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ABSTRACT 
 

Blonde hair is a potent and highly visible sign in western culture. Although the popularity 

and desirability of blonde hair in the West is well documented, since the 1950s, blonde 

hair has also generated many negative associations and these have contributed to myths 

around blondeness. In particular, women who dye their hair blonde find themselves in a 

paradoxical position; they simultaneously evoke desire and derision. This thesis uses the 

model of feminine masquerade outlined by Joan Riviere (1929) as a locus for discussing 

the transgressive potential of the knowing use of blondeness as a sign. When women 

wear blondeness in this way they embrace it as an oblique means to access privilege. This 

self-reflexivity allows women to enter sites of power that they are otherwise excluded 

from. Drawing on ideas of the carnivalesque, as described by Mikhail Bakhtin (1968), 

this thesis also proposes that the carnivalesque is employed by women in order to 

transgress patriarchal boundaries through an ironic masquerade of the archetypal blonde.  

 

These paradoxical meanings of blondeness are evoked in the work of performance artist 

Vanessa Beecroft. Beecroft stages both the reflexive awareness of today’s blonde woman 

and the way in which she is shaped by socio-cultural forces beyond her control. Through 

reference to Beecroft’s art, this dissertation builds upon the optimism and transgressive 

potential of Bakhtin’s ‘carnival’ and Riviere’s ‘feminine masquerade’ to re-present the 

identity/position of blonde women as one of agency and power.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Blonde hair is a potent sign in contemporary Western visual culture. In art and 

literature, as in the popular media, the representation of blondeness has come to signify 

a range of meanings that are often contradictory: blondeness is at once both desired 

and derided. By looking at the foundations of the blonde myth in modern history, 

through examples such as Hollywood icons Jean Harlow and Marilyn Monroe, 

present-day marketing strategies and the work of contemporary artists such as Vanessa 

Beecroft, we can explore the paradoxical position that blonde women occupy in the 

contemporary West. 

The word blonde emerged as a noun, as opposed to an adjective, in the 1930s and 40s 

via Hollywood where a ‘blonde’ came to represent a new aggregate of meanings. 

Dying one’s hair blonde quickly became an attractive and acceptable artifice for 

Western women (Warner 1994). Hollywood fuelled an enduring stereotype and gave 

rise to the formation of the blonde myth that constructs blonde women, paradoxically, 

as possessing both negative and positive attributes. What meanings and values emerge 

as a woman is drawn into the ‘blonde’ sign today? What can be said about the woman 

who masquerades as a blonde? How can we understand the role of blondeness in 

contemporary culture? Can it only be approached via the cliché that ‘blondes have 

more fun’ or the myth that blonde women are unintelligent? Or can taking on 

blondeness also be a subversive act, an ironic engagement with those value systems 

that inform what ‘blondeness’ signifies?  

In considering these questions, the concept of feminine masquerade, introduced by 

Joan Riviere in 1929, makes for a useful point of access to this enquiry. The powerful 

articulations of feminine masquerade developed by Riviere remain as significant for 

feminist debate today as they were at the time of their publication. Her essay 

‘Womanliness as Masquerade’, frames masquerade as a strategy deployed by women 

to disarm the threat of their entrance into patriarchal sites of power and privilege in 

order to assume the position of subject rather than object.  What is important is that 

this is achieved through excessive feminisation. Riviere writes: 
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Womanliness therefore could be assumed and worn as a mask, both to hide the 
possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals expected if she was found 
to possess it – much as a thief will turn out his pockets and ask to be searched 
to prove that he has not the stolen goods. The reader may now ask how I define 
womanliness or where I draw the line between genuine womanliness and the 
‘masquerade’. My suggestion is not, however, that there is any such difference; 
whether radical or superficial, they are the same thing (1929, p. 133). 

 

If, as Riviere proposes, femininity is itself a mask, then those signs in visual culture 

constructed as predominantly feminine are also revealed as fictive. Furthermore, 

masculinity can be understood to reside in power rather than, or as well as appearance. 

Therefore with a blend of irony and satire, the woman with blonde hair is able to 

transgress patriarchal boundaries through posing as an archetype of the feminine. In 

order to deflect attention from her ambition to occupy sites of power, the blonde 

woman negates herself by ‘playing up’ the excessive feminisation of the blonde sign, 

exploiting its connotations. She is able to draw on the long-held associations of 

blondeness with vulnerability, innocence and lack of wit to access sites of patriarchal 

power and privilege, without fear of reprisal.  

This thesis also makes use of the theory of carnival espoused by Russian cultural 

theorist Mikhail Bakhtin (1968). Bakhtin’s writings are the founding source of 

scholarly debate regarding carnival and provide a model whereby we can understand 

the role that women play in contemporary culture in deploying the blonde sign. 

Women are able to engage in the playful spirit of the carnivalesque to challenge 

stereotypical representations of blonde hair. In this way, women who consciously wear 

blondeness as a mask do so in a self-reflexive way as a strategy for reinvention, despite 

the negative associations this sign also bears. By drawing Riviere’s theories of 

feminine masquerade together with Bakhtin’s theory of carnival, I am able to explain 

the paradoxes of blondeness today. 

This thesis proposes, then, that ‘taking on’ blondeness is tantamount to the desire for a 

central and highly visible position in a culture dominated by visibility (Berger 1972; 

Dyer 1997; Jay 1993).  The non-blonde can also exploit this quality of blondeness, 

masquerading as a blonde by dying her hair and becoming a more visible subject. This 
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recalls theories of carnival that recognise the opportunities carnival affords for those 

on the margins of society to gain a centred position (Bakhtin 1968; Eco & Ivanov 

1984; Orloff 1981; Tseëlon 2001). 

The desire to become visible in this way is paradoxical.  If, as for Gill Perry, visibility 

is seen as a quality ‘always on the side of the male, invisibility on the side of the 

female’ (2003, p. 322), the blonde’s agenda might be seen as subversive. Moreover, 

historically, the rituals of carnival saw the ill-treatment of women, and of the carnival 

fool and other religious and ethnic minorities. Masquerade offered women an 

opportunity to escape the surveillance of their sex which could be temporarily 

abandoned through this paradigm of disguise as a ‘permissible rupture of hegemony’ 

(Tseëlon 2001, p. 28). Today, dyed blonde hair invites attention but is a ruse to 

undermine the structures excluding women from power and privilege by exploiting 

their weaknesses which are based on stereotypical readings of blondeness.  

In Chapter One I analyse the construction of the modern archetypal blonde. Looking at 

examples from advertising, film and popular culture, I consider how the language of 

blondeness is established and legitimated. In establishing the language of blondeness 

in discourse, the blonde woman ‘does not merely enter language, but is socially 

constituted within it — composed through dialogue and communication with the range 

of verbal belief systems’ that are represented in the broader social sphere (Smith 1997, 

p. 1). 

To investigate the subversive potential of the self-reflexive blonde woman, Chapter 

Two explores how women who dye their hair blonde engage in a process that can be 

understood in terms of the carnivalesque, using disguise to expose and disrupt notions 

of gender performativity. The definition of gender performativity adopted by this 

thesis is outlined in the introduction to Amelia Jones and Tracey Warr’s ‘Performing 

Identity’ in Artists and the Body (2000).  They describe how the tools of carnival, such 

as costumes, masks and props, enable artists and individuals to assume identities 

through masquerade in order to destabilise those identities (Jones and Warr 2000). 

Informed by myth, stereotype and patriarchal values, contemporary significations of 

the blonde sign present a paradox in visual culture. By outlining the performance of 
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blondeness as a tool of masquerade, we are able to assess its paradoxical outcomes 

through the tropes of visibility, power and otherness.  

As artists are often agents of cultural change, it is not surprising to see socio-cultural 

constructions of blondeness being challenged in contemporary art. Using the 

theoretical concepts of masquerade and gender performativity, Chapter Three will 

examine contemporary works by British artist Vanessa Beecroft. Beecroft’s 

performances broadly investigate the relationships between spectacle, control and 

constructions of gender. A selection of her work involves the use of naked or near-

naked women who wear blonde wigs or dye their hair blonde. These performances use 

blonde hair in symbolic inversion and parody and identify its mask-like quality. She 

demonstrates how masquerade and performance function to counter the gender 

forming stereotypes of the blonde woman. Beecroft’s performances displace the 

traditional desire associated with sexuality and visibility and deliver an ironic message 

about the construction of the blonde as a sign in Western visual culture. This reading 

can then be understood as a way to challenge the characteristics of gender 

performativity while using the concept of carnival as a tool for interpreting these works 

of art.  

The repetition in linguistic and visual formations of the blonde sign across visual 

media has seen it gain semiotic currency in the West, thereby strengthening the blonde 

myth in the popular imagination. Whilst this investigation acknowledges the racial 

implications that also surround blondeness, especially in light of the Nazist Aryan 

principles embraced by Hitler’s Germany, it is beyond the scope of this study to 

exhaustively investigate the possibilities for readings of blonde hair in this way.  There 

has been a great deal of writing dedicated to discourses about race that include blonde 

hair as a mark of whiteness.1 For that reason, the decision to exclude this topic from 

the parameters of this investigation has been a conscious one, made in order to avoid 

                                                 
1 For example, further reference can be made to:  Andrew Stephenson and Amelia Jones’ Performing the 
Body/Performing the Text (1999); Jennifer Devere Brody’s Impossible Purities (1998); Steven Cohen’s 
Masked Men: Masculinity and the Movies in the Fifties (1997); Jessie Daniels’ White Lies: Race, Class, 
Gender and Sexuality in White Supremacist Discourse (1996); and a range of writings by Richard Dyer 
including Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (2004), Dyer’s article ‘Lighting for Whiteness’ in 
The Film Cultures Reader (2002) by Graeme Turner (ed) and his publication WHITE (1997), which has 
been referenced in this thesis. 
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the argument regarding gender performativity being overwhelmed by discourses of 

race.  

 
Apart from academic investigations into the performance of race and broader racial 

politics, the significance of the blonde sign in visual culture has been somewhat 

trivialised.  This has resulted in a lack of critical analysis of its popularity as a Western 

(and increasingly global) phenomenon, and an undervaluing of its relevance to 

contemporary subject formation. This work therefore comprises two dimensions: an 

explanation of how women who employ the blonde sign are able to enter sites of 

power and privilege as well as a re-presentation of their position as one of agency.  I 

aim to contribute a new reading of dominant attitudes to the blonde sign, enabling 

better understanding of the complexity and paradoxical position of blondeness as a 

sign today. 
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CHAPTER ONE: ‘Blonde’ as Sign 

Critical discussion of hair have identified that its style and colour are able to indicate 

social status, constructions of class and power, and race and gender distinctions (Aykut 

1999; Day 1991; Pointon 1993; Warner 1994).  As both a natural and cultural form, 

women’s hair conveys meaning even when ‘undressed’. As a sign, hair encompasses 

political, social and psychological metaphors loaded with cultural prejudice which has 

resulted in many and varied responses in contemporary literature. In her book From 

the Beast to the Blonde: On fairy tales and their tellers (1994), Marina Warner 

approaches hair as an anthropological tool: 

[T]he dressing of hair in itself constitutes a mark of the human.  In the quest for 
identity, both personal and in its larger relation to society, hair can help.  The 
body reveals to us through hair the passage of time and the fluctuating claims 
of gender; strangers offer us a conspicuous glossary of clues in the way they do 
the hair on their head, for in societies all over the world, callings are declared 
through hairy signs (Warner 1994, p. 371). 

 

These signs are no less potent today than at any other time in history, particularly in 

relation to hair colour. Since the 1930s, blondeness has simultaneously been 

communicated as a positive and a negative attribute. Clichés such as ‘blondes have 

more fun’, which promise popularity, happiness and visibility operate alongside more 

negative stereotypes like ‘dumb blonde’, ‘blonde bimbo’ and ‘blonde moment’.2   

What is the origin of these myths?  How do we account for such a paradox as this? If 

‘to highlight artificiality is to articulate difference’ (Ferris 1993, p. 17), then what 

messages are women trying to convey when they dye their hair blonde? It is possible to 

search through the sets of socio-cultural and historic conditions that allow these myths 

to arise. Blondeness, Warner asserts, is:  

                                                 
2 The term ‘dumb blonde’ appears in the Second Edition of The Australian Oxford Dictionary (2004, p. 
388) and reads: dumb blonde a pretty but stupid blonde woman.  
The term ‘blonde moment’ also appears in the Second Edition of The Australian Oxford Dictionary 
(2004, pp. 136-137) and reads: blonde moment joc. An instance of being silly or scatterbrained. 
[ORIGIN: from the stereotypical perception of blonde-haired women as unintelligent.] 
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less a descriptive term about hair pigmentation than a blazon code, a piece of 
value system that it is urgent to confront and analyze because its implications, 
in moral and social terms, are so dire and are still so unthinkingly embedded in 
the most ordinary, popular materials of the imagination (1994, p. 364).   

 

Scientific studies notwithstanding, academic enquiries into the nature of blonde hair as 

a sign in visual culture are limited. Research into blonde hair seems to dominate the 

field of study with investigations leading inevitably into issues of race. The Aryan 

principle adopted by Hitler’s Nazi Party sought to establish racial purity amongst the 

German people. This ideal was, in part, characterised by Hitler’s preference for the 

blonde-haired, blue-eyed subject who he saw as a paragon of the ‘master race’ of 

people of Northern European descent (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aryan_race). 

Scholarly research into blondeness has focused more on the binding power of its myths 

and its currency as a changing symbolic phenomenon in visual culture, its value 

dictated according to the prevailing culture of the time. As active agents in the 

production of the meaning of the blonde sign today, the women who subscribe to these 

myths must, in some way, knowingly engage in the cultural codes relating to 

blondeness. While this study acknowledges that most references to the blonde sign 

appear in film scholarship, these are brief and fail to reach an understanding of the 

popularity of blonde hair as a paradoxical phenomenon in the contemporary West. 

Nevertheless, we are able to establish that blondeness has and continues to be 

communicated as a symbol, a sign, and a code representing a value system, a nexus of 

gender, power and race distinctions within the body politic.  

Apart from its existence as a ‘natural’ reality, blondeness in Western culture can be 

considered part of cultural discourse. That hair can be ‘dressed’ suggests that it can be 

‘worn’; even if ‘grown’. In this way it may be included in a sartorial paradigm in 

which it can be considered not only corporeal, but as a cultural artifact, even when 

‘undressed’.  Although blonde hair can be worn by both sexes, its meaning is inflected 

according to gender. Double standards emerge concerning the signification of 

blondeness when present on women, or present on men. A key quality of the discourse 

of blondeness is its femininity. Therefore for the remainder of this discussion, when I 
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refer to the blonde as a discursive formation of the socialised body, the word blonde is 

to be read as feminine unless otherwise stated in its masculine form.3  

The focus of this chapter, then, is to investigate the ongoing signification of the blonde 

sign in its contemporary context and to illustrate how this sign is deployed in visual 

culture in order to ‘fashion a gendered mode of distinction’4 that creates difference in 

the way blonde women are perceived, linking them with certain behaviours thought 

inherent to blondeness (Bell 1999, p. 5). By investigating the relationship of media 

strategies and commercial campaigns relating to the blonde sign in the media, it is 

possible to discern their ongoing role in signification of the blonde as a cultural sign. 

To explain how historical representations have played a key role in shaping popular 

conceptions of blondeness, writers such as Richard Dyer (1997), Joanna Pitman (2003) 

and Warner have mapped these accounts, locating their origins in biblical and liturgical 

references, fairytales and fables, in folklore, literature and the arts. Historically, blonde 

hair has been a synecdoche of purity and goodness.  Its currency was grounded in its 

associations with ‘certain mythopoeic properties’ (Warner 1994, p. 372) such as gold, 

fertility and purity – qualities that have been characterised in relation to blondeness in 

art and literature for centuries. Dyer claims that the value invested in the blonde sign 

carries with it the ‘more explicit symbolic sense of moral and also aesthetic 

superiority… with its emphasis on purity, cleanliness, virginity’ (Dyer 1997, p.70). In 

spite of this, not all blonde women have been exemplars of goodness and purity. Moral 

lessons are to be learned from Christian history’s two most famous blondes -   Eve and 

the penitent Mary Magdalene, both of whom have been depicted as sexualised, sinful 

blondes. Eve’s shame is demonstrated in art history by artists such as Tommaso 

Masaccio (Fig. 1) and Domenico Zampieri.  In Zampieri’s painting Adam and Eve, 

1623-25 (Fig. 2), Adam’s gesture towards Eve clearly condemns her as the cause of his 

                                                 
3 The word blond(e) is believed to have derived from medieval Latin blondus or blundus, meaning 
yellow. The ‘e’ on the end of the word blonde as adjective, is a vestige of the grammatical French 
feminine and was carried over from the seventeenth century to English spelling where the adjective 
‘blonde’ refers to women, and ‘blond’ for men. As a noun the feminine ‘blonde’ is used for women, 
however the two often are confused and either ‘blond’ or ‘blonde’ are used for both sexes. The 
masculine ‘blond’ is used in some countries - particularly North America - for both sexes 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blonde; http://www.etymonline.com; Pitman 2003; Warner 1994).  
4 While it is understood that blondeness is worn by many different groups in different situations, other 
variables such as the non-Western, gay and lesbian and men, while acknowledged here, have not been 
included as the focus of this investigation. 
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temptation. Likewise, the humility of Mary Magdalene is exemplified by Titian (Fig. 

3) and Paul Rubens (Fig. 4) where, ironically, she uses her long blonde hair as a shroud 

of modesty. Warner also illustrates how in Christian history, blondeness is exemplified 

by countless images depicting the golden tresses of the Virgin Mary5, the company of 

virgin martyrs and female saints such as those illustrated in the Spinola Hours, c. 1515 

(Fig. 5) and in images like Sandro Botticelli’s Madonna of the Magnificat, 1483 (Fig. 

6). Blonde virtue is also celebrated in descriptions of Joan of Arc and the struggles of 

St Dympna, whose exploits were chronicled in order to ‘dazzle the faithful’ (Warner 

1994, p. 366). 

The connotations of blonde hair in religion, folklore, and literature and art history have 

influenced the representation and construction of the blonde sign in visual culture since 

the 1930s. As Dyer points out, the sense of moral superiority believed inherent in the 

blonde sign may have ‘provided men with an object of inspirational devotion, but one 

which might also provoke resentment of moral superiority and sexual unavailability’ 

(1997, p.130). The resentment suggested by Dyer foregrounds contemporary attitudes 

to blondeness which has seen a reversal in its value. Aware of its many connotations, 

the mass media and individuals alike have theatricalised and parodied the blonde sign 

to affect the paradoxical position it occupies in the popular imagination today. 

                                                 
5 Joanna Pitman, in her book On Blondes (2003), asserts that images of a blonde Virgin Mary were 
unveiled in the late 14th century (2003, p. 51). Warner claims that the Virgin Mary was described as a 
blonde (in poetry) in the eleventh century though it is after the 15th century that the Virgin Mary is 
‘frequently depicted as a blonde’. Warner goes on to say that ‘the visions of Saint Bridget of Sweden, 
who saw Mary as a woman of her own Northern climate, influenced representations of the Virgin after 
the fourteenth century’ (Warner 1994, p. 367). 
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Fig. 1. Tommaso Masaccio, The Expulsion of Adam and Eve, 1426-27. 
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Fig. 2. Domenico Zampieri, Adam and Eve, 1623-25. 
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Fig. 3. Titian, Penitent Mary Magdalen, 1530-35. 
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Fig. 4. Peter Paul Rubens, Christ and Mary Magdalene, 1618. 
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Fig. 5. Page from the Spinola Hours, c. 1515. 
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Fig. 6. Sandro Botticelli, Madonna of the Magnificat, 1483. 

 15
 



The Formation of Blonde Myths 

The blonde myth, which is so often played out in popular culture, maintains its 

stronghold ‘not because of its truth value, but because it rests on powerful stereotypes, 

habits of language, and unexamined – because unconscious – psychic associations’ 

(Modleski 1986, p. 38-39). Since the 1930s, blonde hair has been codified as feminine 

and largely supported by the film industry, blonde women have been cast in a 

combination of erotic, inscrutable, vacuous and winsome roles. This has resulted in 

sweeping generalisations about the blonde sign in the West which are supported not 

only in motion pictures, but in multiple frames of reference; through advertising, 

television shows, magazine images and fashion.  These processes of socialisation, 

which will be discussed further in this chapter, arguably affect an acceptance of or 

belief in the myths and stereotypes that surround blondeness.  

In 2003, Joanna Pitman published On Blondes, an historical account of the fascination 

with blondeness dating back to the ancient Grecian goddess Aphrodite.  The release of 

her book coincided with the launch of the exhibition British Blondes at the National 

Portrait Gallery and Blondes at the Getty Images Gallery in London.6 Pitman’s 

publication provides the most comprehensive description of the blonde sign to date. 

Her research is useful in establishing how blondeness has been perceived as both a 

symbol of desire and derision. However, while it is a thorough and informative account 

ranging across historical periods, interlaced with art historical and literary references, 

Pitman’s superfluous description, generalisations and anecdotal introduction mean it 

cannot be seen as a serious academic inquiry into its subject.  In the ‘Afterword’, 

Pitman confesses her failed attempts to include in the discussion ‘[s]everal American 

women academics’, blaming their lack of participation on ‘racial sensitivities’ and that 

‘[p]erhaps they were unable to shake off associations with the dumb blonde’ (2003, p. 

263).  What Pitman fails to realise is that her book does nothing to dispel the myths 

associated with the blonde sign. She confirms this in her introduction: 

                                                 
6 The exhibition British Blondes showcased Britain’s ‘top twenty’ blondes and ran from 3 March – 6 
July 2003 (http://www.npg.org.uk/live/blondes.asp). It was curated by Pitman.  The exhibition Blondes 
was run in addition to British Blondes at the Getty Images Gallery from 6 March – 26 April 2003, and 
featured 60 images including a selection of blond men. 
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I wondered whether I could afford not to be blonde … It had certainly brought 
me more attention, a sort of instant decadent glamour.  It had also redefined my 
mood in some way, making me feel younger and, strangely, more positive 
(2003, p. 7). 

 

Pitman’s subscription to these myths demonstrates her complicity in them. 

Furthermore, she does not acknowledge that these comments, or the content of her 

book, may have caused concern for those academics that recognised that the potential 

of this book to address the putative values of blondeness had not been met. While 

Pitman understands that women’s choice to ‘go blonde’ rests within discourses of sex 

and power, there is little analysis of how this functions to uphold blonde myths today; 

or, whether Pitman’s claim that history’s blondes were constructed to ‘subvert the 

growing power of women’ has itself been subverted by those who dye their hair blonde 

(2003, p. 232). The subject, then, is yet to be adequately addressed in academic 

research. However, she does pose some interesting questions in her closing paragraph; 

questions to which she claims have ‘no clear answers’ (2003, p. 261). By proposing 

that women who dye their hair blonde do so to ‘distinguish themselves from darker 

and less powerful ethnic groups … in order to “pass” as members of the white Anglo-

Saxon power élite, and to rise in status as a result of their perceived attractiveness’, 

Pitman only raises more questions which she makes no attempt to resolve (2003, p. 

261). Questions like these will be addressed in Chapter Two of this thesis. Pitman’s 

contribution to the debate, while drawing on a wide range of resources, is far more 

concerned to establish the blonde sign as a desirable characteristic than to analyse the 

negative effects of history’s fascination with it; or how women deal with the derision it 

simultaneously generates. 

Addressing the history of fabled blonde heroines which have led to the currency of 

blondeness as a sign today, Warner claims the colour blonde ‘fulfils a symbolic 

function’ (1994, p. 364), one that ‘has naturally enciphered female beauty – inner as 

well as outer’ (1994, p. 366). These qualities are embodied, Warner argues, through 

characters like Blonda, Cinderella7 (Fig. 7-8), Goldilocks8 (Fig. 9) and Rapunzel (Fig. 

                                                 
7 There were other versions of this fairytale, however, Disney adapted Perrault’s 1697 French version 
because it lacked the violence that others (Grimm’s tale for example) portrayed (Allan 1999). 
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10-11) who proved the ultimate conquest to her saviour and Prince when he scaled 

impenetrable tower walls using her long blonde braid as a rope. In astrology, Virgo’s 

golden hair promised fertility, growth and riches; and in literature, Warner cites Mme 

d’Aulnoy’s La Belle aux cheveux d’or (1696-99)9 and Charles Perrault’s Peau d’Ane 

(1694)10 to exemplify how fairytales and folklore have played a key role in 

constructing the value of blondeness (Warner 1994). 

                                                                                                                                             

8 The image used to portray Goldilocks in Figure 9 is from The Three Bears (1873), illustrated by 
Walter Crane. Warner, in her book From the Beast to the Blonde: On fairy tales and their tellers (1995) 
uses an example from the same book. However, her image selection does not reveal that Goldilocks was 
in fact called Silverlocks in this version of the fairytale. She addresses this fact in the ‘NOTES: pages 
300-318’ section of her book (p. 441). 

9 Mme d’Aulnoy published eight volumes of fairy tales between 1696 and 1699, of which one was La 
Belle aux cheveux d’or (The Beautiful one with the Golden hair). 
10 The English version is titled Donkey Skin. 
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Fig. 7. Nineteenth century illustration of the fairytale heroine Cinderella. 
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Fig. 8. Walt Disney’s 1950 version of Cinderella. 
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Fig. 9. Goldilocks from the children’s fairytale The Three Bears, 1873. 
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Fig. 10. Rapunzel lets down her hair to receive her Prince. 

Fig. 11. The Sorceress climbs Rapunzel’s hair. 
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Through reference to the conventions of the fairy tale, Warner makes clear that the 

language of blondeness was well established prior to its modern construction as an 

identity forming characteristic fashioned by Hollywood and the American film 

industry.  From here she claims it has been worn as a ‘trophy’ with ‘knowing mockery’ 

(1994, p. 382), where its long held associations of purity and virginity were 

provocatively played upon. Warner observes that the word blonde emerged as a noun 

in the 1930s and 40s where it acquired ‘its hot, vampish overtones, based on the jaunty 

ironical reversals of meaning cultivated by popular media’ (1994, p. 363). This 

canonised the blonde as a conventionalised sign in Western visual culture.  

Roland Barthes (1972) explains myth as history, presented as natural which wrests its 

meaning (which is arbitrary) through sustained inculcation. He argues that what may 

seem inherent to particular peoples, characteristics or things, are in fact constructions. 

Barthes goes on to say that myth can be defined not only in speech and written 

discourse, but also in ‘photography, cinema, reporting, sport, shows, [and] publicity’, 

all of which ‘serve as a support to mythical speech’ (1972, p. 110). Here Barthes 

implicates the mass media as playing a key role in the signifying function of 

blondeness and as a vehicle for the way signs are constituted in social culture.  

Through Barthes we can understand that the concept of blondeness cultivated by the 

media from the early to mid 20th century as ‘a whole new history which is implanted in 

myth’, the function of which is to distort signification (Barthes 1972, p. 119). 

With a view to lift the spirits of film goers and ease the suffering of the Depression, the 

1930s Hollywood ‘blonde bombshell’ was personified by Jean Harlow whose films 

Platinum Blonde (1931) and Bombshell (1933) play a role in establishing the popular 

neologisms used for blonde women that are still in use today (Rosen 1973). Crowned 

by her platinum hair and defined by her bad girl roles and appealing audacity, Harlow 

(Fig. 12) offered audiences a chance to relate to Hollywood glamour from amid the 

economic hardship of Depression life (Rosen 1973). Taking on comedic and dramatic 

roles alike, her mixture of eroticism and crudity was emulated admiringly, spawning a 

new breed of blonde American woman who, at that time, became what Mary Ann 

Doane describes as being ‘immersed in the discursive apparatus surrounding the 

cinema’ (1996, p. 125) and wore the metonymy of blondeness with a knowing irony 
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(Pitman 2003; Rosen 1973; Warner 1994).  Harlow’s roles succumbed to new 

censorship laws resulting from the impending war and her image was softened from 

brassy to wholesome before her early death at age twenty-six (Rosen 1973).  Equally 

successful was the bold Mae West (Fig. 13) whose sexual innuendo and one-liners 

made her a Hollywood legend. For Marjorie Rosen, West was a parody who wasn’t 

taken seriously, least of all by herself (1973, p. 161). Like Harlow, West was the target 

of censorial vigilantes who took offence at her lubricity and initiated the contractual 

break with her studio resulting in her eventual disappearance from American film 

screens.11 The performance of both actors worked to counter the sweetness and old-

fashioned morality of previous blonde film stars and marked a new era in the 

signification of the blonde sign. While Hollywood vacillated between sensual and 

wholesome formations of the blonde woman from this time onwards, Harlow and West 

were the two women who arguably set the tone for the eroticism associated with 

blondeness today.  

However, it must also be noted that no blonde woman has influenced the signification 

of blondeness more than American actor Marilyn Monroe (Fig. 14).12  During the 

1950s, post-war women were encouraged to return to their homes and resume their 

roles as mothers and home-makers.  Hollywood actors like Monroe promoted and 

helped codify the standardised images of a desirable femininity that sustains the 

‘normative’ behaviours connected with blondeness. The mass media privileged the 

attributes of blondeness as sexual receptivity, vulnerability and lack of intelligence. 

These constructions of femininity championed by the media also served to displace 

women from strong and independent workforce positions commenced as part of the 

World War II effort. Following in Monroe’s footsteps was Jayne Mansfield13 (Fig. 15), 

                                                 
11 West was heckled by newspapers who labeled her a ‘monster of lubricity’ and ‘a menace to the 
Sacred Institution of the American Family’ (Rosen 1973, p. 162).  She was banned from radio after 
performing the role of Eve on an NBC program where she delivered the line ‘Would you, honey, like to 
try this apple?’ (West, cited in Rosen 1973, p. 162).  
12 Marilyn Monroe’s filmography includes 31 films (one unfinished: Something’s Got to Give, 1962) 
over a period of 15 years.  Some of her more acclaimed roles were in Monkey Business (1952); Niagara 
(1953); Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953); How to Marry a Millionaire (1953); The Seven Year Itch 
(1955); Bus Stop (1956); Some Like It Hot (1959); and The Misfits (1961). 
13 From 1954-1968 Jayne Mansfield starred in 25 films, dying before finishing her last film Single 
Room, Furnished (1968).  Her most acclaimed roles were for The Girl Cant Help It (1956) and Will 
Success Spoil Rock Hunter (1957) where she acquired the nickname ‘the poor man’s Marilyn Monroe’ 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jayne_Mansfield). 
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who capitalised on Monroe’s image and represented the penultimate American 1950s 

blonde fantasy.  She was most often typecast in parodic roles that furthered her image 

as the quintessential ‘dumb blonde’. Mansfield’s parody of Monroe in the film 

adaptation of George Axelrod’s Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? (1957) helped to 

substantiate the public’s perception of ‘the blonde’ as a nubile, large-breasted and 

obtuse woman whose sexual innuendo was delivered and received with feigned 

innocence (Pitman 2003; Rosen 1973). For Ed Sikov, these films behave as cultural 

artifacts that describe the social, sexual and political values of that era (1994, p. xiv). 

Celebrating their comedic roles as subversive, Sikov describes how their 

‘representational excesses bring the tension between repressed and repressor to the 

breaking point’ (1994, p. xii). This, he suggests, liberated these actors by giving them a 

means to express this repression (Sikov 1994). Despite this witting engagement in the 

by-now conventionalised image of the Hollywood blonde, neither Mansfield’s nor 

Monroe’s actions were acknowledged as either a stratagem to destabilise its effects or 

as a function of negation. This resulted in the label ‘dumb blonde’ preceding them and 

thwarted their efforts to be taken seriously. Aware of this, Monroe famously made an 

empathic plea during one interview, asking: ‘Please don't make me a joke… I don't 

mind making jokes, but I don't want to look like one. I want to be an artist, an actress 

with integrity’ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marilyn_Monroe). 

Holiday T. Day, in his catalogue essay ‘The Nature of Power’ (1991), acknowledges 

the relationship of cultural myth to power. Day explores the construction of blonde 

myths through icons like Monroe. He states: 

Being blonde fulfils the conditions of the myth and perpetuates the notion, 
which originated with a dominant white culture, that fairness is superior to 
darkness … and in the people who profit economically by supplying the means 
for fulfilling this dream. The identification of blonde with purity, superiority, or 
happiness becomes not merely a cultural preference but a powerful fetish that 
subjugates and devalues those who are not blonde (Day 1991, p. 13).  

 

Upholding such myths is as Day and Warner suggest, essential in maintaining 

relationships of power (Day 1991; Warner 1994).  Day argues that if the belief in such 

myths were retracted, this would suspend their power and the power of those who 
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subscribe to them (Day 1991). One might argue that women who dye their hair blonde 

promote these myths. In speaking of the association between blondeness and 

superiority, I invoke Richard Dyer’s examination of the topic when he argues that 

blondeness has been seen as a mark of whiteness, an explicit ideal which ‘has proved a 

breathtakingly effective means of maintaining our non-particular, particular power’ 

(Dyer 1997, p. 70).14 Dyer claims this was developed by a ‘culture of light’ that is still 

pervasive in the popular media today (Dyer 1997, p. 103). Light reflection from the 

surface of blonde hair ensures that visibility is maintained. The elimination of shadow 

can be seen as a desire for visibility which Dyer goes on to posit as a ‘major currency 

of communication and power’ (Dyer 1997, p. 44). The privileging of sight above all 

other senses in modern Western culture has been discussed extensively in visual arts 

discourse, in particular, in relation to the function of the gaze.  In Dyer’s view, this 

primacy of vision has been taken as ‘a paradigm of a leading tendency of modern 

societies’ (1997, p. 104), a tendency which has observed that the ‘equation of seeing 

with knowledge is also one with power’ (Dyer 1997, p.103). This power may be 

encoded in the iconography of communication, as well as in its apparatuses such as 

photography, film, mass media and communicative technologies which operate as 

means for ‘recording, classifying and controlling the populace and observing and 

presenting oneself’ (Dyer 1997, p.104). Marcia Pointon, who explores the relationship 

of the wig to gender, identity and power, similarly writes that ‘it is at the symbolic 

level of communication that the rhetorical language of the body most clearly 

articulates power’ (1993, p.177). To render oneself visible by colouring hair blonde, 

then, might be a declaration articulating a desire for a position of power, moving the 

subject away from the margins of invisibility. 

                                                 
14 Dyer explains ‘non-particular’ as being in ‘contradistinction to racially or geographically based terms, 
such as Negro or Indian’ (1997, p. 70). 
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Fig. 12. Jean Harlow in publicity shot for her film Platinum Blonde, 1931. 
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Fig. 13. Mae West in publicity shot for her film Night after Night, 1932. 
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Fig. 14. Marilyn Monroe.  
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Fig. 15. Jayne Mansfield. 
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Technologies that Legitimate Myth 

Advertising and visual media use techniques to affix cultural values of femininity to 

signs like blonde hair.  This is achieved through language and figural representations 

that signify particular meanings for that sign. Here, my theoretical motivation derives 

from analysis of exemplary products that promote the blonde myth. The goal is to 

discern how this effects the public’s perception of the blonde sign in visual culture. 

Focusing on aesthetic technologies such as the role that lighting plays in film and 

photography (haloing or back lighting, rim lighting), Dyer emphasises their role as 

germane in constructing ideal images. More generally, he cites A.D. Coleman’s view 

that the ‘development of the technologies of vision’ is central to ‘the conceptual 

assumptions of our period’ (Coleman, cited in Dyer 1997, p. 106). One of Dyer’s 

principal concerns is how ideologies are implicated through these different modes of 

representation, stressing that the technologies themselves are determined by social 

forces (cultural, economic, ideological) and that they continue to develop according to 

the same measures (Dyer 1997). Maintaining that cultural constructions establish 

meanings and positions for their subjects, Dani Cavallaro’s investigation into the body 

as a cultural concept corresponds with Dyer in describing these cultural constructions 

as constantly mutating (Cavallaro 2001).   

While Andrew Wernick can be identified as sharing similar views to Cavallaro and 

Dyer that the values expressed in marketing logic continue to develop according to 

contemporary trends, he states that its bias is hard to spot (Wernick 1991). This 

suggests that representations of blondeness by a range of cultural institutions such as 

the film, fashion, media and advertising industries are so conventionalised that they 

have become invisible and also implies a lack of responsibility in these industries in 

supplanting its myths. Consumer socialisation is processed through these multiple 

frames of reference and draws on culturally shared associations that are reflected in 

these media.  Their resulting products follow a logic that consumers often do not 

question, affecting an implicit signification.  This serves to promulgate those myths 

often thought to be factual, therein perpetuating these myths and reinforcing their 

validity in the social sphere (Cavallaro 2001; Day 1991; Wernick 1991). Media icons 

that represent blondeness such as Harlow, West, Mansfield and Monroe, and more 
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recently, Madonna, Britney Spears and Pamela Anderson (Fig. 16-18) are read as role 

models that are embraced ‘in terms of [their] predominant cultural meaning … without 

invoking cynical or critical views that might undermine the sense of [their] 

authenticity’ (Hirschman & Thompson 1997, p. 4). Interestingly, common to all of 

these women is the centrality of the artifice of their blondeness. None of these women 

are naturally blonde, a fact rarely taken into account when considering their 

contribution to the signification of the blonde sign in popular culture. 

Marketing analysts Elizabeth Hirschman and Craig Thompson offer three different 

responses that consumers have in establishing connections with the mass media and its 

products. They break down these connections into inspiration and aspiration; 

deconstruction and rejection; and identification and individualisation (1997, p. 4). The 

first and last categories would suggest that women who subscribe to the blonde myth 

do so in a positive way and invest in the sign with mass media images and icons as 

their referent.  This, Hirschman and Thompson (1997) suggest, results in emulation 

and reaffirms the value of the sign. Are blonde women actively participating in their 

own oppression by buying into and investing in the currency of the myths about 

blondeness at large? Or are they far more discerning consumers? As Doane states in 

her discussion of the objectification and commodification of woman through cinema, 

‘[t]he process underlines the tautological nature of the woman’s role as consumer; she 

is the subject of a transaction in which her own commodification is ultimately the 

object’ (1996, p. 128). By setting herself up as a ‘blonde joke’, women who become 

blonde may in some way undermine subversive attempts to depose of the negative 

associations ascribed to themselves as agents. That is, by simply choosing to dye their 

hair blonde, they could be recognised as complicit. Regardless of intent, this might be 

seen only to exacerbate the problem of the blonde stereotype as a consequence.  

However, recalling Hirschman and Thompson’s second strategy of deconstruction and 

rejection may evoke a more conscious acknowledgement of cultural images of 

blondeness.  Interestingly, women who pursue the blonde myth today, by incorporating 

media images of blondeness, can do so to deliver particular results. This suggests a 

self-reflexive engagement with those myths, ‘distorting influences from within the 

system’ (Hirschman & Thompson 1997, p. 10). Warner places this critical mode of 

engagement into a contemporary arts context, to declare that ‘[m]oving in to occupy 
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the metaphorical objects of derision … has become a popular strategy’ (2000, p. 48).  

She suggests this can take the form of ‘ironical co-opting of a jibe, or even an insult’ 

and may operate in a transgressive way to ‘pronounc[e] a name to command its 

meaning’ (Warner 2000, p. 49). In this way, women who acknowledge the self-

reflexive nature of their choice to be blonde are then able to endure the derisive taunts. 

Mike Featherstone would agree with Warner by stating that ‘the act of naming [is] an 

important strategy of groups engaged in struggles with other groups’ (1992, p. 10). 

Warner goes on to say that postmodern strategies such as ‘ironies, subversion, 

inversion, pastiche, masquerade, appropriation … all buckle in the last resort under the 

weight of culpability the myth has entrenched’ (2000, p. 49). Therefore, regardless of 

the self-reflexivity engaged by blonde women, popular myths regarding blondeness 

often prevail. 

 

Women’s identities have long been effected by mass media images of blonde women 

and are mediated by them through participation (Hirschman & Thompson 1997).  The 

female subject who consumes through participation of mass media representations, 

Doane says, becomes ‘the industry’s own merchandizing asset’ (1996, p. 132).   The 

target of these types of campaigns is primarily women. Post-war media campaigns 

have constructed men’s and women’s consumer campaigns in such a way that although 

both sexes are addressed, they are gender-identified, often according to stereotypical 

values. Today it remains uncommon for a male to feature in a blonding advertisement. 

However, Clairol describes their first men’s blonding product ‘specifically designed 

for the guys, Born Blonde for Men’, thus aiming to make what has predominantly been 

a codified feminine product acceptable for men.15 Curiously, the language used in the 

‘Born Blonde for Men’ range is presented in a feminine context with the inclusion of 

the feminine ‘e’ on the end of ‘blonde’.  Whether deliberate or not, this helps establish 

that blondeness itself has become gendered and the fixity of language here serves a 

stabilising function, securing those gender positions and re-enacting their symbolic 

effects (Butler 1993). Cosmetics and fashion were not advertised for men until the 

1960s and 70s as they threatened masculine values (Featherstone 1991).  Featherstone 
                                                 
15 This product is no longer produced by Clairol. Attempts to access the 2003 campaign online 
(originally accessed 18 March, 2003, at www.clairol.com.au/whatsnew.jsp) were unsuccessful. Clairol 
have since launched a new range to appeal to male consumers called ‘Natural Instincts’. However, there 
is one line of blonding product, ‘Herbal Essences’ which features a blond man on its packaging. 
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asserts that advertising plays a crucial role in unhinging time-honoured meanings 

firmly embedded in consumerist cultural values and that the ‘cosmetic and fashion 

industries are eager to redress this imbalance and promote men alongside women to 

enjoy the dubious equality of consumers in the market place’ (1991, p. 179). The 

language used in the Clairol product ‘Born Blonde for Men’ would attest to this 

statement being somewhat generalised, as this product clearly demonstrates a gendered 

distinction for ‘blonde’ as a physical characteristic; a point overlooked in relation to 

more explicit references to men. To clarify this imbalance, we can refer to Brian 

Wallis who describes advertising as ‘one of the principal disciplinary structures 

through which patriarchal culture produces sexual difference. It succeeds in structuring 

desires and consumptive habits as the extension of the industrialization process’ (1991, 

p. 109). 

 

The same campaign for Clairol’s ‘Born Blonde’ range addresses women without 

having to explicitly state its target audience. Its catchphrase: ‘If blondes have more 

fun… imagine the fun if you’re Born Blonde!’ serves to embrace and crystallise this 

popular blonde myth.  Here, the social implications of dying your hair blonde are 

presented in a direct narrative mode; if you become blonde, you will have more fun. 

These sorts of campaigns are the result of the 1956 Clairol promotion for a new 

product, where advertising copywriter Shirley Polykoff coined the suggestive slogan 

‘Does she…or doesn’t she? Only her hairdresser knows for sure’.  These were 

followed by equally provocative lines, ‘If I’ve only one life, let me live it as a blonde!’, 

and the now firmly entrenched aphorism ‘Is it true blondes have more fun?’ (Etcoff 

1999; Pitman 2003).16 There are now many blonde-specific products in the ever 

expanding market of hair care that draw on mythic and popular associations with 

blondeness. One example is John Frieda’s Sheer Blonde range17 which includes 

products called ‘Blonde Ambition’, ‘Curvaceous Blonde’ and ‘Spun Gold’, with a 

spin-off range called ‘Beach Blonde’ (http://www.johnfrieda.com/flash.htm).  

However, in the context of this discussion the most remarkable of these products is the 

recently released ‘Dumb Blonde’ by Tigi International Ltd.  Once again, the name of 
                                                 
16 As a result of this campaign, Clairol sales increased by 413% over a period of six years. The 
percentage of sales from American adult women dying their hair moved from 7% up to 50% during this 
time (http://www.adage.com/century/people024.html; Pitman 2003). 
17 This was the first range to be released, it was  followed by ‘Brilliant Brunette’ and ‘Radiant Red’. 
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the product is gendered by use of the feminine ‘e’ on the end of ‘blonde’. Tigi endorses 

the negative stereotype of the ‘dumb blonde’ in the title of the product. In their 

campaign Tigi extend the stereotypical associations of other hair colours by appealing 

to ‘Racy Redheads and Buxom Brunettes too’ in order to widen their consumer market 

(http://www.tigihaircare.com/us/products). This demonstrates the power of the media 

which Day describes is able to ‘obliterate deep human feelings while appearing to 

inform [as] one of the cultural forces that control and shape society.  Context alters the 

value attached to the words, so public display blends with private feelings and eternity 

challenges ephemera’ (Day 1991, p. 22).  The ‘Dumb Blonde’ products have a caption 

stating ‘WARNING:  You Must Have a Sense of Humor to Use our Products’, perhaps 

in an attempt to diminish any offense the title may cause.  In this way, postmodern 

tactics of self-reflexivity and humour are employed relying as they do on the 

‘playfulness and the celebration of the surface “depthlessness” of culture’ while 

operating to reveal its own paradox; a product that is active in upholding superficial 

stereotypes (Featherstone 1992, p. 8). Through Day and Featherstone, we can 

understand that these campaigns demonstrate how myths are embedded in the mass-

media, popular culture, and objects of everyday life. Campaigns like this reveal a lack 

of responsibility by the media to challenge these types of subject forming labels and 

function as a mechanism through which the selling of myth and stereotype becomes 

perfectly acceptable in contemporary visual culture. By exploring examples of how the 

blonde sign operates through salient media icons and recent product campaigns, I am 

able to establish this argument as relevant today. 

Backlash and Paradox 

It has been established that blondeness and the associations it engenders act as a 

signifier capable of contradictory connotations. The advertisements and products 

discussed support the hypothesis that these associations are still at work today, 

operating in everyday advertising, media and communicative technologies to ensure 

the endurance of these myths. The question must be posed: why would a woman 

choose to become blonde if to do so risks the negative aspects of stereotyping? 

Negative associations are subordinated to the promise of those more positive 

performance characteristics, such as having more fun or more attention, as her social 
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identity is linked to the role that emerges with being blonde. However, although the 

blonde woman is offered all the benefits of visibility, she must also accept negative the 

associations that her hair colour carries. Paradoxically, blondeness will certainly 

enhance the subject’s visibility, yet identify her within a stereotypical conception of 

the feminine.  

Many prominent women have worn blondeness as a self-conscious and provocative 

mask, taking advantage of its currency as a sign whilst transgressing the foundations of 

its signification. Singer and punk icon of the 1970s and 80s, Blondie (Deborah Harry) 

(Fig. 19) attempted to subvert the archetypal blonde, and remarked in a magazine 

interview that the public failed to see the irony in her display of black roots.18 More so 

than any other example, the actions of pop singer Madonna (Fig. 20) problematise the 

cultural associations that operate alongside blondeness (Kaplan 1993). She is described 

by Dyer as providing a ‘postmodern polarisation in her bleached looks and black studs’ 

(Dyer 1997, p. 133), and in an attempt to subvert the image of the fair virgin martyr, 

has sexualised and exploited the contradictions that her name evokes (Kaplan 1993; 

Mirzoeff 1995; O’Hagan in Lloyd 1993). Her ‘Blonde Ambition’ tour of 1990 served 

to some extent to destabilise the cultural structures that produced the construction of 

the blonde. In true postmodern mockery, Madonna engages the pun ‘blind ambition’ in 

the title of her tour. Day would suggest that this strategy fails where the image she 

seeks to undercut is ‘perpetuated and further glorified by … turning [it] into Art’ 

(1991, p. 19).  While she may accept Day’s claim, Ann Kaplan places the dilemma in a 

different context, one that ‘entails deciding … if Madonna subverts the patriarchal 

feminine by unmasking it or whether she ultimately reinscribes [it] … to function not 

only politically but also in terms of gender’ (1993, p. 156). What Kaplan introduces is 

a theory that Madonna’s image is worn as a self-conscious mask in order to ‘reproduce 

patriarchal modes and fantasies—the mask as deception’ (1993, p. 160). This paradox 

— to behave in one way in order to subvert its meaning — presents a dilemma to 

which Jerry Palmer responds: ‘how can it be that something is conservative and 

subversive, simultaneously supportive and destructive of the status quo?’(1987, p.12). 

                                                 
18 The full interview, titled ‘Wild about Harry – Why Deborah is still our Sunday girl: The original 
blonde’ (which originally appeared in the 7th November 1999 issue of YOU magazine) can be read at 
http://www.rip-her-to-shreds.com/archive_press_magazines_you.php. 
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If we accept these various and opposed views, Blondie and Madonna have 

paradoxically succeeded and failed in their feminine masquerade of the blonde sign. 

Could the choice to be blonde be seen as a form of self-negation? If so, what then is 

the purpose of this negation? These questions will be explored in Chapter Two. 
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Fig. 16. Singer, actor and author Madonna Ciccone-Ritchie. 
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Fig. 17. Pop singer Britney Spears. 
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Fig. 18. Model and actor Pamela Anderson. 
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Fig. 19. Poster detail of Blondie (Deborah Harry), 1978. 
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Fig. 20. Madonna performing during her Blonde Ambition Tour, 1990. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Agency through Feminine Masquerade and Carnival 

This chapter will establish some of the ways in which blonde hair gains its currency as 

a sign in the popular imagination, by acknowledging how blondeness is constructed 

and ‘performed’ by women who dye their hair blonde. The key question addressed in 

Chapter Two, then, is:  Why do women choose to be blonde when as a sign, it 

produces both desire and derision? This question will be considered through an 

engagement with Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of carnival (1968; 1981) and Joan 

Riviere’s ‘Womanliness as Masquerade’ (1929). This thesis acknowledges that women 

dye their hair blonde for diverse reasons, and that the signification of blondeness varies 

across cultures and changes over time. However, I argue that by deploying strategies of 

feminine masquerade, many women today intentionally engage the blonde myth in 

order to gain access to the otherwise privileged and powerful position of the visible 

and centred subject. Ironically, given the historical construction of the blonde sign, this 

type of engagement in blonde myths would seem to counter these aims. 

Acknowledging how ‘carnival tradition gave rise to the development of the 

masquerade’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 28), this chapter will consider this question in four 

ways. Firstly, carnivalesque characteristics that apply to the feminine masquerade of 

the blonde sign will be outlined; secondly, while masquerade in dress has been studied 

at length, the potential for hair to function as a masking device has not been explored 

in any depth. Therefore it is necessary to provide a brief description of how hair, 

specifically blonde hair, functions as a tool of masquerade; thirdly, the ‘performance’ 

of blondeness through feminine masquerade will be discussed in terms of the 

discourses of visibility, power and otherness. Lastly, the use of irony and intent by the 

performing agent, that is, by the woman who deploys blondeness, will be explored. By 

framing the discussion around these issues, this thesis aims to problematise 

assumptions about blonde women in visual culture today. In general, masquerade has 

been a productive basis for feminist reflection on women’s position in visual culture, 

though it is most often discussed in relation to film analyses.19  This investigation will 

                                                 
19 See Mary Ann Doane’s articles ‘Film and Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator’ and 
‘Masquerade Reconsidered: Further Thoughts on the Female Spectator’ in her book Femmes Fatales 
1991. The following writers have also made significant contributions: Heath, 2000; Hendler, 2004; van 
Lenning, Maas & Leeks, 2001. 
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range across visual media to sample works enabling a broad understanding of how 

feminine masquerade works in relation to the blonde sign. 

Carnivalesque Characteristics in Feminine Masquerade 

Bakhtin’s text Rabelais and His World (1968) assesses of the value of the 

carnivalesque in meaning production. For Bakhtin, traditional carnival activity 

includes: ceremonies, pageants and processions; comic spectacles of the popular 

marketplace; oral and written parodies; and the mocking of various forms of feudal, 

political and religious protocol (1984, p. 5). The organising principles behind 

Bakhtin’s carnival are laughter, irony, paradox, parody and satire which Krystyna 

Pomorska states are used in order to unmask the ‘unvarnished truth under the veil of 

false claims and arbitrary ranks’ (1984, p. x). Working outside of the boundaries of 

what Bakhtin described as ‘official’ culture, the carnivalesque was then ‘turned over to 

the popular sphere’ (1984, p. 9) and has become a powerful tool for the critique of ‘all 

that was immortalized and completed’ in cultural practice (Bakhtin 1984, p. 10). 

Activity that mocked official culture in this way is described by both V.V. Ivanov and 

Barbara Babcock as ‘an inversion of binary oppositions’ (Ivanov 1977, p. 11), or 

‘symbolic inversion’ (Babcock 1978). Babcock goes on to describe carnival activity as 

‘a dimension of deliberate, self-conscious, patterned behaviour’ (Babcock 1978, p. 15); 

a key characteristic of carnival activity and one which is a practice central to notions of 

irony, parody, and paradox. In this way, carnival allows its participants to engage in 

licentious behaviour which gives them an opportunity to transform into something 

other than themselves (Ahmed 1999; Eco 1984; Stallybrass and White 1986; Tseëlon 

2001). Accordingly, Alexander Orloff maintains that ‘[t]he powerful magic of the 

mask enables us to change shape, to laugh at ourselves, and to re-establish contact with 

our own being’ (1981, p. 94). 

Carnivalesque strategies of symbolic inversion allowed a temporary reprieve from the 

conventions of the established order. While the optimism of Bakhtin’s carnival saw its 

forms as all-inclusive, women were however marginalised as the archetypal ‘other’. In 

traditional carnival activity, women were scornfully mocked and images such as Hans 

Weiditz’ Grotesque Woman, 1521 (Fig. 21) depicting the abjection and marginality of 
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women were popular at this time. Inversions such as cross dressing and the 

performance of domineering wives beating up on their husbands were played out to a 

humorous reception (Davis 1978; Malbert & Hyman 2000; Russo 1986; Tseëlon 2001) 

(Fig. 22-23). Behaviour like this was meant to demonstrate the inversion of the ‘natural 

order’ of things; that is, the rule of the patriarch as the head of the home, and by 

extension, of cultural, social and economic institutions (Malbert 2000, p. 84). These 

activities were however circumscribed by the patriarchal structure of power into which 

women, in effect, attempted a kind of insurgency.  This is what theorists describe as 

authorised transgression, a space in which the carnivalesque is bound by rules of law 

(Eco 1984; Tseëlon 1995 & 2001; Stallybrass and White 1986). Women were bound in 

such a way that access to the privilege of power was fleeting, after which hegemony 

was restored.   Little wonder then, as Natalie Davis notes, that in images of traditional 

carnival, women ‘are using every ruse they can to prevail over men’ (1978, p. 158). 
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Fig. 21. Hans Weiditz Grotesque Woman, 1521. 
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Fig. 22. A French engraving depicting a woman dominating her husband, 1690. 

 47
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 23. An engraving by Martin Treu of a wife beating her husband, ca. 1540-1543. 
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Today, we can understand aspects of masquerade as a discourse of carnival. One 

example might be Mardi Gras celebrated in cities the world over and where 

masquerade, in a variety of forms, is an essential part of its repertoire. In this way, it is 

used as a liberating device, or as a: 

means of deconstruction, the mask is a moment of reflexivity …, the 
quintessential postmodern device for destabilising categories, questioning, 
defying overdetermined images, problematising certainties, subverting 
established meanings, exposing the seams of crafted facades and the rules of 
narrative (Tseëlon 2001, p. 11). 

 

Foregrounding theories of feminine masquerade, Riviere’s discussion outlines the 

behaviour of women who ‘may put on a mask of womanliness to avert anxiety and the 

retribution feared by men’ (Riviere 1929, p. 130). The anxiety and retribution 

described by Riviere can be understood as a fear of detection, by women, of entering a 

zone of otherwise patriarchal privilege and power – the visible centre. By asserting her 

authority, desires or intellect, women may be met with hostility for daring to enter a 

position conventionally occupied by men.  These positions are often central, their 

subjects visible; and when disturbed, their balance of power is destabilised. Faced with 

exposure, the woman plays out characteristics codified as feminine as a form of 

disarmament to threat. Riviere provides an example where a capable woman feigns 

ignorance in matters described as ‘typically masculine’, such as the technical trades 

(1929, p. 134).  This subterfuge allows this woman to both ‘hide the possession of 

masculinity and to avert the reprisals expected if she were found to possess it’ (1929, 

p. 133). Yet another more contemporary example is the infamous ‘Glass Ceiling’ of 

the corporate sphere where women are often prevented from attaining managerial 

positions as a consequence of their apparent desire to succeed alongside their male 

counterparts. Clarifying the fear described by Riviere as ‘the consequence of a 

woman’s fantasy to take the place of men’, Judith Butler says masquerade allows a 

woman to become ‘a user of signs rather than a sign-object, an item of exchange … to 

relinquish the status of woman-as-sign in order to appear as a subject within language’ 

(1990, p. 51). The subject-forming power of early twentieth-century cinema has seen 

the blonde women become a socially constituted sign (Butler 1993). That is, it has 
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helped initiate ‘the individual into the subjected status of the subject’ (Butler 1993, p. 

121) where the process of naming a woman simply as ‘the blonde’ or ‘a blonde’, draws 

on our collective understanding of the sign as having its own set of significations. By 

drawing on the values and connotations associated with blonde hair as a sign, these 

types of gendered acts enable blonde women to engage in ‘a subversive imitation of a 

particular masquerade, by disclosing that such qualities as deference and fragility are 

part of a regulatory ideal, which women must effectively imitate in order to avoid 

disapproval or punishment’ (Hendler 2004, p. 42).20 Women have historically been 

denied the position of the visible, powerful and centred subject.  If, as Peter Stallybrass 

and Allon White claim, ‘what is denied is desired’ (1986, p. 106), then through 

feminine masquerade of the blonde sign, women have devised a way in which to 

‘deflect attention from the woman’s desire for power through its opposite: constructing 

a very feminine, non-threatening image of herself’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 10). Here the 

blonde woman calls upon her knowledge of ‘the blonde’ as a conventionalised sign. 

Through hyperbolic displays of femininity associated with blondeness, blonde women 

embody the ‘natural order’ of prevailing gender hierarchies in a self-reflexive way.  

Paradoxically, this presents itself as a negation of her aim to gain privileges while 

enabling her to fulfil her need; thus empowering her. 

Efrat Tseëlon argues that historically, masquerade has maintained 

a measure of power in social relations.  Both in rituals and in theatre, masking 
is often confined to men, the women remaining maskless.  Information from a 
variety of anthropological sources reveals the mask as special male privilege, 
offering access to power and secret knowledge….  Masking seems to operate as 
a symbol of prestige or as an exclusionary practice from powerful sites (2001, 
p. 33). 

 

                                                 
20 While the focus of this paper does not lie within a psychoanalytic framework, it does employ certain 
aspects of psychoanalysis insofar as the blonde woman ‘manufacture[s] a lack in the form of a certain 
distance between oneself and one’s image’ (Doane 1991, p. 26); or as Tseëlon puts it, as ‘a fetish of the 
castrated woman’, especially in the popular imagination (2001, p. 10).  It is essential to note here that 
extensive research on feminine masquerade within the tropes of psychoanalysis have yielded volumes of 
writing.  For further reading see, for example:  Judith Butler 1995; Stephen Heath 2000; Luce Irigaray 
1985; Jacques Lacan 1982; Julia Kristeva 1982; and Mary Russo 1986.  
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As the marginalised other, women have been denied access to sites of privilege and 

power. It is understandable then that in recent feminist discourse, masquerade has been 

adopted as a locus for the transgressive potential of seemingly fixed categories. 

Women are now engaging in a masquerade that allows them to enter those once 

exclusionary sites in a way that undermines gender performance as essentialist. That is, 

through the conventions of performance, women reveal that characteristics constituted 

as feminine are cultural constructions. 

Hair as Mask 

In the same way that the sartorial frames and masks the body (Cavallaro & Warwick 

1998; Tseëlon 1995; Steele 2001), by extension so does the hair.  Hair can be 

considered as ‘a cultural artefact which signifies social and historical processes’ 

(Tseëlon 1995, p. 3); or, as something that both extends beyond the body’s boundaries 

and is included in the transformative capability of dress.  Thus hair can itself constitute 

a somatic mask. However, it is widely recognised that wigs have historically been 

considered an extension of dress (Tseëlon 1995; Huizinga 1955; Trasko 1994; 

Ferris1993).  Since wigs lost popularity around the late 1960s, and methods of dying 

hair have become increasingly effective, the rise in popularity of colouring hair has 

seen women achieve the masking qualities of wigs with ease.  

Considering blonde hair as functioning as a mask might be seen to necessitate similar 

consideration of other applied hair colours. However, what is different about blonde 

hair is that as an archetypal sign, its connotations are transhistorical in visual and 

literary accounts and present an altogether different set of significations than those of 

other hair colours. While significations of the blonde sign antedate early twentieth 

century formations which were generated by the film industry, they have since then 

underscored the performance and reception of blonde hair as a codified sign both in the 

visual media and in the imagination of the public (Day 1991; Pitman 2003; Warner 

1994).  

In this thesis, the terms ‘disguise’, ‘mask’ and ‘masquerade’ are used similarly.  

Tseëlon argues the historical case for their interchangeability in her book Masquerade 

and Identities (2001). She goes on to define the terms like so:  
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[W]hile the mask represents (it can be symbolic, minimal, token or elaborate), 
disguise is meant to hide, conceal, pass as something one is not.  Masquerade, 
however, is a statement about the wearer. It is pleasurable, excessive, 
sometime[s] subversive.  The mask is partial covering; disguise is full 
covering; masquerade is deliberate covering (2001, p. 2). 

 

Here we are able to understand how Tseëlon’s distinctions can operate specifically for 

the blonde mask. Blonde hair can be categorised as a mask in that, once applied, it re-

presents and invests in its symbolic value. It is at the same time, a partial covering. A 

blonde mask can also function as a disguise in concealing one’s true colour and 

passing as something that one is not; or by ‘‘misrepresenting’ (employing false 

elements)’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 2). As an instrument of masquerade, blonde hair can 

make ‘a statement about the wearer’ who attempts to be ‘pleasurable, excessive, 

sometime [sic] subversive’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 2).  In this way, the symbolic 

associations are attributed to the wearer and, at the same time it suggests that 

masquerading as a blonde is a deliberate and therefore, conscious act. Thus, ‘through a 

dialectic of concealing and revealing’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 3) masquerade serves a 

function that permits a paradigmatic challenge to assumptions and myths about signs 

and their signifying agents (Ahmed 1999; Butler 1990; Lloyd 1999; Russo 1986; 

Tseëlon 1995 & 2001).  Because masks are associated with myths ‘whose objective is 

to explain its legendary or supernatural origin and to lay the foundation for its role in 

ritual, in the economy, and in society’, then it is acceptable to regard the blonde myth 

as culturally embedded and socially inscribed (Strauss, cited in Tseëlon 2001, p. 19).  

Performance and Performativity 

If, as Tseëlon claims, ‘[m]asking is an extension of the notion of performance’ (2001, 

p. 9), then she calls to task a definition of how blonde hair as a mask is ‘performed’. 

One could argue that through feminine masquerade, the blonde sign is performed to 

reveal itself as a construction. That is, through its repetition, the blonde sign as a vision 

or essence of femininity has given shape to the blonde myth and through visual re-

presentation, has shifted into hyperbole (van Lenning, Maas & Leeks 2001). Here, 

symbolic femaleness is reproduced, modelled from 20th century formations of blonde 
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performances informed by the media, advertising and film industries, and by 

individuals alike. 

Amelia Jones and Tracey Warr assist us in the definition of gender performance, when 

they write: 

[T]he body is the site where identity as defined by gender, race and sexuality is 
located, performed and challenged.  The … body is used as a surface for the 
inscription of a visual language and identification, both real and projected from 
stereotypes. Notions of self and identity are acted out in public or brought to 
light through the … use of props, masks, costumes and disguises to become a 
masquerade of identity….  By staging and adopting an identity through the use 
of accepted signs and signifiers, such as clothes, make-up and fake physical 
attributes, codes of gender and race are investigated (2000, p. 134).  

 

This description brings to light the way in which contemporary artists and individuals 

have drawn attention to social formations of the body through performative gender acts 

in order to recontextualise them. In ‘Performativity, Parody, Politics’ (1999) Moya 

Lloyd, acknowledging Butler’s characterisation of performativity, states that 

performance is ‘theatrical in the sense of miming or hyperbolizing existing signifiers’ 

(Lloyd 1999, p. 202).  This definition aids in our understanding of the performance of 

blondeness as something that is reiterated through visual culture as it references the 

historic symbolism of the blonde sign. However, Lloyd goes on to say ‘[t]his is not the 

theatre as self-creation nor self-display … [i]t is the performance of certain signs, 

certain outward codifiers’ (1999, p. 202).  Contesting the latter part of Lloyd’s 

statement that performativity is not about the theatre as self-creation or self-display, 

this study suggests that through feminine masquerade and hyperbolising of blondeness, 

the woman who dyes her hair blonde is implicated with intent to create or display a 

certain sense of ‘self’.  Here the performance of the blonde sign suggests a 

development of masquerade beyond the traditional mask and wig. This is because the 

mask of blondeness is somatic and thus inseparable from its agent (that is, it is not a 

wig). Nor does blondeness hide the identity of its wearer.  Rather, the theoretical 

premise proposed here is that the blonde sign as the outward codifier is performed and 

acts as a conduit through which the feminine masquerade is channelled, to affect a 

sense of identity for the wearer. Performing blondeness therefore, can be understood as 

 53
 



a cultural practice parodying the belief in blonde myths. By performing blondeness, 

the wearer draws on its connotations as a sign and negates their legitimacy by showing 

them to be false through performance, suggesting it can be cast off as easily as it can 

be assumed. However, these performative reiterations may in effect constitute a failure 

in their potential discursive power by naturalising the assumptions and stereotypes 

surrounding blondeness.  In this way, this behaviour which is initially intended as a 

transgression through excessive performance could be seen to counter the productive 

re-signification of the blonde sign. While Butler’s example is situated within 

constructions of sexuality, her statement that ‘performance destabilizes the very 

distinctions between the natural and the artificial, depth and surface, inner and outer’ 

(1990, p. iix) challenges this prospective failure and weakens those assumptions of 

behaviour and characteristics perceived and inscribed as inherent in the blonde sign, 

without discounting its subversive capabilities or intent. That is, the performance of 

blondeness paradoxically presents both the opportunity to transform and the danger of 

perpetuating popular conceptions of the blonde sign. 

Visibility, Power, the Centre and Otherness 

The woman who dyes her hair blonde may assume what Sara Ahmed refers to as the 

‘knowability of the place of the other’ (1999, p. 98). That is, she aims to move from 

the invisible or marginal other to the visible other of the overtly sexualised female. 

Ahmed’s statement signals a need for the analysis of what constitutes the ‘other’ in this 

case, and for this thesis, can gesture toward an ulterior motive for the feminine 

masquerade of the blonde sign. Otherness in this context can be approached in two 

different ways. First, the otherness of women is not a new concept in theories of 

carnival as evidenced in the discussion earlier in this chapter. The carnivalesque 

woman is always signified as an ‘other’. The second view of otherness works on the 

assumption that the blonde woman is made into a visible subject by virtue of her 

blondeness and therefore she is able to occupy a position closer to the centre of power 

and privilege.  Whereas the non-blonde is othered twice; first as woman and then as 

excluded from the structure of a visible centre, rendering her the marginalised and 

invisible other.  In true carnivalesque spirit, the non-blonde is then able to move within 
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the boundaries of her otherness closer to the visible centre through the feminine 

masquerade of the blonde sign.   

For woman to move from an invisible to a visible subject through feminine 

masquerade of the blonde sign is fraught with paradox. By making the invisible 

visible, specifically, to put on a blonde mask in order to become visible, women then 

join what is essentially the invisible norm – the privileged white majority.21  The 

second paradox is that woman is constructed within an already established visual and 

literary language of the blonde sign that signifies her person. Thus, although she enters 

the field of visibility, she potentially remains as object rather than subject. It is useful 

here to note Ahmed’s position on subject formation in this way, which sees the 

prospective failure of subject formation for the blonde woman through masquerade in 

terms of how ‘subjects assume images which they cannot be or fully inhabit, but the 

images they assume are already differentiated’ (1999, p. 92). This account signals a 

feminine masquerade that uncovers the subject’s position of marginality and 

denounces it through masquerading as an other.  It also suggests that images of 

blondeness are differentiated in a way that is recognised through a pattern of historical 

symbolism invested in this sign which is both reified and legitimised by visual culture.  

This in turn identifies the subject through metonymic description and characterises her 

person according to symbolic association. To assist in the definition of subject 

formation we can refer to Michel Foucault who defines the subject in two ways: 

‘subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a 

conscience or self-knowledge.  Both meanings suggest a form of power that subjugates 

and makes subject to’ (2002, p. 331). Foucault’s model of subject formation can be 

used to help understand how discourses of power operate within feminine masquerade. 

First in relation to the authorised transgression incorporated in carnival, characterised 

in Foucault’s statement above as the subject who is subjected by control and 

                                                 
21 In considering blonde hair as a mark of whiteness, Ahmed, whose argument explores the performance 
of race, states that whiteness ‘guarantees a form of social assimilation’ (Ahmed 1999, p. 93). Further, 
Jane Hendler (2004, p. 43) notes Richard Dyer’s reading of blondeness in the 1950s, declaring that it 
was ‘the ultimate sign of racial ‘purity’ and sexual desirability; that is, it signified the ‘most womanly of 
women’’ (Dyer, cited in Hendler 2004, p. 43). Hendler supports Dyer’s claim, conceding that ‘[a]n 
important aspect of this masquerade, then, reveals the racial component ingrained in white 
(heterosexual) male definitions of female desirability’ (Hendler 2004, p. 43).  
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dependence; the second describes what has been referred to in this thesis as the self-

reflexive performance of blondeness through feminine masquerade. 

In Chapter One, it was established that becoming visible is one way to engage in the 

exchange of power (Dyer 1997).  Due to her high visibility in contemporary visual 

culture, the blonde woman has access to sites of power; or does she? If, as Tseëlon 

claims, masking is a site of special privilege, power and secret knowledge, then the 

subject who ‘passes’ (Ahmed 1999) into visibility through masquerade and enters the 

site of patriarchal power is a potential threat to those who occupy that position; men. 

The blonde woman who moves into this centre transgresses boundaries, and becomes 

part of what Halla Beloff refers to as the ‘central members of the community, men, the 

in-group’ (2001, p. 69). However, she achieves this via self-negation. The notion of 

self-negation in feminine masquerade that is adopted here is best explained by Luce 

Irigaray who describes masquerade is ‘what women do…in order to participate in 

man’s desire, but at the cost of giving up theirs’ (cited in Heath 2000, p. 148).  This 

desire is shared by both sexes and calls for subjectivisation, power and visibility. 

Returning to Beloff’s comment, Natalie Davis concurs in saying that carnival activity 

is ‘part and parcel of conflict over efforts to change the basic distribution of power 

within the society’ (1978, p. 155).  The problem with this carnivalesque method of 

accessing sites of power and privilege is that, following the rules of the carnival 

tradition, it must work within the limits of authorised transgression.  Feminine 

masquerade in this way falls back to symbolic feminine behaviour and drawing on 

associations of the blonde sign paradoxically reinforces woman’s position as ‘other’ in 

the space of the invisible norm.  

By intimating that blonde women can become visible subjects in the space inhabited 

by the invisible suggests a paradoxical position underscored by threat.  This conflict is 

outlined by Tseëlon who writes, ‘female existence ... is simultaneously socially 

invisible while being physically and psychologically visible, an object of the gaze’ 

(1995, p. 54). Therefore, for a woman to enter into the visible centre of power and 

privilege through feminine masquerade of blondeness, she paradoxically positions 

herself as the powerless ‘feminine’ and as such identifies herself as a target of ridicule. 

This calls into question whether such masquerade can ever really be transgressive or 
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whether it simply reinforces the established norm that sees sites of power and privilege 

maintained as a patriarchal domain. The feminine masquerade of blondeness then, is 

enacted by women as ‘a desire for (phallic) power with a charade of powerlessness’ 

(van Lenning, Maas & Leeks 2001, p. 93-94).  The dilemma here is that by repeating 

this performance of powerlessness through the feminine masquerade, blonde women 

potentially negate any power they might accrue and also cast doubt on the credibility 

of their intentions.  In this case, ‘one site of the construction of difference can act as 

the “unmarked background” for another’ (Bell 1999, p. 5). That is, difference is 

constructed on multiple levels and although Bell’s discussion is presented in a racial 

context, this contention forces an evaluation of feminine masquerade performed in a 

way that, at the same time, paradoxically calls to affect the negative labelling and 

social construction of the blonde sign through reiterations of excessive feminisation. In 

describing mimesis as akin to masquerade, Mary Russo cites Irigaray who provides an 

alternative critique to this strategy of feminine masquerade, indicating that ‘[t]o play 

with mimesis is thus, for a woman, to try to recover the place of her exploitation by 

discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it’ (Irigaray, cited in Russo 

1986, p. 223). Power, Russo suggests, is retrieved in another way, to ‘put on femininity 

with a vengeance suggests the power of taking it off’ (1986, p. 224). 

If the performance of blondeness functions to reveal its falsehood then by turn, women 

who disrupt those sites of privilege through imposture reveal those hierarchical 

patriarchal sites as constructions also.  A defence against this threat, real or imagined, 

may be one of the triggers for the circulation of abusive names and nefarious jokes 

surrounding the blonde sign in contemporary culture. This abundance of abusive 

rhetoric suggests the significance of the sign in visual culture and demonstrates the 

tension between desire and derision held for it. Responding to Riviere’s article, 

Stephen Heath wrote of ‘the context of masquerade as defence… in this system of 

male identities and consequent identifications’ (2000, p. 140). Literary theory has 

demonstrated that abusive language was absorbed into the carnivalesque as something 

that was ‘excluded from the sphere of official speech’, where Bakhtin declares it 

‘acquired the nature of laughter and became ambivalent’ (Bakhtin 1984, p. 17).  

Women have long since used what Jo Anna Isaak calls, ‘the revolutionary power of 

women’s laughter’ in her book Feminism and contemporary art (1996), as a strategy 
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of resistance to subject formation through vision and language.22 What is interesting 

here is that the pejorative characteristics attributed to the blonde sign are often 

accommodated and drawn upon to conciliate any threat to that social structure. 

Confounding what is essentially an attack on the self-reflexive blonde woman is her 

acceptance of the stigma created by those jokes and derogatory comments pertaining to 

the blonde sign.  Such labels acquire a public form as they are reiterated by the agent 

through hyperbole, through visual media and by society at large (Jackson 1978). 

Significantly, it is the acting agent who can ascribe such a label to herself through a 

process of self-reflexivity.  Should she be labelled in a way that negates her position, 

the denial of being a natural blonde frees her of any negative associations. This throws 

into doubt the legitimacy of claims that blonde hair is linked to particular behaviours. 

Irony and Intent in the Agency of ‘Blondeness’ 

Ahmed reviews Butler’s theory of gender performance, citing the following from her 

text Gender Trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity (1990):  

‘parodic practices based on a performative theory of gender acts that disrupt the 

categories of the body, sex, gender and sexuality and occasion their subversive 

resignification and proliferation beyond the binary frame’ (Butler, cited in Ahmed 

1999, p. 89).  

Ahmed makes Butler’s account problematic by highlighting that ‘performance is, in 

itself, an occasion which moves ‘beyond’ the (binary) frame of signification and 

containment’. Ahmed goes on to say that Butler: 

implies a certain voluntarism which is displaced on to the subject’s acts, such 
that they become (subjectified as) agents. This voluntarism of acts is tied to a 
theory of transgression: the acts, as agents, can in themselves occasion a 
movement beyond the law (of signification) (1999, p. 90). 

 

                                                 
22  In Chapter One of Feminism and Contemporary Art: The revolutionary power of women’s laughter 
(1996), Jo Anna Isaak elaborates on how artists have explored the construction of woman as sign 
through language in her sub-section titled ‘Grammatica Jocosa’, where she references the work of artists 
like Jenny Holzer and Barbara Kruger (1996, p. 37-46). 
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This thesis suggests that the voluntarism described by Ahmed is neither a condition nor 

a model of transgression in which all women are conscious when they choose to put on 

a mask of blondeness. Inevitably this leads to the question of intentionality or of 

conscious and unconscious mobilisation of laughter (derision) in relation to the 

excessive feminisation of the blonde sign. To establish ironic intent in the performance 

of blondeness, Linda Hutcheon states that ironists ‘wear masks – even if only 

momentarily’, and goes on to say that ‘there exist multiple ‘levels’ of masked intention 

… from absent to ambiguous to (paradoxically) clear’ (Hutcheon 1994, p. 120). 

Therefore, having acknowledged there are women who perform blondeness without a 

sense of self-reflexivity, this section will go on to address those women who 

consciously participate in the ongoing inscription of the blonde sign through feminine 

masquerade. 

Central to the carnivalesque strategy of a self-reflexive feminine masquerade is that 

blondeness is defiled or degraded through hyperbole which creates a crisis for the 

value of blonde hair as a sign in visual culture. Paradoxically, to destabilise the blonde 

myth, the wearer must engage in and perform the myth through feminine masquerade.  

This simultaneously announces her subscription to the idea of the blonde sign as 

having a privileged and desirable position in visual culture. Consequently, the non-

blonde honours the blonde sign when she puts on the blonde mask, reinforcing it as a 

privileged and visible sign. Recognising the complexities of such a position is Ahmed, 

who contends that: 

passing may function at the level of the intentional subject (the subject who 
seeks to pass in order to secure something otherwise unavailable to them), or it 
may function as a misrecognition on the part of others (one may pass for 
something other than one’s self-identification but not seek to, or know it).  
Passing may be successful – in which case the difference between the subject 
and the image assumed becomes unrecognizable – or it may fail – the subject 
may be detected as ‘not being’ the identity assumed (1999, p. 92). 

 

Because strategies of irony and parody used in feminine masquerade are ambivalent, 

the question that continues to surface as we expose this paradox is whether the 

performance of blondeness supports the gender stereotypes that serve to disempower 
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women. The answer could be both yes and no.  In cases of intentional subversion 

women who engage in self-reflexive gender acts potentially contribute to the 

established hierarchies of gender power; while on the contrary, pushing the 

performance into hyperbole enables a critique of dominant cultural codes that sustain 

the signification of the blonde sign. By theatricalising her own submissive position, the 

carnivalised woman may perpetuate dominant stereotypical and sexist attitudes about 

blonde women and as such, mark the dissolution of her transgressive potential. 

However, at the same time as reinforcing the stereotype through participation (in the 

further inscription of the blonde sign) and feminine masquerade, the blonde woman 

undermines this performance as ‘natural’ or inherent to blonde haired women by 

acknowledging and emphasising its artifice. Carnival theorists claim that masquerade 

functions to simultaneously mock while it unmasks the truth (Davis 1978; Eco 1984; 

Tseëlon 2001). Working on the assumption that masquerade reveals what Tseëlon puts 

forward as the ‘real’ or ‘ideal’ self, the woman who is compelled to masquerade as a 

blonde does so to reveal her underlying subversive intention (2001, p. 5). This is yet 

another one of the paradoxes inherent in feminine masquerade in that it appears to 

present ‘the truth in the shape of deception’ (Tseëlon 2001, p. 5). 

Part of the self-reflexivity in the performance of blondeness would involve recognition 

of its historical signification throughout visual culture. Women who consciously wear 

blondeness in this way perform a key role in its implication to feminine masquerade. In 

this way, the spectre of the blonde woman in visual culture effectively produces a 

double play. Babcock describes this type of performance as ‘symbolically 

manipulating material that is already operating primarily on the symbolic level of 

interpretation’ (1978, p. 30). What is remarkable about the performance of blondeness 

in its contemporary context is that women who knowingly engage in this activity do 

not abjure its socio-cultural status as a label or stigma; rather they embrace it as a 

strategy for an oblique access to privilege. For Bruce Jackson, granting the subject 

agency in their actions can be most often assured where he concedes that ‘[p]eople 

usually know when they are acting in those behaviours, just as they know when they 

are acting in most other roles that have acquired a public label and a public definition’ 

(1978, p. 265). Sean Nixon, through Foucault, sets up an alternate premise of agency in 

action when it comes to the performance of blondeness. Nixon refers to Foucault’s 
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‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault 1988) where the identity of an individual can be 

articulated by ‘particular representations as a performance based upon the citing and 

reiteration of discursive norms’ (Nixon 1997, p. 323).  These ‘discursive norms’ are 

based in historical formulations of the blonde sign which inform its signification today.  

However, Nixon claims that Foucault’s formulations do not take into account the 

different ways that individuals resist these discursive formations (Nixon 1997).  The 

blonde woman who knowingly engages in feminine masquerade and draws on a strong 

history of associations typifying ‘blonde behaviour’ is strategic in her self-negation as 

a means to gain a privileged and powerful position. This may be one way to develop 

what Foucault refers to as a ‘new economy of power relations … through the 

antagonism of strategies’ (2000, p. 329). Through excessive feminisation of the blonde 

sign, the agent cites the norms that establish the negative associations of ‘blondeness’, 

bringing to the fore the ways in which assumptions are naturalised through behaviour 

to reinforce myth at the same time as destabilising those assumptions through a self-

reflexive approach. 

Strategy, in relation to power, is outlined by Foucault as ‘the way in which a partner in 

a certain game acts with regard to what he thinks should be the action of the others and 

what he considers the others think to be his own; it is the way in which one seeks to 

have the advantage over others’ (2000, p. 346).  By referring to this as a ‘game’, 

Foucault suggests a form of play at work in the struggle for access to power which is 

also relevant to understanding the performance of blondeness as feminine masquerade. 

Significantly, theorists of carnival acknowledge the ludic function in symbolic 

inversion and carnival activity (Babcock 1978; Eco 1984; Turner 1977).  This notion 

of the play element in feminine masquerade has the potential to relieve the risk of 

discovery from ‘within a restrictive or artificial environment in which social threat can 

paradoxically be expressed without threatening’ (Babcock 1978, p. 25).   That is, 

woman is able to maintain her position of privilege by conceding her actions as 

deliberately ironic or playful.  This process of ironic distancing ensures that she is then 

free to indulge in imposture because, as Turner puts it, ‘[a]fter all, it [is] ‘merely 

women’ who [are] acting in this disorderly way’ (1977, p. 42). At the same time as 

creating a dissociation between oneself and one’s image, such a concession gives rise 

to multiple identifications on behalf of both the masked and her ‘audience’ and 
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suggests a reflexive awareness of the blonde myth. Russo terms this, with reference to 

Bakhtin, ‘dialogical laughter, the laughter of intertext’ (1986, p. 226) where the 

carnivalisation of the blonde myth stages a dialogical exchange that has the potential to 

frame new social formations of the blonde sign. 

A fundamental problem with assuming the performance of blondeness as intentionally 

ironic is that for it to be interpreted as such there would need to be a level of 

understanding within the ‘discursive communities’ to which that performance was 

aimed (Hutcheon 1994, p. 120).  That is, the audience or public would need to possess 

an awareness of the irony in the theatricalisation of femininity associated with the 

blonde sign.  Given the complexity of framing irony in this way, a tacit understanding 

of stereotyped or symbolic action cannot be assured and is difficult to gauge; a 

problem acknowledged by singer Blondie (Deborah Harry) when she claimed the 

public misunderstood her ironic display of black roots (Harry 1999). Every 

‘performance’ is contextually dependant and includes variables such as the space 

where the performance occurs, the nature of the spectator and how they interpret the 

performance, if they understand it as such. Irony, Hutcheon posits, is always 

intentional although ‘whether the attribution be made by the encoder or the decoder 

depends on intention and interpretation’ (Hutcheon 1994, p. 118). However, one might 

suggest that not all performances would impel the audience toward a reassessment of 

commonly held cultural beliefs and values assigned to blondeness (Lloyd 1999). 

Therein lies the dilemma of women who apply the blonde mask with a subversive or 

self-reflexive intention. There is always the potential that feminine masquerade of the 

blonde sign will render blonde women estranged from their own transgressive intent. 

Nonetheless, by deploying Riviere’s methods of feminine masquerade along with 

Bakhtin’s carnivalesque resistance to ‘official’ culture, women who engage in the 

blonde sign self-reflexively are able to mount an effective counterchallenge to cultural 

constructions of blondeness. 

One artist who has recognised the paradoxical position of blonde women as a 

phenomenon ripe for critique is Italian-born, English performance artist Vanessa 

Beecroft whose work will be discussed at length in the following chapter. By framing 

the performance of blondeness in a reflexive way, and within the conventions of 
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performance art, Beecroft presents the collusion between the audience and the masked 

and the signification of the blonde sign in visual culture more broadly.  The critique of 

the archetypal blonde woman presented by artists like Beecroft can ‘invoke and draw 

upon the power of any traditional associations the audience might have, and still set up 

a marked context which … ironize[s] those very associations and their seemingly 

lasting power’ (Hutcheon 1994, p. 160).  Chapter Three analyses specific Beecroft 

performances which can be read as tools for re-evaluation of the signification of ‘the 

blonde’ in visual culture. Beecroft intimates the reflexive awareness of the blonde 

woman and the way in which she is stereotyped in the West by representing the self-

negating blonde woman in multiples, implicating both the audience and the arts 

institution. While the playful function identified above is intentionally lacking in 

Beecroft’s work, it does contribute to a contemporary model of feminine masquerade 

and implicates the status quo in established attitudes to the blonde sign. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Performing Blondeness — a case study of the work of 
Vanessa Beecroft 

In most of Vanessa Beecroft’s performances the models, under specific instruction, do 

not move at all, in other performances they move slowly, languidly, though not very 

far. They do not engage with the audience, or if this does occur, it is in the form of a 

quick and evasive glance. Nor do they reciprocate any response from the audience. In 

these circumstances, the viewer is left to stare and project their vision, their desire and 

their identification (or non-identification) onto the models. Compelled to watch, 

though unsure of what they are watching, the viewer waits in the promise of some 

action or for a signal of recognition of their presence, their scrutiny, that their desiring 

gaze might be returned. The viewer is left embarrassed as their attentions are 

unrequited. Other members of the audience acknowledge the presence of the other 

viewers. They are spectators who play a role in the spectacle, engaged in the process of 

voyeuristic evaluation of the bodies performing in front of them.  

Beecroft’s performances, which are informed by stereotypical art, film and fashion 

icons, have been well documented since 1993. Titled simply and progressively VB01, 

VB02, VB03 and so on, her performances have varied in terms of their use of 

masquerade. To examine her entire oeuvre would be to observe a process of distilling. 

The performances have evolved from largely improvised events involving clothed, 

‘real’ women under minimal instruction, to carefully orchestrated spectacles of epic 

proportion using naked or near naked models. Beecroft’s work is based in ideas of 

control and instruction. To date, she has appeared in only one of her performances, a 

special project titled SP VBGDW (2000), which was also her wedding. Otherwise 

Beecroft performs the role of director, ordering the models to behave according to 

specific instructions. The rules of a typical performance are as follows: 

Do not talk, do not interact with the others, do not whisper, do not laugh, do not 
move theatrically, do not move too slowly, be simple, be natural, be detached, 
be classic, be unapproachable, be tall, be strong, do not be sexy, do not be rigid, 
do not be casual, assume the state of mind that you prefer (calm, strong, 
neutral, indifferent, proud, polite, superior), behave as if you were dressed, 
behave as if no one were in the room, you are like an image, do not establish 
contact with the outside, maintain your position as much as you can, remember 
the position that you have been assigned, do not all sit down at the same time, 
do not make the same movements at the same time, alternate resting and 
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attentive positions, if you are tired, sit, if you have to leave, do so in silence, 
hold out until the end of the performance, interpret the rules naturally, do not 
break the rules, you are the essential element of the composition, your actions 
reflect on the group, towards the end you can lie down, just before the end 
stand straight up (Beecroft in Beccaria 2003, pp. 18-19). 

 

The instructions are clear and yet subject to the models’ individual interpretation. 

Depending on the performance, the instructions are limited, though some are 

applicable to every performance and have been so since her first performance in 1993; 

they are: do not talk, do not move too fast, do not interact with the audience, sit down 

if you are tired. The rules, like those of carnival, ‘exist within a strictly regulated 

formal environment’ (Meneguzzo 2004, p. 157), ending as the performance does. 

Some of her performances, particularly VB45, 2001 (Fig. 24) and VB46, 2001 (Fig. 25) 

can be seen as exemplars of the performance of blonde hair as a sign and mask and 

will be discussed here at length. 

Performances: VB45, 2001 and VB46, 2001 

In 2001 at the Kunsthalle Wien in Vienna, Beecroft exhibited VB45 where forty-seven 

blonde women wearing black thigh high boots stood silent in drill formation. Apart 

from high heeled shoes, the women stood nude, staring blankly into space. No words 

were spoken, no deliberate movements made, the women stood to attention until they 

eventually tired and began to slump, sit, or lie down on the spot. Later in 2001, VB46 

presented a similar sculptural tableau to VB45. This time twenty-eight women, some 

with dyed platinum blonde hair others with platinum blonde wigs, stood in formation 

in the stark white-walled Gagosian Gallery in Los Angeles. Once again, there was no 

obvious narrative to the performance and no ‘action’. After a specified time, the 

‘performance’ ended.23 VB46 is one of Beecroft’s works which best exemplifies how 

blondeness is ‘performed’ and identifies its process of signification in the broader 

cultural sphere of Western society. Both works evoke allegories of the parade in their 

composition and choreography (Tazzi 1999; Hickey 2000), articulated in 

contemporary visual language, and employ elements of carnival and masquerade.

                                                 
23 Performances VB45 and VB46 ran between two to three hours. 
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Fig. 24. VB45 performed at the Kunsthalle Wien in Vienna, 2001.
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Fig. 25. VB46, 2001 installed in the 360 degree cyclorama at the Sony Studios in Hollywood for 
documentation prior to the performance in the Richard Meyer space of the Gagosian Gallery in Beverly 
Hills. 
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In these performances Beecroft emphasises the idea of the hair as mask by instructing 

the models either to wear wigs or to dye their hair blonde. In this way, she places 

emphasis on the performative role of what she describes as her ‘visual subjects’ 

(Beecroft, cited in Kamps 2002, p. 42) or, her ‘plain material’ (Beecroft, cited in 

Kellein 2003, p. 30).  The model’s job is to be looked at, to stand for all women and to 

represent the desire of what is being modelled — in this case, her blonde hair, her sex, 

and her shoes. The models represent the artifice of blondeness; they explicitly exhibit 

the masquerade, parodying it by using wigs or by dying and painting their hair. 

Beecroft highlights this masquerade as a gendered phenomenon through the exclusive 

use of the female model, and their inherent to-be-looked-at-ness (Mulvey 1975). These 

performances intentionally operate as ‘feminine’ acts. The models’ shoes function as 

identifiably feminine apparel, and the blonde hair as a mask defines blonde women 

according to cultural constructions of the blonde sign. Thus the exaggeration of these 

characteristics and their associations becomes overt, ironically through lack of 

extraneous information, such as clothing and other props that could potentially 

influence the reading of the work as a whole. The models are literally stripped down to 

the elemental signs of the signification of blonde hair and its relationship to feminine 

masquerade. The viewers stand facing naked flesh, blonde hair, high heels and nothing 

else and as such, a distilled or pure articulation of blondeness as it operates as a 

signifier in Western culture is presented. Beecroft demonstrates what Amelia Jones 

and Andrew Stephenson describe as ‘surfacing the performative dimension of meaning 

production’ (1999, p. 6). In this way, Beecroft is able to redress age-old issues of 

stereotype using the time-honored modes of art production, theatre and performance. 

Marcella Beccaria states in her interview with Beecroft that employing performance is 

one way of ‘creating a dimension separate from the normal flow of events, imposing 

conditions so that each performance can qualify as precise “experience”’ (2003, p. 17). 

However, while both masquerade and spectacle are evident, and the performative 

function of the ‘actors’ is being fulfilled (they understand and perform according to 

Beecroft’s instruction), the intentions of the author are altogether clouded by the lack 

of events or narrative, making the performances difficult to read. In ‘Female 

Grotesques: Carnival and Theory’ (1986), Mary Russo defines spectacle as a risk 

particular to women who inadvertently step into the field of visibility. Russo goes on 
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identify this as a strategy of self-negation in feminine masquerade; one which allows 

us to contest questions of difference and gender constructions (Russo 1986). This 

description of spectacle in feminine masquerade supports our understanding of 

Beecroft’s work in that she uses spectacle deliberately to challenge constructions of the 

blonde woman in contemporary visual culture. Of course, the nudity of the models is 

also problematic and may potentially counter Beecroft’s ability to successfully 

challenge this reading because nudity used in this way emphasises the characteristics 

of sexual difference. Beecroft concedes this is one dilemma in the reading of her work, 

though she insists it is used as a tool for ‘[p]rovocation, pushing forward the limits of 

society, or seeing what happens if certain taboos are touched upon’ (Beecroft in 

Beccaria 2003, p. 18). 

The Performers 

By using models as subjects, that is, women who work as fashion models, Beecroft 

engages with paradigms of western ideals of beauty in order to critique the industry 

that supports and maintains such artifice. That she brings this masquerade to light in 

the gallery space connects those bodily aesthetics, as also represented throughout the 

history of art, with those industries that inform and market these ideals to the 

consuming public today; that is, the film, fashion, advertising and cosmetic industries. 

As preferences for body type go in and out of fashion, Beecroft presents the current 

ideal repetitively using models made into near-identical multiples by strict codes of 

appearance and behaviour to arrive at an effect of banality. The stereotype of the 

nubile blonde is performed in sculptural tableaux by passionless and robotic living 

mannequins who, in their sameness and numbers, become devoid of sensuality.  

Collectively, the models metonymically represent any and every blonde woman. They 

operate as symbolic signs identified and defined by their blonde hair, who challenge 

traditional and current representations of blonde women. 

The method of control employed by Beecroft is metaphoric of the way women’s 

identities are controlled through social and cultural institutions that prescribe how to 

behave, look, walk etc. The model, representing all women, is treated as a pawn and 

functions to underline the performative aspect of how blonde women present 
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themselves and how they are generally instructed in this presentation by numerous and 

diverse social forces. One contradiction that arises from Beecroft’s representation is 

that her models have no voice, and women who engage blondeness in a self-reflexive 

way insist they are allowed a voice through their employment of masquerade. By 

denying her subjects agency in this way, Beecroft’s models are at risk of what Linda 

Weintraub describes as being ‘relegated to the status of statues’. Concerned by the 

artists’ intentions, Weintraub goes on to suggest that Beecroft greedily claims ‘the 

artist’s role for herself’ (2003, p. 226). Why then would Beecroft deny this of her 

models?  

One answer to this dilemma is that she brings to the fore the irony of the position 

where although women have gained a voice in the so-called grand narratives of the 

socio-historical signification of their bodies as a sign, they are still presented as 

spectacle, influenced and instructed by cultural forces in meaning production. Sarah 

Valdez, in her article ‘Naked Truths’, cites Thelma Golden, chief curator at the Studio 

Museum in Harlem, in pointing out the ‘sticky area of ownership and authenticity 

when women represent themselves, their own bodies. There’s this sense that if you 

make the image, you own it, you control it’ (Valdez 2003, p. 101). This statement 

addresses the will of the model as a participant in this spectacle. Their objection to the 

masquerade would surely be marked by their absence. Valdez assures us that Beecroft 

conceives her performers as ‘an army to empower women’ (2003, p. 101), while other 

critics condemn her omission of the model’s labour in her acclaim as artist for the 

performances (Hainley 2001; Weintraub 2003). The models gain neither credit nor 

status for their performance, thus discrediting their position as one of power. Here we 

can suggest that as with any army at the forefront of political, or in this case, cultural 

change, there are always sacrifices. What Beecroft does is represent those silenced 

women in history and the manufacturing of sexual difference in the collective cultural 

imagination. These are her silent soldiers facing the gaze, speculation, evaluation and 

judgment unflinchingly. They are a parody of perfection that celebrates a mannequin-

like falseness, highlighting the signification of the blonde woman as under 

construction and under instruction. 
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Throughout the performance the spectators observe the rules imposed by the art 

institution in tacit agreement. For all intents and purposes, one function of the look-

but-don’t-touch rule of the art gallery or museum is preservation of the artwork. 

However, what is understood as an art object has been blurred in this instance. These 

are living sculptures, whose role in the preservation of the work is dependent upon 

personal strength and endurance, making the observation of the rules all the more 

complex. For Meneguzzo, the audience, like the models, are called upon for ‘steely 

self-control, seen in the rules of etiquette that the artist [and art institution] imposes on 

performers and spectators alike’ (2004, p. 157), thus enforcing a masked response on 

behalf of the viewer. Here the viewer is ‘denied both the privacy of contemplating a 

representation and the intimacy of participating in a real encounter’ (Hickey 2000, p. 

7). Observing this understanding between viewer and models, Beecroft acknowledges 

the importance of their complicity to gallery conventions:  

I intend this work for an audience accustomed to a museum, who look at it as if 
it was an art exhibition, as if they were going to see sculpture or painting. 
Usually there are no boundaries, no directions, but the audience automatically 
takes a position in the space and does not approach the girls. It’s up to them to 
decide for how long they are going to view it-five seconds, for half an hour, or 
for the entire length of the show. The audience for this work is mostly the art 
world, who usually does not touch paintings, does not touch sculptures, does 
not even try to interact with my works because it’s supposed to be something 
you are going to look at. So I never had problems (Beecroft, cited in Weintraub 
2003, p. 227). 

 

However, as confirmed by Beecroft’s many detractors, such a provocative female 

presence disturbs some viewers. Beecroft’s use of nudity in VB45 was criticised by 

Bruce Hainley as desublimating (Hainley 2001, p. 190). Achieving invisibility when 

representing the nude female, as she claims to want to do, is a near impossible task. 

The nude in art history is a heavily loaded and highly visible subject.  Michelle 

Falkenstein introduces Beecroft as one of a group of artists who ‘reject the passive 

female role and assert themselves by using their own lives and bodies, or the bodies of 

surrogates, as subject matter’ (1999, p. 159). Nancy Spector also defends Beecroft, 

saying ‘women using their bodies and owning their sexuality have always been 

perceived as bad or dangerous … it has always been coded as body art when men do it 
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and women’s art when women do it’ (Spector, cited in Falkenstein 1999, p. 160). This 

begs the question; would a viewing public respond differently to the work if it were 

done by a male artist? Or perhaps, if Beecroft ignored the female body as the agent of 

this phenomenon and present the feminine masquerade in some other way? Perhaps 

they would rather see it communicated in a less flagrant way, in the form of a painting 

for example. However, this solution would only add to the art historical tradition of the 

possessing male gaze. At least in this way, the models have a choice to meet that 

tyranny of the gaze - albeit as detached in some way - and in so doing, reject it. Either 

way, the problem still exists; Beecroft is simply demonstrating it most directly. 

Some critics make analogies between Beecroft’s performances and ‘girly shows’ 

(Hickey 2000; Weintraub 2003). Should one of Beecroft’s spectacles appear in any 

other situation but a respected arts institution, this criticism would be met with 

immutable response. The models are not obliged to perform in any way that requires 

personal skill, apart from being able to stand to attention at length. Indeed, Jan 

Avgikos qualifies Beecroft’s performances as ‘non-events’ (Avgikos 1999, p. 109). It 

is their hair, their bodies and their shoes that perform for them. In her essay ‘Ugliness’, 

Nina Athanassoglou-Kallmyer articulates one characteristic of Mikhail Bakhtin’s 

theory of the carnivalesque as ‘two separate, antithetical, and antagonistic cultural 

spheres: a “high” official sphere associated with oppressive state ideology, and a “low” 

popular, folkloric one’(2003, p. 284). While the art museum no longer operates as an 

oppressive force in state and other cultural ideologies, the girly-show connotations that 

accompany Beecroft’s work do challenge the edifying experiences usually expected 

from arts institutions. Peter Stallybrass and Allon White extend their view of 

carnivalesque activity as beyond simply low or oppositional. They view Bakhtin’s 

rebellious carnival as a ‘cultural, social, and economic crossroads, indeed a hybrid 

place, that brought together opposing elements, conservative and progressive, domestic 

and cosmopolitan, familiar and exotic, bourgeois and plebeian’ (Stallybrass & White, 

cited in Athanassoglou-Kallmyer 2003, p. 284). The deployment of what may be 

considered philistinism suggests evidence of carnivalesque strategies of parody and 

resistance are at work in Beecroft’s performances. In this way, her use of irony and 

parody counters the victimhood of blonde women through her models as it evokes a 

sense of knowing reflexivity in the models’ actions. Stallybrass and White argue that 
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the inversions of carnival introduced by Bakhtin mediate ‘between a 

classical/classificatory body and its negations, its Others, what it excludes to create its 

identity as such’ (Stallybrass & White 1986, p. 26). It is possible here to draw upon the 

many writers who compare Beecroft’s performances to the works of old masters. For 

example, Deitch suggests that as the overall composition of the performance begins to 

deteriorate, ‘the girls seem to have internalized many of the gestures one associates 

with figures in well known European paintings and sculpture’ (2003, p. 27). Perhaps 

Beecroft is parodying the representation of thousands of passive and anonymous 

(blonde) female subjects in art history, resisting the prevailing socio-cultural and 

political forces aligned with classicism by presenting the blonde woman as a flesh and 

blood reality.  

One outstanding characteristic of performances VB45 and VB46 is the selection of 

homogeneous models. In an attempt to achieve a certain minimalism, the models 

bodies are treated uniformly by using white body paint, identical makeup, hair and 

shoes. Beecroft stated in an interview with Beccaria that she classified certain 

performances as monochromes, ‘even if they are not’ (Beecroft, cited in Beccaria 

2003, p. 19).24 Thomas Kellein describes Beecroft’s monochromatic approach of 

Beecroft’s as ‘flesh and blood minimalism’ (Kellein 2003, p.30). This minimalist 

approach reached its peak in her performance VB46, 2001. With their individual 

characteristics deliberately masked, the impression is one of featurelessness, or of a 

collective identity. Strangely, they appear disembodied in their collective presence. 

However, this observation of homogeneity is challenged by Germano Celant when he 

cites Beecroft’s explanation of her choice of performers where she states ‘each one has 

a portrait, a difference, is never homogenous, since all the girls are different from one 

another’ (Beecroft, cited in Celant 2003, p. 25), though this comment appears post-

VB45 and VB46. Pier Luigi Tazzi writes how the repetition of supposed sameness in 

Beecroft’s models gives way to variation with prolonged inspection, saying that 

                                                 
24 Beecroft’s use of monochrome in her performances (e.g. the thematic use of beige for VB16, 1996; 
black for VB19, 1996; white for VB39, 1999; and for VB40, 1999 she used red) stems from her 
admiration for Abstract Expressionism and Modernist works, such as Kasimir Malevich’s paintings. She 
states: ‘I don’t manage it [monochrome] except in the indirect form of representation. I am not capable 
of creating abstract works, which I feel are more noble, but which burden me with doubts about being 
decorative. And so I limit myself to declaring a color through representations … where a dominant color 
exists’ (Beecroft in Beccaria 2003, p. 19). 
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‘individual identity persists despite first impression’ (1999, p. 95). That Beecroft’s 

performances are sometimes interspersed with what she refers to as ‘real girls’25 does 

nothing to detract from the sameness of the models in VB45 and VB46.  

By displaying the body as anti-individualist, Beecroft makes the general idea of blonde 

women as a stereotype and a western cultural obsession perspicuous. Presenting the 

models in depersonalised multiples suggests that Beecroft is critiquing conformity to 

standardised ideals of beauty at the same time as creating an illusion of integration. It 

also recalls Bakhtin’s theory of the collective social body presented through the 

carnivalesque. This paragon of beauty has become a commodity supported by the 

industries that Beecroft references, filtered down from the highest echelons of cultural 

production to the average women, and available in a do-it-yourself kit for a relatively 

small sum of money. At a time where the Caucasian exerts a strangle over world 

politics through force, to be blonde is an ever popular choice - a safe choice, where one 

becomes both visible in terms of privilege, a part of this collective identity, yet 

invisible by moving away from the margins of ‘otherness’, rejecting a minority (and 

thus potentially threatening) classification.  

By connecting ‘the colours and the forms [of the models] to the history of the space’26, 

Celant maintains that Beecroft confirms ‘woman as the reflecting mirror of the world’, 

implicating the arts and other cultural institutions alongside the spectators in the 

process of signification (2003, p. 25). Judith Butler writes that ‘feminist critique ought 

also to understand how the category of “women”, the subject of feminism, is produced 

and restrained by the very structures of power through which emancipation is sought’ 

(Butler, cited in de Zegher 1996, p. 37). A critique of the historical representation of 

women by cultural institutions operates in Beecroft’s work in that she takes the 

archetypal representation of the blonde woman into the gallery space — to the 

founding source of its cultural inscription — and under the auspice of the art 

                                                 
25 Beecroft employs professional models chosen from photographs supplied by a casting agent. 
However, she claims that in the interest of realism, women are approached on the street (either by 
herself or by the gallery) to participate in her performances (Beecroft in Kontova & Gioni 2003, p. 96). 
The term ‘real girls’, then, refers to those women who participate in Beecroft’s performances and are not 
professional models.  
26 The models are chosen based on their similarities (height, dimensions, age and race), the 
characteristics of the performance venue, their ‘resemblance to familiar traits or favorite images’, and on 
Beecroft’s formal arrangements for the performance (Beecroft in Kontova & Gioni 2003, p. 96).    
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museum’s cultural authority, contests those ideals in a contemporary arts arena. This 

connection is particularly demonstrable in Beecroft’s choice of locale for the 

documentation of VB46, which occurred prior to installation and performance at the 

Gagosian Gallery, in a ‘seamless white 360-degree cyclorama at the Sony studios in 

Hollywood’ (Beecroft in Beccaria 2003, p. 325). While the cyclorama presents as a 

monochromatic and context-less background for documentation, its location places it 

as one of the greatest forces of meaning production in contemporary culture today. By 

mocking the ideal of stereotype through the homogenisation of her models, Beecroft 

criticises representations of blonde women as portrayed by the cultural institutions she 

references as instruments of authority through which such portrayals are constituted. 

The strategy of dying hair blonde to gain visibility identified in Beecroft’s work 

ironically seems to backfire in VB46. The models appear bleached out, aided by the 

klieg lighting27, and appear as a mass of white hair and flesh with their features 

blending together, rendering this blonde ‘army’ a-sensual. Desire here is deflated due 

to the over-prescription of nudity which itself becomes like a suit. Nothing is left to the 

imagination, a faculty where lack often triggers a search for a substitute to that desire.  

In this case, that substitute is transferred to other tangible elements of the performance, 

such as the blonde hair. The confluence of blonde hair and nudity of the models shows 

that as women, they are registered physically, linking popular associations of sexual 

availability and eroticism. Beecroft subverts the feminine masquerade of the blonde 

stereotype as passive and self-negating and reinvents the archetypal blonde as a vision 

of potent self-possession by confronting the viewer with models who perform with 

stoicism. What Beecroft does not do is eroticise her models through action. The 

eroticism, if there is any, exists solely in the mind of the spectator.  

In addition to the homogeneity of her subjects, the work must also be discussed in 

terms of composition. The formation in which the models are arranged simultaneously 

closes them off as a unit, while it opens them to inspection. The models appear as 

trapped in the gaze of the viewer, yet defensive in stance, like a front line ready to act 

if directed. As a defense, confrontation and embodiment of the stereotyped blonde 

woman, these models are vulnerable and yet strong — an oxymoron which describes 

                                                 
27 Klieg lights are carbon arc lamps that emit intense light and are used in producing motion pictures. 
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the general condition of blonde women.  With nothing to hide and armed only with 

their collective blonde mask and spiked heels, they stand indifferent to the audience 

which, with no acknowledgement of their presence, are inevitably left to reflect on 

their own sense of judgment.  

Spectatorship in Beecroft’s Work 

Beecroft organises the performances as spectacle with intent to implicate the viewer, 

who both Celant and Meneguzzo describe as ‘co-protagonists’  in the act of 

signification (Celant 2003, p. 23; Meneguzzo 2004, p. 158) (Fig. 26-27). The viewer is 

essential in this ongoing dialogue and maintenance of the signification of blondeness 

as a sign in this work and on a broader social level. Bakhtin’s dialogical exchange can 

be transcribed into visual terms when considering the processes of understanding, 

interpretation and dialogue between artist, artwork and audience.28 When considering 

the viewer in the production of meaning, Jones and Stephenson claim them to be 

‘entangled in intersubjective spaces of desire, projection, and identification’ (1999, p. 

1). Here they project their desire, ideas and expectations about blondeness which are 

manifest by the models’ performance. The embodiment of blonde hair as sign in 

Beecroft’s performances demonstrate how the performative and gendered body 

engages in and critiques ‘the operative discursive conventions and a distinctive 

Western taxonomy (with all of the normative assumptions of race, class, gender, sexual 

orientation, and otherwise, that this entails) which serves to authorize and naturalise 

[such] readings as “truthful”’ (Jones & Stephenson 1999, pp. 2-3). That is to say, 

Beecroft’s performances embody the assumptions and characteristics associated with 

blondeness according to wide-spread stereotypical beliefs. She places the desiring 

viewer in a position where they are aware only of themselves and their projected views 

of and assumptions about the blonde models — a self-reflexive position. Jones and 

Stephenson substantiate this in saying ‘[t]he interpreter is engaged and exposed in 

                                                 
28 ‘DIALOGISM: An increasingly popular idea, often understood simply as multivocality, but actually 
introduced in Mikhail Bakhtin's The Dialogic Imagination as part of a critique of Saussurean linguistics. 
Bakhtin thought Saussure's rather abstract system was devoid of social context, and he argued that a 
speaker's utterances were always directed at others, who in turn would produce countering utterances, as 
in a dialogue, hence dialogism. Rather than having a relatively fixed significance, a sign was more of a 
changing field, a centre of contention between speakers in different voices (see heteroglossia). Further, 
because these voices are produced by different social conditions, the dialogue is profoundly ideological’ 
(http://www.arts.ouc.bc.ca/fina/glossary/d_list.html). 
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relation to [their] individual investments [and] institutional affiliations’ (1999, p. 4). 

The models intensify this given that their position is also one of self-negation. Though 

voluntarily working on instructions to do so from the artist, they represent the woman 

who aspires to blondeness and therefore, its associated value.  

Beecroft implicates the viewer in their scopophilic activity, intentionally highlighting 

the act of desire through the performance of feminine masquerade using gendered 

props such as dyed blonde hair and high heels which are immediate identifiers of 

women’s social practices. While a potential by-product of the performance is the 

objectification of blonde women, Beecroft, in allowing the viewer to indulge in a 

desiring act, places the responsibility of signification back onto the viewer by silencing 

her performers who do or say nothing to substantiate that objectification, other than 

simply ‘being’. According to Margaret Olin, ‘[r]espect for the power of the gaze 

survives today in the injunction not to stare, and the need to ask permission before 

watching someone at work or play’, placing the viewer in a difficult position (2003, p. 

324). It might be assumed that the invitation-only audience are selected for their 

reputation as informed and critical readers of cultural practice; however, when 

confronted with these spectacles, the viewer cannot help but slip into superficial 

judgement of the performer’s bodies. Although Beecroft’s work privileges the gaze, it 

simultaneously destabilises it through confrontation – mirroring it in the audience 

whose gaze is turned onto themselves through lack of reciprocation from the models. It 

is in the viewer that the meaning of the work is produced. 

The knowing complicity of the models captured in the scrutinising gaze of the public 

acts out blonde woman’s method of inviting that gaze. Here we can understand the 

privileged position of the spectator as powerful. As was established in Chapter Two, 

power is gained by capturing and sustaining the gaze of the centre majority. Entering 

this field of vision is parallel to entering the centre of power and opportunity. For a 

blonde woman, this entry is underwritten by her sex and therefore seen as non-

threatening. This allows her to move away from the margins, from invisibility, and the 

‘otherness’ of the carnival subject. Jones and Stephenson, with reference to Peggy 

Phelan’s book Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (1993), raise the question as to 

whether visibility is ‘necessarily a desirable goal for subjects seeking to reject or 
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transform their position of marginality’ (Jones & Stephenson 1999, p. 6). This 

situation presents as self-negation, demonstrated in Beecroft’s performance of 

‘particularised bodies’ (Jones & Stephenson 1999, p. 6). Whilst the subject enters the 

centre-field of vision, it may serve to reinforce their position of marginality by 

masquerading as an other (other than oneself) (Ahmed 1999). A concern that ‘the 

limits of the “subversive” are always already inscribed within the dominant culture 

[and] may merely serve to define and reinforce those parameters’ (Smith 1997, p. 1), 

would in these performances see that stereotypes relating to blonde women are upheld, 

keeping them in a paradoxical position of desire and derision. However, risking 

symbolism in this way may prevent Beecroft effecting change to the popular public 

opinion and stereotype of blonde women. Jan Avgikos suggests a way in which the 

responsibility of this signification is returned to the viewer:  

Beecroft’s tableaux vivants represent a model “cultural body” –one imaged 
continuously throughout our visual-media culture (which is why it’s so 
familiar). As it turns out, the body we aspire to is a body that’s not only 
standardized, but reproducible and, indeed, mass-producible. It’s a body that 
echoes the aesthetics of mass culture in that it’s generic and assembly-line 
perfect. When deployed as art, these girls have the potential to speak about the 
way we are objectified, colonized, and commodified by technology (1999, p. 
106). 

 

In addressing the standardised and mass-producible body, Avgikos alludes to the 

homogenisation of Beecroft’s models as ‘composed through the subverted rhetoric of 

women’s fashion’ (Jones 2000, p. 39). It is this observation of these bodies as 

paradigms of the collective imagination that brings into focus how the work can be 

read as a critique of the spectator’s role in making judgements of blondes as archetypal 

women.  

What then can be said of Beecroft as part of her own audience? Jones and Stephenson 

(1999) take into account the artist as first viewer of the work. Credited as artist and 

creator of the performance yet engaging in it from the sidelines, Beecroft remains 

unseen, assuming an invisible directorial role. She is at once the director and the 

protagonist, the seducer and the seduced, visualising that which she also (as part of her 

own audience) desires. It would seem that Beecroft is ‘performing’ for herself. The 
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models become, by proxy, a simulacral production symbolising her desire as she 

negotiates her experience of feminine masquerade through their performance, 

alongside her audience. For the models representing blonde women, Beecroft 

accentuates the limits of feminine masquerade by signalling its eventual disintegration 

in the composition and self-composure of the models. Beecroft demonstrates the 

control of social forces manifest in rules of how women are to appear and behave and 

how these rules must eventually be overcome, or conversely, how they eventually 

overwhelm their subjects into submission. As part of her own audience, Tazzi claims 

that Beecroft commits a ‘ritual suicide’, being ‘replaced by a parade of individuals 

who are captured in a moment of shame and vulnerability, which are also reflections of 

those of the individual as an artist’.29 However, he goes on to declare that she ‘looks 

beyond that individualism which up until the present has dominated the history of 

western art and made the solitude of the artist an exemplum’ (Tazzi 1999, p. 96), 

suggesting that Beecroft is involved in an altogether different engagement with the 

heteroglossia.30 That is, rather than occupying the singular position as either subject, 

art object or viewer, Beecroft (metaphorically or literally) assumes all three positions 

at once in an attempt to represent the multiplicity of viewpoints in relation to feminine 

masquerade of the blonde sign. 

                                                 
29 Beecroft’s insecurities about her own body image are well documented as a driving force in her work. 

30 ‘Bakhtin's view of heteroglossia has been often employed in the context of the postmodern critique of 
the perceived teleological and authoritarian character of modernist art and culture. In particular, the 
latter's strong disdain for popular forms of art and literature … has been criticised as a proponent of 
monoglossia; practitioners of cultural studies have used Bakhtin's conceptual framework to theorise the 
critical reappropriation of mass-produced entertainment forms by the public’ 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heteroglossia). 
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Fig. 26. A broader view of VB45, 2001, at the Kunsthalle Wien including the audience. 
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Fig. 27. Documentation from an earlier performance, VB43, 2000, gauging the audience’s reactions. 

 81
 



Power in Beecroft’s Performances 

There are many complex relationships of power in VB45 and VB46. Relationships to 

the exchange of power appear in Beecroft’s work in several interchangeable ways: 

between Beecroft and model; model and viewer; and Beecroft and viewer. Reflected 

generally in these categories are attitudes to class, race and gender that permeate visual 

media to validate and maintain the signification of the blonde sign as performed 

through feminine masquerade.  

Between Beecroft and Model 

The directorial role played by Beecroft is one that presents an ethical dilemma. One 

description that emerges in reviews of her work is that it is fascist (Bryson 1999; 

Falkenstein 1999; Hainley 2001; Seward 1999). In an effort to exercise control over 

the feminine masquerade, Beecroft marks the failure of being able control readings of 

women’s bodies through the physical entropy of her surrogate and willing participants. 

As their strength erodes, so does the composition, thus the control turns to disorder, 

and power to submission. Beecroft accelerates this by instructing the models to wear 

high heels to ‘the effect of minimizing the area of surface contact between the model 

and the ground, literally reducing the plane of the foot to two points (a toe and a heel), 

thus making it more difficult for a girl to support her own body weight’ (Seward 1999, 

p. 100). It is interesting that she contrasts this collapse with high glamour and desirable 

bodies so that the disintegration does not seem as tragic as if, say, it were Beecroft as 

an individual ‘theatricalizing only [her] own failure’ (Hainley 2001, p. 190) in living 

up to conventional feminine stereotypes.  

Returning to the subject of hair, there is a noticeable lack of pubic hair on the 

otherwise fully developed bodies of the performers. The models pudenda have been 

depilated with the exception of the one red haired performer who circled the group in 

VB46 throughout its installation at the Gagosian Gallery. To help us understand the 

significance of this, it is useful to recall John Berger’s argument that lack of pubic hair 

has in the European tradition been a sign of the artist exercising power over his subject 

by minimising her sexual power (Berger 1972, p. 55). In this way, Beecroft once again 

presents a predicament when considering her intentions to empower women through 

 82
 



her ‘army’. Hainley states that the shaved models do nothing to ‘interrogate the 

modeling industries’ infantilization of women’ (2000, p. 190). In her request for 

shaved pudenda, Beecroft does not try to reconcile the infantilisation of women in the 

history of art, or as seen through the fashion and film industry’s obsession with youth. 

Rather, she confronts the idea of youth as an associated characteristic of blonde hair, 

particularly in VB45 and VB46. Moreover, the presence of pubic hair would also 

potentially alter the illusion of what Weintraub refers to as the ‘Aryan feminine ideal’, 

betraying the mask of blonde hair as natural (2003, p. 228). By intentionally omitting 

pubic hair, Beecroft critiques the lack of development in visual culture and its inability 

to move away from the stereotyping of blonde women as innocent, youthful and naïve. 

She counters these associations with strong and confrontational women who refuse to 

respond to the gaze of their audience.  Beecroft’s choice of language when referring to 

the models is also a point at which she can be criticised. She calls them her ‘girls’, a 

title Weintraub describes as demeaning, perpetuating the idea of infantilisation and by 

extension, the obsession with youth (Weintraub 2003).  

Beecroft’s claim to empower women is made tenuous by the addition of the thigh-

length, fetish style, high-heeled boots worn by the performers in VB45. Beecroft insists 

she wants ‘women on heels because that’s powerful, that’s not natural nudity or 

pureness’ (Beecroft, cited in http://www.assembleylanguage.com). In one way, the use 

of feminine apparel such as high heels to elevate her subjects cites feminine 

masquerade in its strategy to enter the field of power without threat. That is, the non-

threatening presence can be described in terms of the known crippling effect high heels 

have on a woman’s posture and as disenabling her to move naturally. Extending this 

again to the performance, this crippling effect results in the dissolution of composure 

as the models inevitably lie prostrate like the reclining and submissive odalisques of 

Old Masters (Fig. 28-29). This is one of the key factors that contribute to the model’s 

attrition, throwing Beecroft’s theory into doubt.  Such an approach prompts Seward to 

write: ‘although there are conventions regarding the use of human beings in science 

and war, there are none in art’ (1999, p. 100). This criticism is supported by Avgikos 

who claims the performances do nothing to discredit the exploitation and oppression of 

women (Avgikos 1999). Having said this, testimonials from the performers imply that 
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the experience of performing for Beecroft is met with a profound sense of achievement 

for differing personal reasons. 
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Fig. 28. Models begin to recline as they tire during performance VB45, 2001 at the Kunsthalle Wien. 
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Fig. 29. Models reclining at the Sony Studios installation in VB46, 2001. 
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Between Model and Viewer 

It has been established that the gaze is a central tenet of these works. By silencing the 

models, ‘[t]he only act authorized therein is that of looking’ (Weintraub 2003, p. 226). 

However, in light of the models’ contract to disengage the audience by avoiding eye-

contact, there is an imbalance of power in the gaze which privileges the spectator. 

However, the models arrest the vision of their audience who may temporarily suspend 

their façade of control as they reveal their desire and judgement in the way their eyes 

linger on hair, shoes or body parts. While the performers risk humiliation in the 

ongoing evaluation of their performative bodies, the audience, in the act of evaluation 

are themselves open to inspection from one another. In describing the spectator’s 

experience of the gaze as debilitating, Olin offers Guy Debord’s account of the gaze as 

a dehumanising and passive second-hand experience (Debord, cited in Olin 2003, p. 

326). Following Olin’s example of artist Hans Haacke, Beecroft seeks to:  

stir the museum goers out of the complacence of their own gaze, subverting the 
traditions of exhibits to force an awareness of the extent to which the gaze to 
which the [performance] answers is not only an artistic one but also the 
powerful gaze of a wealthy patron or multinational concern (Olin 2003, p. 326).  

 

Between Beecroft and Viewer 

Staying clothed and unseen during her performances ensures that Beecroft eschews the 

same scrutiny to which she submits her performers, allowing her to maintain her sense 

of anonymity, dignity and power (Weintraub 2003). We are able to again refer to 

Berger who describes this situation as it appears in traditional European oil painting, 

where:  

the principal protagonist is never painted. He is the spectator in front of the 
picture and he is assumed to be a man. Everything is addressed to him. 
Everything must appear to be the result of his being there. It is for him that the 
figures have assumed their nudity. But he, by definition, is a stranger – with his 
clothes still on (1972, p. 54). 
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To confound the situation, the artist is in this case a woman. Beecroft subverts this 

notion of the principal protagonist as being male and exercises a female gaze. 

However, this is complicated by the necessity for her gaze to be shared with a broader 

viewing audience, rendering Kamp’s claim less persuasive where he asserts Beecroft is 

able to demonstrate ‘that she can wield a libidinal, possessing gaze as confidently as 

any man’ (2002, p. 22). A female gaze in this way seems problematic in that wielded 

by either sex, it is a gaze which reduces the beheld to the object possessed. More 

importantly though, Beecroft’s performances are not meant to subdue the male gaze, or 

even carve out a new place for the female gaze, but rather it is the gaze itself that 

becomes watched. Performance, writes Kristine Stiles, is a ‘metacritical discourse that 

comments on the act of doing, while actually doing something in real time. It alters the 

use of objects through acts and serves as an object lesson in how meaning is created by 

such actions’ (Stiles 2003, p. 95). By displaying actual models in the performative act 

of feminine masquerade, Beecroft disrupts the ‘naturalness’ of the act and reveals its 

artifice. The object lesson for the spectator is that as a participatory agent, they too are 

implicated in the process of meaning and risk upholding the values being critiqued. 

This includes Beecroft herself as spectator.  

The Documentation – Traces of the Performance  

Because Beecroft’s performances are one-night-only events, and in recent years have 

been open to an invitation-only audience, most of the viewing public encounters her 

work through documentation – film and predominantly, photographs. Prior to 

installation and performance her work is filmed or photographed according to her 

specifications and then later performed on location. Therefore, it is necessary to reflect 

on how readings are altered in the mediation between their documented form, and the 

actual performance. When viewing the documented photographs of VB46 taken prior 

to the performance and those taken during the performance at the Gagosian Gallery, 

there are noticeable differences. 

Documentation taken prior to the performance shows the location as entirely white, 

whereas the performance venue had a polished grey floor (these differences can be 

seen in Figs. 30 and 31). This yields a marked difference in the overall minimalist 
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effect Beecroft was trying to achieve, where she was reaching for an ‘invisible picture’ 

(Beecroft in Beccaria 2003, p. 325), and seems to ground the models making them 

appear less mannequin-like. Also introduced to the performance of VB46 in the 

Gagosian Gallery was the presence of one woman with long red hair and pubic hair, 

who circled the group slowly for the duration of the performance; and one lone woman 

wearing a pair of lilac heels amongst the sea of white stilettos. The lilac shoes were 

worn by the only Asian woman amongst the models, an element which critic Hainley 

acerbically describes as causing ‘high drama’ (2001, p. 190) (Fig. 32, on left). Yet 

another inconsistency exists in the performance documentation where one of the 

models is wearing gold shoes (Fig. 29, centre). In Castello Di Rivoli’s retrospective 

catalogue on Beecroft’s performances from 1993-2003, Durkin composed qualitative 

and quantitative data to ascertain some methodology in her work. He recognises these 

variations in his analysis of Beecroft’s oeuvre, noting the variations in documentation 

of Beecroft’s work. Durkin goes on to reveal that she also digitally retouches ‘visible 

“imperfections”’ in the documentary images or film, which would allow her to further 

increase the work’s sense of minimalist perfection (Durkin 2003, p. 37). Although 

Durkin’s analysis presents as a comprehensive account of the last ten years of 

Beecroft’s work, very little explanation is given of these variations, except to say that 

her ‘communication is irrational and psychic’ (Durkin 2003, p. 38). The artist offers 

few clues, often contradicting herself from interview to interview and when asked 

direct questions, her answers are often tangential. In Durkin’s conclusive statement, he 

asserts that the Beecroft’s performances ‘must be experienced, and cannot be 

understood through words or graphs’ (2003, p. 38). Certainly the same could be said of 

experiencing the work as documentation, an evaluation which is confirmed by critics 

who attest to the difference in perception between the two (Deitch 2003; Hickey 2000; 

Jones & Stephenson 2000; Schwabsky 2000), Barry Schwabsky going as far as to call 

the photographs ‘inadequate souvenirs’ (2000, p. 153).  

One other element often omitted in the documentation for display post-performance is 

the co-protagonist in the spectacle — the viewer. The involvement of and attempted 

interventions by the public cannot be divined as an essential part of experiencing one 

of Beecroft’s performances through its documentation. The potential narrative lost 

through experiencing the work as film and photographs heightens the sense of irony in 
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her work in that there was no narrative to begin with, leaving the viewer to ‘fill in the 

blanks’ which inevitably draw upon their associations of these blonde women. Also, in 

documentation there is no opportunity for the performers to return the gaze of the 

viewing public. This claim is supported by Olin who states that ‘it is her 

representation, not her person, who looks back. She can do nothing to confront the 

feeling of superiority with which we face her’ (2003, p. 328).  

In other ways, the documentation functions to convey the sense of masquerade in the 

work. Firstly, this is evident in the way we see blonde women in VB45 and VB46, as 

we do in magazines, media and in film through a filtered lens, edited and reproduced 

for the viewing public. Using make-up, lighting and fashion, Beecroft constructs 

images of blonde women as they are seen in visual media, filtering imperfections 

which serve to further the careful self-surveillance manifest in feminine masquerade. 

Capturing an angle, a moment in time, she arbitrarily designs the documentation in 

such a way that the models are suspended in a selective state of signification. 

Secondly, in performance the time frame is limited and the erosion of formal elements 

in the work are carefully controlled so to reflect some sense of reflexivity without 

ruining the complete illusion. Beecroft offers but a glimpse of negation on behalf of 

the average blonde woman, but her representation of this problem displayed in a 

gallery space falls short of how these phenomena can be fully accounted for in daily 

life. Moreover, while Beecroft’s work can be identified as drawing on notions of the 

carnivalesque, one corollary of using these modes of distribution (through cultural 

institutions) is that a distance is maintained between viewer and subject. Perhaps this is 

precisely her point, describing the film industry as she does in one interview, as only ‘a 

filter of reality’ (Beecroft in Di Pietrantonio 1995, p. 118). 

Conclusion to Beecroft 

An analysis of Beecroft’s work reveals the Western obsession with blonde hair as 

laden with paradox. This multiplicity of paradoxes attests to the complexities that 

underscore the blonde sign in visual culture. Her armies of blonde women stand on the 

threshold between subversion and submission. Her ‘girls’ are sexual and asexual, 

predatory and prey, aggressive and yet vulnerable. These performances focus on the 
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iconic status of blonde hair by referencing it directly as a cultural, economic, historical 

and social sign. They also locate its iconological foundations in visual media by 

deploying the rhetoric of film, fashion, theatre, art, performance, photography, and 

popular culture. The element of carnival in VB45 and VB46 affords blonde women the 

pluralising and liberating capacity to free her from historical constructions, by 

challenging visual codes and the accepted readings of those codes. Making the 

phenomenon visible in this way may provoke a restoration of ‘dialogical 

relationship[s] between ideological systems’, enforcing a critical dialogue between 

artist, audience and artwork by addressing the lasting effects of embedded social 

stereotypes in the mores of contemporary visual culture (Smith 1997, p. 1).  It also 

demonstrates the currency of the omnipotent gaze in visual media. 

Beecroft’s performances present a radical and overt manifestation of desiring and 

performative bodies. They offer an integration of the elements of masquerade, 

visibility as linked to power, otherness, femininity, performativity, self-negation and 

the production of meaning in the blonde as sign. These works are ambivalent and their 

subversive potential teeters on the edge of exploitation or anti-feminist display. Her 

performances displace desire by oversubscribing the visual aspect of characteristics 

associated with blondeness: woman on display; woman as object; and woman as 

passive and available or subject to the gaze. She gives credence to the allure of 

Riviere’s feminine masquerade while placing the spectator in a position drawn from 

discourses on the gaze, where vision plays a key role in ascribing meaning to the 

desired object; the blonde woman. Beecroft’s affectation of the female blonde has 

enabled me to look deeper into the paradoxical phenomenon of the codified blonde 

sign. 

 91
 



 

 

 

 

Fig. 30. View of VB46, 2001, installed in the 360 degree cyclorama at the Sony studios in Hollywood. 
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Fig. 31. View of VB46, 2001 performed at the Richard Meyer space of the Gagosian Gallery in Beverly 
Hills where it was displayed to the public. 
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Fig. 32. Polaroid documentation of VB46 including the one red-haired model who circled the group for 
the duration of the performance. To her left stands the only Asian model of the group who wore lilac 
heels. 
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CONCLUSION 

The argument for a feminine masquerade that operates as a means of subversion is 

complex. Parodying or performing excessive femininity exposes it as product of the 

male imagination, thus establishing such performance as a feminist critique.  Women 

who knowingly enact ‘blondeness’ exploit its construction as a vision of femininity 

which suggests a critical distance which allows for a re-inscription or re-

contextualisation of the blonde sign in society.  

However, Butler questions whether the subversive feminine masquerade of blondeness 

is effective, writing that ‘repetition is bound to persist as the mechanism of the cultural 

reproduction of identities’ (1990, p. 32). The problem is that repetition is executed by 

multiple referents with different aims: by individuals who actively participate in 

‘blondeness’ through feminine masquerade; by media and communicative technologies 

that employ the myths as a sales tool; and by artists like Beecroft, whose work rests 

precariously between transgression and submission. It may appear that the persuasive 

omnipresence of the media which shapes popular conceptions of blondeness 

undermines the efforts of women who choose blonde as a means to power and/or 

visibility, and who consequently run the risk of countering their own goal. Yet, if 

paradoxes ‘play back and forth across terminal and categorical boundaries’, then this 

can make way for a liminal space in which there is the possibility of creating new 

subjectivities in the blonde sign (Babcock 1978, p. 17). Indeed, Babcock states that 

symbolic inversion enables a ‘space in which to take chances with new roles and ideas’ 

enabling a move toward framing other ways of modeling socio-cultural assumptions 

based on stereotype (1978, p. 25). 

Nonetheless each paradoxical point potentially marks the reaffirmation of the 

authorised transgression of carnival activity, in which dominant forms become 

reasserted. The positive potential of feminine masquerade is, as Tania Modleski 

claims, questionable. She states that ‘there is little reason to be sanguine about the 

possibilities of a revolution based on the mute tactics of the eternal “feminine”’ (1986, 

p. 51).  This suggests that transgressive prospects for re-signification of the blonde sign 

through feminine masquerade are narrow. While its potential to revolutionise the 
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perceptions of, or effect an abolition of the blonde myth could be seen as limited, 

carnivalesque representations and laughter function to undermine, by parodic 

imitation, this identity construction and its fixed character traits. By framing the 

performance of blondeness through feminine masquerade and the carnivalesque, there 

is at least the possibility of providing new contexts for readings of the blonde sign in 

contemporary visual culture. 

Rather than attempting to solve this conflict, this thesis has interrogated and exposed 

the different ways in which blonde hair is socially constructed as a sign through 

various participating agents. This investigation by no means intends to paint a picture 

of blonde women as wily viragos intent on using their ‘feminine’ charms to prove 

themselves as cunning as men.  Such an essentialist position is ardently refuted by 

Doane who declares that the very removal of the mask of femininity suggests that it, as 

a construction, is by no means inherent to the blonde sign (Doane 1996). Instead, this 

discussion aims simply to state that certain stereotyped groups do engage in the 

‘strategic use of essentialism’ and a sense of conscious and ludic reflexivity in order to 

manage the way their bodies, and indeed their identities, are inscribed by socio-cultural 

forces (Spivak, cited in McRobbie 2001, p. 145). 

As a sign that can be understood to operate in gender, power and race distinctions 

within the body politic, it is undeniable that both blonde hair as a physical attribute and 

the performance of blondeness draw a high level of attention in western visual culture. 

Though feminine masquerade enacted by women who wear their blondeness self-

reflexively is less direct than traditional carnival symbolic inversions, women do gain 

access to once exclusive sites of privilege and power. Through Riviere’s model of 

feminine masquerade, we can understand how women who put on the mask of 

blondeness use it as a mechanism to ‘slip under the radar’. While these strategies may 

appear to counter feminist efforts of the last 40 years, they are nonetheless 

carnivalesque strategies of symbolic inversion that can and do function as modes of 

criticism and revolt.  It is appropriate then to quote Victor Turner, who praises the 

benefits of the ‘subversive potential of the carnivalized feminine principle’ (1977, p. 

42). Although blondeness is not necessarily a performative characteristic of 

hyperfemininity, ‘the hyperboles of masquerade and carnival suggest, at least, some 
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preliminary ‘“acting out” of the dilemmas of femininity’ (Russo 1986, p. 225). Like 

Joan Riviere’s removable mask of womanliness, blondeness is also performed as one 

of the accoutrements of femininity. Applying Bakhtin’s theory of carnival and his 

treatise on laughter to the feminine masquerade of blondeness enables a new reading of 

the blonde sign in visual culture. It suggests the role of masquerade in the 

development, maintenance and critique of the blonde myth is prevalent today in 

feminine practices. Nonetheless it is important to note that women engage the 

carnivalesque ‘as a cultural analytic and strategy of intervention, not as a historically 

specific phenomenon they expect to revive’ (Isaak 1996, p. 19). This is characterised 

in Beecroft’s work where she uses the legitimising power of visual culture and evokes 

contemporary and historical visions of blonde women in the arts institution to 

intervene in these constructions. Essentially, Beecroft seeks to exemplify and ‘register 

the multiple effects of imitation as ironic subversion’ (Bernstein 1986, p. 104). 

Parody, Bakhtin believed, belonged to carnival humour (1984, p. 4). The freedom of 

Bakhtin’s carnival laughter and its forms is what he claimed was ‘the least scrutinized 

sphere of the people’s creation’ (Bakhtin 1984, p. 4). The ambivalent laughter of 

carnival is, he said, ‘at the same time mocking and deriding. It asserts and denies, it 

buries and revives’ (1984, p. 12).  It is not surprising then that women use performance 

as a front, or as a form of ‘adult play’ (Babcock 1978, p. 25), to forge new 

subjectivities and as a means to destabilise the naturalising effects of the blonde myth.  

An inability to control the equivocal nature of carnival laughter (is the blonde woman 

laughing along with others or is she being laughed at by others?) is a source of 

frustration for this argument and reveals the instability of feminine masquerade as a 

strategy to subvert or collapse long-held cultural assumptions about blondeness. 

However, Ivanov suggests the role of masquerade in carnival is a viable approach to 

forge new readings of the social subject. Ivanov makes explicit the idea of the 

carnivalesque as an opening for artists to contest these types of constructions where, 

[o]ne may propose the hypothesis that this combination of the ‘signifying’ 
carnivalization (in the surface structure of the images), which is based on a real 
prototype … and of the ‘signified’ archetypal carnival character in the deep 
structure of the images is typical of all [artists] for whom the idea of carnival is 
a fertile source of creativity (Ivanov 1984, p. 23). 

 97
 



While it is unlikely that this investigation will altogether counter the oppressive effects 

of entrenched myths such as those that surround blondeness, this thesis reflects on the 

optimism of Bakhtin’s carnival which can offer an alternative.  Perhaps the woman 

who chooses to be blonde is in fact laughing self-reflexively.  She knows you may be 

laughing at her, but her triumph is to distract your vision and lower your defenses; all 

the while she is laughing at you, looking at her. 
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STUDIO OUTCOMES 

This project has mapped the language of symbolism ascribed to blonde hair as sign 

through an examination of its history and the representations (both visual and 

verbal/text based) and attitudes responsible for its signification in modern western 

visual culture. An essential part of this investigation includes an analysis of the female 

participants in this phenomenon and their intentions by engaging in the signification of 

the blonde sign. As an artist, these ideas provided the thematic arrangement for my 

studio work which was to interrogate existing positive and negative associations of 

blondeness, employing the stereotypes, jokes and assumptions associated with being a 

blonde, and in the process to parody the construction of the blonde sign. Accounting 

for issues of power and constructions of gender difference, the art presented alongside 

this thesis draws on a variety of sources.  My project presents itself as a form of 

popular resistance to the formations of the blonde myths that echo the actions of 

women who knowingly engage in feminine masquerade of blondeness. The works 

invoke postmodern strategies such as the fusion between high art and popular culture 

(using traditional sculptural techniques together with current lowbrow themes) and 

intertextuality. Agency is given to the self-reflexive blonde in these sculptures that 

embrace and deconstruct popular idioms pertaining to the blonde sign through irony, 

humour and playfulness. Objects are imbued with histories, narratives and symbolism 

drawn from fables and folklore. These embrace the optimism of carnival to transgress 

current attitudes relating to blondeness today. It is ‘the tension between resistance and 

accommodation, between criticism of and cooperation’ with images of the blonde that 

are drawn upon (Day 1991, p. 12). Ultimately, I wish to expose their objectifying 

nature and more importantly, their absurdity as fictive constructions of women’s 

bodies. 

 

By interpreting Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of carnival and Joan Riviere’s conceptions 

of feminine masquerade, I am able to extend the engagement with carnival in 

contemporary art practices and contribute to new levels of subjectivity in the agency of 

‘blondeness’, especially in the visual realm. Studio outcomes, while informed by the 

thesis, are considered parallel investigations which enabled me to explore the blonde 

paradox in a variety of ways. Examining the relationship between blonde hair and its 
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signification through social discourse enables me to expose those codes that shape 

blondeness and challenge their accepted readings. As Alison Ferris simply states, in 

her essay ‘Hair and Cultural Meanings’, ‘[b]y visually expressing cultural practices, 

processes, and assumptions regarding hair, [I] express what has often been 

unspeakable—simply because it is so engrained in our everyday life’ (1993, p. 13). In 

doing so, there is always a possibility of opposing their oppressive nature. 

 
The project manifests in a series of four sculptures that articulate the complexities of 

the ‘blonde phenomenon’ in the West. The first in this series is The Welcoming Party, 

2005 (Fig. 33) which gives form to the old adage that ‘blondes have more fun’ and 

counters the joyous nature of the saying by referencing the slur of blondes as 

‘airheads’.31 Presented as a paradox, this work exploits the instability of its seemingly 

fragile balloon structure to stay inflated while the opening in the lips threatens to 

destroy or burst its cheerful momentum.  This may be read as a metaphor for the 

uncertain position of taking on blondeness as a subversive strategy in order to gain 

access to sites of power and privilege. By representing these idioms in tangible objects 

I challenge the fixity of language by allowing for multiple readings of the work.  

 

Cock, 2005 (Fig. 34) presents itself as a piece of modern day armour that the blonde 

woman is able to wear in order to fend off any male reprisals at her entrance into sites 

of power and privilege. It places women, who engage in the risky game of feminine 

masquerade, in the line of action and celebrates their bravery for doing so. This piece 

revels in its parody of the traditional carnival cock that was most often associated with 

strutting vanity and of hatching the fool (Hyman 2000). By arming herself with this 

helmet-like structure, the blonde woman proves she is nobody’s fool as she dazzles her 

opposition with the beauty of her plume; at the same time as undermining the phallic 

desire and power struggle that echoes in blonde jokes by mocking them. 

 

Placing the blonde woman within a modern historical context as a starting point for 

current attitudes toward the blonde sign, Fallout, 2005 (Fig. 35) challenges the 

increasingly global obsession with blondeness in visual media that started in 

                                                 
31 An ‘airhead’ according to the Australian Oxford Dictionary (2nd Edition), is a colloquial term for ‘a 
silly or foolish person’ (2004, p. 26). 
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Hollywood in the 1930s. This work suggests a form of devastating backlash signifying 

the aftermath of wartime descriptions of blonde women as ‘blonde bombshells’, while 

the title simultaneously characterises the potential ramifications of women’s 

subscription to those constructions of blondeness. That is, they are subject to its 

aggregate history of signification. The artifice of dyed blonde hair is revealed here 

through the visibility of the supporting structure which attempts to uphold the title of 

‘bombshell’ and metaphorically represents the transparency of the role of the mass 

media in these constructions. 

 

Working intertextually to explore the sexual and racial Other, Ivory Tower, 2005 (Fig. 

36, Fig. 37) also reflects the underlying contradictions regarding the blonde sign in 

visual culture from its historical significations to the present. A tension exists in the 

ambiguity of the simple conical structure sitting atop the 2.5 meter stool. Held out of 

reach, this conical hat sits as if placed on a pedestal. The hat functions ambivalently as 

either a Steeple Hennin, worn by the aristocracy (c. 1485) and cemented in fables and 

fairytales by various princesses, or as a dunce cap which iterates the sentiments of 

blonde women as dumb. Once again the paradoxical nature of the blonde sign is 

revealed in that the blonde woman is simultaneously desired and derided. The conical 

shape may also suggest a relationship to those hats worn by racial extremists, the Ku 

Klux Klan. In this way, this work addresses the privileging of blondeness as a mark of 

whiteness. The danger of these implications is reflected in the precarious position of 

the hat atop the stool where its height and tapered legs threaten to topple its privileged 

position; and shows how attitudes that inform blondeness, racial or otherwise, are as 

credible as fairytale and fable. 

 

Inspired by the saying ‘wolf in sheep’s clothing’, Cloak, 2005 (Fig. 38) confounds 

readings of blondes as unintelligent (a characteristic often associated with sheep) with 

the threatening underbelly of the dark pelt belonging to the cunning wolf. This work 

represents the self-reflexive blonde who wears her blondeness as a façade to get closer 

to the centre. It suggests an ulterior motive in that blonde women are aware of their 

deception and are strategic in their use of disguise. Acknowledging the increasing 

popularity of blonde hair on a global level, Cloak references notions of ‘otherness’ and 
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‘passing’ as something other than oneself through masquerade and disguise. At the 

same time, it alludes to time-honoured associations present in dichotomous colour 

codes where white/light equates to all things virtuous and black/dark gives rise to 

connotations of evil or depraved activity. Moreover, the pelt hangs impotent on the 

wall, as if a trophy won through conquest, acknowledging the struggle and potential 

risk of presenting oneself in this way.32

                                                 
32 For the purposes of refinement, Cloak 2005 (Fig. 38) was omitted from the final exhibition.  
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Fig. 33. Laini Burton, The Welcoming Party, 2005.
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Fig. 34. Laini Burton, Cock, 2005.
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Fig. 35. Laini Burton, Fallout, 2005.
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Fig. 36. Laini Burton, Ivory Tower, 2005. 
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Fig. 37. Laini Burton, Ivory Tower (detail), 2005.
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Fig. 38. Laini Burton, Cloak, 2005.
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Media Interest 

 

In 2003, media interest in my research topic generated further trivialisation of the topic 

of blondeness; specifically questioning that it could be the subject of an academic 

inquiry.  What transpired from the majority of interviews and reports reflected the 

prevailing attitudes toward blondeness in the media landscape which demonstrated a 

lack of substance and a great sense of flippancy toward the issue. Interviewers most 

often drew on the most popular myth surrounding blondeness, asking ‘Is it true, do 

blondes really have more fun’? Commercial news Channel Ten denied the 

investigation its place as a broad socio-cultural study located within the visual arts and 

titled the project a ‘scientific study’ (see Transcript: Appendix 1). Further to this, at the 

request of the Sunrise Program on Channel Seven, I conducted a live to air telephone 

interview with presenters David Koch and Melissa Downes where Koch attempted to 

‘reinterpret’ my research topic to state that its aim was to see ‘What makes Blondes 

tick’ (see Transcript: Appendix 2). Media reactions to this project as the subject of a 

scholarly inquiry were strong and served to add critical mass to this investigation, 

adding to my determination that it be addressed it in academic terms.33

 

I understand the complexities of representing paradox in the form of sculptural objects 

that potentially stand between agency and complicity to prevailing attitudes of 

blondeness. Rather than representing blonde women, this project has aimed to expose 

the different ways in which blonde hair is socially constructed as a sign. I am aware 

not to rely on these types of discourses masquerading as theories of emancipation. My 

goal, to be more precise, is to explore the blonde woman as agent who engages in a 

sense of conscious ludic reflexivity in order to deal with the signification of blondeness 

in a way that makes it bearable. 

 

There are many ambiguous and conflicting associations present within this body of 

work. Nonetheless, the sculptures occupy a liminal space in which new subjectivities 

may be created to ‘provide new ways to understand the role of cultural activities in the 

making of meanings, but more importantly in the making of social subjects’ (Kristeva, 

                                                 
33 A list of all radio and television interviews appears in Appendix 3. 
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cited in de Zegher 1996, p. 22-23). They are an attempt at reconciling current 

significations of the blonde subject within visual culture while celebrating the 

equivocal laughter and resistive spirit of the carnivalesque. 
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APPENDIX ONE: CHANNEL TEN NEWS INTERVIEW 

News Title: Blonde Science 
Monday 23 June 2003, 6pm.          
 
News Presenter (NP): Are they bimbos or bombshells? The culture of blondeness has 
come under the microscope with a fully funded PhD study into why so many women 
turn to Blonde Ambition. 
[Footage]: File footage of Marilyn Monroe singing in a red sequined dress from the 
film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, 1953. 
Displayed on the bottom of the screen: Danielle Isdale (DI) reporting. 
(DI): Do gentlemen really prefer blondes?  
[Footage]: Shot of Laini Burton (LB) in studio arranging artwork 
(DI): PhD student and expert in blonde science, Laini Burton, says they do … 
[Footage]: File footage of Marilyn Monroe sitting on a bed, bouncing up and down 
(DI): and fair beauties canonised on screen are the root of … 
[Footage]: Blonde women walking along the street, sitting in cafes 
(DI): a blonde boom still going strong. Her three year investigation centers around the 
millions of Australian women … 
[Footage]: Women in hair salons getting blonde hair blow dried, and getting hair dyed 
(DI): Who line up to lighten their locks. 
[Footage]: Interview with Carol Haddad (CH) of Corcorz Hair salon 
(CH): Blonde is fun, blonde is sexy. Especially now… 
[Footage]: Blonde women walking along street 
(DI): But it comes at a hefty price, the bimbo stigma 
[Footage]: Marilyn Monroe bouncing up and down on bed smiling up at male actor 
who chastises her, pointing his finger at her, saying ‘Stop that! Please, it’s most 
distracting’ 
[Footage]: Interview with Laini Burton in studio 
(LB): It did start somewhere around Marilyn Monroe. She was all gushy and there was 
a lot of innocence … 
[Footage]: Carol Haddad in salon attending to a blonde woman 
(DI): But according to the latest research, women are choosing desire over derision, 
hands down 
[Footage]: Interview with young anonymous blonde man in street (Anon 1)  
(Anon 1): Women get a harder time because of the whole bimbo thing 
[Footage]: Interview with young anonymous blonde woman in street (Anon 2)  
(Anon 2): I just shrug them off 
[Footage]: Laini Burton in studio arranging artwork 
(DI): While it may seem superficial, the study isn’t just a light-hearted investigation 
[Footage]: Interviewer Danielle Isdale 
(DI): In fact, there’s a definite dark side to the origins of blonde worship 
[Footage]: Blonde women walking along street 
(DI): Take Adolf Hitler’s devastating fondness for flaxen Aryans 
[Footage]: Interview with Laini Burton in studio 
(LB): There are a lot more serious implications involved here, like racial implications 
[Footage]: Blonde women smiling in park, walking along street 
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(DI): Time will tell if blonde really is better, with genetics not favouring the naturally 
fair-haired 
[Footage]: Interview with Laini Burton in studio 
(LB): Apparently its only going to last another two hundred years 
[Footage]: Carol Haddad and staff in salon attending to blonde haired women 
(DI): By then, peroxide may just be as precious as gold. Danielle Isdale, Ten News. 
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APPENDIX TWO: CHANNEL SEVEN SUNRISE PROGRAM 
 
Live-to-air Telephone Interview. 
Tuesday 24 June 2003, 6am.   
 
Presenter Melissa Downes (MD): Now the subject of a university study in England, 
(corrects herself) Queensland (laughs) 
David Koch (DK): (laughs) This is no blonde joke 
MD: Come on! 
DK: Laini Burton has been looking at the roots of what it is to be blonde, and she joins 
us on the line, Good Morning to you 
LAINI BURTON Researcher – displayed on bottom of screen 
LB: Good Morning 
DK: Now you’re a natural blonde aren’t you, so does that make you qualified to do 
this? 
LB: (laughs) It could do, but I’m pretty sure anybody could do it, but yes, it certainly 
makes me more aware of the presence of the things that I’m looking for 
MD: Tell us what you’re looking for. Tell us about this doctorate and what actually 
got you onto it in the first place 
LB: I was interested in hair in a completely different context actually. I was looking at 
it as an object of memento mori, so I … 
DK: A what sorry? 
MD: What? 
LB: Oh, memento mori. Objects of memento mori. So they’re the things that people 
keep after people die. So for instance, locks of hair, that sort of thing 
(DK curls lip and looks at MD) 
MD: Oh. Do many people keep peoples locks of hair when they pass away? 
LB: I think they do yeah, and it used to be quite an old tradition. I’m not so sure if 
people do it these days, but … 
DK: What, do they keep more blonde hair than brunette hair? 
LB: No, no. That wasn’t kind of the focus at that stage but I had to be honest with 
myself and say well, what is it about hair that fascinates me? And so I started 
brainstorming and I thought well, when I first think about hair, I think blonde because I 
am blonde and I’ve always been blonde. So, that’s where it all started and it had 
changed from biological and bottle blonde, and now I have had to focus specifically on 
one thing and I’ve narrowed it down to the paradox of the bottle blonde in 
contemporary visual culture. 
DK: Oh, that sounds very flash. Now, in other words, and ok let me interpret that, is to 
‘What makes blondes tick’ 
MD: laughs 
DK: How far have you got into your research? 
LB: I’m almost about a year and a half through 
MD: And what can you tell us? I mean, have you got any early conclusions? 
LB: No conclusions at this stage because it is ongoing work. But it is an ongoing 
social phenomena, this, this colour fetishisation with blonde hair. I’m particularly 
interested in the Catch 22 of the bottle blonde where she knows that there are all these 
negative stigma attached to her hair colour, but she’ll take the good over the bad. So 
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I’m interested in the power of the language of blondeness and how it is actually, you 
know, a symbolic code 
MD: (nodding) Mmm, blondes are very powerful. Yeah, let us know … 
DK: Sounds very high falooting, but can you give me an insight into what makes 
blondes tick? Because I’m still wondering 
MD: laughs 
LB: I, I think that with the whole negative/positive dichotomy between, you know, 
whether they take the good with the bad … 
DK: Mmm 
LB: there is a lot of attention that blondes get, it’s highly visible… 
DK: Mmm 
LB: If you go to the theatre for instance, and you’re looking over the crowd, you’ll see 
the sea of blondes over any other colour 
DK: Mmm 
MD: Laughs and taps DK on arm 
LB: There’s all these myths and perceptions out there that they have more fun, that 
they have more attention, so I think there’s a whole lot of other implications too 
DK: Mmm, mmm 
LB: It’s associated with youth, and youth with beauty, so, and there are women, older 
women for instance, who dye their hair blonde to cover their grey hair, and it softens 
the lines in the face. So there’s a lot of … 
DK: Mmm, ok 
LB: positives that go with it, but then you have to take all the negatives as well 
DK: Sure, ok 
MD: (to DK) alright? Are you happy now? 
DK: Certainly a few dichotomies there. Laini, thank you for that. Good luck with it. 
When you reach a conclusion, we might get you back and talk about it in more depth 
LB: That’d be great. Thank you very much 
DK: Thank you kindly 
(Phone interview terminates) 
DK: Everything you wanted to know, and didn’t want to know about blondes 
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APPENDIX THREE: MEDIA LISTING 
 
The media discussions, interviews and appearances directly relating to my research 

topic are as follows: 

 Television 
 Interview:  TEN News, Monday 23/6/03, Channel 10 
 Interview:  Sunrise Program, Tuesday 24/6/03, Channel 7 

Interview:  Late News, Monday 23/6/03, Channel 10. This interview was 
syndicated to the following 16 stations: 
Channel 10 (Adelaide), Southern Cross Ten (Canberra), Channel 10 (Perth), 
QQQ Television (Mount Isa), Seven Mt Isa, Southern Cross Television 
(Hobart), Channel 10 (Cairns), Channel 10 (Sydney), Channel 10 (Hervey 
Bay), Southern Cross Northern Tasmania (Launceston), Channel 10 (Mackay), 
Channel 10 (Bundaberg), Channel 10 (Rockhampton), Channel 10 (Sunshine 
Coast), Channel 10 (Toowoomba) 

 Discussed: ‘The Glasshouse’ Program Friday 18/7/03, ABC TV 
 Discussed:  Media Watch, Monday 21/7/03, ABC TV 
 
 Radio 
 SA FM (Adelaide):  Monday 23/6/03, 6.00am News 
 SA FM (Adelaide):  Monday 23/6/03, 7.00am News 
 4BC (Brisbane):  Monday 23/6/03, John & Ross Breakfast Show 
 2DAY FM (Sydney):  Monday 23/6/03, 6.30am News 
 2DAY FM (Sydney):  Monday 23/6/03, Morning Crew 
 3AW (Melbourne):  Monday 23/6/03, Breakfast Program 
 ABC Coast FM (Gold Coast):  Monday 23/6/03, Breakfast Program 
 ABC 612 (Brisbane):  Monday 23/6/03, Talkback 
 6PR (Perth):  Monday 23/6/03, Paul Murray Program 
 6KG (Kalgoorlie):  Monday 23/6/03, Paul Murray Program 
 747 Radio West 6SE (Esperance):  Monday 23/6/03, Paul Murray Program 
 6TZ (Bunbury):  Monday 23/6/03, Paul Murray Program 
 6IX AM (Perth):  Monday 23/6/03, Paul Murray Program 
 3AK (Melbourne): Monday 23/6/03, Morning Program 
 ABC 720 (Perth):  Monday 23/6/03, Morning Program 
 2SM (Sydney):  Monday 23/6/03, Tricia Duffield Program 
 2GB (Sydney):  Monday 23/6/03, Ray Hadley Morning Show 
 4BC (Brisbane):  Monday 23/6/03, Brian Bury Show 
 ABC Central Australia (Alice Springs):  Monday 23/6/03, Drive Show 
 4BC (Brisbane):  Monday 23/6/03, Brisbane Tonight 
 Triple M (Adelaide):  Monday 23/6/03, 7.30am News 
 ABC 702 (Sydney):  Monday 23/6/03, Sally Loane Program 
 ABC New England North West (Tamworth):  Tuesday 24/6/03, Afternoons 
 4BC (Brisbane):  Tuesday 24/6/03, Chris Adams Program 
 5CK (Port Pirie):  Tuesday 24/6/03, Statewide 
 4BC (Brisbane):  Tuesday 24/6/03, 3.00pm News 
 ABC 612 (Brisbane):  Friday 27/6/03, 6.00pm News 
 Radio National (Brisbane):  Friday 27/6/03, Brisbane Extra 
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 2UE (Sydney):  Sunday 29/6/03, Malcolm T Elliot Program 
 ABC Rockhampton (Statewide Regional):  Wednesday 10/9/03 
 
 Newspapers 
 Daily Telegraph, Monday 23/6/03, ‘Student explores blonde mystique’ 
 Courier Mail, Monday 23/6/03, ‘PhD roots out blonde myths’ 
 The Australian, Wednesday 9/7/2003, ‘Blonde Ambition’ 

Sun-Herald (Sydney), Sunday 13/7/03, ‘Super PhD loses out to blondes and 
vampires’ 
The Gold Coast Bulletin, 23/7/03, ‘Laini wants to find out if blondes really do 
have more fun’ 
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