 

attract the gaze. Dyer evokes the fact that the extraordinary comes from the 

association of centrality and intensity50. If we focus on the notion of centrality, we can 

see here that the emphasis is put again on the individual in a society. As far as 

intensity is concerned, when applied to Marilyn Monroe, it may be connected to her 

excess of femininity and therefore to the sexual appeal it triggered.51 Later in his 

essay, Dyer takes Monroe as an example, explaining that the social context is 

necessary to read and understand her image. He quotes in particular the development 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
49 Dyer’s essay entitled “Charisma” when associated to the reading of his “Heavenly Bodies” helps to go deeper 
into the notion of stardom and how it works. 
�� �ibid., 57.�
51 Dyer explores this in his “Heavenly Bodies”, reading Marilyn Monroe as a sexual image. Besides, the title of 
his book suggests the association evoked before between body and something extraordinary surrounding the 
body, in her case sexuality. The subtitle also highlights the necessity of talking about society when thinking 
about stardom.�
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of psychoanalysis in the America of the 1950s, the rise of feminism, technology and 

its impact on society and the birth of masculine stars like Brando, Dean or Presley52. 

Quoting the latter, Dyer raises a question: is a star necessarily an actor? The answer is 

obviously no, since acting is not the only way for an individual to express himself 

among a social group. Barry King approach’s to stardom is complementary with 

Dyer’s. Indeed, the key word he uses in his essay is “stage”53. Therefore, it means that 

stardom concerns singers and actors and also all the fields where an individual can be 

in representation. The second point suggested by King which is relevant to understand 

the phenomenon of stardom is the fact that it is built through a system of signs, 

especially the body54. The exploration of the human body as a complex organization 

of signs is essential when talking about representation and thus stardom. This can be 

applied to Monroe, because she exploited her physical appearance in order to be in 

representation among people. In that respect, since there are signs and that the body is 

used as a cultural way to make money and to be in representation, it means that the 

body of an artist55 can be seen as a cultural object. The body is a tool for the artist. But 

if we say that, that means that we consider the body as having a certain amount of 

power. Indeed, that is what Gledhill suggests in “Signs of Melodrama.” She develops 

the idea that a star is built56 thanks to his/her body because it is the first way “to reach 

their audiences”57. 
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55 I used « artists » on purpose, because it engulfs actors, theatrical performers and singers. 
56 Here again, we get the notion of construction. This has to be related to the creation of the product that I try to 
construct in this dissertation, especially in the case of Marilyn Monroe.��
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 In this sense, this joins the point of view previously evoked about the 

objectification of the body in the process of stardom. This is reinforced by the fact that 

stars’ bodies are used to carry values and meanings. That is also the reason why stars 

are used to promote brands. They become ‘emblematic’ and vehicles of values and 

meanings among a given society. But one important question can also be asked. This 

concerns the performance of an actor and its relation to stardom. Does an actor have to 

be good to be a star? Seeing that being a star is a matter of representation, we can 

argue that if he or she has a good use of his body, he or she can be a star without being 

a good actor. Marilyn Monroe was not considered by the other actors as a good 

actress. Besides, most of the time, she played minor roles in films. She just knew how 

to be in representation in front of society, as when she went to Korea to entertain 

American soldiers.  
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The fact that she exhibits her body gave her the status of a star more than her job as an 

actress. Of course, being a good actor or a good singer helps to be recognized as a star. 

Brando was a remarkable actor but like Marilyn Monroe, his use of his body and his 

physical appearance played an important role in his stardom. The specificity of 

Marilyn Monroe’s version of stardom is that it is mainly based on her physical 

appearance rather than on her talent as an actress. The star’s image is thus an element 

that does not have to be neglected. Another point which is important to mention when 

talking about stardom is the role of private life. As Gledhill notes, “[s]tardom […] 
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arises from the off-stage or off-screen life of the actor [and] becomes as important as 

the performed role in the production of a semi-autonomous persona or image, a 

development which depends on mass circulation journalism and photography.”58 Here, 

what Gledhill underlines is the importance of the coverage of the media. Through 

articles in newspapers and magazines, representations to promote films or interviews, 

an actor builds his stardom. This makes the star closer to the audience and to the 

public, since he/she has a life outside the screen. The stage is not the only place for the 

actor, since he also has a real life outside. It reinforces his image and helps to create it 

as the word ‘production’ stresses. But stardom has to be limited to the image and 

identity of the artist. If not, the danger is excess.59 In fact, if an identity is expressed 

exaggeratedly, the star will build an image and a persona full of contradictions. 

Gledhill takes for example the case of Clint Eastwood, defining the persona he created 

as complex and made of several faces. Moreover, stars embody “our repressed 

elements”60  and in that sense, Dyer’s analysis of Monroe as a sexual image is really 

interesting. Therefore, we can see through the different elements that allow an artist to 

build stardom that it is a very complex phenomenon. The stage is essential but it is not 

the only condition to be a star.  

2) Television and its impact on cinema industry, ally or foe? 

It is impossible to talk about the cultural context without talking about one of 

the most important inventions of the century, namely television. Television has 

brought changes in the social and cultural life of Americans. But it is important to see 

what impact it had on cinema. For many people, television was the most credible 

reason to explain the decline of cinema in the United States. Added to the crisis that 

the studios had to face up with the Paramount decree61, this seems an acceptable 

justification for Hollywood’s decline. But this is true only for the 1960s, which is the 

last decade we focus on since Marilyn Monroe died in 1962. Indeed, if we have a look 

at figures,62 we will see that TV became more important in the 1950s, since in 1949, 

only one million TV sets figured in American living rooms, i.e only 2.3% of American 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
58 ibid., 213. 
59 In her essay, Gledhill defines excess as “the insistence on an identity”. In that regard, Monroe can be said to be 
excessive, since her sex appeal and her exaggerated version of femininity can be considered as the insistence that 
Gledhill is talking about. 
60 ibid., 226. 
61 To understand what was this decree and its influence on the cinema industry, see in Chapter 1, part I, page 11. 
62 See in the annexes the table about TV and its importance in the United States (Schaltz, 1983:178).�
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households. In the mid 1960s, almost all households – precisely 92.6% were furnished 

with at least one TV set. But the presence of TV sets in households cannot be 

considered as an explanation for the decline of cinema because even if the appliances 

became more and more popular, TV signals were not available everywhere, especially 

at the time of the decline of movie going.63 Another factor which has to be taken into 

account is a financial one. Indeed, cinema was seen as something expensive compared 

with TV which was free and could be seen comfortably at home (Hill, 2000:23). 

Therefore, after the Second World War, since America became more and more 

urbanized and also on account of the baby boom,64 people were busier in buying 

appliances for their places, building families and purchasing things they could not 

during war rationing, spending money going to the movies was regarded as useless 

(Izod, 1988:115). TV can even be seen as an ally for cinema. Indeed, it helped the 

cinema industry to diversify itself. With the expansion of TV in households, 

companies which were initially specialized in movies began to produce films and 

shows for TV (Hill, 2000:19). Therefore, the producing companies increased their 

profits selling products addressed to the TV audience (Monaco, 2003:17). If we relate 

the issue of stardom to the expansion on TV in the United States, we can also evoke 

the existence of TV show stars, the most famous TV show star being Lucille Ball, the 

heroine of the most famous American sitcom called “I love Lucy.”65 
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�� �It became more accessible a long time after the decline of the cinema industry began as Gomery explains in his 
essay entitled “Hollywood as Industry.”�
�
 �I am not talking about the phenomenon of the Baby Boom in itself, but more about the economic impact it had 
on an American family and the costs it involved��
�� �The TV show tells the life of Lucy Ricardo who dreams of being an artist. 
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3) Technology and Culture 

The cinema industry has evolved since its creation thanks to technological 

discoveries along the years. The first technological advance in the cinema industry 

was the coming of sound in the 1930s. Thanks to this new feature in films, silent films 

gradually disappeared. In addition to that, it allowed the music industry to become 

closer to the cinema industry, since licensing radios could play music in films at this 

period (Izod, 1988:55). The most famous representative of silent filmmakers was 

obviously Charlie Chaplin.��

�
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 The shift from silent film to sound may also explain the following boom for a 

particular genre of film, that is to say the musical. Money could be made through 

movies, but also with the soundtracks of the films which could be sold when the film 

was released. Therefore, sound can be seen as a way to foster the cinema industry. 

Radio was also used to advertise movies,66 therefore sound became more important 

and, as mentioned previously, radio and cinema became two means of communication 

that influenced one on another.  

The other great shift in the cinema industry was color. This new feature 

allowed cinema to offer to the audience what TV could not offer to them. Color in film 

was thus a kind of challenge for TV. The first technique which was used to color films 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
66 Ibid., 103. 



���
�

was the hand coloring in factories.67 In fact, women had to stencil the pattern and to 

paint it with different colors.68 That was how the first mechanized coloring machine 

was born in the 1910s. But then, as it was too expensive to make, two other techniques 

were used. The first one was dyeing. Films were plunged into colors which were 

chosen according to the feeling or atmosphere you wanted to create. Green was used 

for landscapes, blue for night and red for fire for instance. Another technique which 

was close to the former was that of chemical toning. It consisted in only coloring the 

darkest parts of the films. Sometimes, both techniques were used in the same film.  

The technique of three-color Technicolor was seen as something revolutionary 

since it offered a full range of colors. This technique was used by Walt Disney in the 

1930s for example. But color films were only released in 1935. As Disney was eager 

to test new technologies, the company signed a big contract with Technicolor and 

could thus color its cartoons for a great part. Since it was the beginning of the color 

era, prices were still low. This allowed them to generate big profits.69 By the mid 

1950s, the production of films in color reached 50% (ibid., 136) and more and more 

films were produced in color. If we look at Marilyn Monroe’s films, we will see that 

some of them are in black and white, for example Some Like it Hot (1959), whereas 

Gentlemen Prefer Blonds (1953) was made in color. The latter was even produced in 

Technicolor.70 

Many color other processes appeared after Technicolor. Let us mention the 

Agfacolor, which was made by the Agfa Company. The method was based on the 

system negative/positive of the film. This process was exploited and adapted in 

different countries: in Belgium in 1948 it was called the Gévacolor, in the USSR the 

Sovcolor or the Fujicolor in Japan. A bit later in the 1950s, the Italian version called 

the Ferraniacolor appeared. The United States adapted the Agfacolor too, and this gave 

birth to the Kodacolor in 1942.71 

Apart from color, another feature that was used to challenge television was the 

screen. As television could not imitate the size of the screen offered by cinema, it was 
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67 http://www.cineclubdecaen.com/analyse/technique/couleurhistoire.htm 
68 This job was usually done by women because it had to be precise. 
69 The cartoon Three Little Pigs by Disney was one of these successes. Indeed whereas it only cost $22,000 to 
make, it generated about a quarter of a million of profits, as Izod quotes in his book. 
70 To understand how Technicolor was used, see in the annexes the evolution and different steps of the process. 
71 http://www.cineclubdecaen.com/analyse/technique/couleurhistoire.htm�
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a good way to attract audience. The first innovating system of widescreening in the 

United States was seen in a premiere in 1952 in New York.  At the beginning, 

Cinerama was a technique used in the army, but it was then adapted to the cinema 

industry. It consisted in projecting films through three projectors. Then the image was 

seen on “a huge curved screen accompanied by hi-fi stereo sound, to give audiences a 

sense of depth not previously experienced” (Izod, 1988:139). Unfortunately, even if 

the process was successful, it was only used in 200 theaters. Indeed, the system was 

only suitable to big theaters and required a special installation. Moreover, it was too 

expensive and that was why this process did not go far in the cinema industry. 

Companies were looking for methods which were easy to adapt in cinemas and 

cheaper.  

The system of 3-D responded to all the criteria that cinema companies were 

looking for. In 1952, it was the first time that the 3-D innovation was screened. 

Initially, the method was created by Polaroid but was not as convincing. The 

Gunzbergs then took the process and modified it a little. That was how 3-D was born. 

But as widescreen system, it did not last long, seeing that companies sacrificed plots 

and characters in favor of the image effect. In addition to that, the doubling was not as 

good as it might be, and the quality of films was decreasing. The 3-D format was 

reworked and revised in order to give birth to a new product: the CinemaScope. The 

new product was as good as the former – and even better – but without the drawbacks 

of the previous process. It could be settled in theaters easily and was cheaper. As this 

system was used by one of the most important companies, namely Twentieth Century 

Fox, it began to be used by the other companies as well, except RKO and Paramount.72 

All these new technological advancements increased the common belief that big films 

made big profits as mentioned by Izod.  But this happened to be a mistake and this was 

demonstrated by the economic catastrophe of the film Cleopatra (1963). But there 

were also some big successes, like How to Marry a Millionaire (1953) or Ben Hur 

(1959). 

B. Ideology 

1) The question of American values 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
72 Indeed, theses two companies developed VistaVision, which was a different version of CinemaScope. 
VistaVision “gave a cleaner image” as written in Izod ,1988:141. 
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In the first half of the 20th century, America society was still anchored in 

traditional Victorian values. The family was one of the most important American 

values and this can explain the importance of the institution of marriage. In 1840, 

Tocqueville, in his book Democracy in America, Part the Second, The Social 

Influence of Democracy, analyzed the American marriage: 

In America the independence of woman is irrecoverably lost in the bonds of 

matrimony […] it tells her that the amusements of the girl cannot become the 

recreations of the wife, and that the sources of a married woman’s happiness are in the 

home of her husband. As she clearly discerns beforehand the only road which can lead 

to domestic happiness, she enters upon it at once, and follows it to the end without 

seeking to turn back […].[The Americans] hold that every  association must have  a 

head on order to accomplish its object, and that the natural head of the conjugal 

association is man. […] I never observed that the women in America consider 

conjugal authority as a fortunate usurpation of their rights, nor that they thought 

themselves degraded by submitting to it. It appeared to me, on the contrary, that they 

attach a sort of pride to the voluntary surrender of their own will, and make it their 

boast to bend themselves to the yoke, not to shake it off.73 

Here, Tocqueville highlights women’s dependence on their husbands, especially in the 

first sentence. He presents marriage as a compulsory step in the life of American 

women, even saying that they accepted their submissive position in the couple. This 

allowed a girl to turn into a woman. This transformation implies thus a shift in the 

environment, woman now having to deal with the “home of her husband.” It seems 

that the patriarchal pattern is anchored in the American institution of marriage. The 

situation has not changed that much since Tocqueville’s period. If we have a look at 

the statistics,74 we can notice the fluctuation of marriages and the rate of marriage. We 

can observe that marriage was as important for men as it was women, seeing that there 

is approximately the same proportion of men 15 years of age and over who are 

married as women at the same age. The numbers of marriages grew until 1942 but 

then began to decrease between 1942 and 1944. Then, and probably because of the 

Second World War and the fact that couples were separated, the number of marriages 

increased and reached almost 2,300 000 in 1946. Strikingly, the number of divorces or 

annulments was the most important in that same year. And it continued to increase 
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73 Bernard, “The Paradox of the Happy Marriage” in Woman in Sexist Society, Studies in Power and 
Powerlessness, 145-146. 
74 See the tables in the annexes. In my analysis, I only take into account the 1940s until 1962, because it is the 
year of Marilyn Monroe’s death.�
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until 1962 as 413,000 were counted that year. Many reasons can justify this growth. 

The unhappiness in the American couple can be seen as one of the reasons. But this 

factor concerns women most of the time.75 There was no equality between women and 

men, even less in the bedroom. It was found that 30% of the women expressed high 

satisfaction with their sexual relations.76 It seems that male pleasure was privileged. 

Sexual relationships for older women were more satisfying since there was less risk of 

pregnancy and men’s demands were less important.77 But the problem with older 

couples is the fact that sometimes, women had to repress their desires in order not to 

make their husbands feel bad. 

 “The Problem That Has No name” evoked by Betty Friedan in The Feminine 

Mystique can also be part of the explanation. Married women are more prone to 

psychological issues than single ones or than men as one of the tables show. Marilyn 

Monroe followed the pattern evoked a few lines before. She first married Jim 

Dougherty, who was one of her neighbors and whom she married in order to avoid to 

being put a foster house. They married in 1942 but divorced in 1946. Then, she 

married a second time, this time the baseball player Joe DiMaggio, but their marriage 

only lasted few months. Her last marriage was the longest one, with the famous 

playwright Arthur Miller. Regarding this and the institution of marriage in Marilyn 

Monroe’s days, we can say that the status of woman as an object at this period 

facilitated the reception of Marilyn Monroe as a product. Her successive marriages 

and divorces did not create so much controversy, even if as an actress it was better for 

the studios that she not be married, because it would maintain the fantasy and the 

availability around her persona. Another factor which has been underlined by Rochelle 

Gatlin in American Women Since 1945 is the increasing competition and feeling of 

“distrust” between women at this period. She explains that women saw each other as 

potential rivals in the 1940s and 1950s, also evoking its impact on cinema. Indeed, as 

she says, “[c]atching-your-man was the most popular theme of romantic fiction and 

movies in the 1950s” (Gatlin, 1987:12). The film The Seven Year Itch (1955) exploits 

this topic. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
75 This is based on “The Paradox of the Happy Marriage.” I provide the tables in the annexes. 

� �Inequalities are developped all along the chapter “The Paradox of the Happy Marriage” from page 145 to 162.�
77 Gatlin, American Women Since 1945, 58-59. Alix Shulman’s essay entitled “Organs and Orgasm” in the same 
book gives us a vision of the differenciation of men and women according to sexual organs. This point of view 
can help the reader to understand where unhappiness in sexual relationships came from.�
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Enterprising is also one of the values which are proper to America. Not to say 

that the other countries do not consider, but it takes a different dimension in America. 

This state of mind can be seen as an explanation for the American capitalist ideology. 

In cinema and especially in Hollywood, enterprising was present. This was 

demonstrated by a particular shift in actors’ careers.  Indeed, at the beginning of this 

dissertation, we explained how the actors were imprisoned by studios with the 

institution of contracts. Then, they acquired more liberty, being able to choose the 

films they wanted to shoot. But then came the era when actors became producers. As 

Monaco notes in his eighth volume of History of the American Cinema: 

 it was already a well-established practice that studios worked with stars to finance movies, 

while stars increasingly called themselves producers and set up independent companies. 

Therefore, this means that it was more a question of money and finance than a real 

production by the artist. United Artists78 took advantage of the end of the studio era to 

exploit the deal of actors’ money in production. Usually, the company asked a star to 

finance a production and the latter received a percentage of the gross. Therefore, the 

profits of the film were divided into three parts: the film’s actual producer, the 

company and the artist who was considered as a “third party participant”, as Monaco 

puts it. That was what happened to Gary Cooper when he financed the film Vera Cruz 

in 1953. But some artists who wanted a more important profit created their own 

companies of production. John Wayne chose this option creating Batjac Production 

Company in 1951. This was a success and allowed Wayne to diversify his activities. 

Indeed, his company also developed branches in “real estate, farming operations, 

apartment complex management, and publishing” (Monaco, 2003:20-21). Darryl 

Zanuck, a famous Hollywood producer, made fun of Wayne’s success, criticizing his 

versatility.79 But a counter example of Wayne’s success is the attempt by Marlon 

Brando. Indeed, the actor signed an agreement with Paramount to produce, direct and 

star in films. Accordingly, Brando could earn all the gross generated by the films, the 

studios only getting the money from the distribution fees. This is what happened with 

two films, Mutiny on the Bounty (1962) and The Ugly American (1963). His 

experience in producing was seen as a failure, since Mutiny on the Bounty was a 
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� �United Artists was a company founded in 1919 which pioneered in letting actors make films. 
79 For Alamo (1960), John Wayne was the producer, the director and the star at the same time (Monaco, 
2003:21). 
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financial catastrophe and The Ugly American was considered as anti-American in 

Hollywood. His failure in producing transformed Brando’s image by relating him to 

the failure of these two films. That was the reason why his career was in decline at the 

beginning of the 1960s. The same happened with Marilyn Monroe. She created with 

her friend Milton Greene a company to produce film. But this was not a convincing 

experience.80 These two important values, when associated to the product Marilyn 

Monroe, help us to understand how the ideological context had an influence on the 

product, especially on its reception by the American audience. 

2) Popular culture  

Literally, we can define popular culture as a culture which is accessible to the 

people. It is opposed to elite culture, which is addressed to the upper class. Heffer’s 

definition of culture in his book Les Etats-Unis de 1945 à nos jours adds the notion of 

mass culture, which is often related to the notion of popular culture. He asserts that 

mass culture can be considered as “culture marchandise” seeing that it is created in 

order to be accessible to the largest possible proportion of people and in order to be 

sold to them thereafter. As it has to please everyone, culture is thus globalised in a 

certain way and can be adapted in order to respond to the customers and their 

demands. He even compares culture with an industry, and it is really interesting to 

raise a parallel with Hollywood. Often nicknamed “the dream industry” or “the 

industry of desire,” we can see that Heffer’s definition and point of view can be 

applied to Hollywood. In fact, Hollywood is an industry producing culture. By saying 

culture, several things come to our mind. Films are the most obvious cultural products 

made by the Hollywood industry. But stars can be considered the same way, since they 

allow the creation of products, namely films. Moreover, they have to adapt to the 

audience � that can be regarded as a market � in order to sell the products in which 

they play and then make money. That is how basically an industry functions, and these 

are the characteristics of Hollywood. And some stars are thus elevated to the status of 

popular images. Thomas Harris offers in one of his essays two good illustrations of 

this phenomenon. He analyzes the popular image of Marilyn Monroe, opposing it to 
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80 Marilyn Monroe Productions will be discussed later in the third chapter concerning the merchandising of the 
product Marilyn Monroe. 
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Grace Kelly’s.81 In some way, Harris also underlines the commercial aspect of culture 

in his essay. The fact that he regularly uses the word “publicity” or “advertising”82 

suggests that the point is the product, and that culture is considered as such in Harris’s 

point of view. In addition to that, the expansion of culture is part of the influence of 

the media as mentioned above: 

the screen star [is] known to his or her potential audience not only through film roles but also 

through fan magazines, national magazines, radio, television and the newspapers. The totality 

of this publicity build-up is calculated to make the personality better known to a public which 

will respond by attending the screen hero’s starring films. 

The enumeration of different media in this quote from “The Building of Popular 

Images, Grace Kelly and Marilyn Monroe” shows that media are a means and not an 

end. In fact, magazines were not the only way for stars to build their “popular image” 

but they helped them to be considered as such. The notion of creation – and thus the 

notion of artifice that goes with it – is visible in the words “build-up”, “calculated” and 

“make”. Culture is thus created by man and for man, and the specificity of popular 

culture is to be universal and because of this, to be commercial as well. 

� �
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81 The topic was briefly evoked in the second part of the first chapter; for details about the opposition between 
the two stars, refer to this chapter.�
82 Harris, 1991 : 40-44. 
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Part II: Reception by genre 

A. Comedy 

Marilyn Monroe is known more as a comedian than as a dramatic actress. The 

number of comedies in which she played confirms it. In term of reception, the genre of 

comedy is interesting to analyze since it is addressed to everyone, women and men 

alike. In order to understand the reception of her characters in that genre, Marilyn 

Monroe has to be read as an image, bearing the male look, which turned her into an 

object. This implies a sexual aspect of the gaze, since male gaze ‘projects its fantasy 

onto the female figure’ (Mulvey, 1990: 33). One can wonders if this theory of the male 

as bearer of the look can be applied to the genre of comedy. Mulvey asserts in her 

essay that: 

What counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents. She is the 

one, or rather the love of fear she inspires in the hero, or else the concern he feels for 

her, who makes him act the way he does. In herself the woman has not the slightest 

importance.83 

In comedy, Monroe is thus used with a view to make fun of women and of some of 

their features. In How to Marry a Millionaire, the fact that she cannot see without her 

glasses adds a touch of comic to the story. Moreover, it makes fun of women who are 

capable of some stupid things in order to seduce a man and to marry him. In that 

respect, Monroe is thus confronted to the gaze of women, who do not find any 

similitude between themselves and the character embodied by Marilyn Monroe. 

Indeed, the exaggerated feature of her character in the film does not allow the process 

of identification84 to operate. Mulvey’s point of view about the heroine becomes true, 

given that what the heroine provokes is laughter. Moreover, the male characters of the 

film act the way they do because of the comic aspect of the character embodied by 

Marilyn Monroe. The excess of femininity also leads to the comic of situation. As 

regards the film The Seven Year Itch in mind, we can see that this is totally the case. In 

this film, Marilyn Monroe embodies the neighbor of a married man. Her exaggerated 

femininity turns her into a real sexual object, and the sexual impact of her character 

gives ribaldry to the story. Therefore, the excess of femininity can be the source of a 
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�� �Mulvey, 1990: 33�
84 For a more complete definition of ‘identification’, more connected to psychoanalysis, refer to the part about 
melodrama just below. 
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comic situation, since in many of her films, Marilyn Monroe is considered as the 

‘stupid blond’. In addition to that, the sexual aspect of Marilyn Monroe when 

performing must not be neglected, since all the films in which she played were 

directed by men. As Mulvey underlines in her essay, “the woman displayed has 

functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the characters within the screen story, 

and as an erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium” (Mulvey, 1990: 33). 

Given that the film is built through a male perspective, and therefore through a male 

gaze, this sexualizes the image of the character embodied by Marilyn Monroe. She 

became a fetish, and this can be seen in films through many elements. In How to 

Marry a Millionaire, clothing is all the more important as women had to seduce men 

in order to marry them. The most famous dress that Monroe wears in this film is a 

tight red dress that she puts on to have dinner with the one-eyed man. In this scene, the 

mirrors highlight her sexual attractiveness and fetishistic symbolism. Moreover, the 

red of her dress echoes the red of her lips. She is fetishized through all these sexual 

connotations. But if we come back to the male audience, comedy does not only come 

from the excess of femininity. Woman is only the embodiment of man’s fear, the main 

fear being that of being castrated if we think in term of psychoanalysis. Woman, and 

thus here Marilyn Monroe as comedian, is just the pictorial representation of male’s 

fears and doubts.85 As a consequence, these fears and doubts are disavowed “by the 

substitution of a fetish object or turning the represented figure itself into a fetish so 

that it becomes reassuring rather than dangerous” (Mulvey: 1990:35). The reassuring 

feature added to the excess of femininity thus leads to comedy and laughter. That is 

what happened with the characters that Monroe embodied in comedies. As she was 

embodying frustration and the fear of castration, she was turned into a fetish. 

Therefore her dangerous and castrating sexual appeal is replaced by the comic aspect 

of the character she embodied and thus appeared less dangerous. This gave to her 

character a reassuring, and even a ridiculous aspect sometimes and that is precisely 

what allowed the male audience to accept her as a comedian. As far as women are 

concerned, it is also true given that, because of the fact that she was seen as reassuring 

and ridiculous, the process of identification could not take place and there was no 

feeling of competition or jealousy between Marilyn Monroe and the American woman 

of the 1950s and 1960s. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
85 Doane, 1990: 42. 
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B. Musical 

Marilyn Monroe is also known for the numerous musicals she performed in. In 

that genre, the character of the showgirl is recurrent and this was the part that Marilyn 

Monroe played the most in all the films she played. Indeed she was a showgirl in River 

of No Return, Gentlemen Prefer Blonds, Let’s Make Love, Ladies of the Chorus, There 

is No Business Like Show Business and obviously The Prince and the Showgirl. 

Mulvey perceives this device as a way to “[allow] the two looks to be unified 

technically without any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman performs within the 

narrative, the gaze of the spectator and that of the male characters in the film are 

neatly combined without breaking narrative verysimilitude” (Mulvey, 1990:33). By 

looks, she means indeed two levels of gaze, the male gaze of the spectator but also the 

male gaze of the other characters performing with the actress in the film. The job of a 

showgirl is to display her body, to show it. The notion of gaze is thus very important 

to consider. If we refer to Doane’s essay, the notion of woman as spectacle must not 

be neglected. Woman is seen as a spectacle because she is the recipient of the gaze. 

Indeed, the showgirl is performing on a stage to be seen and thus, there is a kind of 

mise-en-abîme since there is a spectacle in the spectacle. Actors of the film are 

looking at her on stage, but the spectator is looking at her as well on screen. As 

woman is here displayed to be looked at, she is thus objectified by the male gaze. The 

process of looking and objectification as seen by John Berger is quite explicit: 

Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not 

only most relations between men and women, but also the relation of women to 

themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she 

turns herself into an object – and most particularly an object of vision: a sight. 

 
Moreover, the character of the showgirl is highly sexualized and eroticized as well. 

This raises the question of voyeurism.86 There is something to see and the spectator 

experiments pleasure when looking because of the sexual difference. If we pay 

attention to the device of the showgirl, we will see that garment is one of the elements 

that eroticized Marilyn Monroe and turns her into an object. Let us have a look for 

example at the opening scene of Gentlemen Prefer Blonds. As Mulvey says, “the film 

opens with [women] as object of the combined gaze of spectator and all the male 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
86 The notion of voyeurism is also called scopophilia by Freud. He isolates voyeurism as “one of the component 
instincts of sexuality” (quoted in Mulvey, 1990:30) 
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protagonists […] [they are] isolated, glamorous, on display, sexualized.”87 Then, 

because she fell in love with a character of the story, she will lose the sexual appeal 

which is a feature of the showgirl. As a consequence, when the spectator will identify 

with the male character possessing the showgirl, he will have the feeling of possessing 

her too.88 
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In Gentlemen Prefer Blonds, the image of the desirable woman as the 

embodiment of male fantasy is visible.�As in fairy tales where the good girl who is 

waiting for her prince is blonde, white, pure and desirable, Marilyn Monroe appears on 

the stage singing.� With her red dress, Marilyn reminds the spectator of Little Red 

Riding Hood. The red color of her dress acts as if she wanted to attract the spectator's 

desire and gaze. Blondness becomes the object of the male gaze, inspiring desire and 

eroticism as well and thus becomes the real representation of male fantasy. Jewellery 

also plays the same role, since it also serves to fetishize Marilyn and eroticizes her a 

little more. In the famous song “Diamonds are a girl’s best friend,” it became obvious. 

Jewels are a symbol of femininity. Bracelets, necklaces and earrings abound in 

Gentlemen Prefer Blonds. If we consider the parts of the body they cover, we can 

notice that they can be used on sexual purposes.�Let us consider the neck first. It is a 

very sensual part of the body which is not necessarily displayed. But adorned by a 

necklace, it immediately catches the eyes and attracts the attention. That is what 

happened when Monroe sings the diamonds' song; she is wearing a massive diamond 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
87 This quote applies to two other films, namely Only Angels Have Wings and To Have or to Have not. But I 
think it can be applied to Gentlemen Prefer Blonds as well. 
88 See Mulvey’s point of view about showgirls and sexuality in relation to psychoanalysis (Mulvey, 1990:34-35)�
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necklace. Bracelets also appear in Gentlemen Prefer Blonds.�Directly on the arms or 

on gloves, they are most of the time made with diamonds. Hands are also important 

and can be interpreted in a sensual and sexual way. First of all, the symbol of marriage 

is linked with the hands. As one of the major themes of the film, since Dorothy and 

Lorelei are both looking for a husband, hands must be seen in a symbolic point of 

view. As the wedding ring is worn on hand, this implies a connection with marriage 

but also the loss of virginity after marriage. Besides, in some cultures, as hands and 

arms are considered as "erotic," there are hidden. In relation to earrings, the point to 

mention is that it reinforces femininity since men did not used to wear them. Also 

appealing to the eyes, we can observe that they can be round or hanging in the film. If 

they are hanging they can be seen as a fetishistic symbol. If there are round, it 

underlines femininity, the round figure suggesting womanly curves. In this respect, the 

fact that Marilyn wears earrings has a sensual connotation. Moreover, earrings can be 

related to the sense of hearing and the motif of the voice. Since it is a musical, it is 

important to consider. Her breathy voice reinforces the sexual connotation of her 

character. As far as color is concerned, it is obvious that it came to highlight the 

sensual and sexual aspect of the character that Marilyn embodied.  

�
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The pink dress of the picture is one of the famous costumes worn by Marilyn. It is a 

tight pink dress that definitely turns Monroe into an object. Here, the objectification is 

made through the male gaze in so far as he can possess Monroe through his gaze. 

Besides, she is singing in the middle of a group of men. Pink is traditionally the color 

representing girls and femininity in western culture. When she sings "When Love 

Goes Wrong" (figure 26), she is wearing a dark suit but here, sexuality is conveyed by 

the fact that her breast is on display contrary to Dorothy's. 
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The camera eroticizes her showing her breast to the spectator. This emphasizes the 

focus of the camera that Dyer analyzes in "Monroe and Sexuality." During the scene 

when she is going to have dinner with Dorothy and other men on the boat, Marilyn is 

wearing an orange dress. Really close to her skin, we can see her arms and her breast 

and as the pink one, this dress has the power to eroticize her. Orange is colorful and 

attracts attention. Born from a mix between yellow and red, orange also carries a 

symbolic of desire.  
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Another strong element of clothing that we can find in Gentlemen Prefer Blonds and 

which is highly sexually connoted is the glove. Short or long, gloves are respectively 

hiding hands or both hands and arms. As the hand is a sensual part of the body, hiding 

with gloves suggests its eroticizing power. We can see it as a voyeuristic symbol, 

given that what we are expecting when looking is that they disappear so that we see 

hands and arms. Highlighting the woman's hands and arms, it is also a very strong 

erotic symbol. It fetishizes women and in our case, Marilyn, since it "builds up the 

physical beauty of the object, turning it into something satisfying in itself" (Mulvey, 
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1990:35). Watching Marilyn Monroe in a musical involves the audience being 

absorbed in a voyeuristic situation. As a consequence, and because there is the notion 

of pleasure behind, we can say that this aspect of the product has helped it to be 

accepted and welcomed by the audience. 

C. Melodrama 

This popular genre was famous in the 1940s and 1950s. Melodrama can be defined 

as emotional, in so far as feelings are externalized in this type of film.  Melodrama is 

also known as one of the three genres of excess, being representative of emotional 

excess.89 It is also the reason why melodramas are considered as “woman’s films.” But 

this genre reproduced the patriarchal system in which America was still anchored after 

the Second World War. Moreover, Doanes explains in her essay called “The Woman’s 

Film” that melodrama is a genre which is normally addressed to women: 

The “woman’s film” is not a “pure” genre – a fact which may partially determine the male 

critic’s derogatory dismissal of such films. It is crossed and informed by a number of other 

genres or types […] and finds its point of unification ultimately in the fact of its address. 

Because the woman’s film of the 1940s was directed towards a female audience, a 

psychoanalytically informed analysis of the terms of its address is crucial in ascertaining the 

place of woman is assigned as spectator within patriarchies.90 

She justifies this point of view by talking about the markets. Indeed, according to her, 

“Hollywood’s analysis of its own market” allowed the industry to “[stipulate] that the 

films are in some sense the ‘possession’ of women and that their terms of address are 

dictated by the anticipated presence of the female spectator” (ibid., 68). The trace of 

the patriarchal model in melodrama can be seen easily. First of all, woman is most of 

the time represented in the domestic sphere, or if not, in a closed space which conveys 

a claustrophobic feeling. The genre of melodrama thus reinforces the ideology of a 

patriarchal society. Byars even talks about an ”ideological failure,”91 expressing the 

view that it anchors the tradition of patriarchy without interrogating it and that it 

supports the contradictions and negative features of the model. Considering all these 

elements, we can thus consider Marilyn Monroe’s life as a melodrama. Indeed, her life 

is full of excesses from different aspects: an unsteady family background, complicated 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
89 The two other genres of excess are pornography and horror, the former displaying the excess of sex and the 
latter the excess of horror and violence. Literally, melodrama stands for the excess of drama. 
�� �Doane, 1982 : 68�
91 Byars, 1994 : 93-94�
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relationships with others, several marriages, several attempts of motherhood in vain, 

alcohol and drugs… The claustrophobic atmosphere evoked before can be seen 

through the media coverage of her life: indeed, her life can be considered as a film in 

which she was the main actress. As we know, newspapers and TV have played – and 

still do – an important part first of all in her career but also in the creation and 

reception of her character. Moreover, the fact that Marilyn Monroe’s version of 

femininity is excessive and rather artificial reinforces the melodramatic aspect of her 

life. And she knew that since she played on it, adding and making up elements of her 

life in order to stress this particular facet of her product.  
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If we follow Lacan’s theory about the mirror phase, we will say that it can be applied 

to Monroe’s melodrama. In fact, the psychoanalyst claims that saying ‘I’ involves a 

group to exist in. ‘I’ cannot exist without something to be opposed to and compared 

with, therefore it is essential in order to construct an identity to have ‘others’. And that 

is what happened with Monroe. In order to exist, she had to be compared with other 

actresses and to build her identity thanks to other women first, but also thanks to men. 

The latter allowed her to express her femininity and to define her sexual identity. In 

reality, we thus move from a world of needs, but in a symbolic way we move to a 

world of desire. Here appears the theme of the fantasy, which is necessary to evoke 

when talking about men’s reception on Monroe. Indeed, she became the object of 

desire through the male gaze or, as Kaplan says, “the object of men’s lasvicious gaze” 
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(Kaplan, 1983: 26).92 But in melodrama, the male gaze is de-eroticized because the 

spectator is supposed to be a woman. The melodramatic aspect of Monroe’s persona 

made her lose her sexual appeal in order to address a female audience. It allowed 

women to be involved in the phenomenon of identification. We need to talk about 

women gaze here again. Monroe being the protagonist, she is the only one to be active. 

But in American culture, activity is associated with masculinity whereas passivity is a 

feminine feature.93 Spectatorship is assumed to be passive. Therefore, passivity can be 

related to fantasy and to the object of desire evoked a few lines before. Indeed, the 

female gaze finds identification and in being the object of the gaze, namely, Marilyn 

Monroe. As Stacey says in her “Feminine Fascinations”, the 1940s and 1950s offered 

a new definition of femininity “in Hollywood and in society generally”. She also 

underlines the “significance of Hollywood stars in women’s lives and imaginations”. 

Thus, it suggests that spectatorship built an idealized version of femininity thanks to 

stars – and here, the focus is on the version on femininity offered by Marilyn Monroe 

– “within [a] patriarchal culture”, namely American culture (Stacey: 1991:142). As 

Monroe is object of the gaze, she is thus logically ‘objectified’. Therefore we are close 

to the notion of product and Mulvey even uses this word when talking about the gaze 

and female stars as objects: 

The beauty of the woman as object and the screen space coalesce; she is no longer the 

bearer of guilt but a perfect product, whose body, stylized and fragmented by close-

ups, is the content of the film and the direct recipient of the spectator’s look. 

Therefore, the body, the screen and thus the media turn Marilyn Monroe into a product 

and an object of the gaze. Moreover, Stacey provides us with a very interesting 

definition of the phenomenon of identification.�She defines it as a “key mechanism for 

the production of identities”, highlighting objectification and the place of sexuality in 

this process: 

First, identification is the original form of emotional tie with an object; secondly in a 

regressive way it become a substitute for a libidinal object-tie […]; and thirdly it may 

arise new perception of a common quality shared with some other person who is not 

an object of sexual instinct. The more important this common quality is, the more 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
92 Here, Kaplan is talking about women fantasy. She evoked the fact that women fantasy is based on the pattern 
dominance-submission, the woman being submitted. But further, she also notes that male fantasy is based on the 
same pattern. 
93 Mulvey, 1981 :29-38.�
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successful may this partial identification become, and it may thus represent the 

beginning of a new tie.94 

She even goes further when talking about “identificatory fantasies”, involving 

different phases, “devotion and worship”, “the desire to become” or “escapism” 

(Stacey, 1991:149-153). 

D. Drama 

 If we look at the films she starred in, we can see that she played in dramas as 

well. The Misfits (1961)95 is interesting to evoke, in the sense that it was written by her 

husband, Arthur Miller, and that it has many coincidences with their private life. This 

film is the drama in which she had the most important role. She also played in All 

About Eve (1950) and in Clash By Night (1952), but even if she was on the poster and 

in the credits, her parts in these films were not significant. But American women could 

easily recognize themselves in the parts Monroe played, especially in the part she 

played in The Misfits. She embodies a divorcée and, as said previously, this concerned 

an important part of American society in the 1950s and 1960s. Marilyn Monroe can be 

regarded as a model, since many American women identify with her. In addition to 

that, it was easier to identify with Monroe when she performed in drama. As 

melodrama is more excessive than drama, the latter appears as more realistic than the 

former. As a consequence, it is likely that women found more similarities in the 

characters embodied in drama than in melodrama. But another issue can be raised 

when talking about identification, that is to say the problem of gender. Indeed, the 

model offered to identification can be seen as only addressed to white women. Women 

from other ethnic origins could hardly identify since they did not share the same 

culture. But at the same time, if we think in term of “identificatory fantasies96”, “the 

desire to become” and “escapism” can be phases which can concern women from 

other ethnic origins. 
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94 Stacey, 1991:146. 
95 It was the last film that Marilyn Monroe made. She also starred in Something’s Got to Give, but the film was 
never finished because she died in 1962. 
96 The theme of fantasy is exploited in The Seven Year Itch, in which Marilyn Monroe embodied the fantasy of 
her neighbor Tom Ewell while his wife was on vacation with their children.�
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Part I: American media or the power to advertise the product Marilyn 
Monroe 

A. The ‘top-model’ years of Marilyn Monroe 

Before being an actress, Marilyn Monroe – at that time still called Norma Jean 

Baker – was a model. In 1944, as she was working in a factory participating to the war 

effort97, photographers from the army, the First Motion Picture Unit, visited factories 

in order to find a model of woman who could embody Rosie the Riveter (Charyn, 

2007:24).  
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One of these photographers was called David Conover and chose Norma Jean. In the 

picture, we can see that Monroe’s version of Rosie the Riveter99 is not very 

convincing. Even if both of them are wearing blue collars, the original version seems 

tougher and presents more ‘masculine features’ than the embodiment offered by 

Marilyn Monroe. Indeed, Rosie covered her hair with a scarf whereas Marilyn displays 

it, thus appealing to the gaze since it is loose. In addition to that, Rosie gives the image 

of a woman who is able to work, despite of the fact that she is a woman. This can be 

seen in the picture since she shows her arms, putting her manicured hand on the 

muscle of her arm. Here, the male physical ability is combined with the delicate 

beauty and the typically feminine attention to physical appearance. This provides us 

with an image of stronger, self-confident and really capable woman. On the contrary, 
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97 The factory’s name was Radio Plane (Glatzer, 2008:27) 
98 This picture was on the cover of the magazine Yank for the issue of August, 2nd 1945 
(http://www.skylighters.org/yankmagazine/yankgirls.html)�
99 To compare the picture with the real Rosie the Riveter representation, see Chapter I, part 1 on page 8. 
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Monroe is a most feminized version of Rosie the Riveter. She seems fragile, with her 

small white hands. The fact that she is photographed while she is working on the 

assembly of a small machine underlines that she is capable of light work and small 

tasks. There are no masculine features or abilities emanating from this picture. On the 

contrary, the feeling which emerges is just that of a woman who is working in a 

factory, but a woman who does not deny her femininity. Thanks to that experience, in 

1945 she was introduced to Emmeline Snively who was at the head of the Blue Book 

Modeling Agency (Glatzer, 2008:28). Snively offered to Marilyn the opportunity of 

being trained during three months, but this cost $100. As Marilyn did not own that 

amount, Snively found a solution: Marilyn could follow the training but she would 

have to give the money back to the agency when she would be paid later in her career 

as a model. Emmeline Snively was the first character in Marilyn Monroe’s career to 

see her as a potential source of money-making. This experience opened the doors of 

magazines to Marilyn Monroe and even if she was employed by studios as an actress, 

she kept on doing covers for many magazines.100 What is also striking is the fact that 

most of the time, when Marilyn Monroe appeared in magazine, it was not to talk or to 

promote one of her films. She was photographed and the articles focused on her 

private life – like her weddings for example – or her persona. She was often compared 

to John Fitzgerald Kennedy, since they both used the media to enhance and to promote 

their image. If we have a look at the covers, we can see that the sexual feature of 

Marilyn Monroe’s persona is underlined in almost all the pictures. The red lipstick 

emphasizes Marilyn Monroe’s mouth. Even on the pictures where Marilyn Monroe 

was a brunette101, the emphasis on her mouth, a part of the body that is very important 

in the process of the gaze – especially where the male gaze is concerned – is obvious 

and turns her into a sexual object. The poses that Marilyn Monroe stroke also have an 

influence on the image she wanted to give to her persona. In that regard, the cover of 

the magazine Tempo is interesting.102 Her pose is highly sexualized. Several parts of 

her body are on display, such as her legs, her arms and her chest. The bathing suit is 

really tight and thus highlights her curves. Marilyn Monroe appears as very attractive 

and open to gaze. If we look closer, we can read the titles on the cover page of the 

magazine. It reads “How the army bungled the triple axe murder,” “the ultra private 
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100 See some of these covers in the annexes. 
101 I’m referring to the two covers of Personal Romances in the annexes.�
102  See the cover of Tempo magazine in the annexes on page 112. 
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life of Victor Borge” and “Paris discovers ‘Le Strip.’” There is no mention of Marilyn 

Monroe or cinema. She is just used in order to sell the magazine and to appeal to the 

gaze. With the birth of consumer society, media played an important role in the 

cultural and social aspects of American life. With the emergence of new ideas, like 

feminism or the sexual revolution later, the media displayed to society the new models 

of femininity and the new representation and habits of women. The 1920s-1950s were 

marked by the explosion of women’s magazines. They combined two purposes, the 

first being advertising of course, but the second providing women with new models of 

femininity. The public composed of women was thus considered as ‘consumer’ and 

seen as a source of money-making and in this respect, Marilyn Monroe can be 

considered as a product. As far as what can be called ‘masculine’ magazines and 

press103 are concerned, like the magazine Yank that was evoked previously, Marilyn 

allowed selling thanks to her sexual appeal and her image. Indeed, men were looking 

for a version of femininity that was opposed to the traditional woman at home. They 

wanted a sensual and sexual version of femininity. Monroe’s display in the American 

media helped her to confirm her status as a star. Magazines played an important part 

for the product ‘Marilyn Monroe’. First, it allowed her to create features of her 

persona and to materialize the character she created in order to make it more realistic 

in the eyes of the public. Indeed, the fact that her image is ‘stuck’ in the picture turns 

her into an object of gaze. The objectification of her persona thus confirmed her being 

seen as a product. Secondly, magazines were used as a way to promote her image and 

overall, to sell it, since the photos and magazines generated money. It represented a 

really important step in the money-making process of Marilyn Monroe and added a 

financial value to the product.  

B. On the use of provocation 

As suggested previously, World War II brought important changes to 

American society. Women’s participation to the war effort allowed the rise of a new 

wave of feminism in the 1960s. Quoted by Mac Nair, the documentary The Life and 

Times of Rosie the Riveter shows this participation but even goes further. It turned into 

a useful tool of propaganda for the debate about feminism, since it evoked the theme 

of femininity, the place of women in society, and of course denounced the sexual 
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103 This remark about ‘masculine’ press does include the case of Playboy Magazine. The connection between 
Marilyn Monroe and this kind of magazine will be talked about later in this chapter. 
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conservatism of the post-war period. The ‘culture of triumphant hedonism’ triggered 

by the victory of the Second World War permitted the emergence of icons charged 

with sexual meaning. Mac Nair lists Marlon Brando, Elvis Presley, James Dean and of 

course, Marilyn Monroe. As far as the media are concerned, a new type of media 

emerged, displaying this new trend of sensuality and sexuality. Playboy was one of the 

‘male’ magazines which sold a more sexualized type of culture (Mc Nair, 2002:22). 

Because it went against the dominant ideology of sexual conservatism, Playboy could 

be seen as a tool of provocation, since it provided the readership with eroticism.104 

Marilyn Monroe was a model for the magazine in 1953 and this event created a real 

controversy. 
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In her book, Les trésors de Marilyn Monroe, Glatzer writes that, contrary to what the 

studios which employed Marilyn at the time thought, the controversy of the nude 

pictures was anticipated, and even prepared by Marilyn Monroe. The aim of this event 

was thus obvious: first, since the episode occurred just before the release of Clash By 

Night, it can be seen as a way to promote the film and to make people know about 

Marilyn, who was starring in this film. Moreover, the financial aspect of this event 

must not be neglected. As Mac Nair develops in his Striptease Culture, sex – and by 

extension eroticism here – sells. The magazine Playboy was sold 50c in the United 

States, and the calendar in which the nude pictures of Marilyn Monroe were published 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
104 Pornography democratized later, when eroticism was well anchored in the society. A rumor of a sex tape with 
Marilyn Monroe burst, but nothing proved she was on the video. Moreover, as the ‘trend’ of sex tapes is recent 
and pornography was not as democratized in the 1940s-1960s as now, this rumor does not seem credible. 
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also generated money. Marilyn Monroe did not even try to deny she was not the 

person on the pictures. On the contrary, she asserted it was she, and justified it saying 

she needed money because she did not have any and that she had to eat (Glatzer, 2008: 

68-80). Eventually, this was successful: the film Clash By Night was welcomed by 

good critics and the public was not shocked by the nude pictures. Later in her career, 

she would make other nude pictures, but this will not create the controversy it created 

the first time it happened.105 The audience and the public in general saw this display of 

Marilyn Monroe’s body as a way to assert her femininity and sexuality (Glatzer, 

2008:79).  

 

Apart from pictures, and especially nude ones, interviews were also a useful 

tool for Marilyn to convey this kind of sexual aura around her. Indeed, provocation 

was conveyed by Marilyn through magazines, in which she underlined her sex appeal, 

playing on her kind of naïve and suggestive attitude. Marilyn was at ease with nudity. 

This was visible with the nude pictures she made but she also talked frankly about 

nudity, as she did for the Hollywood Reporter saying to the journalist: 

 

Je m’habille des pieds à la tête […]. Je commence toute nue, puis j’enfile mes bas et 

mes chaussures. J’adore les chaussures couleur chair, parce qu’elles me donnent 

l’impression de marcher nu-pieds. Je ne porte jamais de vernis à ongles parce que je 

me sens plus nue quand je n’en ai pas… Je dors nue entre deux draps très fins. Et sous 

un édredon de satin, couleur chair – jamais de couverture. 106 

One of the most famous ‘Monroeisms’ happened when a journalist asked what she 

wore at night and the answer she gave was “Chanel number 5.” Her reply obviously 

highlighted the fact she used to sleep naked, but in addition to that, the provocation 

can be seen in the fact that she quoted a famous brand of perfume as a response. 

Another time, when the affair of the calendar burst, when journalists asked her if she 

really stroke the pose naked, she said that it was true there was nothing… but the 

radio.107 She managed to turn that into something sensual and particularly funny 

thanks to her answer. Therefore, all these examples have demonstrated that the media, 

and in this case, magazines and newspapers, had an important impact on the product 

Marilyn Monroe. They first helped her to be known, and then the roles were reversed 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
105 See in the annexes some other pictures of Marilyn. 
106 Glatzer, 2008 : 76. 
107 Ibid., 79.�





�
�

when Marilyn Monroe used them to reinforce her image as a sex symbol. The use of 

provocation strengthened the sexual aspect of her persona, but it was also a way to 

promote and sell the product. 

C. Marilyn Monroe as a product of mass culture 

Marilyn Monroe can be considered as a product of mass culture, seeing that she 

corresponded to the criteria that define a product of mass culture. The first point that 

allows us to assert that is the fact that Marilyn Monroe played parts in popular genres. 

She played in comedies like Some Like it Hot (1959), in romantic comedies as well 

like How to Marry a Millionaire (1953). The most famous of her films is the musical 

Gentlemen Prefer Blonds (1953) but we can also think about There is No Business like 

Show Business. As far as westerns are concerned, let us quote River of No Return 

(1954). These films were addressed to a broad audience, since they were the most 

popular genres of the period. The fact that Marilyn Monroe performed with other stars 

that were already popular and products of popular culture, like for instance 

Montgomery Cliff, Clark Gable, Bette Davis, Betty Grable or Yves Montand, turned 

her into a product for the masses as well. Her private life reinforced it, since her 

husbands also ‘belonged’ to the realms of sport and culture: Joe Di Maggio was a 

famous baseball player, whereas Arthur Miller was a playwright and an author. 

Marilyn Monroe was thus often associated to other cultural products of the 1940s-

1960s. 
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The second criterion that turned her into a product of mass culture is the money-

making feature. In the introduction to his book The Popular Culture Reader, Geist is 

talking about the “commercial nature” of culture, saying that “products of popular 

culture are just that – products. Popular almost always revolves around the making of 

money” (Geist, 1983:3). If we look at Marilyn Monroe as a product, it is true that she 

generated money. First the money came from the films in which she played. Then the 

magazines and newspapers were another way of getting money, with the interviews. 

Given that the magazines were cheap, around 50c, there were easily sellable. The fact 

these types of magazines were addressed to the masses explains their cheap price. In 

addition to that, Marilyn Monroe made a lot of pictures during her career, at the 

beginning when she was a model, but she carried on being photographed as a model 

even when she was an actress. Pictures were thus another source of money making. 

Another way of making money was sex. Indeed, as Mac Nair develops in his book, sex 

is powerful since it can be a business and can make money. According to him, ‘sex 

sells’ as was the case with the product Marilyn Monroe, this is true: 

The pleasurable, recreational dimensions of sexuality have long made it the lucrative 

object of capitalist entrepreneurship, based on the transformation of desire and the 

promise of sexual pleasure into various types of commodity ([…], and all the sex-

saturated products of art and popular culture. Sex sells indirectly, too, routinely used 

in advertising […] as a powerful promotional tool to sell other commodities in the 

marketplace).108 

Sex is thus lucrative, as underlined by Mac Nair. The ‘sexual pleasure’ and the desire 

felt by the public when looking at Marilyn Monroe109 result in a product which is 

highly sexual. Here, Marilyn Monroe’s sex appeal helped to sell the films in which she 

performed, her pictures and the product Marilyn Monroe itself.  

  The third criterion evoked by Geist is the copy. For him, ‘[if] a given product 

becomes a major money-maker, then it is quickly revamped and adapted to create 

similar products’ (Geist, 1983: 2). One of the examples is Jayne Mansfield who was in 

several points similar to Marilyn Monroe, especially because of their physical 

appearances, their sex appeal and their sudden death. Later, other actresses will be 

considered as similar like Anna Nicole Smith. The product embodied by the latter was 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
108 Mac Nair, 2002 : 5-6 
109 Cf the part on the reception by genre from page 53 to 62.�
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adapted to the period of the 20th and 21st centuries and was money-making as Marilyn 

Monroe was, but with some specificities. We can also find in Audrey Hepburn another 

version of the product. The adaptation was a different version of femininity which is 

provided through the famous actress of Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Even if there is no 

physical similitude, Audrey Hepburn was a money-making product as well, not only 

thanks to her films, but also thanks to her clothes designed by Hubert de Givenchy.  

  Geist says that the ‘popular arts reflect the values of the multitude’.110 This 

means that the products coming from culture are addressed to the masses and thus 

become products of mass culture. Like Grossberg, Wartella and Whitney,111 he 

highlights the power of the audience in the consumption of a product in the field of 

culture: 

Popular culture products are so much with us, some much art of the day to day lives of 

all Americans, that the values and beliefs on the surface and hidden beneath these 

products inevitably have an important impact on all of us. On one hand, the products 

influence our thinking. […]. In fact, our conviction that we even need to use such 

product is conditioned, at least in part, by advertising and culturally determined 

beliefs. […] On the other hand, we as consumers help to determine what is popular 

culture and what is not. […] It is because mass consumption has such a powerful 

effect on popular products of all kinds that these products come to reflect the wishes, 

needs and desires of the buyers. 

Therefore, the public turns into consumers and these consumers are looking for 

products which at the same time, make them dream but also look like them and are 

accessible to them. The availability can be found in advertising and in the case of 

Marilyn Monroe, we have seen that her films, her interviews and her pictures served as 

tools of promotion for the product. Marilyn Monroe had to provide an image which 

was highly sensual and sexual to provoke a need in the public. The lack of 

accessibility leads to a lack of need if this is the case, the product cannot be sold. And 

because consumers are numerous – if we consider the readership of magazines and 

newspapers, the audience of her films and the public in general – the product of 

popular culture Marilyn Monroe became a product of mass culture.   

� �
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111 In their book called Media Making: Mass Media in a Popular Culture, they define the media, explain its 
meaning, its power and its influence on public life.�
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Part II: The importance of the image 

A. Representation of Marilyn Monroe on posters 

1) General remarks about posters 

Marilyn Monroe is present in the great majority of the posters of the films in which 

she performed. In a poster promoting the film Dangerous Years (1947), she is not 

mentioned as actress and there is no picture of the character she embodied in the film. 

In general, the image of Marilyn Monroe on the poster is sensual and appealing to the 

gaze. She wears clothes that underline her feminine curves, like dresses or skirts but 

she never wears trousers. In the case of posters where only her face is visible, the 

emphasis is made on her mouth, and especially on her lips, which are, as usual, 

covered with red lip stick. That is the case for the poster of We’re Not Married (1952) 

for example, on which she is hugging a man and seems to be laughing. As far as the 

importance on the picture is concerned, we can say that Marilyn Monroe is 

represented in the same way on the posters. On the poster of Gentlemen Prefer 

Blondes (1953), Jane Russell and she are equally visible, dressed in the same way, and 

they both appeal to the eye. The same occurs with Lauren Bacall and Betty Grable for 

the poster of How to Marry a Millionaire (1953). The different versions of femininity 

are thus offered to the male or female viewer and the ‘products’ are represented 

equally, in order for him or her to make a decision as to which version he or she 

prefers. Even when represented with an actor, the picture is shared equally by the two 

characters, as is the case on the poster of Bus Stop (1956). We can also see the 

evolution of Marilyn Monroe’s career through the place of her name on the posters. At 

the beginning, on posters of films like Let’s Make it Legal (1951), Love Nest (1951) or 

Monkey Business (1952), her name is the last one to appear. But the situation shifts 

then, and for the next films, most of the time films in which her sex appeal is used as a 

promotional tool, her name is the first, even if her role is not the most important. Let 

us quote for instance, the Let’s Make Love (1960) poster, on which she is right in the 

middle of the poster, with three other smaller pictures of her on the sides as well. On 

the Bus Stop poster, the contrast is all the more striking since her name is just next to 

her picture, but it is written in the same font as the title of the film. In addition to that, 

the size of the letters and their colors turn Marilyn Monroe’s name into a real eye-

catching item of the poster. The posters of her films are thus a really interesting way 

of seeing the evolution of Monroe’s popularity as well as of the image she offered to 
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the public, with a sensual feature always present, but more or less emphasized in each 

poster.  

2) Case study of a poster: Niagara112 

The film Niagara was released in 1953 and was the eighteenth film that Marilyn 

Monroe starred in. Directed by Henry Hathaway, the film relates the story of a couple 

going to Niagara Falls, where tensions burst out in a background of betrayal and 

adultery and end up in murder. The theme of the waterfalls is reproduced thanks to the 

dominant blue color occupying the major part of the poster. Marilyn Monroe is 

integrated to the natural element of water and is lying on the top part of the poster. Her 

position reminds the viewer of that of a siren. Even her dress seems to be part of the 

water, imitating the movement of the waterfalls. This poster contrasts with other 

posters on which Marilyn Monroe appears since most of the time, bright colors, often 

red colors, are associated to Marilyn’s representation on posters. Her siren ‘aspect’ on 

this poster is underlined by her tight dress, which highlights her breast and her hips. In 

that sense, her femininity is displayed and seems available, as a siren who wants to 

appeal to the lost mariners. Her power and her beauty are even stronger than natural 

elements like water, as the foam of a wave behind her demonstrates. The foam might 

be interpreted as a symbol of sexual attractiveness. The image provided is thus an 

image of an attractive woman. The second picture of Marilyn Monroe reinforces the 

importance of her image for the promotion of the film. In contrast with Joseph Cotten, 

the actor who is grasping her on the smaller picture, she is smiling and gives a positive 

image of the character she embodies. But we can feel there is something strange with 

the couple, seeing that the attitude of the man is completely different. The slogan 

which appears right in the middle of the poster is also very interesting in relation to the 

image of Marilyn Monroe. Placed just below the picture of Marilyn Monroe lying like 

a siren, the slogan gives the impression that the association between the actress and 

the film, ‘Marilyn Monroe and Niagara’, is inevitable, as if Marilyn was Niagara. The 

resistance of Marilyn Monroe to natural elements previously evoked is underlined by 

the slogan as well, with the words ‘a raging torrent of emotion that even nature can't 

control!’. Therefore, Marilyn Monroe is clearly used as a promotional tool for 

Niagara, since the viewer is overwhelmed by Marilyn’s presence on this poster: two 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
112 A copy of the poster is available in the annexes. 
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pictures of her, a slogan referring to her again and her name being the first quoted in 

the credits at the bottom of the poster. The sex symbol image of Marilyn Monroe is 

used in order to sell the film as this case study illustrates the point. 

B. Marilyn Monroe and the device of the pin-up 

1) Elvgren’s pin-ups 

Gil Elvgren was an American artist born in 1914 and was one of the most famous 

pin-up artists. His drawing were used by magazines, Brown & Bigelow and several 

others companies that used his pin-up in their advertisement. Elvgren’s pin-ups were 

also famous for the advertising campaigns for Coca-Cola Company. What is 

interesting to see in the figure of the pin-up is the particular representation of women 

it conveys, comparing it to the version offered by Marilyn Monroe. Elvgren pin-ups 

are peculiar. The women he painted are most of the time depicted in the same space: 

either they are represented in the domestic sphere or in a natural environment. Let us 

talk about the domestic sphere first since it is dominant in Elvgren’s illustrations. Even 

if the woman is at home, she can be a housewife and be sexy at the same time as this 

illustration below shows.  

�

������������9"��&�����-�



���
�

This kind of representation shows the expectations of men as to what women 

should look like at this period. The way she is dressed reminds the viewer of a 

housekeeper with her feather duster and her fancy maid dress. But it takes a sexual and 

eye-catching dimension first because of the pose she strikes. This is a very suggestive 

pose, since as her skirt is really short, her legs and her behind are available to receive 

the gaze. Her femininity is also demonstrated by the way she pulls the carpet and by 

the heels she is wearing. But the feature that is really eye-catching for the viewer, and 

especially the male gaze, is the stockings. They are a recurrent motive in Elvgren’s 

illustration and give a sexual dimension to his paintings. Showing her underwear 

stands for a display of intimacy, which is reinforced by the sense of intimacy 

conveyed by the domestic space in which she is. Like Marilyn Monroe in most of her 

pictures, the woman displayed is here as an object of the gaze and available for it.  

                                 

   ��������$&�)"����&A��������&��'�����-�&,�-��& �!�&� ��A��������&�

If we look at both pictures, it is obvious that here, Marilyn Monroe can be regarded as 

a pin-up. Even if they do not wear stockings as Elvgren’s pin-ups used to wear, their 

dressing code is very sensual and suggestive. The shoes they both wear are really 

similar and only differ from each other in terms of color. Then, Marilyn, as the woman 

painted by Elvgren, wears a nightdress that displays some parts of her body: we can 

guess Marilyn’s breast and it is the same on Elvgren’s painting. The shoulders are also 

put on display and give a kind fragile sense of femininity, a femininity which is 

already suggested by the domestic space in which the two women are represented. The 

legs of both the woman and Marilyn appeal to the gaze of the viewer as they seem to 
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be central in the picture because they are naked. In addition to that, the arms are not 

much visible and are hidden behind the delicate fabric of the nightdress. The whole 

picture’s aim is to appeal to the male gaze, by offering the vision of an available 

sensual woman. If we now move to the natural environment, we will also see that 

some  of Elvgren’s illustrations are very similar to some Marilyn Monroe’s pictures.  

�������������� �
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In the case of these two pictures, the first common point is the natural environment; 

both women are sitting on the grass in nature. The skirt they both wear is a clear sign 

of their femininity and gives to their legs the particular power to appeal to the gaze. 

Indeed, the gaze goes where the body is not covered, and in the case of these two 

illustrations, the only parts which are on display are the legs, the arms and the chest. 

On Marilyn Monroe’s picture, the strap of her top fell and this adds to the sensual 

dimension. This can be interpreted as an invitation for the viewer to put the strap at the 

right place. Moreover, the strap down shows the shoulders and creates the impression 

that Marilyn is taking off her clothes and we then come back to the idea of a sensual 

invitation. With the top and the skirt, the feminine curves are  displayed in some parts 

of the body shown, like the chest for instance, but suggested and hidden behind the 

fabric as it is the case for their waist and their behind. The position of both women is 

also very feminine and allows an almost complete display of their legs. Pin-ups 

embodied the femininity and the sexuality men lacked during war time as it is 

explained by Engelmeier in Fashion in Film: 
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GIs stuck pin-ups on their walls to pass the time until the next leave. Betty Grable, Dorothy 

Lamour, Hedy Lamarr, and Lana Turner were the favorites in the photographic striptease. They 

had Sex Appeal: sweaters filled with every evident femininity, teasing hula skirts. Vargas girls 

were scantily clad in the American flag, bolstering the moral of the front-line troops 

everywhere with come-hither looks.113 

 

We can therefore conclude that the painted representation of femininity conveyed by 

Elvgren’s pin-ups was really close to the embodiment of the particular version of 

femininity offered by Marilyn Monroe. 

2) The fictive pin-ups and Marilyn Monroe .  

Apart from the field of art and illustrations, some fictive pin-ups existed in the 

American entertainment industry and thus conveyed a representation of femininity. 

The first case that comes into my mind is Betty Boop. The comparison between her 

and Marilyn Monroe is interesting since it seems the actress has borrowed some 

features from Betty Boop.  Max Fleischer created and animated the black and white 

cartoon in the 1930s.114 In the documentary Betty Boop’s Rise To Fame, we can see 

through the different cartoons in which she appears the features of her character that 

made her so peculiar.   
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The documentary opens on a very stirring music and on the image of curtains from 

which Betty Boop is going to appear from. Her name is written at the bottom of the 

screen; we have then the image of her character, singing “Poo pi doo pi doo pi doo, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
��� �Engelmeier, 1997:14�
114 http://www.archive.org/details/bb_rise_to_fame 
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poo poo pi doo!”.  This is an element that characterizes Betty Boop, but it is also one 

of the most famous features of Marilyn Monroe’s persona, since it is similar to the 

scene she performed in the film Some Like Hot, when she sings the well-known “I 

Wanna Be Loved By You”, which is punctuated by “poo poo pi doo” all along. After 

the introduction of Betty Boop in the documentary, she is seen on a sheet of paper and 

asked by her creator to show what she usually does to the journalist. The feature of the 

voice is important to mention since Betty has a conversation with her creator. If we 

relate it to Marilyn Monroe’s voice, the pitch of both women’s voice is really close: 

they both speak with a high-pitched voice which stresses their femininity and which 

gives at the same time a kind of pseudo-childish innocence and naiveté which is the 

trademark of Marilyn Monroe’s character. The motive of the voice has to be connected 

to the device of the showgirl.115 In the documentary, Betty Boop is a real spectacle and 

always in representation: she is on the stage performing several imitations in Stopping 

the Show or dances in the episode of the Bamboo Isle for instance. This reminds the 

viewer of several performances given by Marilyn Monroe in her films, like the singing 

performance she gave in River of No Return or the shows she performed on stage in 

Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Both characters turn into objects of the gaze since they are 

on display and in representation on stage.  

Focusing now on the physical appearance of Betty Boop, in comparison with 

Marilyn Monroe’s, there are some features that the viewer can find in both.  

 

Betty Boop’s clothes are very feminine and sensual: these two characteristics are 

emphasized by the tight dress she is wearing. Her curves are underlined and she thus 

appears as very attractive. In addition to this, as on Elvgren’s version of the pin-up, 

Betty Boop has her legs on display, and the fact that the cartoon is in black and white 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
115 See in Chapter 2, part 2 in the reception of musicals.  
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reinforces the contrast between what is hidden and what is shown and therefore 

available to receive the gaze. In the documentary, she imitates an actor called Maurice 

Chevalier and in order to do so, she wears a man’s suit. But even when wearing 

masculine clothing, Betty Boop is feminine and her curves are still underlined by the 

suit as this was a garment made for her. The jewels are also a symbol of femininity 

and, as we saw its importance in Marilyn Monroe’s film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, it 

is part of Betty Boop’s features of the version of femininity she represents. Therefore, 

the character embodied by Betty Boop is in some points very similar to Marilyn 

Monroe. Indeed, the version of femininity they offer to the viewer is very sensual and 

appealing to the gaze.116 

 Another example of fictive pin-ups which is interesting to focus on and to 

relate to Marilyn Monroe’s iconographic importance is the cartoon Red Hot Riding 

Hood. This is the name of a cartoon and of one the main characters of the same short 

cartoon. It was directed by the cartoonist Tex Avery and was released in May 1943. 

As its name suggests, it was a particular version of the tale Little Red Riding Hood.117  

As they are fed up of playing the same story again and again, the characters of the tale 

ask for a new version: Little Red Riding Hot thus became Red Hot Riding Hood, 

which is a more sensual and sexy approach of the character and of the story at the 

same time. The new story is thus that of the same wolf, who is going to see Red Hot 

Riding Hood’s performance in a night club. This is one of the most famous scenes in 

cartoon animation. As Red Hot Riding Hood begins to sing, the wolf enters in a noisy 

and really expressive phase of demonstration of his pleasure when looking at the 

young babe singing. Red Hot Riding Hood is, like Betty Boop, a performer and 

embodies the character of a showgirl. This is an element that is characteristic of 

Marilyn Monroe as well. Her performance recalls Monroe’s performance of “My 

Heart Belongs to Daddy” in Let’s Make Love. Besides, in some moments of the song, 

Red Hot Riding Hood’s voice is very similar to Marilyn Monroe’s. The other 

characteristic of Red Hot Riding Hood that can be put in parallel with Marilyn Monroe 

is the make-up. Indeed, we saw the importance of make-up in the creation of the 

character Marilyn Monroe, as it gives her a specific appearance, which allowed her to 

stand out from the other representations of femininity offered in her time. In the case 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
116 The question was raised about the targeted audience of Betty Boop cartoon. For some people, Betty Boop’s 
representation of femininity was too sensual to be considered as a cartoon character addressed to children. 
117 http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0036295/�
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of Red Hot Riding Hood, make-up is important in the sense that it allows the character 

to be different from the original character of Little Red Riding Hood.  

�
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This is a brand of femininity that is completely opposed to the childlike character of 

the former tale. To highlight her femininity, her eyes have been emphasized by 

mascara and a blue eye-shadow. The gaze is all the more important since she is on the 

stage and on display for the gaze. In addition to this, she seems to wear black eyeliner 

that contrasts with the blue of her eyes. We can also notice she has a bit of powder on 

her cheeks. Eventually, her mouth is magnified and attractive thanks to the red lipstick 

she wears, a feature that obviously reminds the viewer of Marilyn Monroe’s lips. The 

version of femininity embodied by both Monroe and Red Hot Riding Hood is 

characterized by an excess of feminine features, especially as far as physical 

appearance, as clothing and make-up are concerned. Talking about clothing, it is 

interesting to notice that both women wear very tight dresses in order to reinforce their 

curves. Moreover, the color is really important and Red Hot Riding Hood’s dressing 

code is very sensual and sexy. Obviously, she is wearing a red dress when she 

embodies Little Red Riding Hood, and this color is full of sexual connotations. As it is 

a very short dress, her legs and breast are on display and the viewer easily guesses the 

feminine curves of the character.  The shoulders are also visible seeing that the dress 

does not have any strap. The invitation for gaze is thus clear.  
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We find the same character in the cartoons called Little Rural Riding Hood and 

Swift Shift Cinderella.118 Cinderella has the same look as Red Hot Riding Hood, 

except that she wears a white dress and white gloves119 when she is performing on 

stage.  

 

�
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When embodying Cinderella on stage, her poses and attitudes are very suggestive and 

even provocative: during her show she moves her behind in front of the wolf’s face. 

The consequence is a terrible excitement for the wolf for who can hardly contain his 

desire. The screams and the noise made by the wolf reinforce the sexual aspect of the 

scene and of the show performed by Cinderella. At the beginning of the cartoon, she 

wears a kind of Indian brown tight dress and when she is turned into Cinderella by her 

mother, she wears a long red dress and a white bolero. The white dress echoes the 

white dress worn by Marilyn Monroe in The Seven Year Itch, even if that of Cinderella 

is sexier. The character of Red Hot Riding Hood is therefore full of sexual 

connotations, as is Marilyn Monroe’s character. Both are very similar in their physical 

appearance, but also in all the attitudes and poses that provide the viewer with a 

special version of femininity, which is excessively alluring, especially when sex 

appeal is concerned.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
��� �Little Rural Riding Hood is the same story as Red Hot Riding Hood, the only difference lying in the fact that 
there are two Riding Hoods, an urban and a rural one. Swift Shift Cinderella is a new sexier version of the fairy 
tale Cinderella.�
119 The symbol of the glove evoked previously is highly connoted sexually.  
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Part III: Commercial value of the product  

A. Marilyn as an argument for selling 

1) Selling Marilyn Monroe’s image 

The product Marilyn Monroe is mostly composed of the image of her persona. The 

beginning of her career as a model clearly emphasizes the iconic dimension of the 

character she embodied. Then, her career as an actress is nothing more than showing 

an image as spectacle to an audience, which experiences different kinds of feeling 

according to what they see on the screen. One of the attitudes that were expected from 

Marilyn Monroe was a hot way of behaving, in order for the audience to experience 

pleasure in gazing at her and therefore to make people want to see the movie. Marilyn 

was thus a tool in order to make money. The sexual dimension of her persona was 

most of the time exploited in films. Indeed, she can be considered as the “powerful 

promotional tool to sell other commodities in the marketplace” that Mac Nair 

mentions in his book Striptease Culture.120 Besides, if we look at Marilyn Monroe’s 

films, we can notice that she is wearing tight clothing and really bare garment. The last 

film she shot – but which was never finished – called Something’s Got to Give is the 

climax of Marilyn Monroe’s body display, given that she was shot naked in one of the 

scenes in a swimming pool. In addition to this, a lot of sexually connoted features in 

the films in which she performed reinforced the sexual appeal of the product. Let us 

mention for example the feature of the stairs and the attic, as evoked by Doane,121 

which are really strong symbolically speaking. If we think of The Seven Year Itch 

(1955) for instance, the first encounter between the two main characters occurred on 

the stairs. Throughout the film, the motive of going up and down the stairs can stand 

for the growing desire of the character embodied by Tom Ewell and the alternative 

phases of awareness as to his married-man situation. Moreover, the houses of the two 

protagonists communicate through the attic. In Doane’s interpretation of this feature, 

the attic is normally a place which is not accessible to woman in films. But in The 

Seven Year Itch, Marilyn Monroe is accessible to Ewell thanks to this attic. As a 

consequence, Monroe’s character can be seen as the materialized temptation of 

adultery that Ewell is trying to fight against. Marilyn Monroe was aware of the power 

of her image and was even overwhelmed by the impact of the product she embodied. 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
120 McNair, 2002 : 5-6 
121 Doane, 1982:71-73.�
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That is the reason why, in winter 1954, she left Hollywood for a while and went to 

New York under a new identity. She made herself be called “Zelda Zonk” and also 

disguised herself122 in order not to be recognized and to break with the Hollywood 

sphere. Marilyn Monroe’s image was thus so powerful that is became a sellable item, 

giving a commercial dimension to the product.  

2) Marilyn Monroe as a product, a good deal?  

When she left Hollywood for New-York just after the shooting of The Seven Year 

Itch (1955), Marilyn Monroe was at the heart of the preoccupations of the studios that 

employed her, namely the Twentieth Century-Fox. Indeed, as Norman Mailer wrote, 

they wondered about the financial consequences of Marilyn Monroe’s departure, 

Cette année 1955 qu’elle passé à New York est peut être la plus heureuse de sa vie. 

Sept ans de réflexion va obtenir des commentaires délirants et drainer des foules dans 

les cinémas, prouvant ainsi à la Twentieth Century-Fox qu’elle subira une perte 

énorme si elle ne la récupère pas. […] Elle se trouve dans la position privilégiée de 

savourer la victoire sur un ennemi puissant.123 

Marilyn Monroe was in fact a really good investment for the studios and for 

Hollywood in general. In most of the films in which she played, she was not the main 

character and the appearance of the characters she embodied was most of the time 

insignificant. Of the 28 films124 she made, just a few can be seen as relevant in her 

career as an actress because she had one of the main parts or embodied an important 

secondary character. If we watch the trailer for Don’t Bother to Knock, we will see that 

Marilyn Monroe is clearly used as a promotional tool for the film. Of the 2.36 minutes 

of the trailer, Marilyn Monroe appears during 1.57 minutes, which is more than half of 

the whole trailer.125 The slogans which are used to define her sound like advertisement 

for a product – which is at the same time the film in which she performed but also the 

product Marilyn Monroe that she embodied – and highlights, once again, her physical 

and sexual appeal for the audience. She is defined as “America’s most exciting 

personality” at the beginning of the trailer, and as the girl “who didn’t care” that a man 

knocks at her door. This provided a certain availability to her character, giving the 

impression to the audience that they can have a kind of authorized voyeurism and that 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
122 Charyn mentions a brunette wig and black glasses in his book on page 68. 
123 Ibid., 69�
124 See the filmography in the annexes. 
125 For the details of all timings and slogans associated to Monroe in the trailer, see the annexes. 
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they can possess her as the actor does. In some of the films she made, she was 

performing with other famous actresses of the period, like Bette Davis in All About 

Eve (1950), Claudette Colbert in Let’s Make it Legal (1951), Barbara Stanwyck in 

Clash By Night (1952), Ginger Rogers in We’re Not Married (1952) and Monkey 

Business (1952), Jane Russell in Gentlemen Prefer Blonds (1953), and Lauren Bacall 

and Betty Grable in How to Marry a Millionaire (1953). The notion of competition 

has to be mentioned, seeing that we are not only in a cultural context, but in the 

economic field as well. There is competition when there are several versions of the 

same product. Here, the fact that all these actresses offered different models of acting 

and of femininity allows us to talk about a process of competition, seeing that the 

potential consumers had the choice between all the different products offered to them. 

But by creating a new product which could be differentiated from others which were 

already on the market, the existing products lost a little bit of their initial value and 

thus made some stars disappear. The new feature offered by Marilyn Monroe product 

on the market was her peculiar version of femininity and of sexuality. When Marilyn 

Monroe was created, nobody was able to offer such a product at this period, and in that 

sense, this gave to Marilyn Monroe a big economic value, and it allowed the studios 

which ‘owned’ her to have the monopoly. As she was given more important roles in 

her career, her economic value increased as well. The most important films she shot 

were the last she made. The product Marilyn Monroe was efficient, and she was even 

recognized as being one of the top 10 of money-making stars in three years, in 1953, 

1954 and 1956.126 In addition to this, where figures are concerned, it is obvious that 

the product Marilyn Monroe was a good deal for the studios, seeing that she was not 

paid at the right value. At the beginning of her career, from 1947 to 1948,127 she was 

paid between $75 and $100128 per week, given that she was just in a trial period for the 

Fox studios (Summers, 1985:43). Then, she signed a contract with the Twentieth 

Century-Fox in order to be in The Asphalt Jungle (1950) and she was paid $500 per 

week for this film (ibid., 73 and 82). In 1952, she was considered as a real star, she 

received more than 5000 letters of fans in the studios and was given Marlene 

Dietrich’s dressing room129 (ibid., 122). After that, between 1954 and 1955, she was 
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126 See in the annexes on page 123. 
127 During this period, she shot two films, Dangerous Years (1947) and Ladies of the Chorus (1948). 
128 See a copy of a contract signed by Marilyn Monroe in the annexes.�
129 This asserts the differentiation and the death of other Hollywood products when the product Marilyn Monroe 
became popular as evoked previously. 
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paid $1500 per week and that were the years for There is No Business Like Show 

Business and The Seven Itch (ibid., 184). But the most striking wage she earned in her 

career was that for Gentlemen Prefer Blonds. Indeed, she was paid only $18,000 for 

the whole film, unlike Jane Russell’s salary for the same thing was estimated at 

$100,000 (id.). It is weird seeing that in the films, they are equally present, none of the 

characters is privileged compared with the other, but the salaries paid were very 

different. This film was nonetheless one of the most famous films in Marilyn 

Monroe’s career, and one of the cult scenes of the film, when she sings “Diamonds are 

a girl’s best friend”, is performed by Marilyn Monroe alone on stage. Therefore, it is 

obvious that Marilyn Monroe was considered as a potential source of money-making 

which was a very good deal for the studios. The expenses the studios paid for her was 

minimum compared with the gross she could bring to the industry. The profits they 

could make thanks to her was interesting, given that she was less paid than other 

actresses for the same job, and that she was a powerful promotional tool for the films 

in which she played.  

B. Selling and consuming the product Marilyn Monroe 

1) Hollywood selling dream 

If we bear in mind Geist’s words about the power of the audience in the process of 

consumption when he says that “[it] is because mass consumption has such a powerful 

effect on popular products of all kinds that these products come to reflect the wishes, 

needs and desires of the buyers,”130 we understand that the advertising and 

commercial dimensions of Hollywood are two aspects that are complementary. Geist 

considers culture as a trade in which cultural products can be consumed and the 

public, thanks to the availability given by the media, is the targeted market to buy and 

consume the products from the cultural industry. The notion of expectation seems to 

be suggested by Geist. In Hollywood, which is also nicknamed “the industry of 

dreams,” this is all the more obvious with the birth of movie icons of which Marilyn 

Monroe was one. The historical context influenced and changed the expectations of 

the consumers. Given that, in Marilyn Monroe’s years,131 Americans had to face up 

with two conflicts, Hollywood was looked at as a provider of entertainment and 

dreams. The icons and celebrities produced and created by Hollywood had to embody 
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131 We will frame this period from the 1940s to the 1960s, seeing it was the most productive period of her career. 
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these expectations. Sexual conservatism began to be set aside from this period. 

Moreover, the femininity of Marilyn Monroe was one of the selling features of the 

product she represented. Indeed, people were looking for something pleasant to watch 

and entertaining at the same time. As an actress and with an undeniable physical – and 

even sexual – appeal, the product Marilyn Monroe corresponded to the expectations of 

the consumers. Her availability to the media gave the audience, and especially the 

male audience, the desire to consume the product. After the Second World War, 

comfort and leisure became two of the priorities in the American way of life. It has 

been estimated that “one-seventh of the GNP in 1950” was spent in entertainment.132 

The birth of the consumer society boosted the expenses in leisure, and Hollywood 

provided Americans with a pleasant and happy vision on life. The anxiety of war and 

the political issues were set aside and replaced by entertainment. The beauty, the 

happiness and the glitter conveyed by the cinema industry and movies, whose aim was 

to offer a way to escape from reality, was achieved. The automobile industry 

developed in the 1950s as well, as ‘Americans purchased 58 million new cars’ during 

this period.133 These data could justify the existence and high popularity of the drive-

ins134 in the United States from the 1940s to the 1960s. 

�
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  Another dimension which must not be neglected when talking about the 

consumption of the product Marilyn is the mythic aspect of it. In that respect, Geist’s 
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133 It is also known that the number of cars in the United States increased by 133% between 1945 and 1960. 
Ibid., 593. 
134 See the evolution of the number of drive-ins in America in the 1940s and 1950s in the annexes on page 125 . 
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“House of Popular Culture” is really helpful. Indeed, thanks to the drawing of a house, 

he defines popular culture, showing the interaction of different factors involved in 

culture.135 If we have a look at the foundations of this house, we will find the term 

“myth” and this has to be linked with the product Marilyn Monroe. Bearing in mind 

Barthes’ conception of mythology,136 one can argue that the mythological aspect of 

Marilyn Monroe favored and contributed to the consumption of the product. All the 

uncertainties about her personal life, about her career and the controversies she was 

involved triggered a feeling of curiosity from the audience – which can also be called 

“consumer” in this context – and this curiosity led to the need suggested by Geist, and 

thus to consumption. In addition to that, Hollywood can be said to be the promoter and 

the origin of this mythology, and by extension to be considered as the creator of the 

product Marilyn Monroe. In Geist’s words, “[the] foundation of our house, like the 

foundations of most houses, is slightly underground – everyone knows it’s here but it 

can’t be seen.”137 Hollywood was and still is a huge and complex machine producing 

dreams, and in order for this goal to be achieved, a lot of persons and a lot of methods 

were and are used. It is thus impossible to visualize in its whole the Hollywood 

industry and in that sense, Geist’s ideas about the birth of a popular culture product 

has to be applied to Marilyn Monroe, considering Hollywood as “the invisible hand” 

that created her. 

2) Stardom and fandom 

In this study, the theme of stardom has been approached already but for a better 

understanding, it has to be completed with the notion of fandom. Indeed, fans are 

involved in the process of consumption, given that they are part of the targeted market 

who can potentially buy the product. Grossberg defines fandom as a phenomenon 

using “particular media products or celebrities to define their own identity”. He also 

highlights the existence of several degrees in fandom: 

For some, it just means buying every […] album as soon it comes on the market, 

reading articles about these celebrities, and sharing the taste publicly. For others, 
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fandom can become a matter of style, as they imitate the celebrity. For others, 

fandom defines a major part of their identity and a major activity of their life.138 

The mention of several different versions of the cultural product, like the album, the 

articles of magazines and the purchase of items recalling the star, enhances the 

multiple forms that consumption can take. Moreover, all these versions are money-

making and fans are thus regarded as potential and expected buyers and consumers of 

these goods. The influence of media was important as it was seen previously, and 

amongst all the different types of media, magazines played a key role in the 

phenomenon of fandom: “During the 1940s and 1950s, movies magazines were 

popular vehicles for indulging fans’ interest in star” (ibid., 267). In this genre of 

magazine, articles were dedicated to stars, telling about their personal life which 

allowed the audience, and therefore, the fans, to feel closer to their idols. This explains 

the shift in the consideration of the stars and idols of the period evoked by Grossberg. 

Idols shifted from “idols of production to idols of consumption” (id.), which is a really 

important change in the perception of the idol. In the former case, the idol is regarded 

in a context of production of culture – whatever it may be movie, book or album – 

whereas in the latter case, the idol is considered as a way to make people consume and 

thus as money-making product. Therefore, the notions of culture and business are 

closely involved in the phenomenon of ‘idols of consumption’ generated by fandom. 

The targeted market for the consumption of idols was young people. Because of the 

baby boom after the Second World War, the population of the post war United States 

was rather young.139 As the young people were building families and setting up homes 

in the 1940s, the youngest were more interested in leisure and entertainment. The 

boom of the drive-ins is one of the results of this new interest, like the movie-going 

attendance. In order to please that new consuming audience, Hollywood produced 

movies addressed to teenagers. Looking at statistics, it has been found by the Opinion 

Research Corporation Survey that 52% of the audience in 1957 was under 20, and 

72% was under 29.140 As the teenage is the period of construction of identity, the 

process of identification offered by the phenomenon of fandom was welcomed by 

American teenagers, who consumed magazines depicting the life of their idols. 
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C. Marilyn Monroe: an actress but also a producer 

1) Marilyn Monroe Productions 

As she realized that the studios took great advantage of her performances and of 

her money, Marilyn Monroe decided to leave from Hollywood to go to New York 

where she lived for a while as Zelda Zonk. There, she lived with a famous 

photographer from New York called Milton Greene. She met him in 1954, as he 

wanted to take pictures of her for the magazine Look. They became friends after that 

and Monroe explained to him the difficulties she encountered with the Fox studios at 

that time. After consulting his lawyers, they discovered that her contract was full of 

irregularities and this allowed her to build a new project, that is to say, to create her 

own production company. The first advantage of this decision for her was the fact that 

she could produce the films she wanted, choose the parts she wanted to play and of 

course, earn more money than if she was under a contract with a studio (Glatzer, 

2008:116-117). But beyond this, there was also a real strategy, because the Fox 

studios would have to replace Marilyn Monroe if she broke the contract she had with 

them and she was a big source of profits for them. That means also that they were 

about to lose money if she kept on going with her own production company. 

Therefore, the company was created by Greene and Monroe on the 20th of December 

1954 and called ‘Marilyn Monroe Productions’ (Charyn, 2007:70). In January 1955, 

Milton Greene gathered the press in New-York in order to announce the official 

creation of the company. Marilyn Monroe was the president with 51% of the capital 

and Greene owned the remaining 49%, and was recognized as vice-president of the 

company. Marilyn Monroe also said that she did not want to be under contract with 

the Twentieth Century-Fox (Summers, 1983:191-192). The first – and the only – film 

that was produced by the Marilyn Monroe Productions was The Prince and the 

Showgirl (1957). As was the case with Marlon Brando’s attempts as a producer,141 

Marilyn Monroe did not have the charisma of a producer. Her collaboration with 

Laurence Olivier was a real fiasco, he could not stand the fact she was always late and 

wanted to direct and produce the film as he wanted.142 The film received good reviews 

from the Los Angeles Times but did not reach Marilyn Monroe’s expectancies (ibid., 
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138). A bad management of the society led to its wreck. The major part of the 

investment was made by Greene and the money of the society was used for expenses 

which were most of the time unrelated to the production of a film. According to 

Glatzer143, one of the beneficiaries of this investment was the third husband of Marilyn 

Monroe, Arthur Miller. If we refer to Glatzer, it seemed that Monroe paid a 

maintenance allowance to Miller’s previous wife. In addition to that, his own car was 

paid for by Marilyn Monroe Productions and he also spent her money in luxurious 

hotels and champagne. Moreover, Marilyn Monroe was keeping on living like a star, 

but without thinking about the economic consequences. Her apartment in New York, 

her clothing, her cosmetics were all paid by Milton Greene, and the bill reached about 

$500 per week in 1955. He also dealt with the notes of the psychiatric hospital where 

Gladys, Marilyn Monroe’s mother, was placed (Summers, 1983:193). Another 

beneficiary of the funds from Marilyn Monroe Productions was the Strasberg family. 

The wife, called Paula, worked for Marilyn Monroe as personal coach,144 as Marilyn 

had a lot of difficulties in dealing with anxiety and stage fright. Paula Strasberg’s 

salary reached $2000 per week as Summers mentions in his book (Summers, 

1983:233). The continuous expenses of the company and the absence of incoming 

money can justify the failure of Marilyn Monroe Productions. There were a lot of 

people involved in this company, and this made it difficult to manage. As a 

consequence, Greene decided in 1956 to let go of his founder’s share (Glatzer, 

2008:141) which was then shared by Miller’s brother-in-law and one of Miller’s 

friends. Greene’s share was bought for $100,000. But the initial strategy of Greene 

was efficient, seeing that the Fox Studio, maybe afraid of the potential success of the 

company, offered a new contract to Marilyn Monroe: for each film shot with the Fox 

Studios, Marilyn Monroe Productions would receive $100,000 per film plus a 

percentage on the gross of the film (Summers, 1983:225). In addition to this, she had a 

right to choose the director and pictures and also to make films independently or with 

another company. This offer was unexpected and was incredible in terms of money. 

Marilyn Monroe’s new contract was thus signed on December 31st, 1955. Therefore, 

the company in itself was a financial failure, but at least, it increased the commercial 

value of the product Marilyn Monroe, as she was then offered the most important 

contract of her career with the Fox studios. 
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2) The paradox of the Hollywood industry 

It is interesting to see the creation of Marilyn Monroe Production company in 

connection with her character as a product of the Hollywood manufacture. Indeed, the 

ideological – and of course the economic context as well – led Marilyn Monroe to 

create her society. The enterprising mind, which was previously evoked in this 

research, is fundamental in the relationship between the product, which is Marilyn 

Monroe, and the product of the product, that is to say, the production company that 

she built. For Jeremy Tunstall, 

The American media appeal to the great middle market of the United States by 

emphasizing personalities, personal celebrity, the individual achievement of 

success.145 

The excess of femininity can stand for what Tunstall sees as an emphasis on 

personality, seeing that this was one of the features that allowed Marilyn Monroe to 

distinguish herself from the multitude of other actresses who were already on the 

cinema ‘market’. The creation of this company was thus motivated by economic and 

cultural factors, but beyond this, the American ideology played a key role. Besides, the 

enterprising spirit, according to Tunstall, refers to his “individual achievement of 

success” and indirectly, this led Monroe to be involved actively in the process of 

production established by Hollywood. Marilyn Monroe’s celebrity is indisputable and 

this was the condition that allowed her to build this company. If she was unknown at 

the time, she never could have accomplished her project. Hollywood was at the same 

time the origin of her individual desire of success but also the cause of its failure. 

Comparing the attempts of both Marilyn Monroe and Marlon Brando as producers, we 

will see that the result was the same, that is to say failure. Marlon Brandon was 

regarded as the masculine version of Marilyn Monroe because of his sex appeal and 

the particular version of masculinity he provided the audience with. If we consider 

Hollywood as the manufacturer of these two products, namely Brando and Monroe, 

the paradox lies in the fact that as products and also by criticizing the Hollywood 

manufacture, the two stars got involved in a process of production and of creation of 

which the aim was the same, that is to say to make money. Hollywood can produce 

‘manufactured products’ but the reverse is not true. This demonstrates the supremacy 

of Hollywood in the process of creation and manufacture, and shows that Hollywood 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
145 Lazere, 1987 :116. 



�
�
�

and all the persons and the methods it involved are the origin of the production. This 

can justify the failure of the two stars projects. The state of mind of the ‘American 

dream’ of the 1950s favored the desire for individual success. Tunstall even describes 

the United States “as the land where the unreal might become real.”146 Here the 

opposition between real and unreal is enhanced by the different powers they convey: 

the unreal, which can be seen as the dream and the fantasy provided by Hollywood, 

can sometimes be true and materialized through products. In that sense, we can say 

that Marilyn Monroe147 is a materialization of the dream. But the reciprocity of the 

formula does not seem to be true, and the real ‘might’ not become unreal, that is to say 

that the materialization of dreams cannot be a source of production of dreams. The 

process of production is thus possible but cannot be reversed: since dreams are created 

by Hollywood and for Hollywood, a Hollywood product cannot give birth to a 

product. 
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The aim of my study was to see whether Marilyn Monroe could be considered 

as a Hollywood-manufactured product or not. The analysis of the different led us to 

affirm that she is a product. Indeed, Hollywood built her piece by piece, as a product 

which can be made in a factory: she was given a name easy to remember for the 

audience, a particular style that distinguished her from the other existing products or 

actresses that were already on the market. The mythic dimension of her persona 

played a key role in the creation of the product, since it was then used as a 

promotional tool. Even after her death, the Marilyn Monroe myth is still alive, and a 

lot of people today, even if they did not see any of Marilyn Monroe’s films, keep the 

myth alive.  

The ideological context influenced the product: a mixture of feminist wave and 

of cold war conflict gave a particular flavor to the product, turning Marilyn Monroe 

into an atypical character which was in opposition with the traditions and the status of 

woman of the period in which she was living. But this can also be seen as a selling 

strategy, given that provocation was one of the promotion characteristics of the 

product in order to make people talk and to reach the heart of the media sphere. In 

addition to this, the cultural shift of this period came to emphasize the specificity of 

the product that Marilyn Monroe embodied. The reception was thus favorable and 

Marilyn Monroe’s reputation increased little by little, increasing her value on the 

market. Marilyn Monroe’s private life must not be neglected, seeing that due to 

important amount of biographic elements, the media would transform her into a 

popular culture product, available to and expected by popular America. The popularity 

of her persona enlarged the potential consumers she could reach as a product. The 

phenomenon of fandom thus came naturally to complete Monroe’s reputation and 

reinforce its sellable power. But when the Hollywood product wanted to create 

another Hollywood product, failure ensued which thus proved the supremacy of 

Hollywood as creator and manufacturer.  

The product Marilyn Monroe is still sellable today, through a large range of 

cultural products: DVD, CD, posters, items with Monroe pictures on it. Even the artist 
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Andy Warhol exploited the Marilyn Monroe sellable power in his pop art 

representations of her face. Marilyn Monroe’s power is thus an exploitable and 

exploited product, still money-making in an eternal cycle and above all maintaining 

the myth she embodied and keeping her image alive. 
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Marilyn Monroe’s filmography  

The Shocking Miss Pilgrim (1947) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: George Seaton 
Starring: Betty Grable, Dick Haymes 
Marilyn’s part: Just an extra 
 

Dangerous Years (1947) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Arthur PIERSON 
Starring: Billie Halop, Ann E. Todd 
Marilyn’s part: Evie 
 

Scudda Hoo! Scudda Hay! (1948)  
20th Century Fox 

 Director: F. Hugh HERBERT 
 Starring: June Haver, Lon McCallister 
 Marilyn’s part: a girl in a canoe 
 
Green Grass of Wyoming (1948) 

20th Century Fox 
 Director: Louis KING 
 Starring: Peggy Cummins, Charles Coburn 
 Marilyn’s part: Extra in a dancing 
 
Ladies of the Chorus (1948) 
 Columbia Pictures 

Director: Phil KARLSON 
 Marilyn’s part: Peggy Martin 
 
Love Happy (1949) 
 United Artists 
 Director: David MILLER 
 Starring: Harpo, Chico and Groucho Marx 
 Marilyn’s part: A customer at Grunion’s 
 
A Ticket to Tomahawk (1950) 

20th Century Fox 
 Director: Richard SALE 
 Starring: Dan Dailey, Anne Baxter 
 Marilyn’s part: Clara 
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The Asphalt Jungle (1950) 
 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
 Director: John HUSTON 
 Starring: Sterling Hayden, Louis Calhern 
 Marilyn’s part: Angela Phinlay 
 
The Fireball (1950) 
 Bert E. Friedlob Productions 
 Director: Tay GARNETT 
 Starring: Mickey Rooney, Pat O’Brien 
 Marilyn’s part: Polly 
 
All About Eve (1950) 

20th Century Fox 
 Director: Joseph L. MANKIEWICZ 
 Starring: Bette Davis, George Sanders 
 Marilyn’s part: Miss Casswell 
 
Right Cross (1950) 
 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
 Director: John STURGES 
 Starring: June Allyson, Dick Powell, Ricardo Montalban 
 Marilyn’s part: Dusky Ledoux 
 
Home Town Story (1951) 
 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 

Director: Arthur PIERSON 
Starring: Jeffrey Lynn, Donald Crisp 
Marilyn’s part: Iris Martin 

 
As Young as You Feel (1950) 

20th Century Fox 
 Director: Harmon JONES 

Starring: Thelma Ritter, Constance Bennett 
Marilyn’s part: Harriet 

 
Love Nest (1951) 

20th Century Fox 
 Director: Joseph M. NEWMAN 

Starring: June Haver, William Lundigan 
Marilyn’s part: Roberta ‘Bobbie’ Stevens 
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Let’s Make it Legal (1951) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Richard SALE 
Starring: Claudette Colbert, MacDonald Carey 
Marilyn’s part: Joyce Mannering 

 
Clash By Night (1952) 
 RKO Radio Pictures 

Director: Fritz LANG 
Starring: Barbara Stanwick, Paul Douglas 
Marilyn’s part: Peggy 

 
We’re Not Married (1952) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Edmund GOULDING 
Starring:  Ginger Rogers, Fred Allen 
Marilyn’s part: Annabel Jones Norris 
 

Don’t Bother to Knock (1952) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Roy Ward BAKER 
Starring: Richard Widmark 
Marilyn’s part: Nell Forbes 

 

Monkey Business (1952) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Howard HAWKS 
Starring: Cary Grant, Gingers Rogers, Charles Coburn 
Marilyn’s part: Miss Lois Laurel 

 
O. Henry’s Full House (1952) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Henry HATHAWAY, Howard HAWKS, Henry KING, Henry KOSTER, 
Jean NEGULESCO 
Starring: Charles Laughton, David Wayne 
Marilyn’s part: A passer-by 

 
Niagara (1953) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Henry HATHAWAY 
Starring: Joseph Cotton, Jean Peters 
Marilyn’s part: Rose Loonis 
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Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Howard HAWKS 
Starring: Jane Russell 
Marilyn’s part: Lorelei Lee 

 
How to Marry a Millionaire (1953) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Jean NEGULESCO 
Starring: Lauren Bacall, Betty Grable 
Marilyn’s part: Pola Debevoise 

 
River of No Return (1954) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Otto PREMINGER 
Starring: Robert Mitchum/ Rory Calhoun. 
Marilyn’s part: Kay Weston 

 
There is No Business Like Show Business (1954) 

20th Century Fox 
Director: Walter LANG 
Starring: Ethel Merman, Donald O’Connor, 
Marilyn’s part: Vicky Hoffman/ Vicky Parker 
 

The Seven Year Itch (1955) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Billy WILDER 
Starring: Tom Ewell 
Marilyn’s part: The Girl 

Bus Stop (1956) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Joshua LOGAN 
Starring: Don Murray 
Marilyn’s part: Cherie 

The Prince and the Showgirl (1957) 
Warner Bros 
Director: Laurence OLIVIER  
Starring: Laurence Olivier 
Marilyn’s part: Elsie Marina 
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Some Like it Hot (1959) 
United Artists 
Director: Billy WILDER 
Starring: Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon 
Marilyn’s part: Sugar Kane Kowalczyk 

Let's Make Love (1960) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: George CUKOR 
Starring: Yves Montand 
Marilyn’s part: Amanda Dell 

The Misfits (1961) 
Seven Arts Productions 
Director: John HUSTON 
Starring: Clark Gable, Montgomery Clift 
Marilyn’s part: Roslyn Taber 

Something’s Got to Give (1962) 
20th Century Fox 
Director: Georges CUKOR   
Starring: Dean Martin, Cyd Charisse 
Marilyn’s part: Ellen Wagstaff Arden 
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Analysis of Don’t Bother to Knock trailer  

 

Period Beginning 
(in time) 

End 
(in time) 

Total of time 
on screen 

Messages on the 
screen 

1 0,12 0,34 0,22 No 

2 0,43 1,11 1,08 “Every inch a 
woman … 

“Every inch an 
actress! 

3 1,16 1,25 0,09  
4 1,47 1,54 0,07  
5 2,07 2,13 0,06  
6 2,20 2,25 0,05  

 

The trailer that I used in order to do this table is the one which is in the DVD of the 

film Don’t Bother to Knock (1952), from the pack “Marilyn Monroe, The Collection”. 

Every number corresponds to a certain period of time when Marilyn Monroe appears 

on screen during the trailer. The trailer lasts 2,36 minutes and Marilyn’s first 

appearance is made on the 12th second of the trailer. Marilyn Monroe is thus visible 

1,57 minutes on screen during the whole 2,36-minute trailer. 
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Top Ten Money Making Stars 

Year 1953 

1 0����9��-��  
2 1��&�!����&�C�������2����  
3 ���&�>��&�  
4 $"�&�2�   
5 3�&��9�����  
6 !���"�&�!�&���  
7 ��(���:������  
8 3�����-�  
9 :���&�������  
10 ��& �"-��:%���  

 

Year 1954 

1 ���&�>��&�  
2 1��&�!����&�C�������2����  
3 0����9��-��  
4 ��(���:������  
5 !���"�&�!�&���  
6 $"�&�2�   
7 >�""��(���" �&  
8 3�&��9�����  
9 ��&��>�(�&  
10 !��"�&�3��& �  

 

Year 1956 

1 >�""��(���" �&  
2 ���&�>��&�  
3 ��(���:������  
4 3����2�&%�����  
5 0"�&&����  
6 1��&�!����&�C�������2����  
7 0����9��-��  
8 !���"�&�!�&���  
9 6�(�=���;  
10 ���&;�:�&����  

 

 

Data from: http://www.quigleypublishing.com/MPalmanac/Top10/Top10_lists.html 
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Entertainment : The drive-in in the United States 

 

Number of drive-in in the 1940s 

 

http://www.driveintheater.com/history/1940.htm 

 

Number of drive-in in the 1950s 

 

http://www.driveintheater.com/history/1950.htm 

 


