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A mural of Marilyn Monroe, Kurt Cobain and Jim Morrison by Jules Muck aka @muckrock is seen in Venice in Los 
Angeles, California. —AFP Photos

Sixty years after her death, Marilyn Monroe is 
back in the limelight as the subject of the 
buzzy Netflix biopic ‘Blonde’, which premiers 

at the Venice Film Festival on Thursday. Based on 
the bestselling, semi-fictionalized book by Joyce 
Carol Oates, it is a dark retelling of the iconic 
actress’s life that lifts the lid on the trauma and 
fierce intelligence behind the bubbly, sexualized 
image of the time. It looks set to propel Cuban 
actress Ana de Armas into the A-list and is directed 
by Australian Andrew Dominik, who has made two 
other darkly poetic biopics-”Chopper” and “The 
Assassination of Jessie James by the Coward 
Robert Ford”. These are five lesser-known facts 
about Marilyn that have become far more important 
to her story in recent years: 

 
Troubled childhood 

There was glamour galore in her adult life but 
Marilyn’s childhood, when she was called Norma 
Jeane, was a very different story. She grew up part-
ly with her mother but when Gladys Monroe was 
placed in a psychiatric hospital, her young daughter 
was shuttled between orphanages and foster 
homes. She developed a stutter which a therapist 
helped her manage. She never knew her real father 
and for several years believed her mother’s account 
that he had died. His true identity was only con-
firmed in 2022 in a French television documentary, 
which revealed after DNA tests that her biological 
father was Charles Stanley Gifford, a colleague of 
her mother’s at a film production company. 

Bookish with big ambitions 
In the years since Marilyn’s death a more complex 

picture has emerged of the actress and singer, who 
was objectified as the definitive “blonde bombshell” 
pin-up. Marilyn was not only an avid reader but also 
tried her hand at poetry and yearned for challenging 
acting roles, including the complex female protago-
nist in Dostoyevsky’s “The Brothers Karamazov”. 

The shelves of her library were filled with classics 
by writers including James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, 
Marcel Proust and Gustave Flaubert. In the clearest 
sign of her serious acting ambitions, she broke out of 
the Hollywood cocoon just when her career was taking 

off to join the prestigious Actor’s Studio school in New 
York. Of all the students that passed through its doors, 
director Lee Strasberg said two pupils shone brighter 
than the rest-Marlon Brando and Marilyn Monroe. 

 
Elevated Ella Fitzgerald 

Among Marilyn’s role models was Abraham 
Lincoln. She would make her own mark on the civil 
rights movement, helping to elevate jazz singer Ella 
Fitzgerald at a time when racism was rife in the 
United States. As Fitzgerald liked to recount, Marilyn 
used her star power to get her a gig at famous Los 
Angeles night club, the Mocambo. Marilyn told the 

owner if Fitzgerald got a run on stage, she would sit 
up front each night, assuring big business for the bar. 
It was a deal and a jazz star was born. 

 
Rebel with a cause 

Decades before MeToo, Marilyn was challenging 
the male-dominated studio system. As early as 1953, 
she published an article in the industry magazine 
Motion Pictures Magazine calling out the “wolves I 
have known” prowling and exploiting young women. 
“Girls in every walk of life have to take great care 
that they don’t find themselves just another scalp on 
some man’s belt,” she wrote in a remarkably candid 
article. A year later, she founded her own production 
company, Marilyn Monroe Productions, with the pho-
tographer Milton Greene. 

 
Mystery to the grave 

Marilyn’s shock death at the age of 36 remains a 
mystery and source of widespread speculation. 
“Probable suicide” was the coroner’s conclusion but 
many have debated whether the act was accidental or 
intentional. Some speculate she may even have been 
murdered, following rumors of romantic entanglements 
with US President John F. Kennedy and his brother 
Bobby. She was discovered in bed at home on August 
5, 1962, with one hand holding the telephone. No note 
was found. Her third husband, playwright Arthur Miller, 
did not attend her funeral but her second husband and 
lifelong friend, baseball star Joe DiMaggio did. The 
pair had reportedly been planning to remarry on 
August 8, the day she was buried. —AFP  

Bookish and traumatized: The real  
Marilyn Monroe comes to Venice

Pedestrians walk past a mural of actress Marilyn Monroe in Cannes, southeastern France.

Visitors look at an Andy Warhol Marilyn Monroe piece at the The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City. 

Autin Wright helps to put some finishing touches on ‘Forever Marilyn’, a 
sculpture by Seward Johnson, on July 14, 2011 in Chicago, Illinois. The 
stainless steel and aluminum sculpture which stands 26 feet tall and 
weighs 34,000 pounds has been unveiled and remain on display in 
Chicago through the spring of 2012. The sculpture was inspired by Marilyn 
Monroe’s iconic scene in the 1955 movie Seven Year Itch. —AFP

Marilyn Monroe’s short life, now 
dramatized in a new Netflix movie 
getting its world premiere in Venice 

this week, was as tragic as it was glamorous. 
A snapshot in dates of one of Hollywood’s 
eternal stars: 

 
1926: Norma Jeane born 

Norma Jeane Mortenson is born in Los 
Angeles on June 1, 1926. She grows up with-
out a father figure in a family shadowed by 
mental illness. Her mother, Gladys Monroe, is 
twice interned in psychiatric facilities. During 
those periods Norma Jeane is sent to foster 
homes. Gladys, a film editor, also regularly 
leaves her daughter in movie theatres while 
she goes to work. Later, Monroe recalls sit-
ting transfixed for hours and falling in love 
with, among others, Jean Harlow, Hollywood’s 
first “blonde bombshell”. She takes the name 
Baker, which is the surname of her mother’s 
first husband. 

 
1942: Young bride 

At 16, she marries Jim Dougherty, a neighbor, 
to avoid being sent to another foster home. The 
following year Dougherty leaves to join the navy 
and Norma Jeane goes to work in a munitions 
factory. 

 
1946: Call me Marilyn 

At the factory she is spotted by a photog-
rapher and begins modelling. She divorces 
Dougherty and clinches her first studio con-

tract with 20th Century Fox, changing her 
name to Marilyn Monroe. 

 
1952: ‘Gentlemen Prefer Blondes’  

Six years later she stars in the Howard 
Hawks comedy classic that will become one of 
her most famous films. She protests the dis-
parity of pay between her salary ($18,000) 
and the one received by her co-star Jane 
Russell ($40,000). 

 
1954: Joe DiMaggio  

Monroe’s second marriage on January 14 is 
to ex-baseball superstar Jo DiMaggio. The 
union lasts nine months but they remain 
friends for life. Monroe stars that year in Billy 
Wilder’s “Seven Year Itch” that includes one 
of cinemas most iconic scenes involving the 
whoosh of air from an underground subway, 
whipping up Monroe’s fulsome white dress. 

 
1955: Lee Strasberg school 

She joins the renowned Lee Strasberg 
school of acting. Later the master teacher says 
of all his talented and famous pupils just two 
stood out from the rest: Marlon Brando and 
Marilyn. 

 
1956: Marries Arthur Miller 

On June 29 she marries celebrated writer 
and “Death of a Salesman” playwright Arthur 
Miller, whom she met a year earlier at acting 
school, beginning a tumultuous relationship 
that lasts five years. 

1958: ‘Some Like it Hot’  
Another of Monroe’s most famous films but 

the shoot in California is notoriously difficult. 
By now Marilyn is battling addiction, is fre-
quently late and struggles with her lines. The 
cross-dressing caper, nominated for six 
Oscars and winning one, is now often cited as 
among the best films ever made and influ-
enced later hits from “Tootsie” to “Mrs 
Doubtfire”. 

 
1961: Troubled mind  

Monroe and Miller divorce in Mexico on 
January 20. During the marriage, she has at 
least two miscarriages and makes several sui-
cide attempts. She is twice admitted to hospi-
tals for psychiatric observation. 

 
1962: Mysterious death 

In January 1962, she makes one of her 
most famous public appearances, singing 
“Happy Birthday Mr President” to John F 
Kennedy. To do so she abandons midway the 
film shoot of George Cukor’s “Something’s 
Got to Give”. When she returns 12 days later 
the film is cancelled and Fox fires her. 
Monroe is discovered dead in her bed in her 
Los Angeles home in the early hours of 
August 5, 1962 in circumstances that remain 
murky. She is 36. The coroner calls her death 
a “probable suicide” from an overdose of 
sleeping pills but to this day the death of one 
of Hollywood’s greatest stars remains 
shrouded in mystery. —AFP

Marilyn Monroe: A life in dates

An ambulancer and police paramedic carry the body of American actress 
Marilyn Monroe out of a mortuary van, on August 05, 1962, after she was 
discovered dead in her house in Brentwood, Los Angeles, California. —AFP

One hundred years after he took 
power, the cult of Benito Mussolini 
persists in the small Italian town of 

Predappio, where his tomb draws tens of 
thousands of visitors each year. Many are 
just curious but others are driven by nos-
talgia for a past that weighs heavily on the 
party tipped for victory in the general 
election on September 25 - Giorgia 
Meloni’s post-fascist Brothers of Italy. A 
white marble bust of “Il Duce” adorns the 
crypt in the family chapel in the cemetery 
of this northeastern town, where Mussolini 
was born, while his sarcophagus is draped 
with the tricolour Italian flag. 

“We will never forget you!” says one 
message in the gold book of condolences, 
while others say: “We will be reborn” and 
“Come back!” One young visitor with a 
shaved head, visibly moved, brushed the 
tombstone with one hand before giving the 
Fascist salute to the man described on one 
of the ribbons in the crypt as the “father of 
the country”. Others who came with their 
families took a more nuanced view of the 
legacy of Mussolini, who took power after 
the so-called March on Rome in October 
1922 before installing a dictatorship in 
1925 that lasted until 1943. 

“Mussolini was a great statesman. He 
promoted labor law and social protection. 
But he made mistakes with his alliance 
with Hitler and the shameful racial laws,” 
said Fabiana di Carlo, a 42-year-old civil 
servant visiting from Rome with her 
daughter. Her view is typical of many 
Italians, who draw a line between what 
Mussolini did before and after his alliance 
with the Nazis and Italy’s entry into World 
War II. An IPSOS survey last year found 
66 percent of Italians between 16 and 25 
agreed the Fascist regime was “a dictator-
ship to condemn in part but which also 
brought benefits”. 

 
Nostalgic attitudes 

The legacy of Fascism is being reexam-
ined in this centenary year due to the 
surge in support for Meloni. Her party 
grew out of the Italian Social Movement, 
which was itself founded by Mussolini 
supporters after his death in April 1945. In 
Predappio, many visitors said they would 
be voting for Meloni. They included di 
Carlo, who said the Brothers of Italy leader 
was “intelligent and competent”, and 
voiced hope she would become Italy’s first 

female prime minister. 
Meloni insists there is “no room for 

nostalgic attitudes of Fascism” in her par-
ty-which advocates a eurosceptic, nation-
alist Christian program-although it has 
rejected calls to remove the MSI’s tri-
colour flame from its logo. Her likely ascent 
to power is causing concern both at home 
and across Europe. But she is polling at 
around 24 percent, as part of a right-wing 
coalition that together commands around 
47 percent support. 

“I don’t think there is any risk of 
returning to historic Facism,” said 
Gianfranco Miro Gori, a local leader of the 
National Association of Italian Partisans, 
the name for the WWII anti-fascist fight-
ers. “But it is possible there will be a 
crackdown in the authoritarian sense and a 
restriction of freedoms, such as freedom of 
the press,” he said. However, 39-year-old 
Ivano, an admirer of Mussolini who works 
in a vineyard in Cuneo in northwest Italy 
and was visiting Predappio, insisted there 
was nothing to fear from Meloni. “She isn’t 
Fascist. She’s Atlanticist and anti-Putin,” he 
said. 

 
Fascist souvenirs  

Mussolini’s tomb draws more than 
70,000 visitors a year and there is a lively 
tourist trade in Predappio, where numerous 
shops sell fascist souvenirs. There are “anti-
Communist” bracelets, swastikas, bottles of 
wine adorned with the dictator’s image, 
posters proclaiming “Italy for the Italians” 
and even a “Fascist Handbook”. —AFP 

One century on, the cult of  
Mussolini persists in Italy

A picture taken in the cemetery of 
Predappio shows the tomb of Italian politi-
cian, military and founder of Fascism 
Benito Mussolini. —AFP


