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‘It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me lives up to its fabulous, improbable name. It’s a long-overdue ode to female creative genius, in all its messy, disturbing, ecstatic and wildly entertaining complexity. This book will make you feel things; it’s sparkling and dark and utterly addictive. It needed to exist, and Snow has precisely the right blend of narrative elegance and irreverence, coupled with genius-level pop culture knowledge, to bring these stories to life’

Roisin Kiberd, author of The Disconnect

‘A book of essays that deconstructs received notions of femininity, and obliterates those defunct categories of high and low culture by treating its celebrity subjects first and foremost as artists. Written in prose that glimmers with energy, wisdom and delectable turns-of-phrase, It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me confirms Philippa Snow’s place as the country’s most exciting, talented and forward-thinking cultural critic: a writer who has turned criticism into her own form of art’

Ralf Webb, author of Strange Relations

‘Philippa Snow’s strength lies not only in her ability to diagnose why these women continue to captivate us, but why they move us; it is this ability, not just to examine her subjects but to weave them so deeply into the very fabric of our emotional lives, that makes her our most vital cultural critic’

Hannah Regel, author of The Last Sane Woman

‘Threads together fame’s complex relationship with femininity, agency, and beauty. With acoustic brilliance, Snow navigates the often-overlooked spiritual and physical labour the most iconic women of our time have endured, exposing something maniacal about our society’s celebrity bloodlust – not just with its demands for perfection, but the gleeful schadenfreude that hits the tabloids when these icons inevitably crack. Like the women in these essays, Snow’s work is intoxicating and glossily smooth. Put it up on the biggest billboards immediately’

Elle Nash, author of Deliver Me

‘Philippa Snow is an incisive composer of criticism whose prose is always both muscular and musical. It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me is at once a symphony and a manifesto, a virtuoso performance of feminist criticism. This rigorous, elegiac examination of women destroyed by stardom, desire, and the violent demands of femininity is not to be missed’

Emmeline Clein, author of Dead Weight

‘What Philippa Snow does as one of the finest critics of our time is what I imagine the finest diamond-cutters do: they spend years honing their blade’s edge with precision and skill, they train their gaze to go unwaveringly deep into the raw lump of material in front of them, and, from this sustained prowess, they shape a thing of decisive, staggering brilliance. Wherever Philippa directs her instruments of perception, clarity, and acumen is where we, her readers, are left with invaluable gifts. I trust to follow her wherever she chooses to go and, in this book, she takes me into new territories of insight about the punishing price of femininity – that no one can resist and very few can afford – with a wisdom that is as shimmering as it is sharp’

Johanna Hedva, author of How to Tell When We Will Die

‘An instant classic from the sharpest cultural critic working today. Philippa Snow is witty, entertaining, and intellectually unmatched, a writer with a singular talent for showing us ourselves in the funhouse mirror of celebrity femininity. It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me is a historical corrective, a loving sendup, and a serious exploration of iconic women too often passed off as unserious. I couldn’t put it down’

Allie Rowbottom, author of Aesthetica
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‘I used to wander down Hollywood
Boulevard hoping that Georgia O’Keeffe
wasn’t really just a man by accident
because she was the only woman artist,
period, but then [my mother] told me
Marilyn Monroe was an artist and not to
worry. And so I realized she was right,
and I didn’t.’

—EVE BABITZ, L.A. Woman






Introduction

‘I went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and just sat there, but [the paparazzi] didn’t take pictures of that,’ the actress, sometime-hellion and tabloid fixture Lindsay Lohan griped to Elle in 2006, ‘which sucks, because that would have been more interesting than pictures of me coming out of a club.’ Lohan’s frustration was eminently understandable, even if she herself was also a frustrating figure at that time: a preternaturally gifted performer who quite often spent her downtime acting like a drunken brat, she was right to suggest that her desire to be seen as an appreciator of art was not quite as interesting to the media as her desire to be seen at Le Bain, or, for that matter, her desire for an enviable string of A-List men.

Just like Lindsay Lohan, I came of age in the noughties, in an era characterised by an aggressive style of paparazzi coverage that was largely aimed at women, and particularly aimed at documenting women’s failures – their supposed lapses of decorum, of sobriety, of sex appeal, of taste. Watching this panoptic coverage, I became fascinated by the frequent and apparent gaps between person and persona that often resulted from such scrutiny, especially from the media deciding that a woman should be one thing (say, a virgin) and then capturing her behaving like another (say, an adult who has sex). For years, as a writer, I have found myself circling more or less continually around the subject of the things that women do to themselves – physically, psychologically, conceptually – in order to better adapt to fame.

More recently, I have come to believe that my eternal return to this topic is related to the fact that these transformations mirror the innumerable smaller, more mundane alterations of the self that characterise ‘normal’ feminine life. The female celebrity acts, in effect, as a metonym for womanhood, with her experiences and attributes being much like those of her civilian counterparts, but magnified into something stranger, more bombastic, and far easier to see from a distance, as if on a billboard rather than the screen of an iPhone. I am not a historian, nor am I a biographer. I am not an academic, either. What I am is an interested party, and my interest is in the repeated patterns that emerge across the stories of these high-profile women, like the dizzying refractions produced by a hall of mirrors, or by turning the lens of a video camera back towards a live-streaming monitor.

Since the Hollywood machine first whirred into action, a strong, saleable persona has been one of the most valuable assets for anyone who desires to be a star, and for women who are chasing stardom in particular: if we are already often categorised in everyday life – as prudes, feminists, sluts, nags, mothers, wives, girlfriends, femcels, daughters, virgins, socialites, crones, workaholic bitches, ingénues or bimbos, for example – then that categorisation is even more strict for those of us who occupy the public eye. Sometimes, these women’s images are workshopped by their agents and their managers; sometimes, they are foisted on them by the press; sometimes, if they are particularly lucky and determined, they are permitted to design them for themselves. An iron-clad persona can be advantageous, acting as a mask, or it can calcify into a prison, stifling any chance of evolution or personal development for the individual trapped inside it.

In It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me, fourteen famous women are contextualised in pairs, sometimes echoing each other across many decades. There are doomed, sensual blondes with Daddy issues (Marilyn Monroe and Anna Nicole Smith), and literally self-made women whose tireless embodiment of beauty standards drags them into unwarranted scandal (Pamela Anderson and Caroline ‘Tula’ Cossey), and naturalistic queer thespians with futuristic acting styles (Louise Brooks and Kristen Stewart). In some cases, initial similarities give way to a divergence in their fortunes, with one woman suffering under the immovable weight of her image, and the other finding a way to subvert it: Jane Fonda and Joan Crawford, for example, both made famous initially by their ultra-strict adherence to conventional femininity, or Lindsay Lohan and Elizabeth Taylor, both unusually talented child stars who grew into desirable adult actresses with tumultuous personal lives.

The book’s title is a drawn from a statement made in court by Anna Nicole Smith, during a failed attempt to legally inherit her late husband’s massive fortune. ‘It’s very expensive to be me,’ she insisted. ‘It’s terrible the things I have to do to be me.’ What she was saying was that she deserved all that money as repayment for the effort that it took to be Anna Nicole, a job that looked like hell from the outside. She put that work in for her husband, yes, but she also put it in for us, and it seemed only right that she was fairly compensated for her trouble. The things that well-known women do to advance themselves, sometimes by choice and sometimes by necessity, are not uniformly terrible; sometimes they are canny, or creative, or strategic, or a little odd. There is, though, always graft involved: sacrifices; heavy nights; late rehearsals; early mornings; major and minor surgeries; crash diets; hours spent in make-up chairs and PR crisis talks and advantageous couplings. ‘Everyone is female,’ the Pulitzer-Prize-winning critic Andrea Long Chu writes, in her provocative and often very funny 2019 book Females, ‘and everyone hates it.’ She goes on to explain that her definition of ‘female’, in this context, refers to somebody who has undergone ‘any psychic operation in which the self is sacrificed to make room for the desires of another . . . [where] the self is hollowed out, made into an incubator for an alien force’. Applying this truncated, somewhat simplified overview of Chu’s book-length thesis to the famous woman as an archetype is interesting, since it is difficult to think of a figure who is more routinely subjected to the hollowing out of her interior in favour of the insertion of desire than a female celebrity. Does this, perhaps, make famous women the most female of us all?

One last note: it ought to go without saying, I hope, that ‘male’ and ‘female’ alone do not cover the full spectrum of gender, but my focus here is narrow for a reason. The classic tale of discovery, manufacture and ascent that is so often behind the creation of a major female star within a patriarchally driven system is by now as close to a contemporary myth as it is to a publicity yarn, helping to explain why Hollywood, in another bit of mirroring, loves recreating it onscreen. Myths are full of broad archetypes – with no pun intended – because they are designed, however obliquely, to explain us to ourselves. I think these women’s stories might help to do this, too. I could not tell you for certain when I first came across that quote from Anna Nicole Smith’s ill-fated trial, but I can tell you that, many times since, I have found myself performing some ritual or other for the sake of self-improvement – dieting, depilation, dyeing, dermatological enhancement, whatever – and her words have come unbidden into my mind: It’s expensive to be me! It’s terrible the things I have to do to be me! Funny, though – I still end up doing all of them regardless.




1

It’s Terrible the Things I Have to Do to Be Me

On Anna Nicole Smith and Marilyn Monroe

Here was a woman who had modelled her life so closely on Marilyn Monroe’s that it eventually killed her – the blonde waves and the fake breasts; the pill addictions and mock-airheaded pronouncements about men and sex and diamonds; all the years spent tumbling down the rabbit-hole in search of somebody with cash willing to play at being Daddy; the Playboy spreads, and the unwise sexual exhibitionism, and the occasional moments of bleak honesty that nodded at some formative abuse – and yet still she achieved twice the thing that Marilyn did not: for three days, from 7 September 2006 to 10 September 2006, Anna Nicole Smith was a mother to two living children. As it had for Marilyn, who confessed in her final year that she ached for it ‘more than anything’, motherhood held as much significance for Smith as big-time fame did, her desire to be the world’s hottest chick only commensurate with her certainty that she should procreate. ‘I’m either going to be a very good, very famous movie star and model,’ Smith told Entertainment Weekly at the height of her success, in 1994, ‘or I’m going to have a bunch of kids.’ She did not become a great actor, even if for a short time she was one of the most successful models on the planet, with or without her clothes on. She did not make it to forty, either, even though she outlived Marilyn by three sad, medicated years, dying at the Hard Rock Hotel in Florida at thirty-nine years old.

One thing she did make was herself. Vickie Lynn Hogan, born 28 November 1967, was a flat-chested brunette. At the age of five, she announced her intention to become a supermodel; shortly after this, she revised her previous statement and suggested that, in fact, the thing she wanted to be was the reincarnation of Marilyn Monroe. (Not an impersonator, note, or an entirely different starlet who took Marilyn as her inspiration: the same woman, occupying the same body, not to mention the same obviously troubled mental space.) A deadening, potentially damaging childhood and adolescence followed, culminating in her growing up too fast; on summer nights, she walked or drove the town’s main drag, drinking cheap beer and hollering at boys. ‘I thought, well, if I was to have a baby, I would never be lonely,’ she said of her impoverished, tedious early life in Mexia, Texas, married to a man she barely knew who had worn blue jeans to their wedding. She gave birth in 1986, at nineteen, and in 1991 she split, leaving behind a husband she described as ‘really physically abusive’, a job as a waitress at a chicken joint, and a tumbledown childhood home whose windows – proving that life can be heavier handed, even, than bad fiction – overlooked a rubbish heap. In her yearbook photograph, she looks more like an actress from a Bergman movie than a bombshell. She has dolent eyes, an air of hunger; a gaze not quite focused on the here and now.

Later in life, she often claimed to be Marilyn Monroe’s long-lost daughter, and although this was entirely impossible in any real or literal sense, in the abstract the statement carried within it a spooky, diamantine ring of truth. Her bimbo-baby mannerisms and her Coke-bottle curves were not Smith’s only inheritance from her idol: like Monroe, she was the daughter of an absent daddy, the product of an unhappy home, and the alleged victim of sexual, emotional and physical abuse. ‘You want to hear all the things [my mother] did to me?’ Smith once asked a television interviewer. ‘All the things she let my [stepfather] do to me, or let my brother do to me or my sister? All the beatings and the whippings and rape? That’s my mother.’ ‘From the moment Anna Nicole got famous,’ one reporter wrote in Texas Monthly, ‘she told the world that her role model was Marilyn Monroe. It was a shrewd move, as it linked her image with one of the greatest American icons of all time, and it had a neat logic: one platinum-haired sex symbol taking after another, one poor, deprived child latching onto the success of another.’ In the nineties, she ended up renting 12305 5th Helena Drive in LA, where Marilyn had died. ‘I’d love to play a psychotic woman, like Marilyn Monroe in Don’t Bother to Knock,’ Smith told The Morning Call in 1994. ‘She was so good in it, and I just know I could play it. I can just see [it in] her eyes. I know I could get into it.’ She carried VHS tapes of Marilyn Monroe movies with her at all times in her purse, as if to do so might attract some of her glamour. If Hugh Hefner had not already bought the burial plot next to Marilyn’s grave, Smith often said she would have purchased it herself.

Given that Monroe had not been especially fond of him in life, claiming that she had been stiffed financially when he republished nude photographs of her without her consent in Playboy’s inaugural issue in the fifties, Hefner’s sinister decision to encroach on her in death had seemed at best like an egregious show of ownership over the woman he had used to help define the slick, all-American vision of his magazine, and at worst like a violation. Had Anna Nicole Smith occupied the space instead, the implication might have been a little different: certainly, Smith was bisexual, and there may have been a part of her that longed to sleep with Marilyn, but the impression left by her desire to do so for an eternity is that of a young woman who is well aware that she is on the same trajectory as her long-dead, luckless heroine. In 1993, Smith briefly signed on for a remake of the Monroe-starring noir Niagara whose screenplay ‘[played] up the sexual undercurrents that, because of the times, were [subtler] in the original’, according to Variety. In the 1953 film, released in the same year Hefner published Monroe’s naked photographs in Playboy, a young couple on their honeymoon at the titular landmark meet another married pair named Rose and George, who are both volatile and wild. Rose is having an affair, and because she is played by Marilyn Monroe, the movie paints her as the physical embodiment of Eros, as untameable and dangerous as the Falls. A promotion for Niagara boasted that the movie had the ‘longest walk’ in cinematic history, with 116 feet of film devoted to one shot of Monroe’s undulating form in a tight skirt and high heels; it failed to mention that the shot was of Rose trying to flee her murderous husband, and that it ended with her being strangled, casually and in cold blood, in a bell tower.

When it came to Marilyn Monroe, Anna Nicole Smith herself was a remake who played up sexual undercurrents that had been far subtler in the original version, and Smith’s recreation of Niagara’s ‘longest walk’ would no doubt also have made subtext into something more like text, the resulting scene imbued with a more obvious commingling of the deathly and the pornographic thanks to our knowledge of both actresses’ biographies. ‘I can just relate to [Marilyn],’ Smith said, in an interview that addressed her speculative casting in the project – adding, as if she had not taken fully corporeal form until her transformation into America’s newest and most naked sweetheart, ‘especially after I got my body.’ Because it was 1993, what she meant when she said ‘my body’ was the body that had made her the new Guess girl, i.e. one of stacked, Amazonian improbability. She would have many bodies over the ensuing decade: fat and thin, a desirable body and a goofy slapstick body, a drug addict’s body and a junk food addict’s body and the body of a girl who owed it all to TrimSpa, baby! By 2006, photographed holding her brand-new daughter Dannielynn in a hospital in Nassau, she looked ruddily tanned, blonde enough that her hair seemed to glow, and sweetly, strikingly vacant, as if once she had fulfilled what she believed to be the true destiny of her ever-changing physicality not just once, but twice, there was little left for her to think, or say.

Marilyn herself miscarried twice, and also suffered an ectopic pregnancy, her longing for a child only increasing as she moved into her thirties. She may have been the sex symbol to end all sex symbols – ‘if I’m going to be a symbol of something, I’d rather have it be sex than some other things they’ve got symbols of,’ she once said, ruefully – but for her the act itself was purely recreational, never procreative. ‘I used to think if I ever had a child, I would have wanted only a son,’ she wrote, in a letter to the poet Norman Rosten. ‘But . . . I know I would have loved a little girl as much – maybe the former feeling was only Freudian, anyway.’ A long-time advocate of psychoanalysis, Marilyn knew her Freudian from her Jungian, and when she began to undertake more therapy than ever in the last year of her life, she often circled back to the same topics: her ultimate goal of pregnancy; her mother, Gladys Baker; men she’d fucked and men she’d wished had been her father, and the way that those two groups had overlapped. Her increased interest in the workings of the mind had sprung from her connection to a Los Angeles psychotherapist, Dr Ralph Greenson, who met her in 1960 and was soon seeing her for four hours a day, and sometimes also in the evenings. Concurrently, she started to record her own stream-of-consciousness monologues about her familial, sexual and professional history, inspired by her love of Ulysses, which she read several times and preferred to dip into out of order to preserve its tangled, offbeat mystery. ‘This damn free association,’ she said on one of those tapes, ‘could drive somebody crazy. Oh, oh – “crazy” makes me think about my mother.’ As a schizophrenic’s child, the terror Marilyn felt when she thought about ageing into her mother was acute – both more rational and more extreme than the equivalent fear experienced by most middle-aged women, having far less to do with the loss of her youth than it did with the potentially catastrophic loss, or the splintering, of her self. At all times, she kept a letter sent to her by Gladys in her pocket which read, ‘I’d like to have a child that loves me, not hates me’, as if she were carrying a protective spell – her own version, in a sense, of Smith’s superstitiously held copy of Don’t Bother to Knock.

Greenson’s relationship with his famous patient was both thoroughly unorthodox, and terribly unethical: ‘She had become my child, my pain, my madness,’ he observed after she died, noting that she rarely appeared to be suffering from any kind of psychic pain herself, even when the things she talked about were unbearably bleak. He seemed to muddle sexual and paternal feeling just as much as she did, in spite of the fact that, at just fifty-one, he was not old enough to be her actual father. That he thought of Marilyn as a ‘child’ – albeit an ‘abandoned, masochistic’ one – in light of the apt, sophisticated pronouncements she so often made about her image and her sex life suggests that even if Greenson believed himself to be a brilliant therapist, he was not much of a listener. Perhaps he was simply far too much of a man to be impartial in the presence of a self-styled sexual phantom. ‘Too many questions, doctor,’ Marilyn chastised him, once, when he suggested that her continuing nervousness vis-à-vis appearing on film had something to do with a phobia of her soul being stolen, and with her idea that each new movie allowed Marilyn Monroe to chisel away at Norma Jean, killing her slowly. ‘I don’t know. What I do know is that men don’t see me. They just lay their eyes on me.’ When she first began her sessions, she confessed she was surprised that he had not asked her to lie down on the couch, reasoning that most men would not pass up an obvious opportunity to see what Marilyn Monroe might look like in bed: open, unguarded, and recumbent. As it happened, she rarely lay down in front of men at all – frightened of the dark, and of leaving herself vulnerable to judgement, she told Greenson that she only ever had sex standing up, and in daylight. He claimed that she discussed having one-off encounters in extremely public places, being more used to performing for an audience than she was to playing a sex kitten in private. She frequently gave out the number of the LA morgue to her dalliances in lieu of her actual digits, telegraphing her closeness to the void ahead of time.

When her then-husband Arthur Miller wrote The Misfits, the 1961 film in which she played a beautiful, morose divorcee who is romanced by two tough cowboys, he intended to provide her with the big, serious role she had long dreamed of being able to inhabit. Her combination of sultriness and sadness had been what drew the playwright to his wife, and it thrilled him to believe that only he could see how miserable she was. ‘As he describes it,’ she once said, either wittingly or unwittingly seeding the idea that there was sometimes a divergence between what Miller described, and what had actually happened, ‘I was crying when he met me.’ In The Misfits, the ageing and rumpled Gay, played by Clark Gable, tells Monroe’s luminous Roslyn that she is the saddest girl he’s ever met. ‘You’re the first man that ever said that,’ she replies – a little private joke from Arthur Miller, since he’d said those words to Marilyn himself, boasting that ‘a smile touched her lips’ as he had done so. Not long after The Misfits was released, she told her therapist that she longed to ‘disappear, onscreen or offscreen, I don’t care’, and to watch her in that movie is to see it happening in real time: one last burst of creative, kinetic energy from a brilliant performer who was fast becoming too strung-out and melancholy to go on. Miller, pulling away from his wife, began an affair with the stills photographer on-set, and in response, Marilyn began her fatalistic disappearing act in earnest. ‘Reading Freud,’ she told Greenson, with a touch of the unhappy pragmatism often seen in depressed individuals as they slip into complete, starless darkness, ‘taught me that failures are often desired by the subconscious.’

Whether she was talking to her therapist or, in one of her stream-of-consciousness recordings, to herself, Marilyn Monroe spent the last year of her life extremely interested in teasing out, and then dissecting, her unconscious urges. ‘I would have liked him to be my father,’ she said dreamily of Clark Gable in one of her sessions, ‘and call me his little girl.’ In The Misfits, she had pushed to have a nude scene opposite him, and a bit of unused footage shows her naked back, a sheet covering her breasts, as Gable leans in and tenderly puts his lips on her bare shoulder. The shot, risqué by the standards of the time, makes evident both the great difference in their ages – Marilyn’s smooth buttermilk skin brushing against her co-star’s tanned and weathered face – and the unbridled lust shared by their characters. When Gable invited Marilyn to his son’s christening in 1961, she attended in a black veil looking as if she were going to a funeral instead, and it seemed possible, if a touch deranged, that she was mourning two things simultaneously: the fact that she wasn’t the mother of the baby, and the fact that she was not the baby, either. Both roles were desirable to her for the access they would offer to what she saw as the ultimate in love – the warmth and care that Gable radiated in her presence, the stout-hearted quality that made her see him as an ideal partner and an ideal parent all in one. As a child, Marilyn had believed her mother, who worked as a film-cutter at a Hollywood studio, when she’d told her that Gable was her biological father; his casting in The Misfits was therefore both the inevitable culmination of her lifelong Electral fixation on the actor, and an unintended confirmation of her belief that nobody made a better husband than one’s daddy. Ultimately, however familiar a girl gets with her paterfamilias, his influence on her taste in partners is obvious, even if that influence springs from his not being there at all. Anna Nicole Smith and Marilyn Monroe both yearned for masculine protection, and did not much care how strikingly uncanny their young bodies looked beside the bodies of much older men. Both of them, too, would eventually arrive at a similar idea about what real fathers and sexual father figures had in common: that they screwed you up or screwed you, and then left you, and then either way you’d end up alone unless you’d made yourself a baby to spend time with in their absence.

♦

Anna Nicole Smith had a son in 1986, and then a daughter in 2006, her attitude to the former proving to be just as Freudian as Marilyn Monroe had imagined hers might be: having lustily said that her favourite thing was ‘cowboys’ in her Playboy questionnaire, Smith would often describe Daniel as her ‘favourite’ or ‘number-one’ cowboy, as if his having being made within her perfect body made him automatically her perfect man. (‘Daniel is truly the love of my life,’ she said once, beaming.) There are no images of her with other men as easy and as full of un-faked happiness as those of her with Daniel as a boy, her body language often almost adolescently giddy in spite of the adult-with-a-capital-A shape of her distinctive anatomy. ‘People ask me about my childhood,’ she monologues wearily in the opening of an episode of her reality TV show, The Anna Nicole Smith Show. ‘Well, I didn’t have a childhood, so I’m having one now.’ Like Marilyn, she operated on a continuum between mother and baby, one moment expressing her fervent desire to have further children, and the next behaving like a child herself. Both women seemed to want to procreate because of the unspoken implication that to do so meant being loved and loving limitlessly, in stark contrast to the changeable and brief encounters that they’d had with adult men. Whether or not it occurred to Smith that this was one way in which she had managed to outdo her idol, it would not be possible to say. What it is possible to say is that for three days in 2006 – in spite of everything else that had happened that year, and the year before that, and the year before that – she got everything she had really wanted – more than the fame or the money or the implants or the mansion – two times over. Her faraway, vacant look in that hospital photograph with Dannielynn is not the distant glaze of dopedness, or of put-on dumbness, but a look of being emptied out by tenderness: she is beatific, a Madonna with a dye job.

On 10 September 2006, seventy-two hours after she had given birth, she would awake in hospital to find her son dead in his chair, killed by an overdose of Lexapro and Zoloft and his mother’s methadone. Reports suggest that he was sitting at her bedside, that the overdose had been an accident, and that he had been trying to get over a badly broken heart. ‘I want another baby,’ Smith had written in her diary before Dannielynn had been conceived, ‘before my Daniel leaves me.’ This apparent moment of clairvoyance did not do much to prepare her for the intensity of her grief: in the immediate aftermath of Daniel’s death, she lost her grip on reality enough to ask that someone photograph her with the body, so that there remains a mirror for the image of her with her newborn daughter – a Pietà to that earlier Madonna. She claims to have suffered memory loss from the trauma, resulting in a temporary but total mental blackout; the hospital later said that they sedated her and forcibly removed her from the room, taking four full hours to pry her from her son. ‘It was necessary,’ her attorney Michael Scott informed the press, ‘for Howard [K. Stern, her lawyer and lover] to tell Anna again that Daniel had passed away.’ ‘Daniel was on TV and they were showing all the footage,’ her friend Patrick Simpson said, per an unauthorised Anna Nicole Smith biography, ‘and she was saying, “see, he’s here, Daniel’s here, he’s coming home”.’

It became necessary to tell Smith a lot of things over and over; robbed of Daniel, she transformed, finally and irrevocably, into a stunted child herself. ‘Anna Nicole Smith spent the last days of her life drifting in and out of consciousness under the pale-blue comforter of a king-sized hotel bed,’ the Los Angeles Times reported in 2009, ‘too weak to walk, sit up or drink from anything other than a baby bottle.’ Like Marilyn, she had been taking chloral hydrate, a sedative that did not mix well with her usual meds; she had developed abscesses on both her buttocks from injecting slimming drugs, and she had been obtaining medication from at least three unscrupulous doctors under numerous false names. Her 63-year-old psychiatrist, Dr Khristine Eroshevich, was photographed sharing a bath with her, which did not bespeak a great interest in upholding the Hippocratic oath, nor a particularly fervent wish to aid in her patient’s recovery from an alleged sex addiction. (Anna Nicole Smith, it seemed, had also taken after Marilyn Monroe when it came to a weakness for medical professionals with questionable methods.) Her room at the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino in Hollywood, Florida, with its white four-poster bed and marble tub, ended up strewn with her detritus: SlimFast cans, nicotine patches, pill bottles and junk food wrappers. She remained in it, decaying, as if lying in a tomb. ‘If Daniel has to be buried,’ she had said at her son’s funeral, trying to climb into his coffin, ‘I want to be buried with him.’ ‘She was having nightmares,’ one of her legal team later recalled, detailing her insomnia. ‘She was having hallucinations.’

On 5 February 2007, Smith had flown to Florida to buy a yacht, complaining on the flight that she was suffering from pain in her left buttock from injections, and announcing on her limousine ride to the Hard Rock Hotel that she had chills, a cold sensation running up and down her body. When she arrived at the hotel, she had a temperature of 105 degrees Fahrenheit; choosing to treat herself with drugs rather than call an ambulance, she dosed herself to sleep, and woke up drenched in stinking sweat. She did not stir until the morning of the seventh, getting up to eat an egg-white spinach omelette, and then climbing into the hotel room’s empty tub, bewildered and afraid. At dinner time, she ordered room service, and at around ten, she watched TV and took more chloral hydrate. By the following afternoon, she was found dead, as pale and frigid to the touch as a statue. Just as Marilyn had been, she was naked, with her nakedness serving as a stark, sad reminder of the significance of her unclothed body – of the way that maintaining it, to say nothing of actually inhabiting it, cost her far more, in the end, than she could reasonably pay.

Because both women were superlatively famous, we have the dubious honour of being able to compare images of them not only in life, but as they looked in death. When the two are placed side-by-side, Smith’s mortuary photograph serves as an uncanny mirror for Monroe’s, as if it were a recreation made for an evil magazine editorial: here the same dirty, swept-back platinum hair, seen in profile; there the same bluish lips and thin, black brows. When in 2008, the artist Marlene Dumas showed a new painting called ‘Dead Marilyn’, she cited as inspiration not only her mother’s death in 2007, but a longing to express what she perceived as the ‘end of a certain era’ in the States. ‘In a sense, it is a portrait of death,’ she told the MoMA. ‘But it is also a portrait of Marilyn Monroe. It is a portrait of a period. It is a portrait of one’s own potential death.’ (‘I believe a little bit in voodoo also, you know?’ she added, as if her intention with the painting had been to produce an object whose effect was closer to an invocation or an exorcism than that of a work of art.) Marilyn’s death has long been talked about by conspiracy theorists as a possible murder, usually pinning it on the involvement of the FBI after her long-rumoured affair with JFK. More likely, if more mundane, was that she took forty barbiturates on purpose in order to escape an existence that felt, increasingly, murderous in and of itself.

Anna Nicole’s autopsy suggested she had died as a result of ingesting a mix of medications – chloral hydrate, diphenhydramine, clonazepam, diazepam, nordiazepam, temazepam, oxazepam, lorazepam, atropine, acetaminophen, topiramate and ciprofloxacin – in amounts that were not large enough to kill her by themselves, meaning that the overdose had been an accident, and that like Daniel, she had probably been trying to recover from a badly broken heart. There was a parity with Marilyn here, too, even if Smith had not meant to take her own life: a longing to escape, or to withdraw from, a world in which the grasping attention of the public had begun to feel like violence. ‘Covering a cluster of small scars on her right leg and ankle was an icon medley [tattoo],’ the Broward County medical examiner observes in his summary of identifying features: ‘Christ’s head, Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Holy Bible, the naked torso of a woman, the smiling face of Marilyn Monroe, a heart, shooting flames, and a cross.’ ‘Vickie Lynn Marshall was a thirty-nine-year-old white female who died of acute combined drug intoxication,’ the autopsy concluded. ‘Abscesses of buttocks and viral enteritis were contributory causes of death.’ Minus her liveliness, her sex appeal, she had returned to being Vickie Lynn, a fact that might be an indignity if it did not mean that ‘Anna Nicole Smith’ managed in some way to escape death.

♦

Officially, Anna Nicole Smith might be said to have been born in 1993, when she was christened by Paul Marciano, the then-President of Guess. (Vickie Lynn, he later said, had been ‘too cheap’.) Still, there was an extended period of gestation: the addition of her married surname, Smith, marked the first stage of her development; the bleaching of her hair defined the next. Her first strip club job, on the day-shift at a place with the business-minded name of The Executive Suite near Houston International Airport, proved that Vickie Lynn – even with hair the colour of Marilyn Monroe’s – had not yet convincingly become a sex symbol: she was flat-chested, and broad-shouldered, and reportedly an awful dancer, off-beat and uncertain. She toyed with being called ‘Nikki,’ and then with being called ‘Robin,’ neither alias quite seeming like the right fit. The addition of her breast implants made her, in form if not necessarily in name, into the woman who would eventually make it as a centrefold, and then as a different breed of consumable image altogether. Rumoured to have been created by Dr Gerald Johnson, the rich Texan doctor who had made so many millions of dollars out of breast implants that he had built a breast-shaped hot tub in his yard as a boast, they contained 400cc of silicone apiece. She was an American DD, like women tend to be in porn, or in teenage fantasies – this being, indisputably, the platinum blonde of cup sizes.

It did not take Anna Nicole Smith long after the finalisation of her new identity to become an icon of sex; then, after a few years at the top, one of extreme, near-pornographic camp. As with the actress Joan Crawford, who had experienced a similarly ignominious upbringing and then used her rare beauty to escape it, rumours swirled that Smith made a kind of actual love to the camera, often visibly turned-on by the act of being photographed. ‘She gets into a sexual trance,’ one photographer panted in a Texas Monthly profile. Often, this sexual trance expressed itself as a curious cycle of repeated faces: pursed lips, wide eyes, pursed lips, narrowed eyes, as if the same five or six memories of sexual encounters were replaying on a loop inside her head. Those faces, unnatural in motion, work like magic on the page: she is gloriously striking in her Guess ads, not quite Monroe or Jayne Mansfield or Brigitte Bardot, but sharper, diamond-hard. Her bone structure was naturally more elegant than that of the pre-Monroe Norma Jean, so that even if she was poor ‘white trash’, she still passed for a deb in dark green taffeta in Playboy. Like Monroe or Mansfield, too, she was blonde in a way that signified not just desirability, but a desirability that was meticulous in its design, as hard-won as it was perfect. This was blondeness as a bona fide achievement; blondeness as a form of sacrifice in favour of capitulating to the male gaze, marrying the abstract idea of heterosexual masculinity the way a nun might be said to marry Christ.

When Marlene Dumas talked about her Marilyn Monroe portrait marking the end of an era in America in 2008, she was referring to the same age defined by the souped-up retrosexuality of women like Anna Nicole – like burlesque, which made a comeback in the nineties to mid-noughties, Smith embodied what the trend forecaster Gerald Celente called in 1995 ‘a doomed attempt to return to the ’50s – updated with a computer’. If other Guess girls, including Drew Barrymore and Eva Herzigová, were similarly styled to imitate Monroe, Anna Nicole Smith drew more plausible comparisons by dint of dressing like her in her private life, as well. Merging the silicone-centric thrust of nineties-era porn with the attire and ambitions of an MGM gold-digger, Smith fulfilled the expectations of a generation in which women were being told that it was possible to reclaim, and then modernise, an old-school brand of femininity, wearing tired gender roles as ironically as a backwards Von Dutch trucker cap. ‘Nostalgia is a distorted view of history,’ Celente also said, helping to explain why being Marilyn Monroe might have looked tempting to a stone-broke, desperate girl from Mexia, Texas. ‘People look at the ’50s as a simpler, better time, and it really wasn’t. Remember, the people of the ’60s rebelled . . . against a phony society [and] false expectations.’ Danger, already a mainstay of her early life, hummed like electricity beneath Anna Nicole Smith’s smile, in the same frightening way it hummed beneath the supposed
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