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I am researching the medial images of the “represen-

tative  characters”1 of  six  20th  century-born  women

who were instilled with high and unique creative abili-

ties.  2 The research includes representations of Mar-

ilyn  Monroe,  Amy  Winehouse,  Whitney  Houston,

Romy Schneider, Princess Diana and Edie Sedgwick.

They have been selected because, not only did they

die prematurely, but also self-destructively. Addition-

ally, there is the fact that their biographical similarities

and medial representations, when juxtaposed in rela-

tion to Venus, the goddess of love, bear a resemb-

lance. Besides my research into images of the afore-

mentioned  personas,  there  is  my  research  into  the

mirroring of the self-destructive female icon with the

supernova. The latter can be viewed from Earth some

light  years  after  it  has exploded.  My research  uses

Aby Warburg’s thesis on Bildwanderung (migration of

images)  and  Bilderfahrzeuge (transportation  of  im-

ages),  which,  in other words, deal  with  objects  and

gestures that travel through time and space.

“The state of being envied is what constitutes glam-

our.  And  publicity  is  the  process  of  manufacturing

glamour”.3

The icons under discussion here were viewed as

glamorous, shining like stars, their heavenly bodies ef-

fusing light like the sun. These two types of stars – the

self-destructive female icon and the sun – are experi-

enced  from afar.  The  sun’s  light  reaches  Earth  8.3

light minutes after it  has been emitted from its sur-

face, and an icon’s light grows increasingly more at-

tractive beyond her earthly days. 

“Thus was star born [sic] and, in the early days of stu-

dio  management,  built  up  as  ethereal,  while  also

pushed as “ordinary.” [...] On the one hand the studio

kept the star at a distance, on the other encouraged

personal intimacy with her. She was a distant planet,

worthy of awe, but also put forward as a person of tal-

ent and integrity, as if these human qualities lent her

natural born right to stardom”.4

One speaks of a star being born, the way it shines

above and beyond ordinary stars in the galaxy, and

we use the same language for personalities here on

Earth. When one speaks of the death of a star, ‘live

fast, die young’ can be used to convey the collapsing

star and proverbially the self-destructive female icon,

too. Comparatively speaking, a supernova’s death is a

brilliant spectacle once its centre collapses, imploding

in a dazzling display of light and colour. Supernovae,

as well  as the icons, are said to be self-destructive

stars.

“Some stars, the supernovae, are as bright as the en-

tire galaxy that contains them [...] Many of the stars in

Orion are hot and young, evolving rapidly and ending

their lives in colossal cosmic explosions called super-

novae.  They are born and die in tens of  millions of

years”.5

Abb. 1: Crab Nebula
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The synthesis of death, time and light can be inter-

preted as a metaphor for the fleeting effervescent mo-

ment suspended in the photograph (film being a me-

dium for light). One may ask how a frozen, iconic im-

age conflates  with  time travel  whilst  simultaneously

being in the here and now? Art historian Aby Warburg

wrote about the rebirth of pagan antiquity and coined

the term Bildwanderung when he discovered that im-

ages travel, (and I would say they are much like stars

wandering through the Milky Way Galaxy), throughout

the centuries, from antiquity to the Renaissance and

indeed up until the present day. 

Migrating  images  survive  in  a  “psychic  space”.6

This “psychic space” can be mapped out astronomic-

ally and Warburg made a cosmic attempt at this with

his atlas called The Mnemosyne7 (after the goddess of

memory). There seems to be many and various defini-

tions of what a “psychic space” could be. Maybe it is

an invisible world (or dimension), like a planet carrying

messages across time and space? Matthew Rampley

correctly states in  The Optic of Walter Benjamin that

“[i]nstead  of  the  narrative  of  historical  development

one finds the idea of a cultural space, in which meta-

phors  of  vision  become prominent”.8 This  could  be

viewed contiguously with a “psychic space”, beyond

the realm of lineal time.

According to the online version of the Oxford Eng-

lish  Dictionary,  an  icon  can  be  interpreted  in  two

ways. Firstly, as a “devotional painting of Christ or an-

other  holy  figure,  typically  executed  on  wood  and

used ceremonially in the Byzantine and other Eastern

Churches”  and  secondly  as  a  “person  or  thing  re-

garded as a representative  symbol  or  as worthy of

veneration”.9 

Walter Benjamin argued that the reproducibility of

an artwork causes it to lose its aura, that which a sin-

gular unique piece of artwork possesses through the

possibility of countless reproductions made, and from

multiple hard copies printed from its negative or posit-

ive frame. I argue further, building on his theory that,

since “the age of mechanical reproduction”, the por-

trait of the icon is an image that continues to serve a

cultic purpose.10 

Take the image of Diana, Princess of Wales, for ex-

ample;  it  leads  the  viewer  from pop  cultural  iconic

veneration to a level  of holy magnification much on

the same level as a reliquary of Virgin Mary or Venus

who genealogically come before her. It is not so much

the image itself that does this, rather what it repres-

ents  iconographically.  I  therefore  postulate  that  the

aura does not decrease with mechanical reproduction

in this instance; on the contrary, the greater the circu-

lation  of  the  image  and  the  more  it  is  copied,  the

greater the aura becomes. 

“This is the transcendental aspect of the icon: that the

media  seems to  levitate  around her.  And since  the

public’s only real way of knowing her is through this

levitation, an absolutely peculiar aura is formed called

the Diana effect [...]”.11

The invention of the printing press afforded wide-

spread distribution of books and other printed materi-

al and, concomitant with a more literate public,  this

created greater opportunities for capital income. This

can  be  observed  in  churches  which  sell  postcards

bearing the images of their buildings and the reliquar-

ies inside them. Take Andy Warhol’s mechanical  re-

production of cultural items, household goods or por-

traits on his screen-prints as a case in point. In a tiny

“psychic  space”  of  Bildwanderung and  Bilder-

fahrzeug,  he  took  common  grocery  or  household

items  and  created  paintings  in  various  limited  edi-

tions,  thereby  increasing  the  painting’s  iconography

and subsequent monetary value. 

Abb. 2: Andy Warhol, Marilyn, 1962
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“The idea of repeated reproduction was very much in

the air.  [...]  After  all,  many artists  painted the same

subject  over  and over  from different  angles,  but  to

paint and repaint the same subject  as identically  as

possible seemed to undermine art’s essential value -

the uniqueness of each work - seemed designed, in

fact, to render it meaningless [...] During the late sum-

mer  and early  fall,  Warhol  did  twenty-three  Marilyn

portraits.  They  ranged  from  Gold  Marilyn,  a  small

single  image  silk-screened  onto  an  expansive  gold

field  (an  updating  of  the  icon  paintings  of  his  Byz-

antine  Catholic  upbringing),  to  the  famous  Marilyn

diptych,  one  hundred  repetitions  of  the  same  face

across twelve feet of canvas”.12

The possibility to view a fine artwork, not own it,

yet simultaneously possess it in the form of a copy is

contiguous with glamour. It could be said that War-

hol’s  methodology  is  today’s  NFT  (non-fungible

token).  Rather  than   purchasing  one  reproduced

image, one can become the owner of the digital versi-

on of a painting, photograph or a video clip. The aura

re-emerges through scarcity despite the fact that the

object in question has already been reproduced multi-

ple times over. The prize is in the neo-liberalistic capi-

talism of  ownership.  The real  figure of  worship and

adoration  here  is  money  and  as  Giorgio  Agamben

says, “God didn’t die, he was transformed into mo-

ney”. He argues:

“And so-called contemporary art does nothing but re-

peat  Duchamp’s  gesture  by  filling  the  museums,

which are nothing but organs of the market devoted

to accelerating the circulation of merchandise which,

like  money,  have  attained  a  state  of  liquidity  and

which they want to continue to value as if they were

works of art, with non-works and non-performances.

This is the contradiction of contemporary art: it abol-

ishes the work of art and then puts a price tag on the

result”.13

In Agamben’s poetic essay, “Nymphs”,14 he cites

Theodor Vischer who is most likely contemplating the

atheist  mind of  the  Age of  Enlightenment  when he

quotes:

“Vischer  calls  this  intermediate  state  in  which  the

viewer  no  longer  believes  in  the  magico-religious

power of images yet continues to be somehow con-

nected  to  them,  keeping  them suspended  between

the efficacious icon and the purely  conceptual  sign

vorbehaltende (suspending)”.15

The images that the media produces of the star as

glamorous clearly have their  roots in cultic worship.

We call them stars and even more so, we call them

idols. The trap is laid for the flesh and blood personal-

ities to believe in their medial representation, mistak-

ing their real selves and real lives for a crafted media

construct. Unrealistic body images can lead to severe

mental illnesses such as bulimia and anorexia, forms

of control betraying their very lack. “This pop music

monstrous-feminine plays out especially on the site of

the female celebrity body, through a morbid fascina-

tion with ‘scary’ weight loss or weight gain, signs of

degeneration,  bruises  on  the  skin  and  losing  the

singing  voice”.16 An  eating  disorder  for  the  star  is

death by glamour. Yet the paradox therein is as Ber-

ger  posits,  “the  happiness  of  being  envied  is

glamour”.17 His hypothesis supports this thesis further

when  he  says  that  “the  power  of  the  glamorous

resides in their supposed happiness” (my emphasis).18

That happiness is what ordinary mortals then try to

achieve through the image-relic dichotomy, but that

search for happiness is redirected into capitalism. The

dead and dying star, like a supernova, is a sight and a

spectacle. 

Laura Mulvey correctly asserts the position of the

icon as her “to-be-looked-at-ness”.19 It conflates with

the artifice of glamour and in turn, glamour conversely

conflates with artefacts of worship, most importantly

the  mass-produced  photographic  image.  The  pres-

sure cooker of stardom is in living up to a constructed

image which is accompanied with the loss of identity

and re-identification  with the image.  “Even with the

most perfect reproduction, one thing stands out: the

here and now of the work of art - its unique existence

in the place where it is at this moment”.20 The magic

of photography becomes a curse when the image re-

places the person and becomes the reason to sus-

pend time or even to go back in time to appear as one

once did or would have liked to have.
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“In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in

looking has been split between active/male and pass-

ive/female.  The  determining  male  gaze  projects  its

phantasy on to the female figure which is styled ac-

cordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women

are simultaneously looked at and displayed with their

appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact

so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-

ness”.21

Now we have travelled back full circle to the begin-

ning of this essay in contemplation of an image from

the past being suspended in the here and now. Pho-

tography, etymologically rooted in light, is somehow

like magic. There is a technique to this sorcery; when

a moment from the past is captured, it is suspended

onto light sensitive paper by substances such as sil-

ver,  (also  used  in  magico-religious  worship,  or  to

cross a gypsy’s palm with silver to have one’s fortune

told). Photography keeps its part of the bargain of the

magico-religious,  and  every  image  captured  by  its

means, by default, pays homage to iconography. We

know these icons by their images and not by any per-

sonal  contact.  David  Mayer,  writing  about  photo-

graphy’s early days and the Victorian and Edwardian

actress, states:

“[...]  my  insistence  that  recognition,  fame and  sub-

sequent  notoriety  or  celebrity  are  functions  and

achievements of existing and arriving print technolo-

gies and that, without the several commercially viable

technical  advances,  photography would  barely  have

served the actress’s or theatre’s purpose. Fame, pub-

licity,  adulation, collecting,  fan-dom and the full  ap-

paratus of fan-worship –even celebrity stalking –would

be impossible without the attendant development in

photo-engraving and print technologies [...]”.22

The explosive merger of a binary neutron star sys-

tem produces a short-lived supernova called a kilo-

nova.  The  spectacle  from  such  a  collision  creates

heavy metals such as silver, platinum and gold in the

same manner the Earth has done. The Hollywood star

system produces short lived stars using the kilonova’s

precious metals by photography’s alchemical means.

The tithes paid at the altar of fame and celebrity con-

clude in the sacrifice of the most fragile of all the fall-

ing stars – the self-destructive female icon.
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Zusammenfassung
I am researching the medial images of six 20th cen-

tury-born  women  who  were  instilled  with  high  and

file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/


Gegenwart Livid Glamour kunsttexte.de            2/2023 - 5

unique creative  abilities.  The research  includes  rep-

resentations  of  Marilyn  Monroe,  Amy  Winehouse,

Whitney  Houston,  Romy  Schneider,  Princess  Diana

and  Edie  Sedgwick.  They  have  been  selected  be-

cause, not only did they die prematurely, but also self-

destructively. Additionally,  there is the fact that their

biographical  similarities  and  medial  representations,

when juxtaposed in relation to Venus, the goddess of

love, bear a resemblance. Besides my research into

images of the above mentioned personas, there is my

research into the mirroring of the self-destructive fe-

male icon with the supernova. The German art history

theories and practices founded by Aby Warburg and

Erwin Panofsky that became popular in England and

America are techniques that form part of my compar-

ative picture analysis. I carry out picture analyses de-

veloped of  artworks from the Renaissance with im-

ages of the self-destructive female icons. I then trans-

late my interpretation of a self-destructive female icon

by synthesising the meanings of the images, in partic-

ular,  by reading fairy tales and mythological  stories.

These theories and stories support my goal of identi-

fying  the  iconography  and  symbolism of  a  self-de-

structive female icon.5
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