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ABSTRACT 

In 2012 I started a series of paintings of Marilyn Monroe’s white dresses. While 
painting, it became apparent that they were more about the body inside them than 
about the dresses themselves. Since her tragic and much speculated-over death, 
Monroe has been infantilized and cast as a victim by many biographers, while at the 
same time being used as a figurehead for a multiplicity of ideas around sexuality, 
whiteness, ‘otherness’ and feminism by theorists and artists. In the article I look at 
how Monroe’s image, despite, or maybe because of, her efforts to control it during 
her lifetime, has continued to be influential. I refer to specific examples of her film 
roles and her costumes to unpick why she is still such a fascinating figure and why 
my paintings, while not actually featuring Monroe, manage to convey a powerful 
essence of her through the trace of her body.

Working with white paint on a black ground is like projecting light in a shad-
owy room. As I build up and wipe away layers of oil paint, a tantalizing insub-
stantial something starts to appear. My aim is to fashion the image of a dress, 
but strangely it is a body that emerges from the darkness. And this not-really-
there body, defined by its white wrappings, is unmistakably the exaggerated 
feminine form of Marilyn Monroe.
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Figure 1a: Cathy Lomax, Rose 1, 2012, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm.
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Figure 1b: Cathy Lomax, Rose 2, 2012, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm.
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The Monroe text that I find most interesting is Joyce Carol Oates’ fiction-
alized biography, Blonde (2000). In this version of the legend, Monroe’s 
second husband, the playwright, is perplexed by T. S. Eliot’s line ‘Nothing 
is more dramatic than a ghost’ (2000: 762) and is troubled by Marilyn’s fixa-
tion on misery, which he finds ghoulish. ‘I didn’t marry a ghoul, I married a 
girl’ (2000: 762), he tells her. The fictional Monroe repeats after him, ‘A girl 
not a ghoul’ (2000: 762), as if trying to fix herself in the way an analogue 
photograph is fixed by chemicals. 

My finished paintings of Monroe’s dresses are fluid, loose and ghostly 
white, shaped by the fluctuating body that occupied them and gave them life. 
The body is absent, because it has done its work; the story of it having been 
there is enough. I call the series I’m a girl not a ghoul, in homage to the girl that 
was once there. 

In this article I will describe how my paintings of Marilyn Monroe’s white 
dresses connect with, and extend the meanings of, the image of Monroe, 
created through costume, make-up, colour and style, which is still present, 
recognized and inspirational, more than 50 years after her death.

STILLNESS AND CONTROL

The real yet unreal frozen moment that a photograph reflects has always fasci-
nated me. Before painting pictures, I painted faces as a make-up artist, work-
ing with photographers and stylists to create beautifully composed images of 
beautiful women. These analogue photographs purported to portray reality, 
but photographic verisimilitude is a complex thing and any posed photo-
graph is actually an invention: a visualization of how we, aided by the skill 
of the photographer, would like to look. Even a documentary photograph 
that captures what Henri Cartier-Bresson calls ‘the decisive moment’ (1952) – 
that simultaneous split-second recognition of something significant and the 
accompanying click of the camera’s shutter – is simply a selected moment. A 
photograph can just as easily reflect an indecisive, in-between, ugly, unim-
portant moment – a version of reality that is just as true but will inevitably be 
denied a place in the final edit. A photograph is simply a frame snatched from 
a moving reality and as such it is as deceiving as it is revealing. In Death 24x 
a Second, Laura Mulvey describes how the stillness of the photograph poses a 
threat to our perception of the moving image: 

Within the aesthetics of cinema, the presence of stillness, particularly 
the stillness of the photograph, necessarily brings with it a threat to the 
credibility of the moving image itself, the ghostly presence of the still 
strip of film on which the illusion of movement depends […] cinema’s 
essential duality, its tension between movement and stillness. 

(2009: 155)

The still photograph played an important part in Monroe’s rise to stardom, 
which happened at a time when the picture magazine was in its pre-television 
heyday. Eve Arnold, who photographed her numerous times, said, ‘she knew 
she was superlative at creating still pictures, and she loved doing it’ (1987: 25). 
Jeanine Basinger, who worked as a cinema usher in the 1950s, describes how 
the movie Monroe was not especially appreciated in her cinema: 

[…] not the way I had seen Debbie Reynolds come across […] or 
Montgomery Clift […]. No one went ‘oooh’ or applauded or left the 
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theatre talking about her […]. Monroe didn’t reach them the way she 
reached critics or the way she touched people after her death. 

(2009: 125n) 

It was rather, thinks Basinger, her still photograph that ‘had flesh impact in a 
way that her moving image did not’ (2009: 125n). Inge Morath, who photo-
graphed Monroe on the set of The Misfits (Huston, 1961), said that she would 
‘surpass the expectations of the lens. She had a shimmering quality like an 
emanation of water, and she moved lyrically’ (Miller and Toubiana 2000: 71). 
Eve Arnold noted that:

At photo sessions she was in total control, she manipulated everything – 
me, the camera … She knew a lot about cameras and I had never met 
anyone who could make them respond the way she did. So she got 
what she wanted, because she wasn’t under all kinds of pressure she felt 
during a film-shoot […]. With me, she was in charge of the situation. 

(Miller and Toubiana 2000: 71–72)

The still photograph, surmised Arnold, gave Monroe ‘a creature of myth and 
legend […] concrete proof of her being’ (1987: 26). 

Monroe’s most formless film role is as ‘The Girl’ in The Seven Year Itch 
(Wilder, 1955), where she may even be a figment of the imagination of the 
film’s middle-aged male protagonist, Richard Sherman. In my paintings, 

Figure 2: Cathy Lomax, The Girl Upstairs 1 (front) and The Girl Upstairs 1 (back), 2012, oil and acrylic on 
paper, 30×21.5cm each.

FFC_4.2&3_Lomax C_177-195.indd   181 6/6/16   11:27 AM



Cathy Lomax

182

The Girl Upstairs 1 (front) and (back) (Figure 2), the non-painted ‘Girl’ is at 
Richard’s apartment, trying to cool down. I show her from both sides, suggest-
ing a fully formed woman. But the shoulder straps from her dress disappear 
into the blackness of the background, reinforcing the intangibility of The Girl, 
a figurative Jane Doe who can only be identified by the trace of her body in 
her second skin dress. 

DEATH AND THE IMAGE

My film fascination is located specifically in images of women, and in particu-
lar the way that they compose their ‘on-show’ look (which is both on- and 
off-screen). In this context Marilyn Monroe is hard to ignore, as, although her 
films may now be little watched, her image is still very much alive and is used 
to sell products from make-up to vodka. The living Monroe became famous 
in the 1950s, alongside American consumerism, and as such she has become 
the super superstar of mass production. Andy Warhol, the artist best known 
for critiquing this period of peak Americana, has helped to cement the visual 
appeal of Monroe with a series of silk-screen portraits that are now, arguably, 
his best known works. He explains that ‘My first experiments with screens 
were heads of Troy Donahue and Warren Beatty, and then Marilyn Monroe 
happened to die that month, I got the idea to make screens of her beauti-
ful face – the first Marilyns’ (Taylor 1984: 114). Warhol’s Marilyn has a sexy 
smile, which seems to indicate pleasure, but as with everything Marilyn, there 
is also a darker interpretation. Wendy McDaris, who curated the exhibition 
Elvis + Marilyn: 2 x Immortal in 1995, sees this smile as having ‘a carnivorous 
quality, alluding to the concept of the “vagina dentata” and psychological 
castration’ (1994: 42). In Death 24x a Second, Laura Mulvey describes how a 
slowed-down sequence of ‘Two Little Girls from Little Rock’ from Gentlemen 
Prefer Blondes (Hawks, 1953) ends with Monroe in close-up:

[…] throwing her head back and assuming the poise and expression 
of the essential Marilyn pin-up photograph. This paused image seems 
to be almost exactly the same as the Marilyns that Andy Warhol made 
after her death, in his silk-screened image to her death-mask. The 
imaginary superimposition of the Warhol image onto the trace of the 
living Marilyn has a sense of deferred meaning, as though her death 
was already prefigured in this pose.

(2009: 173)

Kate Millett feels that Monroe is disempowered by the concentration on ‘the 
still of her mouth or the still of her skirt blown up over the subway grating’ 
(Millett 1994: 63), as it detracts from her actual work in the cinema. This idea 
is disavowed by Richard Hamilton’s My Marilyn, 1965, a brightly coloured 
silk-screened enlargement of a contact sheet featuring photographs of Marilyn 
along with pencilled crosses where Monroe herself edited the images. Monroe 
was known to be very particular in the selection of her image for publica-
tion and, unusually for the time, had rights over what could be reproduced. 
Hamilton was interested in showing Monroe in control of her image, rather 
than depicting her in her customary role as subject. Art historian Richard 
Martin notes that in the work ‘Monroe is given a power she seldom achieves 
in her rich modern iconography, for she is ostensibly the manipulator, not 
merely the manipulated’ (Martin 1994: 104). 

FFC_4.2&3_Lomax C_177-195.indd   182 6/6/16   11:28 AM



Ghostly threads

183

Monroe was one of the last of the great Hollywood studio stars – she drew 
upon what had come before (in her admiration for Jean Harlow, for instance), 
but unlike previous Hollywood stars she managed to break free from the 
studios to take some degree of control over what she did. She carefully devel-
oped her own image, and despite her positioning as the ultimate subject of 
the male gaze she appears, as identified by Hamilton, to have worked hard 
for control of this image. Her anxiety about how she came across on-screen, 
as seen in her reliance on her acting coach and her tendency to be late on set, 
is indicative of her struggle for control. My Ghoul paintings are in many ways 
about this struggle – the way that her constructed image and the trappings of 
this image consumed and clothed the real woman. Ultimately, the way she 
looked on-screen is everything that we reliably know about Monroe. 

GIRLY MARILYN

In line with changing societal attitudes in 1950s’ America, Monroe reflected a 
more open kind of sexuality, epitomizing a woman who was unbound by the 
old rules. The innocent characters she played on-screen seemed to suggest 
that sex might be ‘difficult and dangerous with the others, but ice cream with 
her’ (Mailer 1973: 15). When analysing Marilyn’s appeal, her artlessness is 
often referred to. It is said that she had a natural style that tapped into some-
thing real, authentic and unbridled. It is often noted that she felt no embar-
rassment in being naked – suggesting that she had a childlike, innocent 
nature. One of her many biographers, Lois Banner, describes her as having 
‘an intense femininity and an inner vulnerability’ (1983: 284).

Figure 3: Cathy Lomax, Lorelei (back) and Lorelei (side), 2012, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm each.
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	 1.	 How to Marry a 
Millionaire (Negulesco, 
1953) was filmed in 
Cinemascope, which 
had the reputation of 
making actors look 
shorter and wider 
on-screen. 

Although the 
prevailing style 
of enormous 
full skirts made 
waistlines smaller, 
all three stars 
[Grable, Bacall and 
Monroe] refused 
to wear them; 
each wanted the 
slimmest possible 
skirt. LeMaire 
[head of wardrobe] 
did not want Fox 
designers to appear 
ignorant of current 
fashions, so he 
called a meeting. 
Grable finally 
agreed to wear a 
cancan petticoat 
under a very full 
blue taffeta dress 

Figure 4: Cathy Lomax, Sugar (back) and Sugar (front), 2012, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm each.

In Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, both Jane Russell’s Dorothy and Monroe’s 
Lorelei (named after the woman of German mythology, who unwittingly 
causes the death of sailors that become distracted by watching her comb her 
golden hair) manage to secure their men and the film ends with a double 
wedding. They wear identical white dresses. ‘The design, which uses a full 
skirt, nipped-in waist and high neck, would enhance most women’s figures 
and flattered both actresses beautifully’ (Hansford 2011: 163). There is some-
thing of the child’s drawing of a wedding dress about this outfit; it is roman-
tic and sweet with the only hint of sensuality coming from the covered yet 
uncovered suggestion of the lace bodice. The demure iconography of this 
dress swamps the usual Monroe image – she tended to shy away from full-
skirted outfits, which she felt to be unflattering.1 My paintings of Lorelei 
(Figure 3) have less Marilyn essence than other paintings in the Ghoul series; 
they are rather, without the distinct bodily trace of Monroe, merely paintings 
of an archetypal wedding dress.  

My first white-on-black paintings, in 2001, were of a group of white-
gowned debutantes, tumbling down the stairs as they waited to meet the 
queen (Lomax 2001). I wanted them to have a straightforward simplicity akin 
to drawing with chalk on a blackboard. In 2010 I made another white-on-
black series called We Wear White, We are Beautiful (Lomax 2010b). These 
girls in white were inspired by numerous sources – TV adaptations of Tess 
of the D’Urbervilles, old photos of long ago Maydays and Benjamin Stone’s 
records of English customs. I saw them as the ultimate symbols of innocence, 
ever present at rite-of-passage rituals from maypole dancing to debutante 
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Figure 5: The Girl Upstairs 3, 2015, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm.
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[…] Bacall wore 
a full-skirted 
printed shirt waist 
[…] but Monroe 
was completely 
intransigent and 
insisted on tight 
skirts. 

(Chierichetti 
1976: 128)

balls to dark arts’ sacrifices. I wrote at the time that ‘Wearing white is also 
about dressing up; feeling beautiful and playing the bride until eventually it 
becomes a ghostly reminder of girlhood. Wearing white is so innocent it’s 
sinister’ (Lomax 2010a: 5). This frisson of darkness, of always being on the 
verge of disaster, is what made these sweet young girls so exciting to paint. 
In some of the paintings they seem to levitate as if they are threatening to 
disappear out of the frame, their maypole ribbon the only thing that stops 
them from floating away. The clothes the girls wear are childlike and form-
less with added suggestions of heads, legs and arms to animate them. The 
Ghoul paintings are very different – it soon became apparent that there was 
no need to add a body; the body was already there outlined and nuanced by 
Monroe’s favoured, figure-hugging clothes, its poise reflecting the characteri-
zation of on-screen roles, its fluctuating size reflecting life events. Nothing is 
hidden, and in this respect the Ghoul paintings are akin to Jean Louis’s ‘nude’ 
sequin dress that Monroe wore in 1962, in her ‘Happy Birthday to President 
Kennedy’ performance, ‘which gave the implication of the star baring her 
flesh when in actuality everything was both covered and even held together 
by the clever layering of tulle’ (Jeffers 2005: 58). 

ON AND OFF DUTY 

Some Hollywood columnists in Monroe’s early career accused her of 
dressing badly. She answered these criticisms by explaining that ‘she was 
too buxom to wear Parisian fashions. Like most women, she didn’t have a 
boy’s figure, as the Parisian models had’ (Banner 2012: 249). She appears 
to have treated clothes as mere tools of her trade and would borrow items 
for public appearances whenever she could rather than buy them. ‘In the 
summer of 1952, she wore the red dress from Niagara (Hathaway, 1953) 
in many of her publicity photos. Hathaway gave it to her when he learned 
about her small wardrobe’ (Banner 2012: 249). She tended to gauge the 
effectiveness of an outfit in a particular situation and if it worked she 
would wear it over and over. For the premiere of How to Marry a Millionaire 
(Negulesco, 1953), in November of that year, everything she wore was on 
loan from the studio:

Travilla fashioned the gown in a sort of sexy fairy-princess style (from 
leftover material […]). It is white lace over nude crepe with the lace 
embellished by thousands of tiny opalescent sequins […] Marilyn had 
already been seen in the dress two months earlier when she made her 
TV debut on the Jack Benny Show. The gloves, earrings, shoes, and even 
the platinum polish on her finger and toenails were all the property of 
Fox […] When this fabulous evening was over, Monroe had to report 
back to the studio where she was, like Cinderella, stripped of all her 
glittering finery.

(Nickens and Zeno 2012: 161)

Monroe’s private off-screen look seems to have been of little importance to 
her. Actress Jane Russell always wore full ‘lip and lashes’ (Russell 1986: 120) 
for the Gentlemen Prefer Blondes dance rehearsals. Marilyn, however, ‘looked 
like she had just crawled out of bed – no make-up, tangled hair and blue 
jeans’ (Russell 1986: 120). Simone Signoret noticed that during breaks on 
Lets Make Love ( George Cukor, 1960) ‘Marilyn would rarely wear make-up, 
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Figure 6: Cathy Lomax, The Girl Upstairs 2 (front) and The Girl Upstairs 2 (side), 2015, oil and 
acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm each.

preferring to spend her non-working hours in a rayon dressing gown’ (De 
Castelbajac 1995: 123).

Monroe had a good relationship with the Twentieth Century Fox 
costumier, William Travilla, who dressed her for eight of her films, includ-
ing Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, How to Marry a Millionaire, The Seven Year Itch 
(Wilder, 1955) and Bus Stop (Logan, 1956). ‘She was a full-sized woman but 
she had a tiny waist. She could wear the most outrageous looking clothes 
without ever looking vulgar’, Travilla enthused (Young 2012: 134). Monroe 
often wore halter neck dresses, which were very popular in the 1950s: ‘the 
halter top suggested Southern California leisure while enlarging the looks of 
her breasts’, notes Lois Banner (2013: 248). For The Seven Year Itch Travilla 
made what would become the most famous halter neck in history, ‘a “fit and 
flair” dress cut on the bias in white rayon acetate with a pleated sunburst 
circle skirt. […] I wanted her to look fresh and clean […] talcum-powdered 
and adorable’ (Nickens and Zeno 2012: 170), remembered Travilla. The image 
of Monroe standing astride a subway ventilation grate with the skirt of this 
dress flying around her waist has become as iconic as Warhol’s Marilyn mask. 
Painting this dress (Figure 6) is akin to painting the essence of Marilyn.

THE WHITENESS OF MARILYN MONROE

White is the non-colour that, according to photographer Eve Arnold, Monroe 
felt happiest wearing (Arnold 1987: 17). Monroe biographer, Fred Lawrence 
Guiles, states that ‘White as worn by Norma Jeane [Monroe’s birth name] 
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	 2.	 Gianlorenzo Bernini’s 
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, 
1647–1651, is the 
central white marble 
sculpture in a group 
situated in the Cornaro 
Chapel, Santa Maria 
della Vittoria, Rome. It 
depicts the ‘mystical 
levitation of a saint as 
a moment of orgasmic 
convulsion’ (Schama 
2006) and is considered 
to be one of the 
masterpieces of Roman 
Baroque.

was symbolic, white represents virtue and innocence’ (1987: 95). Monroe’s 
hair, of course, reflects this (non) colour preference and she has become 
the archetypal bearer of the shade that gentlemen prefer, far outreaching 
the appeal of the original bombshell (and the object of Monroe’s fan-girl 
desire), Jean Harlow. Most voluptuous stars in the early 1950s had dark hair, 
observes Lois Banner, ‘but Monroe’s was peroxided a light blonde – a colour 
that invoked traditional images of angels and virtuous women, reflected the 
light locks of the era’s adolescent film stars, and both legitimised and height-
ened her sensuality’ (1983: 284). Hair colour tends to darken with age and the 
association with youth is thought to be at the root of the appeal of the blonde 
(Jahme, 2010). ‘Peroxide blondes, like Marilyn Monroe, in her winsome dumb 
babyish act, recall the fluffy down of some children’s heads, or baby chicks, 
or ducklings’, writes Marina Warner (1995: 372). In Bus Stop, Monroe plays 
Chérie, a down-at-heel burlesque performer. Yet despite the seediness of her 
surroundings and her damaged costume, her whiter-than-white powdery 
skin transforms her into an otherworldly Blakeian creature. Her admirer Bo 
exclaims, ‘That’s my angel. […] Look at her gleaming there, so pale and 
white’. 

In 1881, art historian J. J. Winckelmann wrote, ‘White is the colour which 
reflects the greatest number of rays of light, and consequently is the most 
easily perceived, a beautiful body will, accordingly, be the more beautiful the 
whiter it is’ (1881: 308). This inherent racism was still in popular parlance in 
mid-century America as Richard Dyer notes:

To be the ideal Monroe had to be white, and not just white but blonde, 
the most ambiguous white you can get (she was not a natural blonde, 
she started dyeing her hair in 1947) […] she could have been some 
sort of star had she been dark, but not the ultimate embodiment of the 
desirable woman.

(2004: 40)

In another text Dyer surmises, ‘White women, are constructed as the apothe-
osis of desirability, all that a man could want, yet nothing that can be had, nor 
anything that a woman can be’ (1993: 146).

As Technicolor became popular in the mid-twentieth century, a number 
of male film theorists stated a preference for black and white, which they saw 
as truer to the ideals of cinema. This is, argues Rosalind Galt, because colour 
is seen as having an association with adornment and femininity. ‘Colour, 
bespeaks a veiling or an even more anxiety-provoking lack of reason’ (Galt 
2011: 44). Monroe’s reliance on white infuses her meaning with an uncompli-
cated, uncoloured, directness. Can it be mere coincidence that her two most 
critically acclaimed films, Some Like it Hot (Wilder, 1959) and The Misfits, are 
both black and white? Whiteness as associated with Monroe is akin to the 
appeal of a perfect marble sculpture; the conventions of glamour lighting, in 
the words of Dyer, ‘make her disappear as flesh and blood’ (1993: 145). She 
becomes Bernini’s Saint Teresa,2 forever trapped in ecstasy, an object more 
magnificent than any real woman.

In The Misfits Monroe as the sweet-natured, damaged, Roslyn wears one 
of her most copied dresses (available to order online from numerous compa-
nies), a white cherry-print sundress (Figure 7). The dress is a perfect combi-
nation of sweet (the cherry print with its virginal connotations) and seductive 
(low cut, slip-off-the- shoulder ties, figure-hugging). Her objectivity is palpable  

FFC_4.2&3_Lomax C_177-195.indd   188 6/6/16   11:28 AM



Ghostly threads

189

Figure 7: Cathy Lomax, Roslyn (back) and Roslyn (front), 2012, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm each.

in this dress – in one scene she is challenged to play a bar room game, and 
as she excitedly participates the camera zones in on a rear view of her body, 
her bottom filling the screen and entrancing the surrounding men who 
become hypnotized by her gyrating rear end rather than by her prowess at 
the game. This embodiment of her as an unwitting subject for our entertain-
ment is a brilliant yet cruel evocation of the screenplay, which was written by 
Monroe’s then husband, Arthur Miller, as a gift for her. While it is undoubt-
edly Monroe’s most serious role, its closeness to her own autobiography (with 
the notable exception that Monroe was very much aware and in control of 
the effect that her body had on men) feels very cruel. Monroe divorced Miller 
soon after the film was completed. 

MAKE-UP NOTES

The ultra-blonde screen goddess had a favourite make-up man called Whitey 
Snyder (of course). He developed a look that suggested ‘good health and 
ensured that Monroe literally shone whenever the camera was on her’ 
(Eldridge 2015: 152). She wore ‘light pink (not tanned or olive tints) to recall 
the skin of the baby [… and] employed gossamer, often iridescent shadows’ 
(De Castelbajac 1995: 122). Her foundation, according to Whitey, was a mix, 
made up of ‘a quart of Max Factor’s suntan base, a half cup of ivory colour-
ing and an eyedropper of clown white’ (Eldridge 2015: 153). Eve Arnold 
writes that ‘Her skin was translucent, white, luminous. Up close, around 
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the periphery of her face there was a dusting of faint down. This light fuzz 
trapped light and caused an aureole to form, giving her a faint glow on film’ 
(Arnold 1987: 27). 

Monroe wears a powdery white, almost clown-like make-up in Bus Stop to 
define her character, Chérie, which is very different from her usual sheeny, dewy 
look. Bus Stop director Joshua Logan noted that ‘she was willing to risk her posi-
tion with a make-up many stars would have considered ugly […] she had the 
courage to commit herself to it completely’ (Taylor 1984: 38). Chérie may not 
be the archetypal dewy Monroe but she is still undoubtedly Marilyn. This face, 
with its parted lips and lowered lids, has become, even more than the Monroe 
body, the essence of Marilyn. ‘Her glamour is so concentrated on the surface, 
explicitly her skin, that it seems to mask contradictions or possible complexi-
ties of the woman beneath’, notes Lucy Bolton (2015: 118). Post Warhol, this 
Marilyn face is a trap; its perfected sameness makes every attempt to represent 
it cliché-ridden. Of the many paintings that I have made of Monroe, most are 
faceless (Lomax 2012). The Ghoul series goes one step further; it is also bodiless.

SHUTTING UP LIKE A TELESCOPE

In 1953 Monroe became the cover star and centrefold of the first issue of 
Playboy. She embodied the idea of the Playboy ‘Playmate’, a new archetype of 
desirable sexuality and, more often than not, both white and blonde. Richard 
Dyer describes how in her films Monroe is ‘set up as an object of the male 
sexual gaze. Frequently she is placed within the frame of the camera in such 
a way as to stand in silhouette, a side-on tits and arse positioning’ (2004: 20). 
This is exemplified in The Prince and the Showgirl (Olivier, 1957), in which, as 
Elsie (Figure 8), Monroe’s ever-changing tummy and breasts, increasing and 
decreasing in size from shot to shot, are, it is said, caused by a pregnancy – 
super-femininity, super-charged. 

Monroe’s on-screen characters are generally gauzy and insubstantial. She 
sometimes has a joke name, such as Sugar Kane, or only one name, Chérie, 
and in one of her best-known films, The Seven Year Itch, she is just ‘The Girl’. 
She is like a wisp of air, a nothingness to be projected upon. The fictional 
Norma Jeane in Joyce Carol Oates’ Blonde disappears as she watches stars on 
the cinema screen.

They were close enough to be touched, they were visions of yourself 
as if in a fairy tale mirror, Magic friends in other bodies, with faces that 
were somehow, mysteriously, your own […] Like dreams dreamt in 
confusing succession their stories melded together. 

(2000: 65)

The young fictional Monroe discards her unsatisfactory life as she imagines 
being someone else. The real adult Monroe is a similarly diaphanous person – 
hard to grasp hold of. Mulvey’s assertion that a star’s iconic status means that 
they can be ‘grafted only tangentially onto a fictional persona’ (2009: 173) does 
not quite ring true with Monroe. It seems rather that the fiction of Monroe’s 
dumb on-screen persona consumes all. My disembodied depictions reflect 
this slipperiness; the real Monroe, whom of course we can never really know, 
is never actually visible at all. Maybe the only actual trace of the presence of a 
real woman is the odd stain on a returned dress – Travilla remembers Marilyn 
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Figure 8: Cathy Lomax, Elsie, 2012, and Elsie (right side), 2015, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm.

apologetically returning a cream gown with a dirty mark on the bottom where 
she brushed up against a car. The outfit for some reason was never cleaned 
(Hansford 2011: 147). 

BLACKNESS

Monroe has become a cultural touchstone – a reference point from which to 
play off opposing views. In her recent autobiography, Grace Jones explains 
how she has been described as ‘the black Dietrich […] even the black Monroe’ 
(Jones 2015: 256). Artist Jennifer Allen (aka Quilla Constance) wonders if this 
is because ‘within the current western, patriarchal order, black identities come 
into existence only in relation to white identities, just as female identities only 
exist in relation to those of the male’ (Allen 2015). In her book Outlaw Culture, 
bell hooks describes how Madonna, ‘a dark ethnic from an immigrant back-
ground’, appropriated Marilyn’s whiteness:

Madonna’s mega-success is tied to her representation as a blond. By 
assuming the mantle of Marilyn Monroe, she publicly revealed her 
longing to leave behind the experience of her ethnic and bodily history 
to inhabit the cultural space of the white feminine ideal […] Madonna 
embodies a social construction of ‘whiteness’ that emphasizes purity, 
pure form. Indeed, her willingness to assume the Marilyn Monroe 
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Figure 9: Cathy Lomax, Pola, 2015, oil and acrylic on paper, 30×21.5cm.
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persona affirms her investment in a cultural vision of white that is tied 
to imperialism and colonial domination. 

(2006: 21–22)

But it seems that Marilyn is also able to stand for exactly the opposite of what 
she appears to be. At a 2015 BFI panel discussion on Monroe, panellist Bonnie 
Greer described how she considers Monroe to be a subversive figure, criti-
quing the whiteness that she is often said to embody. ‘They tried to make 
Marilyn into this white women and she fights it in every frame she makes’ 
(BFI 2015). This idea is picked up by Jacqueline Rose in Women in Dark Times, 
who describes how a young gay black man identifies with Monroe because 
‘she’s been hurt. She knows the score’ (2015: 102), and how her ‘famous 
promiscuity was […] a form of inclusiveness […] She consorted with the 
nation’s forbidden object: with blacks, with women […] with Communists 
and Jews’ (2015: 105). 

MARILYN LIVES

As we travel further from her death, the real Monroe, if it was ever possible 
to know who this real Monroe was, is a distant vision. She is now an avatar 
for whatever we decide to project upon her. The real flesh and blood person 
that was Marilyn Monroe is no longer relevant or even real. She is a ghoul, 
a spectre. Jeanine Basinger observes that Monroe’s on-screen image (which 
she had been unmoved by during the 1950s) ‘was strangely enlivened by her 
death, freshened by tragedy, made dimensional by off-screen facts’ (2009: 
125n). Reproducing Marilyn the peroxided 2D specialist is problematic; the 
repro-cliché of her smiling head has made her a very difficult subject to paint 
with any integrity. But Monroe with her ‘big doll body’ (Oates 2000: 781), an 
otherworldly alien, swaying around on our digital screens with her fantasti-
cal second-skin dresses, is less tied down, and consequently more interesting. 
Occasionally the real dresses are exhibited in museums with all the disap-
pointing charisma of lifeless nothings, padded out by fake mannequin forms. 
But the stilled images of her in these dresses manage to remain fresh, and dare 
I say strangely relevant. The ghostly whiteness of my Ghoul paintings, with 
the colour-free seriousness of black and white, may seem to play to the dark, 
conspiratorial stories of Monroe victimhood. But I see them in a different way: 
they are anomalies, made in opposition to the art technique of negative space; 
they are positives coming out of the negative darkness. Rather than mawk-
ish shrouds, they are wiggling flesh rendered in fabric, stilled and captured 
in oily, viscous paint. They are the symbols of the unobtainable thing, the 
epitome of ‘all that a man could want yet nothing […] that a woman can be’ 
(Dyer 1993: 146), dressed-up imitations of some kind of extraordinary life.
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