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On the surface, we know everything about her. Everything has been shown, 
photographed, everything has been said. Coveted actress of the studios, sex symbol 
adulated by all, total star, whose life and career will have been perfectly staged and 
entirely told, especially by men. But here we are in the twenty-first century, in a time 
of rereadings, of toppled statues, of multiple truths and buried voices that can finally 
speak up.

Marilyn is one of those voices. In contrast to the many films and books that have 
retraced her life and that have cast a univocal gaze upon her - that of men, of 
psychoanalysis, of the twentieth century - this film offers to give her back her voice, 
through the interviews she gave, the books she wrote and the fragments she left 
behind. For the first time, it will be a matter of understanding how Norma Jeane 
Baker made the icon Marilyn Monroe. Because Marilyn was not born Marilyn, she 
became her.

To the attentive spectator, she tells here, in the first person, the fascinating detail of 
this metamorphosis, the result of a young girl’s brilliant intuition, of her ambition, of 
the imperatives of an era and of the desires of the studio moguls. By combining the 
lyricism of a historical and chronological narrative line with a range of contemporary 
images revealing the permanency of the Marilyn myth in our imaginations, the film 
retraces the trajectory of the icon and tells us, in a hollow way, about the tyranny 
of the beauty diktats imposed on women, the brutality of a system - that of the film 
industry and the studios - and its perpetuation at the dawn of the 21st century.
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Marilyn Monroe,  a timeless icon
They are only a few to have crossed time and eras. 
Marlene Dietrich, Greta Garbo, Audrey Hepburn, Ingrid 
Bergman and some others. But never these actresses, 
no matter how great they were, have reached Marilyn 
Monroe’s status. Beyond the star, she is an icon, an 
image frozen in time, timeless, indestructible, sacred. 
A myth beyond time, Marilyn Monroe has also known 
how to cross borders. Her image of a sex symbol is 
still today praised by the starlets in the making, the 
actresses and the fashion world.

So much so that she has become a true brand around 
the world, the perfect icon to insert the glamour of 
Hollywood in all cultures and societies. To dedicate 
a documentary to Marilyn Monroe today is also to 
question the survival of an image in our consciences, 
our projections and our desires. To scrutinize the 
persistence of the blonde icon in our collective 
imagination, it is to wonder about what these fabulous 
beings, the «stars», say about our civilization, our 
society, our time. It is to take an interest in the «star 
system» that made the glory of Hollywood and 
continues to shape the culture and media industry 
today.

So, how to explain the permanency of the myth? How to 
explain that the «standard Marilyn» was deeply rooted 
in our representations? More than any other, Marilyn 
Monroe was born from the contradictory junction 
between a projection of the individual imagination 
- that of the desirable and desired woman - and 
an industry creation. The process of identification, 
desire, projection, but also all the ingredients of 
industrial society that act as multiplying factors: mass 
culture, television, advertising, the profit have thus 
made Marilyn Monroe this sacred and immortal idol. 
It is a matter of understanding this eternal youth, the 
Marilyn Monroe of the studios golden age and that of 
today.

The star who didn’ t say anything?
How does Marilyn Monroe tell her story? What are 
her words? Until then we had only few traces of it. 
Marilyn speachless, Marilyn mute, Marilyn pure 
product of the fantasies of others... A body, a woman, 
a star who would have been made only through the 
speech of others? Who would not have been able 
to speak for herself, to state aloud her will and her 
desires, suffocated by the ambition of the studios and 
the appetite of men?

Producers’ note
The truth lies elsewhere. It is because she is such a 
powerful image that we cannot hear Marilyn Monroe’s 
voice. It is because her face, her body, her moves mark 
us with such strength and such magnetism, that we 
cannot listen to her and that her voice was inaudible 
for a long time. Yet she expressed herself, sometimes 
with great sincerity. She may not have been able to 
make her voice heard, but thanks to her words, she 
captured certain movements of her time and bore 
witness to an era as glamorous as it was cruel.

We find all this in her diaries. Her «fragments» were 
published in the United States and in France only in 
2010, almost 50 years after her death. They range from 
confidence, observation of life scenes, psychoanalytic 
introspection, or notes to oneself in order to push or 
discipline oneself to act in the everyday life. Among 
these notes are also authentic poems. Troubling, raw, 
unvarnished, they tell with force and fever the moods 
of a woman who, starting from scratch, has become 
«everything» and has always suffered from it.

These writings shed light in a new way on the 
personality of Marilyn Monroe, that we knew until 
now only through testimonies and accounts of her 
close relations, biographers and novelists. They 
deliver the fragmented portrait of a great actress 
who never succeeded in making completely cohabit 
the fragments of her life, but who had known to 
look at the world with a disconcerting insight. Her 
autobiography will therefore be essential to us. This 
text reveals the poetry, love, despair, self-contempt 
and anguish of a nervous woman. But also, and 
above all, the construction of an actress in the heart 
of a fundamentally misogynistic universe, governed 
by the appearance and the diktats of beauty.

Marilyn Monroe,  a counterstory
What we want to question through this film is also the 
construction of a multiple and ambivalent personality 
and the power of metamorphosis of a woman. How 
does an average actress invent herself as an icon, 
a studio actress, an object of unanimous desire, a 
figure of American pop culture? How did Norma 
Jeane Baker create the iconic Marilyn Monroe? With 
this film, Michelle Dominici wants to give full scope to 
this new and feminist perspective to deliver a kind of 
«anti-history» of Marilyn Monroe.  
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Marilyn’s smile

I began this development work with a disappointment. 
The hours of archives that we collected left me with 
the same impression at first. A strange feeling of 
already knowing them. Yet I had only seen a few 
of Marilyn Monroe’s films up to that point, barely 
watched a documentary or two about her, and never 
leafed through a book of her portraits, nor visited a 
single exhibition.

Whatever the year, the interviewer, the conditions, 
the topic, the filmed interviews with the actress 
all sounded the same. Perhaps it was the times, 
the end of the forties and fifties, disinclined to long 
confessions? Was it the emptiness of the questions, 
which all betrayed a fascination with the icon rather 
than a desire to understand? Was it the ambient 
paternalism that did not engage journalists to imagine 
that a pin-up, then an actress and finally a star could 
have any interest other than her looks?

Still, the few images we have left of Marilyn Monroe’s 
interviews all look like this: facing more or less 
delicate journalists, an army of cameras, meaningless 
questions, and a woman, all in control, answering a 
few words with grace and sensuality.

Through watching and observing, scrutinizing, 
contemplating, I finally figured it out. To the millimeter, 
the choreography of Marilyn’s body, face, eyes, 
eyelids, mouth was always the same. A work of art. 
The actress had at this point chased the naturalness 
that she gave to see only an invariable version of 
herself. A perfect ready-to-fantasize, never betrayed 
by the least wrong touch of spontaneity.

Director’s note
Norma Jean’s mask

It was a methodical work, undertaken since the 
early years of adolescence. As early as middle 
school, she trained herself to slow down her voice to 
imitate Marlene Dietrich, to sway her hips to make 
men turn around in her path, to bend her body into 
tight-fitting clothes. Barely emancipated, she takes 
singing, dancing, acting and literature classes. On the 
recommendation of a boyfriend, she had her teeth 
corrected.

At the request of a shampoo company, she had her 
hair bleached blonde. When she entered a modeling 
agency, she practiced for hours lowering her upper lip, 
because she was criticized for having too visible gums 
when she smiled. Under pressure from the studios, 
she undergoes electrolysis to reshape her hairline, 
rhinoplasty to make her nose appear narrower and 
had a lower face reshaping.

Thus was born the Marilyn Monroe mask. It is the 
result of her genius as a seducer, her emotional 
intelligence, and her submission to the aesthetic and 
sexual injunctions of her time. Thus was born this 
one-dimensional character which since locked our 
imaginary. From the first hours of her fame to her end, 
the actress showed us only one side. A side so under 
control that it became a mask. Charlie Chaplin, at 
least, had the freedom to laugh or scream, to be badly 
or impeccably dressed, to please or pity. Marilyn, had 
only the choice to seduce. Mouth skilfully hemmed 
under eyes weighed down with a thick line, strangled 
waist, pointy breasts and shapely feet on minimum 10 
cm heels.
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Marilyn wasn’t born Marilyn, she became her. It 
is far from the cameras’ gaze, in the backstage of 
her notebooks, of interviews given on the length 
to journalists of written press, in the return on her 
autobiography, that she dared to break the mask. 
Years after her death, it makes us a precious gift by 
giving us to understand that this adventure has not 
changed a bit, that it illuminates in an exemplary 
way the path of all those who have succeeded her. It 
explains why Marilyn Monroe remains a pioneer. 

Each stage of her transformation mixes themes which 
still make the headlines of newspapers and networks 
today. Whether it ’s young girls exposing themselves 
to the world on Instagram, their older sisters, who like 
Kim Kardashian, sculpt their bodies over and over 
again, young actresses testifying to the pressures 
or violence they endure, women more generally 
testifying to the difficulty of being taken seriously, 
each time, Marilyn’s experience gives the feeling of 
strangely echoing our time. As if she had become its 
matrix.

Becoming Marilyn

This film proposes to tell the story of the elaboration of 
diktats by the very one who contributed to her birth, 
to give Norma Jean a voice and to retrace with her the 
path that consists of Becoming Marilyn.

The narrative

We will draw on all the audio and written sources at 
our disposal in order to rigorously recreate Marilyn’s 
personal testimony in the first person. We will 
accompany it with a voice-over that will provide the 
viewer with the subtext and contextual elements 
necessary for a subtle and comfortable understanding. 

This work, which favors a strong viewpoint (that of the 
actress), will be supported by perspective (the voice-
over) and will instead take us behind the scenes of 
the 20th century, and its manufacture of an aesthetic 
that still goes on today.

Archives and editing

We will meticulously choose the most beautiful and 
accurate archives, those that do not just illustrate, 
but tell something: the smoky atmospheres of 
drugstores and the hushed atmosphere of her hotel 
rooms, making-of videos revealing the tension and 
pressures on the sets, film extracts echoing her life, 
subjective images of the cities, studios or palaces 
she has passed through, and of course the images of 
Marilyn Monroe with and without a mask.
The purpose is not to simply line up the archives as 
one would leaf through an album of old pictures, but 
to recreate as closely as possible the reality of a time, 
that of post-war America, of pin-ups and studios, in 
which the viewer is immersed.

A voice,  an actress

We will recreate her viewpoint and have it read by an 
actress, a name. We will thus seek, without harming 
the fluidity of the film, to bring out resonances between 
past and present. The voice acting will be sober. It will 
certainly not be an immitation of Marilyn Monroe, we 
envision it more as a reading of her words. In order to 
give them back all their relevance, their strength and 
their truth.
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