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Milton H. Greene’s photographic collection includes images
of American film stars: portraits of iconic figures from
the first half of the 20th century who are now becoming ever
less recognisable, increasingly remote. At its centre, however,
one star continues to shine so brightly that, even in the popular
imagination, the collection is often regarded as an archive of her
photographs. Everyone else is eclipsed by her radiance — includ-
ing the photographer himself, who pales in comparison with
Marilyn Monroe.

The hypnotizing appeal of her vulnerable, almost childlike
delicacy was inseparable from an unabashed, ostentatious seduc-
tiveness. Marilyn Monroe captured the collective imagination so
powerfully that she remains, even today, the object of salacious
fantasy. The story of her life and mysterious death, unfolding
between tragedy and scandal, is steeped in contradictions that
make certainty impossible. She is the archetype of the beautiful,
dead / young girl, full of secrets; the more we learn about her,
the more layers of an insoluble enigma emerge. She seems to
have been a prototype for the mysterious Laura Palmer. These
entanglements reappear in the convoluted history through which
some of the photographs presented here found their way into the
Wroctaw archive, raising questions of value, ownership and the
political turbulence surrounding the image.

In dialogue with Greene’s photographs, the exhibition
presents works by contemporary artists working across a range
of media. Their practices consider the image, including its new
forms emerging from internet culture, the boundaries of intimacy
and the tension between authenticity and the roles we perform.
They address, moreover, the individual’s entanglement in social
constructs and relations of influence and power; the connec-
tion between the commodity and capitalism; and the archive as
a resource implicated in the systems it helps to produce. To this
end, the artists draw on contemporary tools and aesthetics, as
well as fluid, experimental digital forms.

By responding to Greene’s photographs, they introduce
new points of reference and alternative ways of interpreting
Marilyn Monroe’s story. As David Lynch put it, “It’s all about
Marilyn Monroe.”
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ooking at the photograph, it’s easy to imagine the moment
hen it was taken. Let’s focus on the smaller image, the one
by the altar, in the red frame. A half-naked woman lying on a dark
velvet sofa or ottoman — perhaps she feels cold. Her face is hidden
by her hands. The hat, so clearly visible in other photographs
from this series, lies beside her head, misshapen. It’s a particu-
lar day in the United States in 1956; everyone’s talking about
communists and the elections. The photograph proves that such
a day did take place: she was lying on the sofa before the lens, the
flashes went off and the photographer released the shutter. We see
a fragment of a reality which has, admittedly, already passed, yet
We possess its reproduction.

One hundredth or one thousandth of a second: a chemical
trace of the dance of particles of light. A photographic image is
not an objective record of reality, but its interpretation — and
a deceptive one at that, since it operates on two levels. First, real-
ity is interpreted by the photographer; then, by each person who
looks at the image. A photograph thus comes into being some-
where at the intersection of reality, the photographer’s intention
and the inner world of its viewer. Is this reclining “figure of
awoman in stockings” passionate or perhaps exhausted? Does she
arouse desire or discomfort? There is no single, definitive answer:
every individual response is equally valid. Nothing to be ashamed
of. We have the right to feel compassion, even though everyone
speaks of sex appeal. We have the right to feel sadness. To see, in
the raised bottom, not a promise of pleasure but a premonition
of humiliation. We have the right to recognise in this figure a sac-
rifice offered to grand ideals — money and fame. We also have the
right to feel excitement or erotic rapture. The viewer is in control.
All that is required is to pay, open oneself up and let the image in.

ER

LOVE ME FOR MY YELLOW
HAIR ALONE!

orma Jeane reinvented herself entirely — from changing her
first and last names to Marilyn Monroe, through cosmetic
surgery, hair bleached to platinum blonde, a mole on her left
check darkened with pencil, to the repeatedly altered story of
her life. As she recalled, she had already learnt to play different

roles at school, when she would tell her teacher made-up stories

I
From a letter to Norman Rosten. Marilyn was misquoting
a Yeats poem in her postscript. The actual lines read:
“... only God, my dear / Could love you for yourself alone /
And not your yellow hair” (Anthony Summers,
Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe, London, 198, p. 178).



about herself simply because she noticed the teacher’s interest.”
Monroc’s self-creation was both a consequence of conforming to
the contemporary notions of female attractiveness and a tool for
building her own agency. The “calendar scandal” of 1952, sparked
by the publication of Marilyn’s nude photographs, contributed to
a surge in the actress’s popularity — contrary to the film studio’s
expectations — and helped cement her status as an icon of the
social transformations of the 20th century.

Similarly, the artists Arvida Bystrom, Martina Menegon
and Erin Robinson make the process of representation itself the
subject of their artistic enquiry, using their own images as both
material and medium. Their multiplied faces and bodies function
as fluid structures constantly undergoing digital transformations.
This theme is also explored by BORA, who transcends the logic of
representation to create immersive, fantastical worlds.

What the artistic practices described here share with the
figure of Marilyn Monroe is the conviction that one’s own image
can become a tool of agency and emancipation. Today, this
strategy shifts towards transgression, consciously drawing on
tools such as generative models and deepfakes, used to create
sexualised manipulations of the image and other forms of its
appropriation. Nudity no longer signifies the exposure of the
“real” body; instead, it becomes another layer of representation —
a construction of persona and a costume that, in keeping with
the logic of glitch feminism, unsettles binary divisions and blurs
the boundaries between human and non-human, natural and
artificial. The body is thus opened up to hybrid forms of existence
that remain in constant negotiation.

In this context, particularly with regard to Arvida Bystrom’s
Biblically Accurate Babe, Marilyn Monroe’s words about the fan-
tasy of exposing her own naked body to the gaze of God and
other people resonate especially strongly:

The wish for attention had something to do, I think, with
my trouble in church on Sundays. No sooner was I in the pew
with the organ playing and everybody singing a hymn than the
impulse would come to me to take off all my clothes. I wanted
desperately to stand up naked for God and everyone else to sce.
I had to clench my teeth and sit on my hands to keep myself from
undressing.... I even had dreams about it. In the dreams I entered
the church wearing a hoop skirt with nothing under it. The peo-
ple would by lying on their backs in the church aisle, and I would

step over them, and they would look up at me.*
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Marilyn Monroe, Fragmenty. Wiersze, zapiski intymne, listy,
Krakéw, 2011, p. 116.

3
Summers, Goddess..., pp. 97—99.

4
Tbidem, p. 32.

hat, precisely, lies behind our obsessions with icons of

popular culture? Hollywood has established the founda-
tions for what might now be described as a narcissistic circuit of
projection: a screen onto which we project our desires, fantasies
and fears, while affirming an imagined mastery over the object of
desire. This process is further intensified by the seductive force of
the image and by our fascination with what is private, concealed
and seemingly revealed. Marilyn Monroe offers a striking exam-
ple. Her life was subjected to relentless public scrutiny, which
from today’s perspective can appear as a narrative of martyrdom
under the pressures of the media and public opinion. Yet it is
equally difficult to overlook the strongly emancipatory dimension
of her story. Many accounts identify her meeting with Milton H.
Greene as a turning point: a moment when Marilyn was able to
perform before the photo camera on her own terms.

The film industry, however, was far less generous. As
observed by Gloria Steinem, one of the leading figures of sec-
ond-wave feminism in the United States, Marilyn Monroe was
a woman who was continually infantilised.! Steinem’s perspective
differed markedly from that of many publications devoted to the
actress, not least because her book was written by a woman who
had herself experienced the constraints of patriarchy. Early in
her career, Steinem encountered professional discrimination; in
1963, she gained prominence through an undercover report on
the Playboy Club that exposed the exploitation of the women
employed there. The course of Monroe’s carcer — marked by
financial undervaluation despite her already immense popularity
and by recurring references in interviews and memoirs to the
realities of the industry, including the sexual exploitation of
women — resonates today with striking relevance. Her remark that
she “spent a great deal of her career on her knees” may no longer
shock, but it can be understood as an eatly articulation of experi-
ences that would enter public consciousness decades later through
the #McToo movement. Her voice, however, was repeatedly
silenced; when it was heard, it was reduced to the infantilised
image of a blonde, stripped of its political and social significance.

In this sense, her figure gives shape to a possible set of
narratives around the archetype of a woman ensnared by her
own image, fragmented and lost. Such narratives are revisited in
selected contemporary works by artists such as Alison Jackson,
Eli Cortinas and Martha Rosler, which challenge the concealed
assumption that an image or photograph can preserve a fixed
moment of what we call “truth”. They examine how celebrity cul-
ture, the obsession with one’s own image and changing attitudes
towards censorship and mechanisms of control have reshaped our
relationship with the “real”

NB

I
“Perhaps Norma Jane’s neglect started too early and was too
complete. Perhaps Marilyn could not have gone back and accepted
the child inside herself. But as a woman, she was rarely rewarded
for being adult or independent, and often rewarded for being
childlike, dependent, “feminine”. As an actress, she was applauded
for portraying helplessness, innocence, incompetence. She was
even rewarded for constantly seeking fatherly men as lovers”
(Gloria Steinem, Marilyn: Norma Jeane, New York, 1988, p. 119).
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he good old days of analogue photography, greyscale images
and the apparent neutrality of the female nude are gone - for
tWo reasons.

First, photographs of actresses and actors once served to
regulate collective fantasies and formed an immensely lucrative
component of the film industry. Film studios, stars and photogra-
phers collaborated in producing a grand fiction that generated
both money and prestige. Hollywood was the sender; the audi-
ence, the receiver. The division was clear and the image remained
controlled and safe.

Today, we are all senders. What exposes us is no longer only
the way we experience images, but also what we publish and
broadcast to the world.

Second, the digital revolution has deprived us of anonymity.
Contemporary digital photographs contain metadata: geolocation,
the precise time at which they were taken and full camera settings.

They are viewed not only by people but also by machines,
which see far more. Instead of opening up to the image or inter-
preting it, they break it down into fragments of commercially
valuable information. Algorithms analyse what appears in a pho-
tograph; they do not understand subjectivity or the significance
of attributes such as gender, social status, species, resources or
capabilities, and yet they draw conclusions. Every bit of informa-
tion has value, contributing to profiling and to the slow, painstak-
ing construction of our digital twin.

LR

BEAUTIFUL, YOUNG, DEAD

q ugust 1962. Marilyn Monroe is found dead in her room in

os Angeles; in the same year, the first Pop Art work fea-
turing her face is created — an icon immortalising an icon. Her
image was subsequently reworked many times by Andy Warhol,
giving rise to a series of portraits that both canonised the actress
and exposed the artificiality of the mechanisms through which
stars are produced. Monroe was transformed into an endlessly
reproduced and consumed image, indelibly embedded in the col-
lective imagination as a symbol of fame attained at a tragic cost.
A few years later, in Poor Little Rich Girl (1965), Warhol turned
his camera on Edie Sedgwick — another young woman caught
up in the mechanisms of fame, projection and public desire. The
film’s blurred imagery and plotless observation of its protagonists
everyday life emphasise her fragility and mental detachment,
echoing the ways in which the male gaze had framed Monroe and
the awkward characters she was made to play.

Marilyn Monroe and Edie Sedgwick may be seen as suc-
cessive incarnations of the same cultural archetype: a fantasy
of femininity, visibility and control. Warhol documented this
mechanism in the age of mass media. Contemporary artists such

as Eli Cortinas and Paulina Pawlowska return to this symbolic
figure, approaching it no longer through the lens of Hollywood
and celebrity culture, but in relation to digital surveillance, the
algorithmic and automated gaze, and technologies that not only
reproduce existing images but ceaselessly generate new ones.

NB
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Marilyn Monroe died sixty-four years ago. The man born
in the year of her death has not yet retired, but he already
feels the burden of the days he’s lived through. He doesn’t remem-
ber his fifch birthday or the names of all his primary-school
friends, it was so long ago... And yet we remember her. Time
is irrelevant when one becomes an icon, when a human being
is transformed into a symbol of beauty and capitalism. Marilyn
Monroe embodies the figure of the “young girl” described by
the French collective Tigqun: entangled in politics, consum-
erism and self-objectification, yet paradoxically able to retain
her own subjectivity. She consciously enters a game in which
living commodities are exchanged. She consumes the world with
delight and permits herself to be consumed by it; after all, she is
a commodity - like everything around her, a human commodity.

We’ve been drawn into the orbit of desire and hunger. Not
even presidents are exempt: they, too, were close to Marilyn
Monroe, photographed with her and blushing at the sight of
her. Nothing has changed, because her private turmoil describes
our own contemporary entanglemcnts with uncanny precision;
it describes us. We're all young girls striking deals with a world
that is coming to an end. Only, in sixty-four years time, no one is
likely to remember us.

LR

“SHE’S FILLED WITH SECRETS :

this is how the Dwarf introduces Laura Palmer to Agent Dale
Cooper during their dream encounter in the so-called Red Room,
also known as the Waiting Room. The phrase could just as readily
serve as a concise description of Marilyn Monroe, whose contra-
dictory biography continues to resist definitive reconstruction,
giving rise to endless speculation and projection.

The dialogue comes from the same famous scene in the
Twin Peaks series in which, in response to the question: “Are
you Laura Palmer?”, the character delivers the line that gives the
exhibition its title: “I feel like I know her, but sometimes my arms
bend back.” It is set in a space suspended outside time, where the-
atrical gestures, fractured words spoken in strange cadences and
the Dwarf’s unnaturally contorted hands as he dances create an
unsettling atmosphere poised between horror and the grotesque.



The actors’ movements and their lines, spoken phonetically
in reverse and subsequently reversed in the recording, evoke
a process of reconstructing events: a return to the past and the
piecing together of fragmented histories. The words themselves
are difficult to interpret; within the narrative, they function as
clues in an ongoing investigation, as though transmitted from
another dimension. We might surmise that they refer to Laura’s
hands, bent backwards and bound at the moment of her death.
More significant, however, is the dreamlike poetics character-
istic of David Lynch, which opens the scene to a multiplicity
of meanings: the sense that, while a solution to the mystery or
a hidden truth may exist, it is complex and elusive, and the viewer
can only gradually draw closer to it through scattered fragments
and disjointed threads. The plot thus unfolds between knowledge
and ignorance, circling around a secret or a premonition that is
difficult to express unequivocally in words. The murdered woman
speaks of herself in the third person (from our perspective), as if
to suggest that, following her death, she became part of a mysteri-
ous alternative reality. It can be understood as a metaphorical and
symbolic space which, in Marilyn Monroes case, we situate at the
intersection of memory, reproduced images, duplicated narratives
and collective imaginations.
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An excited dog lunges at a young man, sinking its teeth into
a leather protective glove. Its ears are pinned backs; its tail is
straight and still. It seems happy. After all, it’s fulfilling its calling,
acting in accordance with its instincts and training. At the end of
the day, there’s nothing better than fulfilling one’s duty, whether
one is a dog, a photographer or a film star. There’s both violence
and pleasure in this attach. The contraction of muscles, the preci-
sion of the leap, its trajectory and the force of the bite: in a frac-
tion of a second, the entire body performs complex calculations
and analyses. This is how one bites a man, how one photographs
him, how one seduces him.

The men in the photograph seem content, as does the dog.
The younger man, whose glove is held in the sheepdog’s jaws,
perhaps somewhat less so. His face betrays an uncertainty as to
whether everything will turn out well. The older man, wearing an
expensive sleeveless jacket and smart wellingtons, is smiling. His
body appears relaxed, his arms hanging loosely — like the dog’s
tail. He projects calm and control.

The photograph itself is equally disciplined. Nothing
exceeds the frame; the hedge directs the eye; the composition is
almost centred. The entire scene is immersed in the diffuse glow
of a cloudy, damp day. In a fraction of a second, the flicker of an
index-finger muscle captures light on photosensitive film.
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avid Lynch met Mark Frost when they were both invited to

work on the film Goddess (also known as Venus Descending),
based on the book Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe by
Anthony Summers. The film was ultimately never made: the stu-
dio withdrew from the project for political reasons, following the
inclusion in the script of speculation surrounding responsibility
for the actress’s death — particularly suspicions involving Robert
Kennedy. Lynch and Frost decided to continue their collabora-
tion and, just one year later, began production on the series Twin
Peaks. It is hard not to see the inspiration and similarities between
Laura Palmer and Marilyn Monroe. Agent Cooper himself hints
at this when, in the second episode of the series’ first season, he
records a message on his dictaphone for his confidante and sec-
retary: “Diane, it struck me again carlier this morning. There are
two things that continue to trouble me and I'm speaking now not
only as an agent of the Bureau, but also as a human being. What
really went on between Marylin Monroe and the Kennedys? And
who really pulled the trigger on jFk?”

There are many more common threads: the apparent Amer-
ican dream, which gradually reveals its dark side; the mysterious
death of a beautiful young blonde, an investigation® that leads us
through successive layers of mysteries, lies and hidden identities;
a missing secret diary in a red cover, which most likely contained
incriminating information; or the figure of a psychiatrist who
knows more than he can say” and the cassette tapes recorded
for him.

Inspiration can be found on many levels, but the way in
which Zwin Peaks develops the story inspired by Marilyn Mon-
roe — a story that constantly eludes unambiguous explanations —
seems particularly significant:

The more we went along the more it was sort of like UFOs.
You're fascinated by them, but you can’t really prove if they exist.
Even if you see pictures, or stories, or people are hypnotized, you
never really know. Same thing with Marilyn Monroe and the
Kennedys and all this. I can’t figure out even now what’s real and
what’s a story.”

A similarly improbable, almost cinematic thread runs
through the convoluted story of the purchase of the collection
that included Milton H. Greene’s photographs of Monroe by
the municipal company Przedsi¢biorstwo Hala Ludowa and its
deposit at the State Archives in Wroctaw. Links to the Foreign
Debt Service Fund affair — one of the biggest financial scandals
of Poland’s political transition period — and the atmosphere of
political disputes, mutual accusations and public controversy
that accompanied these events for years make it difficult today
to reconstruct its course with any certainty. These circumstances

1
Due to numerous irregularities, the investigation into Marilyn
Monroe’s death was reopened in 1982.

2
The Polish edition of Anthony Summers’ book Goddess:

The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe opens with a quotation
attributed to the psychiatrist Dr Ralph Greenson: “I can’t tell the
whole story. Listen — talk to Robert Kennedy.”

3
David Lynch, David Lynch: Interviews, ed. Richard A. Barney,
Jackson, 2009, p. 86.



have also endowed the collection with a particular place in the
collective imagination of the residents of Wroctaw. As a resul, it
functions not only as a collection of photographs, but also as an
object of collective projection.
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he photographs recur: prints of varying quality lie side by

side. Contact sheets, differently cropped versions of the same
frame, attempts, failures and iconic images. This is not a collec-
tion of glossy photographs destined for the covers of popular
magazines or for mugs sold in museum shops. It’s a record of
Milton H. Greene’s process, becoming more interesting the fur-
ther it moves from what is familiar and endlessly reproduced. We
are peering into someone’s drawer, into private stacks of prints,
into fragments from which we may construct our own stories and
overturn the official version. Working on someone else’s archive
always entails a betrayal.

LR

THE MYSTERIOUS FATE
OF AN ARCHIVE

Milton H. Greene (1922-1985) was a renowned photo-
grapher of actors, fashion, musicians, and stars of cinema
and theatre. From their first photo session in 1953 until 1957, he
was Marilyn Monroe’s almost exclusive photographer. The two
shared a close relationship, both professional and personal. It
was Greene who persuaded Monroe to break her contract with
20th Century Fox, a decision that led to the founding of Marilyn
Monroe Productions, Inc. Through her own production company,
Monroe finally gained the freedom to choose her projects and
negotiate her salary. Greene also encouraged her to study acting
and voice, helping her believe that she was capable of taking on
a much wider range of roles than the stereotypical characters for
which she had become known.

The star and the photographer shared a close relationship,
both professional and personal. Greene persuaded Monroe to
terminate her contract with 20th Century Fox, setting in motion
a protracted legal dispute. Yet this decision also led to the estab-
lishment of Marilyn Monroe Productions, Inc., through which
the actress was finally able to choose her own projects and influ-
ence the level of her remuneration. Greene also encouraged her to
attend acting and vocal coaching courses, convincing her that she
was capable of taking on a much wider range of roles.

Their collaboration extended into Monroe’s private life. She
became almost a member of the Greene family: she looked after
his son Joshua and spent considerable time at their homes in New

10

York and Connecticut. Photographs from this period, preserved
in Greene’s archive, show Monroe natural and at ease, without
the many hours of preparation involving make-up artists and
stylists. Wearing her favourite jeans and shirt, she appears radiant
and full of joy.

All ties between Monroe and Greene were severed fol-
lowing her marriage to her third husband, Arthur Miller, who
began to intervene in his wife’s business affairs. Greene not only
withdrew from his joint production venture with the actress but,
feeling aggrieved, also prohibited the publication of his photo-
graphs of her from that period — fifty-two photo shoots, as well as
numerous private images. Why? We can only speculate. No letters
or memoirs have been found in which he would explain the mat-
ter. As a result, several thousand photographs of this global icon
remained locked away in an archive that was only revealed after
Greene’s death in 1985 by his son Joshua (who had also worked
with his father as a laboratory technician). The archive contained
prints and negatives which Joshua developed in what was then
a pioneering digital darkroom.

Greene died in debt. Part of his estate was scized by City
National Bank and subsequently purchased in 1986 by the Greek
financier Dino Matingas. At the time, Matingas was doing busi-
ness with the Polish Foreign Debt Service Fund. He incurred
a substantial debt and when the liquidator demanded repayment,
the photographs from Greene’s archive proved to be the only
assets he possessed. This is how they made their way to Poland
and, later, to DESA auctions.

The turbulent life of Marilyn Monroe and the mysterious
history of her photographer’s archive remain intertwined. At
Krupa Art Foundation, we become part of this continuing story
by presenting this long-forgotten archive of Marilyn Monroe — an
actress whose face is recognised around the world.
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