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			To Carly

		

	
		
			
				Out of the tomb, we bring Badroulbadour,

				Within our bellies, we her chariot.

				Here is an eye. And here are, one by one,

				The lashes of that eye and its white lid.

				Here is the cheek on which that lid declined,

				And, finger after finger, here, the hand,

				The genius of that cheek. Here are the lips,

				The bundle of the body and the feet.

				.  .  .

				Out of the tomb we bring Badroulbadour.

				—Wallace Stevens,

				“The Worms at Heaven’s Gate”

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			I had to play a bit of catch-up when I finally started to keep up with the Kardashian family, though, like most people, I’d been ambushed by their faces and names in the media for a good decade. It was in 2018 that I first encountered their TV show, Keeping Up with the Kardashians, when a roommate put on the season 6 episode where the family goes to Bora Bora. Kim had been acting like a diva all throughout the resort. Then, at the pool, during a colorful exchange of insults, her brother, Rob, tells her, “Mom raised you better than that. Dad raised you better than that.” She squirms in a way that feels incredibly “real” within a hyper-produced episode that seemed to have been edited to achieve a near-perfect narrative structure. When I mentioned to my sister, who was then a media studies major, the uncanny sensation this spectacle induced in me, she suggested that I read Jean Baudrillard, a French theorist who explores the way in which material reality as we know it is, more and more, becoming replaced by performance, advancing technologies, and commodity culture. I discovered that Baudrillard belonged to an expansive tradition of postmodern philosophers and media theorists who seek to deconstruct the way our fast-paced, pluralistic, and increasingly electronic world works. They are often maligned as purveyors of abstruse ivory-tower ideas meant for, well, media studies and comp lit majors, or as toxic ideological endorsers of a disconnected, performative way we ought to live. (The former New York Times literary critic Michiko Kakutani has even gone so far as to lay blame for our current post-truth world at their feet.) As the Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan described his work to Playboy in 1969, “The world we are living in is not one I would have created on my own drawing board, but it’s the one in which I must live, and in which the students I teach must live. If nothing else, I owe it to them to avoid the luxury of moral indignation…to get down into the junk yard of environmental change and steam-shovel my way through to a comprehension of its contents and its lines of force—in order to understand how and why it is metamorphosing man.” The more I read, the more I realized that many of these theorists were interested in “mass culture” precisely because they cared intensely about the human experience, and I could not deny just how applicable their ideas were to social-media-saturated life in the new millennium. It felt worthwhile to try to share their ideas with the same masses most of these theorists were so concerned about, and with that my online presence Kardashian Kolloquium was born. Initially on Instagram, and, later, TikTok, I documented my self-study of postmodern and media theory through the accessible lens of the Kardashian family while working by day as a psychotherapist in private practice.

			To be clear, I do not psychoanalyze the Kardashians; I do not know them, and they are not my patients. If anything, viewing, from the cold distance that is intrinsic to postmodern theory, the family as a media machine can hold a rather psychoanalytic mirror to the rest of us—the onlookers they titillate, outrage, and engage. After all, it is our attention that has been essential to their nearly two-decade-long construction of an American media empire.

			As David Sinclair writes in the introduction to his 2004 book, The Spice Girls Revisited, “To announce that you were writing a book about the Spice Girls was to be forced…to defend both the group’s honor, and, pretty quickly, your own. Why write a book about the Spice Girls? I was asked, time and again, although curiously, never once, anywhere in the world, did I have to explain to anyone who the Spice Girls actually were.” I explore the Spice Girls as Kardashian predecessors later in this book, and I empathize with Sinclair’s experience. Though I’ve never made it my business to defend the Kardashians’ honor, I have been positioned time and again to defend why I’d want to explore the family’s cultural impact, despite their omnipresence. Everyone knows who they are: a multibillion-dollar matriarchy who began their public lives as punch lines. We should probably try a little harder to understand exactly how and why they’ve managed to pull this off—and question what it says about us.

			To me, the Kardashians are no different from other enduring national institutions such as Las Vegas, Disney, and the WWE, which have become what they are by way of spectacle, narrative, and self-mythologizing, inspiring deconstructions by countless philosophers and critical theorists from Umberto Eco to Roland Barthes, who believed they could teach us something about our increasingly complicated world—not to mention, our own appetites for stories and images that amaze, our hunger for order in chaos, and our ceaseless drive to evolve our own technologies. One way or another, the Kardashian family has closely interacted with all these iconic enterprises, and we explore each of them in this book. In the introduction to his exceptional work about the history of Sin City’s most famous resorts, The Strip: Las Vegas and the Architecture of the American Dream, the architect Stefan Al quotes the developer Steve Wynn: “Las Vegas…is a perfect reflection of America. It represents all the things people in every city like. Here, they can get it in one gulp.”

			As I argue in the “Blueprints” chapter, the Kardashians are an intentional amalgamation of all the things most people if not “like,” then, at the very least, can recognize as culturally relevant, for us to then similarly consume in gulps—a composite of historical touchpoints, media tropes, and shifting identities. To further illustrate the family’s “everything all at once” method, various emblematic people, places, and things they’ve associated themselves with throughout the years will serve as the focus of different chapters of the book, which is structured in two parts. Part 1 aims to offer a high-level pantheon of ideas about the power of ever-evolving media and technology to shape our perceptions—ranging from the network society to the attention economy. At the same time it traces the history of the last fifty or so years of media itself, with the intent of illuminating the conditions that shifted our modes of communication from analog forms like film and newspapers to today’s hyper-digitalized realm of 0s and 1s—and how all this has made the rise of the pixel-perfect Kardashians possible. Part 2 attempts to show how these ideas can be applied, moving into the family’s public debut in 2007 and proceeding, mostly chronologically, through their ascent, while, whenever possible, further establishing the philosophical implications of their milestones. Here, the pace of the chapters generally accelerates in parallel with the rapid acceleration of media itself (and the family’s barrage of content). Throughout part 2, I also weave in glimpses of my own online experience, reflecting the increasingly personalized nature of media consumption. As McLuhan would put it, “The medium is the message.” The structure of the book is part of the point. Read on, and you’ll find out exactly what he means—and why Kim would likely agree.

		

	
		
			Part I
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				1. Blueprints

				Postmodern iconicity and the network society

			
			“What’s more American Than Marilyn Monroe?”

			So inquires the title of a Kardashians episode that follows Kim’s preparation for the 2022 Met Gala. Fretting over dress measurements in her big beige closet and describing herself as a “shape-shifter,” Kim prepares to don the nude sheath originally debuted by Marilyn in 1962 when she sang “Happy Birthday, Mr. President!” to John F. Kennedy. Of course, after the gala, public uproar across the press and social media inevitably coalesced into various hot-take factions:

			
					
					Kim wishes she were Marilyn: “You can put lipstick on a pig but it’s still a pig. Marilyn Monroe in this dress presented the vulnerability, sexuality, and unappreciated talent that were uniquely Marilyn. KK is a made-for-television plastic reproduction of Marilyn,” a user commented on a New York Times article.

				

					
					Won’t someone please think about the dress?: “It was so disrespectful to wear it, if she really cared about Marilyn & her legacy she would’ve just worn the replica. It’s not all on her though, whoever ok’d it gets blame too,” @laura_gee13 opined on Twitter.

				

					
					Kim’s crash diet to fit into the dress offers a dangerous precedent: “Kim Kardashian’s Met Gala Diet Stunt Is Both Outdated and Alarming,” read a Glamour magazine headline by Michelle Konstantinovsky.

				

					
					Kim is an icon, after all: “It makes perfect sense in 2022 why Kim K would be the one chosen to wear this dress. She IS a modern day Marilyn. Incredible,” tweeted @MisterPreda, voicing the minority opinion.

				

			

			I’m guessing that when you think of the term “American icon,” Marilyn Monroe is one of the first names that comes to mind; it’s just a question of which image your hippocampus pulls up. (For me, it’s the white dress moment from The Seven Year Itch.) Charles Casillo, author of Marilyn Monroe: The Private Life of a Public Icon and The Marilyn Diaries, tells me that an “icon” is a “person who is so celebrated that they come to represent a particular thing or field—often the era that they come to prominence in—like a music icon, movie icon, a sports icon, fashion icon, a political icon. But also, someone who has outstanding and unforgettable characteristics that label them. Like ‘a sex symbol’ or ‘genius,’ or a ‘hero.’ ” The other thing about icons is the enthusiastic emulation they inspire in others. “Let’s face it,” Casillo adds, “almost every female love goddess that has come after her has done a photo shoot or video dressed as Marilyn: Madonna, Drew Barrymore, Lindsay Lohan, Nicole Kidman, Naomi Watts, Scarlett Johansson, Miley Cyrus, Beyonce.” What, exactly, does Marilyn’s image offer them? S. Paige Baty suggests an answer in American Monroe: “By virtue of her familiarity, Marilyn serves as…an instantly recognizable expression of a mood, an era, a sexuality. She allows an audience to draw from a common ground.”

			This common ground seems to inspire biographers, documentarians, authors, and filmmakers to continually attempt to tackle Marilyn from some new angle. The most recent entry in this genre, as of this writing, is Blonde, the Netflix original adapted from Joyce Carol Oates’s impressionistic novel of the same name, which drew an accurate, albeit bleak, allegory about what it can feel like to be a woman in this world. Perceived as a posthumous assault on Marilyn’s dignity, the film was not well received, especially on the heels of Kim’s boundary-pushing stunt. Baty adds, “Authorings of Marilyn claim to reveal the ‘true’ subject, yet each new book or image will be followed by even more ‘final’ rememberings…. The images are not frozen in the past, but rather are often reconstructed in relationship to contemporary products, events, and icons.” Kim Kardashian can be deconstructed and reconstructed according to all kinds of products, events, and icons, from her self-identification as a “Balenciaga Barbie” in an Instagram caption during a time when she was wearing hot pink all over town in the 2020s, to the 1995 O. J. Simpson trial, which many young people on Twitter claim to only know about thanks to her father’s presence, to, well, Marilyn herself—an amalgamation of semiological systems that the French theorist Roland Barthes (inspired by the Swiss structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure) considers the foundation for myth itself. Semiotics are made up of “signs that are seemingly straightforward but that subtly communicate ideological or connotative meaning and perpetuate the dominant values of society.” This book aims to identify and compile some of the semiotics Kim Kardashian has attached herself to throughout the years to become a living myth. Because her multiracial, intergenerational, blended dynasty has colonized such vast cultural ground, odds are you’re going to believe I omitted some crucial semiotics in my discussion—why isn’t there, say, a “courtroom” chapter, wherein I unpack the underpinnings of Kim’s besuited Elle Woods activist persona? Especially when, at the time of writing, the reality star and entrepreneur Kim, suddenly also an actress, has signed on to coproduce and star in a Ryan Murphy legal drama as a cutthroat divorce attorney? Or you might ask, what about Cleopatra, whose discourse-generating racial ambiguity and conversion of sexual prowess into political influence seem a worthwhile Kardashian comparison? I will say only that such omissions prove my larger point—that the Kar-Jenners, masters of contradictions, can be applied and deconstructed according to just about every aspect of American life.

			Is earning an eternal legacy the unstated endgame of all pursuits of fame? The bad news for the stars on Casillo’s list is that—aside from, probably, Beyoncé—their iconic status will never approach that of the late starlet Monroe. The rest of us might get all misty-eyed about her singularity—there’ll never be another Marilyn—but the truth is that there’ll never be another media environment quite like the one that made her: radio, film, newspapers, and some good old-fashioned razzle-dazzle (spoken with the transatlantic dialect that we hear in all media from those days, and which was in truth native to nowhere).

			Our collective conception of the “icon” is ever evolving as new media forms continually reformat our understanding of the world. But let’s first define what new media even is. Cambridge Dictionary says it’s “information or entertainment” delivered by way of “computers or the internet, and not by traditional methods such as television and newspapers.”

			We live the ramifications of new media daily: There’s an overload of information online; information conveyed visually is easier to consume; we’re able to consume faster than ever; and we are frequently inundated by everyone else’s feelings and thoughts about all of it. Microsoft’s market researchers have even suggested that the attention spans of goldfish now outshine our own, which have shrunk from twelve to eight seconds since 2000 (“about when the ‘mobile revolution’ began,” as Time points out). This ever accelerating and expanding state of affairs affects how we think about icons because we can pull their images up on Google in seconds and skim their visual archives across websites, fan accounts, and social media conversations, and the process tends to elicit a spectrum of strong feelings: identification, nostalgia, yearning, fascination, disgust, and, sometimes, a belief that we have a better grasp of American history and culture. Baty explains it this way: “The mass media have helped to make the representative character a common means of relaying stories and constructing histories which are easily circulated and imaged across great distances of time and space.”

			The more representative characters put into conversation with one another, the better. As the Dress discourse swirled in the aftermath of Kim’s viral Met Gala appearance, rumors began to tide online that Britney Spears was a distant relative of Marilyn Monroe’s. Various Twitter threads and TikTok takes seemed to welcome this narrative in large part because it undermined Kim’s sartorial statement. Britney’s biography was certainly more akin to Marilyn’s: The pop star, recently liberated from an exploitative conservatorship and clearly haunted by the harms done to her by a fame she’d always been ambivalent about, is—as Marilyn was—a tragic figure. (Meanwhile, Kim’s legacy will never be defined by trauma because she willingly gives us all that we consume of her. Kim’s consent is part of the problem: It means she has a lust for fame.) As everyone worked out how they felt about the matter—some conservators spoke out against Kim’s violation of an archival piece, while Marilyn Monroe’s estate released a statement of support—those red-carpet images of Kim wearing Monroe’s dress further propagated the social media posts, the message board threads, the news headlines. You saw the photos. Kim’s head is held high, perhaps because she knew she’d hacked new media’s defining economy—the attention economy—yet again.

			Plus, the feeds, the threads, the headlines, all of which had delivered the Kim content, show us what it means to be mediated. Mediation is what happens when “media,” a noun, becomes a verb. Whatever we consume from social media, message boards, and the news has been mediated to us. Kim does not have tragedy in common with Marilyn. But she will share with her the legacy of having been hyper-mediated.
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			In keeping with the high-tech nature of new media, many pop culture consumers have applied a technical framework to understanding the function of icons: that of the blueprint.

			In a viral April 2021 video titled “Unpopular Opinions: Kardashian/Jenner Edition,” the TikTok user @mizfit said, “It’s crazy how many people say the Kardashian/Jenners are the ‘blueprint,’ but not a single person can tell me what they’re the blueprint of!” He continued with a not-infrequent critique of the Kardashians’ success: “If they’re the blueprint of anything, it is cultural appropriation on social media.” In the video’s comments section, responses resound in approval. “READ THEM BESTIE,” says one user. “They are billionaires for nothing and that makes me mad,” says another.

			@mizfit and his commenters are half right. Cultural appropriation is a key component to Kim Kardashian’s complex self-design, and while it’s not the complete picture, her donning of Black women’s hairstyles and numerous related transgressions may be why so many object to calling her the “blueprint” for anything.

			But if icons represent eras, per Charles Casillo’s definition, I can’t think of a better blueprint for iconic fame in the internet age than Kim K, and reactions to her often mirror larger existential anxieties about the internet. Her infamous ethnic ambiguity has worked to her advantage as her image proliferates across media forms more numerous than her alleged nose jobs: from centerfold to cosplayer to cameo to main character to muse to mannequin to influencer to emoji and more. To put it in TikTok terms? Kim’s multiplicity “matches the energy” of the metaverse.

			Kim Kardashian has cracked the code: Embody every icon. Live up the luxury life, invoking collective contempt à la Marie Antoinette (and wear a white wig and corset in a cable-TV energy drink ad). Play muse to grand designers while spinning memorable mythologies about the family dynasty, like Jackie O (and dress in similar suits for a magazine cover, to decorate every newsstand). Piss everyone off with Spice Girls–style Girl Power—or is it Girlboss?—messaging (and then “be” them with friends for a talent show). In fact, Kim confronts us with dialectics—a concept, derived from the thinking of the nineteenth-century German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, that seemingly oppositional phenomena can in fact be synthetized. The personal and the political. The mother and the whore. The leader and the Everywoman. Kim’s ability to collapse binaries in every aspect of her brand is what renders her so confounding and therefore memorable. Within every semiotic in this book, you’ll find dialectics at play. By doing this, Kim herself has become a medium: surrounding us at every turn, reviving the profundity of the past, and cultivating cultural comparisons of which she becomes the center.

			@mizfit’s complaint that “not a single person can tell me what they’re the blueprint of!” stems from the “blueprint” discourse popularized on Twitter in 2020. According to the website Know Your Meme, “blueprint” is a term used to claim that a “stan’s…idol was the first person to start a fashion or pop culture trend, making them the ‘blueprint’ others built off.”

			“Blueprint” establishes comforting mathematics out of an overwhelming economy of content. As the Vox internet reporter Rebecca Jennings explains of social media’s influence on fashion, “No age group has ever had as much historical fashion knowledge and primary sources to draw from as young people do today, with the entirety of the last twenty years documented online.” The kids today are motivated to create colorful taxonomies of the throwback-inspired micro-trends they come up with, and then title them with the definitude of scholars: “bimbocore,” “coquette,” “indie sleaze,” “mod revival.” One popular tweet by a user named Dyke Angst posits that Miss Honey, the pretty teacher from the 1996 movie Matilda, was “the blueprint for cottagecore lesbian culture.” Other tweets claim that the screenshots of 1990s goth kids featured on shows like Maury and Jerry Springer are blueprints for a chaotic Gen Z fashion sensibility that Jennings has dubbed “TikTok Couture.” Instagram and TikTok feeds are so saturated with Looks and Concepts that it’s no wonder there’s such a fascination with the simpler times and icons—the blueprints—from whence they came.

			Enter Kim Kardashian and her obvious incentive to borrow from big-name blueprints. As Barbara Walters told Kim and her sisters in an internet-acclaimed 2011 interview, “You don’t really act, you don’t sing, you don’t dance, you don’t have any—forgive me—any talent.”

			Devoid of traditional talent, like many of us, Kim has made it her business to manifest mythology, performing the particular thrill of borrowed glamour. She has masqueraded, at some point, as all the icons below (and this is a vastly incomplete list):

			
					
					Princess Leia, in 2008, for a Kanye West–produced puppet comedy show called Alligator Boots

				

					
					Wonder Woman, for Halloween in 2008

				

					
					Cleopatra, for a 2011 Harper’s Bazaar spread

				

					
					Liz Taylor, for a 2013 Instagram post

				

					
					Anna Wintour, for Halloween in 2014

				

					
					Herself, for Halloween in 2015

				

					
					Marie Antoinette, in a 2015 Hype ad

				

					
					Marilyn Monroe, for a 2015 Vogue Brasil cover

				

					
					Aaliyah, in a 2017 Halloween costume

				

					
					Madonna-as-Marilyn, in a costume for the same Halloween weekend

				

					
					Selena, again for Halloween 2017

				

					
					Jackie O, in a 2017 Interview feature

				

					
					Cher, in a 2017 Harper’s Bazaar cover and for Halloween

				

					
					Kourtney Kardashian, in a 2018 episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians

				

					
					Princess Jasmine, in 2009 for a Halloween costume at a Los Angeles party, in 2016 for Instagram photos following her crisis event in Paris, in 2018 for a YouTube makeup tutorial, and in 2021 for an SNL sketch

				

			

			In the beginning, Kim’s costuming was campy—even a little cheap. The 2009 Princess Jasmine costume barely covered her mons and seemed to share the poor fabric quality I’ve seen on the racks at big-box stores. As Kim’s Instagram follower count and media appearances increased, though, a perfect resemblance to the icon she’d elected to represent seemed to become a point of pride. This cultivated an uncanny tension, considering Instagram’s growing Kardashian Clone Army (which we’ll discuss in part 2, section “Kim 2.0”). Take the Selena costume Kim wore in 2017. She didn’t just throw on red lips, a purple jumpsuit, and a wig with bangs, as she might have in 2009. Her KKW-brand makeup was contoured to simulate Selena’s bone structure. She donned a perfect replica of the “Bidi Bidi Bom Bom” purple jumpsuit. She even clutched a prop mic.

			Now Kim was going for essence, all seemingly for the purpose of a four-second video she posted to Twitter in which she imitates Selena’s signature cumbia twirl. The video was met with a strong and mixed response. “For an ‘Armenian’ you sure do a lot of appropriation and never dress up as someone Armenian,” said one. “Hell no! Don’t compare yourself to Selena, she was talented unlike you!” said another.

			But there were also a few like these: “Damn bitch u can look like anybody,” and “I showed my mom and asked who do you think this is and she said that’s Selena.” Kim’s message was clear: With enough money and vision, you can be whoever you want, and it could earn you a couple million views.

			Kim has been called a witch by some comment-section detractors, who also tend to believe the legend that there’s a Kardashian curse that dooms all men with proximity to the family (only proving the family’s iconicity—being the subject of at least one conspiracy theory is part of being an American icon). The accusation likely arises from the public’s unfamiliarity with seeing any woman use worldly means to accumulate so much power. It’s true that Kim’s alignment with epic predecessors has transmuted their energy to enhance her fame in a way that might seem supernatural. But it’s not magic. It’s just what happens when publicity meets the internet.
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			The art critic John Berger argues in his 1972 classic, Ways of Seeing, that “publicity is, in essence, nostalgic…. Publicity images…never speak of the present. Often they refer to the past and always they speak of the future.” After all, if we’re living, Zen-like, in the present, why would we need anything more? Ads convince us that buying stuff will bring change—change that could propel us to the superior futures shown in the ads. And nostalgia, which has become a topmost term of the 2020s (literally: Searches for the word spiked on Google Trends in the winter of 2021, and its hashtag has more than 100 billion views on TikTok), conveys a kind of credibility and novelty—or, as Berger put it, “cultural authority”—to any product or media content.

			Pop culture commentary, from quippy comedy podcasts to archival ’00s Instagram accounts, constantly features throwbacks to the “Bimbo Summit” (a 2006 New York Post cover story featuring a paparazzi shot of Paris Hilton, Britney Spears, and Lindsay Lohan in Paris’s car after a night of clubbing) or Tyra telling Tiffany, “We were all rooting for you!” on America’s Next Top Model or Bennifer’s convertible canoodling. Holly Madison, reality TV star and ex-girlfriend of the Playboy mogul Hugh Hefner, once told me, of the ’00s, “I can see how appealing that nostalgia is because everything looked so fluffy in that decade—but there was such a dark side to it.”

			Editorial features and ad campaigns also reach to the past. Kim Kardashian called on her former frenemy Paris Hilton to costar in a 2020 campaign for her shapewear company, SKIMS—they twinned in velour sweatsuits—and she featured a handful of former Victoria’s Secret Angels (whom she renamed “the iconic girls” on her show) in the spring of 2022. It’s not just Kim, either. Flip through any pandemic-era fashion mag or scroll any influencer’s account and you’ll find at least a touch of nostalgic fluff.

			But it is true that Kim, specifically, has been utilizing this strategy since the beginning of her career, and she’s gone way beyond references to the early ’00s. I’m thinking of the blurry black-and-white selfie she posted in 2013, bath towel on her head, holding her massive engagement ring in front of her face, imitating a classic shot of Liz Taylor. This incited headlines like “Kim Kardashian Selfie Mirrors Famed Elizabeth Taylor Pose” and “Kim Kardashian Thinks She’s Elizabeth Taylor.” Her selfie statement was appropriate because of a well-known Harper’s Bazaar photo shoot from two years before in which Kim dressed as Cleopatra, a re-creation of Taylor’s decadent starring role in the eponymous 1963 film that nearly bankrupted Twentieth Century Fox. The references to past iconic moments, which are often themselves references to an even deeper past, perpetuate a tradition of re-creation that lends an illusion of importance to the images of every woman involved. Then we see imitations of these photo compositions crop up across Instagram as the rest of us seek to present ourselves with an essence of the iconic.

			Berger claims in Ways of Seeing that what we have learned “at school of history, mythology, poetry can be used in the manufacturing of glamour.” It doesn’t even matter how well we remember those classes, which left us with at least vague mental images of Egypt’s grand sphinxes and serious portraits of kings. Allusions to history seen in ads and celebrity content “should merely be reminiscent of cultural lessons half-learnt. Publicity makes all history mythical, but to do so effectively it needs a visual language with historical dimensions.”

			In other words, does the image have old-timey vibes? Then it has more credibility. And that’s something we’ll encounter again and again in this book: Our culture increasingly relies on a currency of iconic imagery and “cultural lessons half-learnt.”

			According to Berger, imagery derived from oil painting, especially, can be identified in contemporary advertising. He demonstrates this by placing classic art next to contemporary ads. “Romantic uses of nature” and “women’s legs” and “the equation of drinking and success” show up as common patterns. With this exercise of “putting almost identical images or details of images side by side,” Berger predicted an Instagram craze to come, decades later, as seen in accounts like Art But Make It Sports or Tabloid Art History, which reveal the through lines of high and low culture by juxtaposing relevant images (“Because for every pic of Lindsay Lohan falling, there’s a Bernini sculpture begging to be referenced,” reads Tabloid Art History’s bio). In fact, you’ll see all of this in Kardashian content: their posed family tableaux for annual Christmas cards, Kim’s release of a perfume bottle shaped like a Roman bust, all the social media stories showing Kendall raising glasses of her 818 tequila with her circle of socialites, or even Kylie’s penchant for posting Instagram photos of herself standing beside orange trees or in sublime desert landscapes.

			But old-world aesthetics are only part of Berger’s point. He wants us to grasp that the process by which a “visual language” of the past—with all its aforementioned “dignity” and “cultural authority”—is reimposed onto the present is also generative of glamour, and, therefore, of sales. Liz Taylor’s performance as Cleopatra—which entailed stereotypical Egyptian makeup, luxe costumes, and generally being surrounded by various trappings of the ancient and exotic—was not the sole cause of her glamour.

			This is another idea that will come up again and again in this book: Structure—sometimes called form—is at least as important as the content within it. The TV set is as influential to our cognition as the programming it offers. The Instagram and TikTok news feeds shape our minds as much as the actual images we scroll past. The Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan put it this way in Understanding Media: “The ‘content’ of a medium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind.” In his famous phrase, that is, “The medium is the message.”

			In the case of Kim as Liz and Liz as the queen of Ptolemaic Egypt (also known as “father-loving goddess” or “famous for her father,” according to the Greek translation of Cleopatra’s name), our minds’ watchdogs should focus less on winged-tip eyeliner and more on Liz’s body’s function as a medium. The effect of glamour was fundamentally induced by Taylor’s state of change. She looked one way before, and then another way after. The same goes for Kim’s becoming of Liz’s becoming of Cleopatra. Their vast transformations indicate their freedom to become and their access to the money, time, and help necessary to facilitate a process of becoming.

			All of this culminates in an effect of greatness, one that, as Berger put it, “speak[s] of the future” by indicating movement—from the eye-catching “before” photo in some tabloid makeover to its aspirational “after.” Which suggests another precondition of glamour: being something other people strive to emulate. If you’re glamorous and beautiful and cool in some enclosed room but no one can see you to want to be you, are you even glamorous? Some might say yes, sure, glamour is a state of mind. But according to Berger, advertising promises us that “people who have apparently been transformed…are…enviable. The state of being envied is what constitutes glamour.” This might explain the saying that “everyone loves a comeback.”

			Is this conceptualization of glamour—that it is a process of becoming, a catalyst for envy—the underlying formula for any given Kardashian Halloween costume or SKIMS campaign? If Berger believes that emulations of oil paintings lend today’s ads “cultural authority,” then maybe Kim means to establish similar prestige by referencing history’s hot girls. Manifesting Madonna-as-Marilyn, for example, Kim reminds us that Madonna (who happened to be the Kardashians’ Beverly Hills neighbor in their early days), herself called a “postmodern myth” in 2002 by the French cultural critic Georges-Claude Guilbert, matters because she inspires mimicry—and then Kim manufactures glamour by showing off her own ability to transform, just as Madonna did in 1991, when she dressed as Marilyn to perform “Sooner or Later” at the Academy Awards, and throughout a career known for evolution and reference. And maybe, just maybe, given her inspiration, we’ll start to wonder whether the physical compression enabled by SKIMS or the facial contours offered by KKW Beauty can help us shape-shift too.
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			We can probably trace this keen tactic to Kanye, who played Pygmalion—or, some might say, Svengali—in his mythic coupling with Kim.

			In a 2013 interview with the popular New York City–based radio show The Breakfast Club, Kanye compared his then-wife to Marilyn Monroe while critiquing the myopic elitism of legacy media and flattering the attention economy’s democratization of fame. “The paparazzi…empower us. Vanity Fair wants to say Kate Upton is Marilyn Monroe. Kate Upton ain’t Marilyn Monroe. We all know Kim is Marilyn Monroe. Kim is controversial.”

			The comparison conjures a mental matchup of Kim’s and Marilyn’s images, which in turn evokes the formulaic aesthetics of emerging web-based interfaces of the time. In 2013, BuzzFeed was becoming more and more culturally entrenched for its “aggregation” approach to content, reflecting—and perpetuating—a consciousness shift in how people lived online. “We’re organizing ourselves to be a company for the way people consume media today,” its cofounder Jonah Peretti told The New York Times in 2014. This meant creating a user-friendly, hyper-visual, list-oriented platform that empowered content consumers to become “distributors” of the media that resonated with them. “Nobody wants to be a shill for your brand,” BuzzFeed’s chief creative officer, Jeff Greenspan, told New York magazine in a 2013 profile about Peretti. “But they are happy to share information and content that helps them promote their own identity.”

			In 1996—long before the dawn of Instagram, Twitter, and his own transformation into media mogul—Peretti published a paper called “Capitalism and Schizophrenia: Contemporary Visual Culture and the Acceleration of Identity Formation/Dissolution” in Negations magazine. The piece was about how “late capitalism not only accelerates the flow of capital, but also accelerates the rate at which subjects assume identities.” For example, Kim can’t dress up as just one icon per Halloween. That would be forgettable. In compliance with the algorithm-informed attention spans of her audience, she typically delivers at least three to five costumes as content. Plus (as the data scientists at the Kardashian Data Koalition discovered in 2023), with her shapewear company, SKIMS, Kim parts from the traditional retail model of “seasonal” drops and instead floods our feeds with new collections and campaigns seemingly at random, often featuring of-the-moment public figures in an assortment of visual styles—like high-contrast shots of two beloved starlets from the second season of the hit HBO series The White Lotus, following its explosive finale, or Polaroid-style flicks of Team USA as the 2021 Olympics neared.

			Recontextualizing Jacques Lacan, the French psychoanalyst who asserted what Peretti describes as “the importance that images play in the process of ego and identity formation,” and Roland Barthes, yet another early twentieth-century French thinker known for deconstructing the cultural coding of media images, Peretti explains the way visual culture promotes identity formation: “Paging through a fashion magazine such as Vogue or Elle, we encounter a variety of radically different images: some models are child-like, some are butch, some are waifs, some are tattooed, some wear elegant party dresses, some lounge in torn jeans…. [T]aking the TV remote in hand, we encounter a…similar visual cacophony. The viewer is encouraged to identify with cops, thieves, surfers, businessmen, princes, paupers, housewives, and athletes, to name but a few…. Not only does each of these mediums contain a surprisingly varied image-repertoire, but a late capitalist subject may encounter all of these mediums in a single day.”

			This might be why so many scorn Kim for daring to align herself with the Greats: It seems as though she were suggesting an inflated sense of self. If anything, though, the images of Kim’s controversial cosplay encourage our own identity formation. Opining about whether she’s entitled to play whichever new role helps us determine our personal boundaries, values, and identifications. In other words, she offers catharsis, an Aristotelian concept meaning “purgation” or “purification” in Greek, what happens when, according to Britannica, “the emotions (especially pity and fear)” are purged “primarily through art.” The fact that Kim engages so often with dialectics—virgin and whore, family woman and entrepreneur, entrepreneur and activist—only heightens catharsis as we behold the concurrence of constructs we’d always been taught were at odds with each other. Aristotle believed that catharsis, inspired most of all by dramatic tragedies, could aid in the cultivation of virtue because living vicariously through well-told stories can get bad, sad, or mad vibes “out of our systems.” Numerous scholars, from Walter Benjamin to Richard Janko, would also argue that comedy, as much as tragedy, facilitates the same sort of purging. I would argue (and I’m sure others have) that catharsis can purge emotions beyond pity and fear—like rage, lust, and envy. My point here is the divine comedy and tragedy that is Kim Kardashian’s spectacle of appropriation and approximation poses a subtextual prompt: Who would we “be” if we could be anyone at all? And how would we feel—what would we do—if we had such power?

			Peretti’s notion of a visual cacophony might also explain why Kim’s multiplicity—Madonna, Selena, Aaliyah, mannequin, video vixen, video game avatar, CEO, activist, wife, mom, the list goes on—has been so effective in holding the public’s attention. We’ve become accustomed to such pace and pluralism that we might even crave it. As the French theorist Jean Baudrillard writes, “They say that stars give you something to dream about, but there is a difference between dreaming and fascination by images. The screen idols are immanent in the unfolding of life as a series of images. They are a system of luxury prefabrication, brilliant syntheses of the stereotypes of life and love. They embody one single passion only: the passion for images and the immanence of desire in the image.”

			Peretti cautions that the cacophony of images is unleashing at greater and greater volume thanks to media’s advancing algorithms, and utterly without “continuity” (think about how many tabs you have open at any given time, or the fact that Google Images search results seldom appear in chronological order). A sea of images without any meaningful containment by space or time causes us to swim—or, more likely, drown—in the fluff. This is where BuzzFeed’s hyper-organized interface comes in—and Kim’s unmistakable body, the single consistent structure beneath a ceaseless cycle of costumes. The medium is the message.

			Peretti aimed to consolidate information found across the web in a fun and fast way, famously often in the form of lists, while also eliminating “web page views” as a metric for “reach.” With BuzzFeed’s readers acting as willing “distributors” of the site’s content, its bright red logo could syndicate itself across Facebook, Tumblr, and Snapchat feeds, seaming together an increasingly collage-like internet landscape and proving yet again that the best strategy for building a media legacy from scratch today is being everywhere at once.

			Anyway, who doesn’t love personality quizzes and listicles? Listicles aggregate data from other sources so that we needn’t click around. And they break that information down in quick and digestible ways—ideal for brains shaped by the immediacy and simplicity of, say, hashtag culture on X (né Twitter, a platform that had popped off around 2007 after a successful SXSW event, jumping from twenty thousand user tweets a day to sixty thousand, and continuing to grow in the decade that followed). Plus, personality quizzes nurture our narcissism and aid us in the conceptualization of our own personas—useful for self-concepts increasingly formed by Facebook status updates and Instagram feeds. For example, discovering which Spice Girl you are from a BuzzFeed personality quiz—and then tweeting the results—is irresistible shorthand for “This is me!”

			Two formative mediums arose around the same time: BuzzFeed and Kim Kardashian’s body. Jonah Peretti clocked our growing culture of connectivity and the consequential commodification of the self. His media company’s explosive early success proved that the public had a hankering for an orderly presentation of content that could help us assert our identities. And by comparing Kim Kardashian to Marilyn Monroe, Kanye declared his wife’s potential to fulfill that same unconscious need to see identity organized in a visual way. After all, she possessed the perfect hourglass shape, ethnically ambiguous face, and willingness to wear whatever: a quintessential mannequin on which myths—in the form of fashion statements—could be made.

			Eventually, the establishment—starting with Condé Nast—caught on. In 2015, Vogue Brasil styled Kim as Marilyn for its June cover. Twitter responses were predictable. “Blasphemy!” read one tweet. “I can only hope she OD’s on Heroin and dies young,” said another. But the critics proved Kanye’s point: Just like Marilyn, Kim was controversial. In fact, the self-appointed keyboard defenders of Monroe’s honor seemed to forget that the audience at Madison Square Garden had gasped when she removed her fur coat to sing “Happy Birthday” to John F. Kennedy in 1962, or that Tony Curtis once commented that kissing her was like “kissing Hitler,” or that Laurence Olivier labeled Monroe “the stupidest, most self-indulgent tart I have ever come across.”

			It was after Vogue Brasil that Kim’s use of references started to rise—and randomize, spanning reputations and generations. The following year, she was robbed in her Paris hotel room, surviving an almost tragedy that would have made pop culture history had it ended differently. The following year, Kim, along with her four-year-old daughter, North West, shot a now-notorious “Kennedy-themed” cover for Interview, featuring Kim suited in classic Jackie O looks (and sporting a very dark tan, reminding us that one of the first Kardashian enterprises, back in 2010, was a self-tanning gel). Twenty seventeen was also the Halloween of Selena, Aaliyah, and Madonna-as-Marilyn. Kim was a living listicle of legendary ladies—specifically mononymous ones iconized by tragic deaths, one year after she almost met one herself.

			As Kim’s relevance grew, the comparisons between her persona and her chosen blueprints began to take on a sense of poignancy, prophecy, or impertinence, depending on the context. A year following her Interview cover, in a conversation with the art dealer and designer Axel Vervoordt for The Hollywood Reporter, Ye said of his wife, “I see her as a representation; a Marie Antoinette of our time.” Fast-forward to 2022. In the face of a not-yet-post-pandemic landscape, Kim told Variety, “I have advice for women in business: get off your ass and work. It seems like no one wants to work anymore.” Social media erupted with comparisons of Kim’s comment to the felled French queen’s misattributed tagline “Let them eat cake.” Maybe you see what I’m getting at: Kim’s image is now syndicated with History’s Hot Girls.
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			Surely there are so many viral TikTok videos and hotly debated think pieces comparing Kim to (or contrasting her with) the women she’s pretended to be—she’s nothing like Marilyn, but Britney is! Kim is Jayne Mansfield because of all the publicity stunts, or maybe Liz Taylor with all the marriages, or what about the time Kanye called her Marina Abramović?—because of the proven codependent relationship between the brain chemical dopamine and the mental function of pattern perception. The statistician, author, and social theorist Nassim Taleb has written at length about this. “Pattern perception increases along with the concentration in the brain of the chemical dopamine,” Taleb explains in The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. Dopamine controls aspects of our internal reward systems. Some patients treated with medication for their Parkinson’s disease suffer depletion of dopamine and, Taleb writes, have ended up suing their doctors for their subsequent gambling addictions. Gambling, after all, seduces the brain with the pleasure of sensing patterns, thereby re-inducing the floods of dopamine lost due to medication. Taleb suggests that because it feels so good to find connections, we might even sometimes be at risk of “overinterpreting.” I wonder whether, on some level, Kim understands that most people have these “meaning making” reflexes and whether that’s partly why she aligns herself with countless cultural myths. That irresistible exercise—whether “seeing” the connections or feverishly explaining why they don’t apply—further engages us with her content, positioning us as authors of her public myth, or maybe just automatons for her publicity machine.

			“Both the artistic and scientific enterprises are the product of our need to reduce dimensions and inflict some order on things,” Taleb explains, and then compares the brain to a computer. “Information is costly to manipulate and retrieve.” He describes our urge to mythologize with a computational term: “compression.”

			“A novel, a story, a myth, or a tale, all have the same function: they spare us from the complexity of the world and shield us from its randomness. Myths impart order to the disorder of human perception.” Once compression has occurred and order has been established, then, “as we can remember it with less effort, we can sell it to others, market it as a packaged idea.” Sounds more than a little Kardashian-esque.
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			If publicity is all about encouraging a cycle of emulation, and nostalgia is at least partly about narrative compression, how does this shape the way we present ourselves online?

			“In this electric age we see ourselves being translated more and more into the form of information,” Marshall McLuhan wrote in Understanding Media. He was making a metaphor about the blurred boundaries between human beings and the various electronic devices we use to connect to the world (radios, phones, TVs). McLuhan’s whole notion was that technology was becoming an “extension” of man, predicting the self-deprecating jokes we’d one day make about smartphones being attached to our hands. I wonder what he’d think of the grid, the feed, the For You page. Anytime we post ourselves, after all, we translate ourselves into information.

			In 2016, the U.K.-based data sociologist Christopher Till used a software program called NodeXL to scour Twitter’s results for the #Durkheim hashtag. Émile Durkheim was a French theorist whose deconstructions of the social function of religion could totally be applied to fan culture, but Till just used his name for the novelty of it. Afterward, he created a visualization of the web of connections that he encountered to make a larger point about the interconnectedness of information enabled by social media networks.

			“I wasn’t looking for Kim Kardashian,” he told the Kardashian Data Koalition in a video discussion we hosted with him several years later. But, in 2016, a French radio station had referenced Durkheim’s theories about crime (that it functions in part to help a society figure out where its moral lines begin and end) in relation to the world’s mixed response to Kim’s robbery in Paris, so her name surfaced in connection to the iconic French sociologist. “I wonder if I’d put almost anything in,” Till said, laughing, “maybe it would have all come back to Kim.”

			It’s appropriate that the software Till used was called Node. As Till defines the word, a node “could be anything that has connection with other things.” Information flows through the digital landscape as an infinite network of connections, and one way or another meaning will be made of it. Manuel Castells, a Spanish sociologist and the author of The Internet Galaxy, put it this way: “There is a multilayering of global networks in the key strategic activities that structure and de-structure the planet. When these multilayered networks overlap in some node, when there is a node that belongs to different networks, two major consequences follow. First, economies of synergy between these different networks take place in that node: between financial markets and media businesses; or between academic research and technology development and innovation; between politics and media.”

			Say we are pop culture fans. Some of you may be if you’re reading this book.

			Consider the sheer volume of pop culture info that exists: every “iconic” celebrity that has ever existed and the vastness of the histories and social context surrounding them. The memory of Marilyn Monroe lives in the image of her in the pink dress surrounded by male admirers as she sings “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend,” and that image is found on Google Images, and Instagram, and maybe most important Wikipedia—the space where knowledge itself becomes a decentralized and participatory project—where you learn that Gail Levin said that Monroe was one of the most photographed women of the twentieth century, or that her name has been licensed for hundreds of products, or that she was Andy Warhol’s muse for a moment. Marilyn was a person, but thanks to media she equates, also, to information. How are we to make sense of that cacophony of content?

			Kim shows us. She performs the information when she dresses up as it for social media, and, in doing so, attaches Marilyn’s historic social capital to her own, generating Castells’s aforementioned “economies of synergy.” And when Kim becomes Madonna-as-Marilyn, she reminds us that in the vast realm of 0s and 1s, we can click open any archive and waft through a web of interconnected information. In costume as someone else, Kim embodies the persona but also the act of a click, the opening of the web page, and the impulse to interpret whatever we find.

			Even this notion that Kim is traveling through time when she reanimates the past tracks with Castells, who also said that digital life has created something called timeless time, time that is “de-sequenced, including past, present, and future occurring in random sequence.” His point: What do constructs of clocks even mean when internet life is so immaterial? Think about that usually stomach-turning sensation of coming out of a Twitter or TikTok spiral, only to realize that two hours have passed.

			Now imagine the web of connections between public figures as nodes and all the modern mediums on which they live. Marilyn to Madonna to Kim. Movies and magazines to TV and radio to Instagram and everything still to come. Every time Kim appropriates another icon or pops up performing a new role in a surprising location of the digital realm (as an emoji, as a video game avatar, as an activist standing behind the White House press lectern, as a performance art costar with her ex-husband, getting fake remarried in Balenciaga at the center of a stadium, to be reproduced as shareable content all over Twitter), what Till calls her “betweenness centrality” intensifies. According to this setup, Kim would show up in a NodeXL visualization as a larger node than all the rest, with many lines going to and from other nodes. “Centrality essentially means how important you are as a bridge to other nodes,” Till explained. Kim is relevant to text messages, to CNN, to a hit album, to fashion shows, to Halloween.

			Does it follow, then, that the larger the node, the more it becomes immortal or iconic or relevant, or whatever the word du jour is to explain the power of a certain kind of cultural figure? “What we’ve increasingly realized,” Till says, “is people like Kim become whales, and everyone is just kind of living around the edges. I think that kind of virality and centralization around particular nodes creating particular hubs is related to [social media platforms’] economic models. They’ve gone for this advertising-funded system which needs to attract eyeballs. The people who’ve been successful as influencers—people like Kim Kardashian—have very cleverly been able to manipulate that system.”

			Among the 2.35 billion active users on Instagram, many of us—consciously or unconsciously—emulate Kim’s sensibilities. Even if, say, we’re not fully embodying the Legally Blonde protagonist, Elle Woods, to iconize, through Instagram, our law school journeys, hordes of us do dress up to go out and then post the photos in a performance of our own self-concepts. The app favors variety and performativity (all within the parameters of a visually pleasing grid, of course). If your Instagram account comes off as its own “visual cacophony” of information, you’ll enjoy more “likes” (which is to say, of course, more dopamine).

			Pre-pandemic, I observed a spectrum of this aesthetically driven self-presentation all over Brooklyn. We wanted to go to the colorful restaurants, like Brooklyn’s Wes Anderson–esque Turk’s Inn, wearing a vintage look to suit the setting, to take a picture at the table, tag one another, and geotag the venue (because specificity just hits different). Plus, online performativity seems to exist on a spectrum, and there are many examples of more extreme approaches. Consider the wide swath of influencers who completely costume themselves for their activities, whether they’re wearing a full cowgirl look to take a horse-riding lesson or dressing in dreamy pastel-hued sundresses for park picnics that look like ads for—anything.

			To some extent, this visual language is merely the modus operandi of fashion. We might recall that Carrie Bradshaw brought a touch of theme wherever she went in Sex and the City (recall the berets worn during season 6’s stint in Paris). But Kim Kardashian’s deep embrace of publicity and “iconic” posturing, mediated by Instagram, has established an inescapable standard. Surely most of us have at least subconsciously noticed that the IG posts that look the most like an album cover, an ad, a tableau—or, most of all, like something Kim Kardashian would post—are the ones that get “likes.”

			Of course, the COVID-19 lockdown destabilized Instagram’s dominant “who what where when” conventions. In 2020, the short-form content platform TikTok was downloaded 850 million times, and, in the years that followed, exceeded 1 billion. The app was known for its “anti-Kardashian” influencer culture, which entailed stuck-inside young people performing trending dance moves while wearing “TikTok Couture” or offering Storytimes and hot takes while putting makeup on. Neither linearity nor context was of any concern to the algorithm’s mysterious, powerful, and addictive For You page, which might deliver users a video made three months earlier if their recent engagement interests indicated they’d like it. The speed of these video deliveries was faster than anyone had asked for. Advertising, too, had become so direct that it was downright invasive. Nostalgic content was no longer the sole force to attract eyeballs. According to Shoshana Zuboff, author of The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, technology has advanced to an ability to “align the forces of supply and demand.” Of course, this has been going on for some time (since 2001, says Zuboff): Cookies track our clicks—which is to say, our interests—and now platforms can deliver us tailor-made content to “tune, herd, and condition our behavior with subtle and subliminal cues, rewards, and punishments that shunt us toward their most profitable outcomes.” But, as legislative deregulation of surveillance persists and social media algorithms advance, the phenomenon is more complex and powerful than ever—think of all the jokes we make these days about feeling as if our phones listen to us—and targeted ads align with TikTok’s modus operandi of catered content to a T. If a young person’s online behavior shows an interest in, say, “bimbocore” aesthetics—to be worn alone in their room while making videos—they might begin noticing targeted ads for cheap fashion companies that can manufacture the style fast enough to keep up with evolving trends. (I use this example because Gen Z are among the world’s biggest consumers of fast fashion, but really the power of targeted content shapes culture in numerous and expansive ways, from the more obvious shopping trends to political and religious ideology.) If the medium is the message, then TikTok’s message—and that of this era of ads in general—was that material reality is incidental, structure is arbitrary, and no limit exists to the acceleration of production and consumption.

			Upon the world’s reopening, of course, plenty of social media users have resumed their routines of flexing looks and friend groups while visiting enviable locales. But 2020 had brought new meaning to the term “living online,” exposing us to the far reaches of a digital bedlam I suspect Kim has been using as #inspo all along. We can assume that she now has access to the kind of data necessary to inform her costume choices for optimal impact—when, for example, in February 2023, the British royal family was in the news for some Meghan and Harry drama and Kim publicly bought one of Princess Diana’s necklaces at auction for nearly $200,000, inserting her name in that week’s media cycle—and it’s impossible to ignore the fact that Big Tech’s domination of the information economy has challenged the media industry at large.

			In May 2023, following several quarterly reports showing dwindling revenues, Jonah Peretti announced that the company’s most vital division, the award-winning BuzzFeed News, was shuttering and the company would be laying off 15 percent of its workforce. The solution? Investment in AI to generate quizzes and games and nurturing more commercial partnerships with individual social media influencers. “Audiences will begin to expect all content to be personalized, interactive and dynamic,” he wrote in a letter to the company, predicting growing consumer preferences for fun and fast content, plus more parasocial connections to creators. To ensure profitability, the company needed an affordable and efficient way to provide these kicks to the site’s readers. “Adaptation is in our DNA,” he added.

			The internet is a place wherein archival images, mental projections, targeted ads, and networked connections all come together, with a shrinking sense of time and space. It’s only natural that we find ourselves seeking blueprints in the icons who came before. Blueprints suggest a semblance of order: the same sort of clarity once promised to us by BuzzFeed, as it reflected and curated the mayhem of the World Wide Web beyond it; the compression of information into myth that’ll save our busy brains some room; the guidance in glamour construction that might earn us some semblance of social power (or at least “likes”).

			In 2022, talking to Tucker Carlson, Kanye West amended his 2016 pronouncement of Kim’s significance. “Kim is a hybrid. She’s not just Marilyn Monroe. She’s also a fashion person. She’s a mom. She’s an activist. She’s a lawyer. She’s a multibillionaire.”

			Kim was never coming for Marilyn’s blueprint. Her blueprint is the network society itself. She said as much on her TV show while shimmying into a dress apparently destined to twice send shock waves across media’s web of connections: “Honey—I’m the Jackie and the Marilyn.”

		

	
		
			
				2. Marilyn Monroe

				The Old Hollywood studio system, aura, and space/time

			
			Season 2 of The Kardashians—the family’s 2022 streaming relaunch with Hulu after the conclusion of E!’s Keeping Up with the Kardashians, the series that made them famous—was dedicated to Marilyn’s Dress. We follow Kim from her appeals to Ripley’s Believe It or Not! for permission to borrow it (according to Kim, the franchise, which bought the dress at auction in 2016, only relented once “Kris Jenner called”) to her Rocky Balboa–esque mission to fit into it (SKIMS shapewear assisted the final zip). Hours before her debut on the Met Gala red carpet, Kim confessed to feeling anxious. “I’m a little nervous that people will hate, and just be like, ‘How dare she think she can step into Marilyn’s dress?’ ”

			As we know, people did. Bob Mackie, the sketch artist behind the Jean Louis design, told Entertainment Weekly, “It was designed for [Marilyn]. No one else should be seen in that dress.” The International Committee for Museums and Collections of Costume, Fashion, and Textiles released a statement: “Heritage must be understood as belonging to humanity, regardless of which institution has custody of the property. As museum professionals, we strongly recommend all museums to avoid lending historic garments to be worn, as they are artifacts of the material culture of its time.”

			A famous essay by the twentieth-century Jewish-German art critic Walter Benjamin both affirms Kim’s detractors and rationalizes her decision to colonize an original: “What withers in the age of the technological reproducibility of the work of art is the…aura.” Aura, Benjamin wrote, withers due to “the desire of the present-day masses to ‘get closer’ to things, and their equally passionate concern for overcoming each thing’s uniqueness by assimilating it as a reproduction.”

			Which is to say that if the commodity queen Kim Kardashian had donned a mere replica of Marilyn’s controversial 1962 look, it simply would not have landed the same.

			Benjamin fled propaganda-ridden Nazi-era Germany for Paris, where, in 1936, he published “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” about the perils and possibilities he observed in industrial mass production and its effect on culture. Sure, emergent and ever-evolving machines could totally manufacture photos and clothing and cars—among countless other products for which there was growing demand—but no factory could assemble and distribute the essence of great artworks. So, Benjamin asks, if an original piece can be printed a thousand and more times, does its “authority” decay, or is it democratized? A common exercise posed by professors is to consider the frenzies we find at certain museums. Why are the original Mona Lisa and Venus de Milo such Louvre hot stops when we can google their images whenever we want, or even decorate our millennial-pink bedrooms with mini-Venuses? (I use mine as a bookend.) The sheer power of their authenticity is why. Benjamin writes, “In even the most perfect reproduction, one thing is lacking: the here and now of the work of art—its unique existence in a particular place. It is this unique existence…that bears the mark of the history to which the work has been subject…. The here and now of the original underlies the concept of its authenticity.”

			On The Kardashians, Kim googled grainy clips of the moment at Madison Square Garden when Marilyn serenaded Mr. President while swaying in the Dress’s soufflé silk (a textile that is no longer made). By the end of the episode, Kim has repeatedly described her own experience of climbing the Met steps for the ninth time while wearing the historic piece as a “moment” of its own: “I set my mind to something, and I was able to pull it off. That was the best moment ever.”

			It’s true that Kim inhabited space and time in a powerful way for those ten minutes, manufacturing memorable spectacle and maximizing the red carpet as a self-contained medium (as a condition of the Dress’s lease, she changed into a replica after reaching the top of the stairs). Plus, throughout the evening, camera-conscious Kim appeared to avoid standing too close to her youngest sister, Kylie Jenner, whose own rise to fame in 2014 had come, in large part, from undergoing an injectables-assisted pubescence that had resulted in a startling “Kim K 2.0” effect. It’s become a matter of public curiosity about whether Kylie’s uncanny resemblance to Kim is intentional, but regardless it sends a message to consumers that the Kardashian aesthetic is attainable to anyone willing to pay for pokes to the right places in the face.

			On this evening, however, Kylie’s function as a living example of the reproducibility of Kim’s image might not have been so conducive to her sister’s intended fashion statement. Whether on purpose or not, Kim stood mostly alone.

			Here’s the thing: The Monroe myth entails a “brick and mortar” come-up. To “make it,” Marilyn pounded the fresh pavement of a booming industry, gathering cinematic milestones at Hollywood landmarks that would one day become the stuff of L.A. bus tours, while Kim’s fashion-focused climb was digitalized, her greatest wins involving virality on new mediums. This distinction in space and time is not only what makes the SoCal-bred icons seem so different from each other, but also why the masses love to love modern Marilyn and love to hate postmodern Kim.

			“Industrial modernity, as it began to sweep across the European landscapes of the nineteenth century and introduced technologies such as the steam train, the telegraph, the telephone, the cinema, and the automobile, inaugurated an age of unprecedented time-space compression.” This is how Lutz Koepnick, author of On Slowness, summarizes the era Benjamin reflected on in his essay. Notice that these changes rolled in by way of communication and transportation. “Modernity brought the thrill of speed and motion to the sluggishness of preindustrial life. It provided unknown physical sensations, perceptual pleasures, and psychic agitations and, in this
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