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Abstract ¢ The article examines the role played by readers’ engagement with characters in
their interpretive strategies of physical and moral disgust, by taking as its point of departure
the concept of “character-centered illusion” developed by Marco Caracciolo. Through my
case studies — the novel Blonde (2000) and its film adaptation (2022) — | attempt to show
how formally and thematically similar works may produce a different reception of disgust,
depending on a different structural juxtaposition between empathetic perspective-taking
and cognitive dissonance toward their protagonist, Norma Jeane. In my comparative analy-
sis | focus on a range of formal and thematic strategies adopted by the two works to elicit
disgust in their recipients, distinguishing between differential and medium-specific tech-
niques. | then examine how the two works foreground Norma Jeane’s fractured identity
and altered state of consciousness as a means of problematizing readers’ engagement with
her. While highlighting the continuities between the novel and the movie, | suggest that the
latter disrupts the effective balance between empathy and cognitive dissonance of the for-
mer by relying heavily on the conventions of the psychological horror and Norma Jeane’s
hallucinatory and delusional states, thus forcing a switch in viewers' interpretive strategies.
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“Meat to be Delivered”
Disgust and Empathy in Blonde across Media

Gabriele D’Amato

|. Introduction

Before its release in September 2022, Andrew Dominik’s Blonde,' based on the novel of
the same title by Joyce Carol Oates (2000), was anticipated as one of Netflix’s most am-
bitious original productions to date. Nevertheless, after mixed reviews during the 79th
Venice International Film Festival, the movie sparked controversy for several reasons,
including its graphic depiction of rape, sexual harassments, psychological abuses, and
forced abortions, with many critics and viewers accusing Dominik himself of exploiting
Marilyn Monroe’s life and image.? In the harshest reviews, words related to “disgust”
were used widely, with “disgusted” viewers turning off the “unwatchable Marilyn Mon-
roe drama after just 20 minutes” (Chilton, 2022; Diente, 2022). However, most of the
movie was straightforwardly adapted from Oates’s novel, which — despite some contro-
versies after its publishing® — has always been one of Oates’s most appreciated and best-
selling works, a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award. Among oth-
ers, feminist critic Elaine Showalter even praised it as “the definitive study of American
celebrity” (Showalter, 2020), while Oates herself always considered the novel as her own
Moby-Dick.* By taking as its point of departure Marco Caracciolo’s concept of “charac-
ter-centered illusion” (Caracciolo, 2016), this article aims to analyze a group of themes,
formal strategies and narrative techniques through which the novel Blonde and its movie
adaptation elicit physical and moral disgust in their recipients, in order to explore the dif-
ferent interpretive outcomes and the divergent responses faced by the two works. Draw-
ing on insights from cognitive-oriented narratological studies of fictional minds, I suggest
that recipients’ engagement with characters plays a pivotal role in their interpretive strat-
egies of disgust.

! Dominik’s Blonde is not a Marilyn Monroe biopic, but a faithful adaptation of Joyce Carol
Oates’ fictionalization of Monroe’s life as Norma Jeane. While Oates makes that very clear in an
“Author’s Note” at the beginning of the book — where the novel is defined as “a radically distilled
‘life’ in the form of fiction” —, the movie’s fictional take relies entirely on Oates’s work (see
Oates, 2000, p. VII). Throughout both the novel and the movie, symbolic events and encounters
are selected in place of numerous real happenings, and characters’ names are usually replaced by
symbolic nicknames (or by their last initials), such as the Ex-Athlete, the Playwright, the Presi-
dent, who conceal fictional counterparts of Joe DiMaggio, Arthur Miller, and JFK, respectively.

2 Among the most popular online review aggregators, Blonde is currently “rotten” on Rotten To-
matoes with a 42% critics’ score and an even worse 34% audience score, while on IMDb and Let-
terboxd it currently has a 5.5/10 score and a terrible 2.0/5 score, respectively. Moreover, the movie
has been “honored” with two Razzie Awards, for Worst Picture and Worst Screenplay of the year.
3 Even unimpressed reviewers felt the need to address its status as a notable candidate for the con-
temporary Great American Novel (see Connolly, 2000).

4 Regarding Oates’s novel, | will examine online customer reviews from GoodReads.com and
Amazon.com, where the novel has a 3.95/5 score and a 4.2/5 score, respectively.
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Since Ralf Schneider’s (2001) and Alan Palmer’s (2004) seminal works on literary
characters and fictional minds, contemporary narratology has devoted increasing attention
to the representation of characters’ mental processes and readers’ responses to them. In
relating to characters, readers may engage in the complex phenomenon of empathetic
perspective-taking. In his analysis of the concept, Berys Gaut focused on the “aspectual”
nature of empathetic perspective-taking (Gaut, 1999), by underlining how readers can
take on different aspects of characters’ perspectives,” while Jens Eder described the gra-
dations of the phenomenon through the metaphor of “being close” to characters (Eder,
2006). In Caracciolo’s analysis, the character-centered illusion is “a specific kind of expe-
rience in which readers come to value a fictional representation of mind because of its in-
terest, effectiveness, or plausibility” (Caracciolo, 2016, p. 8); it can be considered a sub-
type of Werner Wolf’s “aesthetic illusion”, regarded as the “feeling of being recentered in
a possible world as if it were (a slice of) life” (Wolf, 2004, p. 325). In a recent essay,
Wolf follows a comparative perspective and explores the concept of aesthetic illusion
across media, defining it as a transmedial phenomenon, through a comparison between
literary fiction, cinema, and painting (Wolf, 2017). Similarly, Caracciolo acknowledges
that “more than other narratological categories, ‘character’ seems easily transposable
across the media” (Caracciolo, 2014, p. 189) and explores the concept of character-
centered illusion from a transmedial perspective. Moreover, the concept of character is
strictly bound up with the notion of subjectivity, one of the three narratological categories
explored by Jan-Noél Thon — alongside with storyworlds and narrators — as transmedial
ones in Transmedial Narratology and Contemporary Media Culture (2016). Thus, 1 will
analyze audiences’ engagement with Blonde’s protagonist, Norma Jeane Baker,® in both
the novel and the movie, relying on the transmedial nature of the character-centered illu-
sion, in order to investigate the relationship between disgust and empathetic perspective-
taking along the two works.

My main assumption is that the physical and especially moral disgust elicited by the
movie should not be considered inherent to the content of the movie itself, but that it de-
pends on the movie’s failure to transpose the novel’s structural juxtaposition of empathet-
ic perspective-taking and cognitive dissonance in recipients’ engagement with Norma
Jeane. My approach is admittedly speculative and relies on critics’ and audiences’ re-
views, a “‘soft’ methodological option” in Caracciolo’s words (2016, p. 26). Among oth-
er possible interpretations, I acknowledge that a medium with a visual dominant such as
cinema could arouse visceral emotions like disgust, especially physical disgust, more eas-
ily than a verbal medium such as the novel. Moreover, the audiences’ cultural landscape
could have changed significantly during the twenty-two years gap between the novel and
the movie, particularly regarding female characters’ representations in fiction after the
explosion of the #MeToo movement in the United States.” Finally, another contextual as-

5 In Caracciolo’s work, the “aspectual” nature of empathy plays a central role, as he distinguishes
between “five different aspects of another person’s (or character’s) perspective that we may imag-
inatively simulate” (2016, p. 39), by explaining that “we can, for instance, take on a character’s
emotional or perceptual perspective without buying into his or her ethical evaluations” (p. 47).

¢ Following Oates’s novel, I will call Blonde’s main character Norma Jeane Baker, since the studio
name “Marilyn Monroe” is considered by the author one of the many roles played by and imposed
to Norma Jeane during her life. Moreover, Oates always called her Norma Jeane in interviews (see
Johnson, 2003).

7 Even though the majority of readers’ reviews examined for Oates’s Blonde are taken from the
years 2018-2022.



242 8 2023 * Comparatismi

pect to consider — albeit common to both the novel and the movie — is the “question of
hybrids”: in his exploration of narrative and truth, H. Porter Abbott takes Oates’s Blonde
as an example of biographical fictions that produce an “asymmetry between what is ex-
pected of fiction and what is expected of nonfiction” (Abbott, 2008, pp. 152-153). While
Abbott seems to believe that an author’s statement (as in a title such as Blonde: A Novel)
will lead recipients to accept the experiment, I believe that reception may be problematic
even in the presence of such a statement, as Dominik’s provocative approach to the bio-
pic genre demonstrates. However, I follow a cognitive and transmedial narratological ap-
proach to suggest that, while Oates’s novel manages to resolve the elements of disgust
through a “generalizing interpretation”, Dominik’s movie forces recipients to take on a
“perspectival” interpretation (Caracciolo, 2016, pp. 8-15), mainly focusing on the direc-
tor’s immorality.

2. Formal strategies and narrative techniques to elicit disgust

According to Paul Ekman’s classification (Ekman, 1973), disgust is one of the basic emo-
tions and has biological roots as a defense mechanism against contaminated objects (rot-
ten food and tastes, pungent odors, corpses and carcasses) that could also help to enforce
hygiene-related behaviors. However, following Jesse Prinz’s account, physical disgust
can be “recruited” by human cultures to produce a secondary, sociocultural emotion
known as moral disgust (Prinz, 2007).

In recent years, much ink has been spilled on the relationship between physical and
moral disgust, with many cognitive psychologists and philosophers claiming their incom-
patibility, and others remarking their common roots. Among others, Iskra Fileva offers a
good take on the state-of-the-art, by acknowledging the existence of skeptical positions
on moral disgust as a mere metaphor or as simply physical disgust with a moral trigger,
while arguing the existence of a genuine moral disgust (Fileva, 2020). However, in the
studies on the relationship between disgust and art — recently explored more thoroughly
by film studies and aesthetic philosophy — the connection between physical and moral
disgust is more generally accepted, following the popular distinction between physical (or
core) disgust and moral (or sociomoral) disgust.® As suggested by film scholar Carl Plant-
inga (2006, p. 82), this distinction stems in part from the most influential taxonomy of
disgust, developed by Rozin, Haidt, and McCauley, whose original version posited seven
types of disgust (Haidt, McCauley, Rozin, 1994) later reduced to four: core disgust (rejec-
tion of contaminants, such as food, animals, body products), animal reminder disgust
(sex, death, hygiene, violations of bodily envelopes), interpersonal disgust (avoidance of
contact with other humans), and moral disgust (Rozin, Haidt, McCauley, 2008). Thus, in
film studies, Plantinga reflects on the relationship between “physical disgust and socio-
moral disgust” and argues that “the social components of disgust can perhaps be best
seen in the way that physical disgust quickly shades into sociomoral disgust” (Plantinga,
2006, p. 82). Similarly, Julian Hanich admits that “bodily and moral disgust are often
strongly intertwined” (Hanich, 2011, p. 11), while Dan Flory suggests the existence of a
subtype of moral disgust called “racialized disgust” and states that the “crucial distinction
for [his] purposes is between ‘core’ and sociomoral disgust” (Flory, 2016, p. 19). In this

8 As reminded by Nina Strohminger, there are many classifications without an “empirically
grounded structure of disgust” (2014, p. 481).
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article I will follow this distinction by exploring the links between physical and moral
disgust in Blonde, and by observing how the former can work as a trigger for the latter.

In an insightful article, Hanich argued that the production of disgust in cinema “is
based on recurring aesthetic strategies” (Hanich, 2009, p. 299), offering an admittedly
partial but helpful list of the most prevalent ones. Among else, he underlines a purely
technical strategy, such as close-up, as well as an experiential one, such as character en-
gagement. In my analysis of Blonde, 1 would like to distinguish between “differential”
and “medium-specific” strategies to elicit disgust in both the novel and the movie. As
previously mentioned, my assumption is that elements that could easily arouse disgust are
present in both works, although they are interpreted in different ways. Following Gaut’s
definition, differential features are “features that differ between one group of media and
another specified group” (Gaut, 2010, p. 224): for example, being or not being a narrative
medium is a differential feature between cinema and instrumental music. In Blonde, it is
possible to highlight at least three differential strategies peculiar to both the novel and the
movie: the use of unsettling metaphors, the disruption of bodily boundaries, and the
fragmentation of perspectives.

Oates’s Blonde is full of graphic and almost unbearable descriptions of sexual harass-
ments, psychological abuses, and female objectification. However, one of the most auda-
cious choices is the frequent use of unsettling metaphors that associate Norma Jeane’s
body with animals or food. This seems to be a common practice in the studio system,
with many producers, directors, agents, photographers, and reporters referring to Norma
Jeane in these terms. One of the most recurrent metaphors is the association of Norma
Jeane’s body with meat, which usually brings together the animal and the food meta-
phors. For example, in a section where the photographer Otto Ose is the focalizing char-
acter, Norma Jeane is described as “a piece of luscious meat to be marketed” (Oates,
2000, p. 235). Similarly, many years later, once Norma Jeane has become “Marilyn Mon-
roe”, the narrator describes journalists and reporters as vultures or jackals, greedy to
scavenge on her carrion:

They were there at the birth of the star and they were there at the death. They rhapsodized the
flesh and they picked at the bones. Greedily they licked the beautiful skin and greedily they
sucked the delicious marrow. In boldface in the fifties proclaiming MARILYN MONROE
MARILYN MONROE MARILYN MONROE (p. 373).

The association with meat seems to be intensified by Norma Jeane’s popularity and
the occurrences increase as we progress through the novel. It is especially her marriage
with the Ex-Athlete to be shaped by this obsession; his manipulative jealousy frequently
explodes in angry outbursts: “Is that what you are? Meat?” (p. 441). Moreover, he finds
her movies and her ways of exposing the body disgusting. Indeed, a form of disgusted re-
pulsion directed at Norma Jeane is thematized throughout the novel as a way that men
find to counterbalance the irresistible attraction to her. This kind of repulsion can easily
provoke moral disgust in the reader, since it clearly depends on the Ex-Athlete’s (and
other male figures’) anxiety of possessing her body just for himself:

Yet the Ex-Athlete was roused to anger if other men stared at the Blond Actress too pointedly.
Or if vulgar remarks were made in his hearing. He didn’t generally approve of the Blond Ac-
tress’s public performances, her Marilyn self. He wanted her to dress provocatively for him,
yet not for others. He’d been shocked and disgusted by Niagara, both the film and the lascivi-
ous and ubiquitous billboards. [...] Didn’t she care that she was being advertised like meat?
When “Miss Golden Dreams” was resurrected to run as the centerfold in the first issue of Play-
boy, the Ex-Athlete had been infuriated (pp. 417-418).
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In this case, readers’ moral disgust is enhanced by the perspective shift, since recipi-
ents are exposed to the Ex-Athlete’s focalization and have access to his thoughts. Thus, as
we will see, his misogynistic disgust toward Norma Jeane produces a moral friction in
readers, who are brought to share his perceptual or epistemic perspective without adopt-
ing his emotional or axiological stance (Caracciolo, 2016, pp. 39-40).

Other men try to possess Norma Jeane’s body by giving her different names — a signif-
icant dehumanizing strategy, as we will see — and associating her with animals or foods:
Cass Chaplin and Eddy G Robinson, for example, foreshadowing the first abortion, call
her “fish” and explain the meaning of the name through graphic and explicit images:
“‘Fish’ only just means female. The sticky scales, the classic stink. A fish is slimy, y’
see? A fish is a kind of female no matter if it’s actually a male, specially when you see a
fish gutted and laid out, get my meaning? It’s nothing personal” (Oates, 2000, p. 336).

The movie tries to transpose this use of unsettling metaphors, both adapting them tex-
tually and finding new medium-specific strategies. One of the most daring solutions can
be found in a threesome sex scene with Cass and Eddy G: while Norma Jeane (Ana De
Armas) is reaching orgasm, the white bed sheets turn into Niagara Falls, the natural land-
scape of the “lascivious” movie starring “Marilyn Monroe” deplored by the Ex-Athlete.
The bold transition may destabilize the audiences and arouse physical disgust because of
the association of the bodily fluids of the sexual act with waterfalls. However, the strate-
gy more frequently adopted by the movie to provoke disgust is the disruption of bodily
boundaries. Following Istvan Czachesz (2009), Caracciolo argues that “the destabiliza-
tion of bodily boundaries elicits a mixture of fear and disgust in the audience” (Caraccio-
lo, 2016, p. 89). In Dominik’s Blonde, Norma Jeane’s bodily boundaries are constantly
violated, sometimes /literally. It happens most prominently in two of the most controver-
sial scenes, depicting the two abortions: after being forced into the operating room, Nor-
ma Jeane undergoes the operation while the camera in utero presents the room with a
point-of-view shot from the inside,” almost crawling outside, showing the doctors’ scal-
pels and scoops. However, this morbid obsession with Norma Jeane’s body seems to be
experienced by recipients also in Oates’s Blonde. For example, in a review posted on
GoodReads.com, Julie writes that “disturbingly, Oates seems even more obsessed with
Marilyn’s body than the raving fans: dwelling, obsessively, on skin and excretions and
secretions, ad nauseam. She is preoccupied with Marilyn’s sexual intimacies and her
miscarriages and her womb” (Julie, 2022). Thus, in the novel, the first abortion is repre-
sented in a similarly graphic way, even though, as a textual medium, Oates’s writing can-
not be as uncomfortably close'® as the movie:

Just as the cold steel speculum entered her body between her legs. Just as they scooped her out
as you’d scoop out a fish’s guts. Her insides were running down the sides of the scoop. She
tossed her head from side to side screaming until the tendons in her throat seized (Oates, 2000,
pp. 411-412).

° In an article appeared on “The New York Times”, Manohla Dargis wonders whose subjectivity
the scene actually portrays: “I’m still not sure if this is meant to represent the point of view of her
cervix or fetuses [...] It certainly isn’t Marilyn’s” (Dargis, 2022).

10 Following the phenomenologist Aurel Kolnai, Hanich states that “in order to be experienced as
disgusting an object must come overly near and penetrate the intimate area of the senses” and ana-
lyzes this concept in cinema as “obtrusive nearness” (see Hanich, 2009, pp. 295-296).
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In this passage, the disruption of bodily boundaries is combined with the unsettling
metaphor that blends Norma Jeane’s body (and identity) with the fish’s guts, linking the
abortion to Cass’s and Eddie G’s name for her. Another, more ambiguous, destabilization
of bodily boundaries is offered in the movie by the infamous “talking fetus” scenes. As
we will see, rather than disgusting per se, the talking fetus marks another camera obtru-
sion into Norma Jeane’s body, an unnatural perspective that could easily repulse the
viewers and alienate them from the empathetic perspective-taking: on “Independent”, for
example, Amanda Whiting confesses that “as a mode of storytelling, [these sequences]
are entirely alienating. Marilyn Monroe never seems less real to me than when she’s
cheerfully dialoguing with the unborn child in her fantastically radiant womb” (Whiting,
2022).

As an unnatural point-of-view shot, the talking fetus brings us to the third differential
feature previously mentioned — namely, the fragmentation of perspectives on Norma
Jeane. We have already seen how the novel employs this technique to report the Ex-
Athlete’s misogynistic thoughts, while the movie uses it to penetrate forbidden spaces.
Although both the novel and the movie are presented mostly through Norma Jeane’s fo-
calization, they employ perspective shifts, sometimes abruptly, in order to make the re-
cipients uncomfortably align with the sexual predators’ points of view. Thus, there are
many chapters or paragraphs in the novel with different characters as narrators or focaliz-
ers, either major ones such as the husbands Bucky Glazer, the Ex-Athlete, and the Play-
wright, and the lovers Cass and Eddie G, or minor characters such as Otto Ose, Frank
Widdoes, the unnamed director of Don’t Bother to Knock, among others. Moreover, some
chapters or paragraphs are even narrated by mysterious figures, such as the first-person
narrator of the chapter “The Sharpshooter”, the you-narration, and the we-narration (first-
person plural sections) diffused across the novel (for example, there are occurrences of
we-narration in the chapters “Freak”, “The Broken Altar”, and “After the Wedding: A
Montage”)."" Following Murray Smith (1999), Rita Felski assimilates the narratological
category of focalization to the concept of alignment: “alignment refers to the formal
means by which texts shape a reader’s or viewer’s access to character [...] It points to the
directive force of narrative, description, and point of view” (Felski, 2019, pp. 93-94).
Conversely, “allegiance speaks to the question of how ethical or political values — that is,
acts of evaluating — draw audiences closer to some figures rather than others” (p. 95). In
Oates’s Blonde, we have a proliferation of alignments that never produce any sort of
compelling allegiance, since readers spend a short period of time engaging with these
characters and cannot ethically share their blatant sexism. Moreover, they usually have no
name — although referring to their real counterparts — and are sometimes represented by
their dramatic function: they basically exist only in relation to Norma Jeane, who is the
constant object of their thoughts and judgments. In Caracciolo’s terms, recipients are
brought to imaginatively simulate the perceptual aspect of their perspective without shar-
ing their emotional or axiological stance (Caracciolo 2016, pp. 39-40). Therefore, the
fragmentation of perspectives enhances recipients’ moral disgust, since they are forced to
formally align with unlikable narrators or focalizers whose idea of Norma Jeane is judg-
mental and misogynistic. In the movie, this is perfectly summarized by the audition sce-

1 As observed by Natalya Bekhta, Oates frequently employs this peculiar mode of narration, as in
the short story “Parricide” (see Bekhta, 2017). In Bekhta’s account, the distinction between “we-
narration” and “we-narrative” is “between a type of narrative discourse and a type of narrative
form”: thus, as in Oates’s Blonde, “[p]assages of we-narration can be found in texts composed in
other narrative situations” (p. 165).
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ne, adapted by the novel, which ends with a point-of-view shot from the perspective of an
unnamed director — who we will never see again — on Norma Jeane’s back while she
leaves the studio; then, his assistants blatantly mock her performance, as the director
says: “Sweet Jesus. Look at the ass on that little girl”.

While the detailed and explicit descriptions seem to be the most relevant medium-
specific strategy adopted by the novel,'? the movie employs several techniques to elicit
disgust in the viewers. I have already described the use of unnatural POV shots, which
are particularly suitable for the destabilization of bodily boundaries. Now, I will focus on
three medium-specific techniques: the extreme close-up, the reaction shot, and the sound
effects.

Among the recurring aesthetic strategies analyzed by Hanich, close-ups play a pivotal
role, since they actualize the need for obtrusive nearness suggested by Aurel Kolnai as a
key experiential feature of disgust (Hanich, 2009, p. 300). The close-up tightly frames the
object of disgust and is “a means of directing the viewer’s attention” to it; moreover, it
can be combined with another medium-specific feature, such as the reaction shot. In
Blonde, this association is clearly exemplified by the “room service” scene, where — as in
a sentence from her voice-over that gives this article its title — Norma Jeane is delivered
like meat to the President’s hotel room. While he is lying on the bed, watching a rocket
launch on television and talking to a man on the telephone, Norma Jeane is forced to per-
form oral sex: the camera settles on a close-up — almost an extreme close-up — of her face,
focusing on her shocked and bewildered eyes, producing a sense of uneasiness further
emphasized through the breaking of the fourth wall (showing the scene playing out in a
crowded theater), and her voice-over, reporting her thoughts similar to how they appear
in the novel: “Just don’t puke. Not here. Not in this bed. Don’t cough. Don’t gag. You
have to swallow. You have to swallow”."* Here, the extreme close-up of her eyes is com-
bined with the reaction shot, whose repulsive effect is enhanced by her voice-over, as
well as by another medium-specific feature such as the long screen time,'* since the
close-up goes on for almost two minutes. According to Berys Gaut, for example, “the re-
action shot can be a more effective vehicle for affective and empathic identification with
a character than is the point-of-view shot” (Gaut, 2010, p. 265), while Hanich refers to
“somatic empathy” as “a strong somatic relation to the characters” through which “we re-
late to the character’s intentional act of being disgusted — rather than the intentional 0b-
ject of disgust — and hence feel disgusted in a similar (albeit not identical) way” (Hanich,
2009, p. 302). Then, following Kolnai once again, Hanich states that “an object of disgust
neither provokes an active urge to destroy it (as in hatred) nor to flee its danger (as in
fear); it simply evokes a tendency to put the disgusting object out of the way”; thus,
“once we experience the proximity of the movie too intensely and constricting, we re-act

12 For example, an online reviewer writes that “Joyce Carol Oates composes sentences that are as
harsh and unforgiving as razor blades. She goes into graphic detail about all of Marilyn’s various
‘Bodily issues’. Whether it’s her menstrual cycle, miscarriages, vomiting, etc, we the reader get
the full story. Turning the pages, your fingers start to feel sticky with blood” (Erik, 2020). Another
reviewer admits that “the level of detail in some of the crude aspects of the novel did feel a little
excessive but I guess that’s the point” (Ken, 2022).

13 In the novel, the act is explicitly referred to as “disgusting”: “She apologized for coughing but
couldn’t seem to stop. Swallowing the male’s semen is in homage to the male, but was ever any-
thing more disgusting; yes but if you love the male, the man, shouldn’t you? love his cock, his se-
men?” (Oates, 2000, p. 707).

14 On the peculiar temporality of disgust, see Barker (2011).



Gabriele D’Amato ¢ “Meat to be Delivered”: Disgust and Empathy in Blonde 247

with strong re-pulsion or re-vulsion” (p. 297). The disturbing paradox generated by this
scene is that the metaleptic breaking of the fourth wall — the fact that the oral sex scene is
projected on a movie screen in a darkened theater filled with people — shows an audience
that silently seems to enjoy the physically and morally repulsive sexual act, without even
trying “to put the disgusting object out of the way”. Thus, the disgust experienced by the
“real” audience is enhanced by the absence of disgust shown by the fictional one. Indeed,
this seems to be the ultimate example of the moral friction elicited by a perspective shift —
previously experienced through the engagement with the Ex-Athlete — that forces us to
take part in a crowded audience watching the movie with indifference. While in the pre-
vious case recipients’ moral repulsion was reinforced by the misogynistic disgust directed
at Norma Jeane, in this scene, by contrast, it is the absence of disgust that creates a disso-
nant reaction in viewers. In both cases, the fragmentation of perspectives produces an al-
most unbearable moral friction for the audience.

Finally, the repulsive sense of obtrusive nearness described by Kolnai can be also pro-
duced in movies through nauseating sound effects (Hanich, 2009, p. 300). During the fi-
nal third of Dominik’s Blonde, as we will see, the movie is filled with hallucinatory se-
quences than depend on Norma Jeane’s destabilized subjectivity. One of the most har-
rowing scenes shows her spectral figure wandering around an empty house, before being
abducted to undergo the second forced abortion: here, the already repulsive sequence is
further emphasized by audible suction and sucking sounds, as an example of physical
disgust that works as an amplifier of moral disgust.

3. Norma Jeane as an empty shell

As announced in the introduction, my proposal is to interpret physical and moral disgust
in Blonde in accordance with the recipients’ engagement with the protagonist. Yet, this
engagement is constantly problematized throughout the two works; as I will attempt to
show, however, the movie’s partial take on the novel results in a destabilization of the
structural juxtaposition that effectively builds Oates’s engagement with Norma Jeane. A
group of formal and thematic strategies work together to complicate the empathetic per-
spective-taking towards Blonde’s protagonist: I will detail both the novel’s and the mov-
ie’s in turn.

Oates’s novel is a rather experimental work in terms of structural and formal creativi-
ty, whose most significant features to destabilize Norma Jeane’s subjectivity are the mul-
tiperson narration, the use of italics, the thematization of names and roles, and the ob-
Ject-oriented sections.

As I have previously mentioned, the novel features several shifts in narrators and fo-
calizers. Therefore, following Brian Richardson’s classification, it can be considered as
an example of “multiperson narration”, in which “the same character’s thoughts and ac-
tions are narrated in different persons, or when entirely disparate narrators converge”
(Richardson, 2006, p. 61). Thus, even though it mostly employs an apparently conven-
tional third-person narrator, Oates’s Blonde presents many chapters narrated with a first-
person voice, either by Norma Jeane'® or other minor characters, with examples of you-
and we-narration. However, this constant shift may destabilize the empathetic perspec-
tive-taking, by confusing the readers about the perspective through which they have ac-
cess to a specific scene and keeping them away from Norma Jeane’s subjectivity. For an

15 Qates refers to the novel as “a posthumous narration by the subject” (Oates, 2003, p. 145).
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online reviewer, “[the] book is a sprawling, consuming and at times challenging experi-
ence. The first half was the strongest for me, inhabiting a young Norma Jean’s [sic] sub-
conscious and the people in it with effortless shifts from one perspective to another” (lau-
danum at 33, 2018). Another reviewer confesses that the frequent shift in narrators was
underwhelming: “the varied tonality and voice makes it a somewhat challenging read —
some parts are compelling and pull you in, and then the voice will abruptly change from
Ist person to 3rd person, many times over which is jarring” (Lwillis, 2019).

Norma Jeane’s first-person narration and internal focalization are constantly signaled
through specific markers, such as typographic indicators or stylistic choices: one of the
most interesting is the use of the symbol “&” instead of “and”, which comes from her di-
ary and poems — a significant source of engagement, as we will see — but that leaks out of
her writings to permeate her thoughts in sections with an internal focalization. For exam-
ple, the chapter “Sugar Kane 1959”, although employing a third-person narrator, presents
a rapid, anxiety-inducing rhythm to reproduce Norma Jeane’s altered state of conscious-
ness, featuring the symbol “&” as if it was her prose:

After their unwanted & distracting applause, next take was a disaster & she forgot her lines &
even her fingers betrayed her plucking wrong notes on the ukulele & she burst into sobs
strangely without tears & pounded at her thighs in her silky-tight Sugar Kane costume (so tight
she couldn’t sit down on the set & could only “rest” in a hollowed-out apparatus devised for
such circumstances) & began to scream like a creature being killed & in a fury tore at her new-
ly bleached fine-blown hair brittle as spun glass & would have raked her nails across her
sweet-baby cosmetic mask of a face except W himself rushed to prevent her (Oates, 2000, pp.
615-616).

Following Caracciolo, first-person narrators (or internal focalizers) should favor read-
ers’ engagement by replicating real-life interactions: “first-person narration, in particular,
calls for interpretive strategies that are not different — at least not completely different —
from those we use to make sense of real people’s life stories” (Caracciolo, 2016, p. XIV).
However, in Oates’s writing, even those sections are problematized through a particular
use of Norma Jeane’s subjectivity markers. This is the case of the chapter “The Sharp-
shooter”, narrated by an unnamed, shadowy figure — who is eventually alluded to as the
possible murderer of Norma Jeane hired by the President — where the symbol “&” still
replaces the word “and”, breaking the pattern that seemed to indicate Norma Jeane’s
thoughts. This inconsistent use of markers may once again cause confusion among read-
ers: for an online reviewer, “there were passages written in Monroe’s perspective, parts
that were possibly dream sequences, whole chapters where the word ‘and’ was replaced
with ‘&’ [...]. The fact I’ve written ‘possibly’ and ‘maybe’ shows I still don’t really
know what the book was aiming for” (Felicity March, 2022). I propose that this incoher-
ence should be analyzed as a deliberate form of destabilization of Norma Jeane’s subjec-
tivity, achieved mostly in the course of the novel through the “cannibalization” of her fic-
tional mind.

Since the opening chapters, Oates establishes a series of strategies that seem to give
access to the protagonist’s subjectivity, such as Dorrit Cohn’s “quoted monologue” sec-
tions (Cohn, 1978) and typographic markers, only to subvert them as soon as the readers
start to recognize their workings. As it is common in novels,'* Cohn’s quoted and narrat-

16 Analyzing a passage from a novel, for example, Alan Palmer notes that “the expressive empha-
sis on the italicized “was” allows example 6 to be plausibly interpreted as free indirect thought
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ed monologue sections are italicized in Blonde, and they aim to implement internal focal-
ization. However, in many chapters presented through Norma Jeane’s focalization, “her”
italicized sentences report other people’s thoughts or voices, by creating an unresolvable
ambiguity between others’ thoughts or her own thinking of their thoughts. This passage
taken from the chapter “The Curse” — where the device is extensively employed — shows
both her thoughts and others’ reported voices through italicized sentences:

Truly I had no pride! And no shame! Grateful for any kind word or any guy’s stare. My young
body so strange to me like a bulb in the earth swelling to burst. For certainly she was well
aware of her chubby growing breasts and the widening of her thighs, hips, “ass” — as that part
of the anatomy, when female, was called with approval and a kind of jocular affection. What a
sweet ass. Look at that sweet ass. Oh, baby baby! Who's she? Jailbait (Oates, 2000, pp. 89-
90).

I suggest that this is a clever example of a formal device that reflects a thematized
concept underlying the entire novel — namely, the “cannibalization” of Norma Jeane.'’
Indeed, the appropriation of italics by other voices is a symptom of this cannibalization,
since the privilege granted by italicized sentences is the access to a character’s subjectivi-
ty. Thus, on a formal level, this device actualizes Norma Jeane’s belief that “all through
my life I would know of myself through the witnessing and naming of others. As Jesus in
the Gospels is only seen and spoken of and recorded by others” (p. 16). In a certain sense,
this formal strategy is the ultimate representation of Norma Jeane as an empty shell filled
from within; once again, the possession of her body is thematized throughout the novel,
even with demonic allusions: “Norma Jeane had appropriated Gladys’s hands, not guess-
ing that Gladys had taken her over as a demon may inhabit a body” (p. 312). Because of
others’ possession of her italicized sentences, Norma Jeane is controlled from the inside,
and her focalization is sabotaged and manipulated without even being technically aban-
doned."®

Similarly, her identity is destabilized through the proliferation of names and roles
across the narrative. This is clearly visible right from the title of the novel, “Blonde”, and
the ambivalence of her studio name, “Marilyn Monroe”. More than once, Norma Jeane
confesses that the “Marilyn” name is nothing more than another role to play, another
form of cannibalization, as thematized by the first-person narrator recalling the choice of
the name, picked between “Moira Mona Mignon Marilyn Mavis Miriam Mina”: “Mari-

[another name for Cohn’s “narrated monologue™] rather than thought report” (see Palmer, 2004, p.
209).

17 As mentioned in the second paragraph, there are many passages that employ unsettling meta-
phors to thematize different forms of cannibalization: “your body is fragile and breakable, like a
doll; your body is a doll; your body is for others to admire and to pet; your body is to be used by
others, not used by you; your body is a luscious fruit for others to bite into and to savor; your body
is for others, not for you” (pp. 43-44); “And she was looking so pretty and so soft: a bonbon. A
cream puff. Something to lick vigorously with the tongue, not chew and gnaw” (p. 286).

18 Perhaps the definitive and most disturbing manipulation from within comes from her fetus, who
can talk (as in the movie): “Like Baby was sucking her down into him, into his quiet lightless
space that predated all time. Before the universe began. I was. And you with me” (p. 357); “And
Baby in her womb gripping her tight. You won’t hurt me this time will you. Not do what you did
last time?” (p. 584).
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lyn Mon-roe savoring the sexy murmurous sound of it!” (pp. 216-217)." In his analysis
of Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), Lubomir Dolezel observes that the “supreme
Adamic power” of “renaming” is an attempt to alter Antoinette’s identity (Dolezel, 1998,
p- 215): similarly, in Blonde, everyone has a “special” name for Norma Jeane, each lover,
photographer, director, husband, calls her by a different name, trying to start their own
“ownership” of her from that. In doing so, they seem to take their cues from the reflec-
tions of a young Norma Jeane, struggling with choosing a name for her doll: “names are
so important! — you must have a name for someone or you couldn’t think of that person,
and they must have a name for you, or — where would you be?” (Oates, 2000, p. 28).
Thus, she is “Fish” for Cass and Eddy G, “Angel” for the Dark Prince, “Magda” for the
Playwright, “Gladys Pirig” for the members of an UCLA Renaissance Poetry class,
“Marilyn” for her directors and raving fans, and “Blond Actress”, and “Blondie”, and al-
most all the names of the movie characters played by her. In order to further underline the
importance of role shifting, many chapters are even titled after these names, such as
“‘Angela’ 1950”7, “Nell 19527, “Rose 19537, “Cherie 1956, “Sugar Kane 1959”. This
proliferation of names and roles undermines Norma Jeane’s identity, as it is diffusedly
thematized throughout the novel, as in this passage where she is the focalizer: “She was
‘Marilyn’ — no, she was ‘Angela’ — she was Norma Jeane playing ‘Marilyn’ playing ‘An-
gela’ — like a Russian doll in which smaller dolls are contained by the largest doll which
is the mother” (p. 257).

Finally, the novel employs another narrative device to foreground Norma Jeane’s ob-
jectification and fractured self — namely, the object-oriented narration. Even though in
Caracciolo’s econarratological definition the “object-oriented plotting” concerns the par-
tial overcoming of the anthropocentric comfort zone of narrative, I adopt the expression
more generally to indicate a situation in which an object “takes center stage in a narra-
tive” (Caracciolo, 2020, p. 46) and interconnects unrelated storylines. In Oates’s Blonde,
this object is Norma Jeane herself, who intertwines all the fragmented pieces of this com-
plex narration.”® In particular, it is her image or her body to literally connect different
characters, as is perfectly summarized by the chapter “Pinup 1945”, where magazines and
issues featuring photographs of Norma Jeane become the common denominator in the
lives of those who knew her, from Bucky Glazer to Elsie Pirig, through Frank Widdoes
and Warren Pirig, in a sort of backward journey among the people who have tried to pos-
sess her.

Like the novel, Dominik’s Blonde shows a constant commitment to stylistic and for-
mal devices (Raup, 2022), by employing several medium-specific techniques in order to
replicate the problematization of viewers’ engagement with Norma Jeane. The most nota-
ble ones are the shift in aspect ratios, the switches from color to black-and-white, and the
temporal and spatial distortions.

Throughout its 167 minutes, the movie constantly shifts its aspect ratio, alternating
four different sizes: 1:1, 1.37:1, 1.85:1 — which is the one that is most used throughout the
movie — and 2.39:1. In doing so, Dominik’s Blonde tries to recreate Oates’s various shifts
in narrators and focalizers, framing Norma Jeane through different formats. Similarly, the
frequent and almost confusing switches from color to black-and-white, although suppos-

19 With a clear allusion to the well-known opening lines of Humbert Humbert’s narration in Lolita
(1955).

20 On the complex phenomenon of sexual objectification, see Nussbaum (1995). Moreover, Nuss-
baum influentially wrote about disgust, following skeptical positions and arguing that disgust pre-
cludes empathy (Nussbaum, 2004).
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edly depicting historical usage — such as recreating specific real-life photographs either
shot in color or in b/w —,*! show an aggressive take on Norma Jeane’s figure, with a con-
stant sense of obtrusion from different devices, such as framing, color, light. Through this
formal fragmentation, the movie aims to recreate a disjointed mosaic of Norma Jeane’s
fractured self, further emphasized by distorted images and sounds that depend on her un-
stable subjectivity, as declared by cinematographer Chayse Irvin: “it was like a hallucina-
tion happening in a sequence. [...] It was less about recreating factual events and more
about ‘How do we distort it in a way that really harnesses how she must have felt in that
moment?”” (Hemphill, 2022). During the opening night of Some Like it Hot, for example,
as Norma Jeane becomes addicted to painkillers and sedatives, a subjective point-of-view
sequence shows the monstrous, distorted faces of fans and photographers around the red
carpet, while, during the screening, the movie speeds up to the end according to her al-
tered perception of time.

In this foregrounding of Norma Jeane’s altered state of consciousness, the movie
marks a departure from its source, by relying heavily on hallucinatory and delusional se-
quences. However, although the novel — as we will see — manages to convey, at least in
part, Norma Jeane’s mental states through elements such as her journal and poems, a sim-
ilar epistemological uncertainty is also present in Oates’s work, as noted by an online re-
viewer, who underlines the protagonist’s unreliability: “as the novel progresses, the narra-
tive voice becomes more rambling, less reliable, as Norma Jeane becomes addicted to
painkillers, sedatives, and stimulants and slowly but surely loses her mind and her self”
(Mike Smith, 2022). Therefore, both the novel and the movie depict their protagonist as
an unstable figure, forcing the recipients to engage with what Abbott calls an “unreadable
mind”, that is, a fictional mind that “[defies] our best efforts to read [it]” (Abbott, 2013,
p. 125). As noted by Caracciolo, unknowable protagonists orienting the narrative perspec-
tive through first-person or internal focalization — such as Norma Jeane — produce in the
recipients “a paradoxical sense of being internal to — and yet barred from — the protago-
nist’s subjectivity” (Caracciolo, 2014, p. 190), further emphasized in our case by the long
dimensions of the two works, a novel of 738 pages and a movie of 167 minutes. It is a
sense that may sometimes frustrate the readers, as an online reviewer puts it: “we as read-
ers never truly get inside Norma Jeane’s head. Oates does not make attempts for us to un-
derstand her” (Viola, 2015). Thus, Abbott suggests approaching unknowable characters
“in a full acceptance of their insistent unreadability”, admitting that “this does, however,
preclude empathy” (Abbott, 2013, p. 146).

However, the difference between the novel and the movie is how much more the latter
relies on Norma Jeane’s unreadability, by adopting an array of formal and thematic strat-
egies to foreground an epistemological instability. A simple quantitative observation can
enlighten this aspect: approximately, the second half of the movie — governed by Norma
Jeane’s hallucinatory states — covers the last quarter of the novel, thus creating a strong
inclination towards unreliable and delusional elements. In this sense, while the novel still
succeeds in developing an empathetic connection through a deep exploration of Norma
Jeane’s childhood or fragments from her poems, Dominik’s Blonde relies mostly on what

2! For example, in an interview for “Observer”, Dominik stated: “It’s all based on pre-existing im-
agery, and some of the imagery is colored and some of it is black and white. So if we’re basing a
scene on a black and white photograph that’s in a particular format, we do it in that format; if it’s
in color, we do it in color. If the scene has no kind of reference to it, then we end up just doing it
widescreen or something like that. There’s no story reason. [...] It’s not storytelling. It’s an emo-
tional [experience]” (Gao, 2022).
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Lars Bernaerts has defined as “narrative deliritum” (Bernaerts, 2009), a situation in which
the narrative progression is triggered by and depends on a character’s hallucinations and
delusions. As underlined by Caracciolo, following Marie-Laure Ryan’s terminology
(Ryan, 1991): “when the textual progression is governed by a character’s hallucinatory
mental perspective [as in Bernaerts’s narrative delirium], a gap opens up between the
‘textual actual world’ and the character’s ‘private’ world” (Caracciolo, 2016, p. 80).
Thus, in the second half of the movie, partly through the use of stylistic devices and con-
ventions typical of the psychological horror genre, Dominik emphasizes Norma Jeane’s
unstable state of consciousness, making it impossible to decipher reality from imagina-
tion, and progressively undermining the viewers’ empathetic perspective-taking.

Among the various devices that the movie adopts to depict Norma Jeane’s altered sub-
jectivity, the most relevant is what Jan-Noél Thon calls “quasi-perceptual overlay”. In
Thon’s words, “quasi-perceptions” are non-ordinary states of consciousness, “such as hal-
lucinations, memories, dreams, and fantasies” (Thon, 2016, p. 249): they can be preva-
lently expressed through “quasi-perceptual point-of-view sequences” or “quasi-perceptual
overlay”. The former is what Edward Branigan calls “perception shot” (Branigan, 1984,
p- 79), “where the pictorial representation not only approximates the spatial position of a
character but also represents more clearly subjective (quasi-)perceptual aspects of his or
her consciousness, resulting in a representation of storyworld elements that can often not
be considered to be intersubjectively valid anymore” (Thon, 2016, p. 259). Such is the
case with the sequence that represents the opening night of Some Like it Hot, where Nor-
ma Jeane’s point-of-view shot portrays monstrously deformed mouths on the disfigured
faces of delirious fans. Conversely, in the “quasi-perceptual overlay” — corresponding to
Branigan’s “projection” — the pictorial representation “does not approximate the spatial
position of a character but still represents other (quasi-)perceptual aspects of a character’s
consciousness to such an extent that the resulting representation of storyworld elements
cannot be considered intersubjectively valid anymore” (Thon, 2016, p. 261). In both cas-
es, what is represented is closer to the character’s “private” world than to the “textual ac-
tual world”. Although these techniques are quite common in movies that aim to depict al-
tered states of consciousness, they further stand out by their association with the framing
and color shifts that dominate Blonde. Moreover, as added by Thon, the quasi-perceptual
overlay is “commonly combined with the subjective representation of storyworld sound”
(Thon, 2016, p. 261), as it happens in Blonde’s most relevant example of this technique,
where the use of the SnorriCam, through its typical dizzying effect, replicates Norma
Jeane’s altered state of consciousness, further emphasizing it through subjective story-
world sound effects, such as distorted echoes and muffled voices.

Furthermore, as noted by many critics, Dominik’s Blonde displays an array of inter-
textual references to prominent psychological horror movies, attempting to fit into a tradi-
tion that features blond female protagonists, from Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963) to
David Lynch’s Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me (1992) — constantly referenced through
the evocative soundtrack —, through Roman Polanski’s Repulsion (1965) and Robert Alt-
man’s Images (1972). In doing so, in addition to presenting other elements of disgust typ-
ical of the psychological horror genre,” the movie foregrounds its narrative delirium,
transforming Norma Jeane’s life in a haunting, “hellish vision”, and ostentatiously taking
the distance from the biopic genre, as suggested by film critic Mark Kermode: “Blonde is

22 For example, see Tarja Laine’s insightful analysis of Repulsion, which foregrounds some key
elements peculiar to the genre (Laine, 2011).
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a horror movie masquerading as a film about fame” (Kermode, 2022). This partial take on
the complex generic architecture carved by Oates — who still presents horror aspects, but
juxtaposes them with elements from the Bildungsroman and fairy tales — heavily under-
mines viewers’ empathetic perspective-taking with Norma Jeane’s fractured mind, simi-
larly to what happens to Carol (Catherine Deneuve) in Polanski’s Repulsion. According
to Tarja Laine, the movie seems “to emulate Carol’s perceptual viewpoint, but ultimately
it withholds any kind of clear psychological or empathetic motivations” (Laine, 2011, p.
44), and, in much the same way as Blonde, “in Repulsion disgust and madness obtrude
upon Carol from within” (p. 43), by inviting viewers “to participate in Carol’s insanity
from the inside” (p. 41). It is exactly this participation from the inside to destabilize
viewers’ engagement, emphasizing the perception of Norma Jeane as a “Russian doll”, or
as an empty shell to be filled.

4. Conclusion

In this article I have examined some of the strategies through which the two versions of
Blonde can elicit disgust in recipients and frustrate their engagement with Norma Jeane’s
fictional mind. Although both the novel and the movie present repulsive elements, audi-
ences have adopted different interpretive strategies towards them. While acknowledging
that one possible interpretation can be found in the more visceral nature of cinematic
emotions, my suggestion is that we should look at the omissions to understand the recep-
tion of disgust in Dominik’s Blonde: although the movie faithfully adapts the transposed
sections of the novel, it destabilizes their structural balance, relying on the conventions of
the psychological horror and unbalancing the narrative toward Norma Jeane’s hallucina-
tions and delusions. In the novel, there is a strategic juxtaposition of “cognitive disso-
nance” — which produces “the psychological phenomenon that accounts for readers’ feel-
ings of strangeness” (Caracciolo, 2016, p. 34) towards Norma Jeane’s opaque fictional
mind — and empathetic perspective-taking, achieved through a series of elements com-
pletely discarded by the movie: a deep exploration into Norma Jeane’s childhood and ad-
olescence — drastically reduced to the first 16 minutes of the movie by Dominik, while in
the novel it covers more than a quarter of the book —, first-person passages from her se-
cret journal, fragments from her poems. These elements not only give access — at least a
partial access — to Norma Jeane’s subjectivity, but also help to portray a well-rounded
character, one the readers can engage with. By disrupting this structural juxtaposition, the
movie elicits imaginative resistance towards Norma Jeane, portraying her as a helpless
victim and an unknowable character, as in the words of an online reviewer: “we’re sup-
posed to feel for her, but the film’s psychology is clunky and weightless, all in service of
an admittedly impressive aesthetic exercise” (SilentDawn, 2022).

In sum, I propose that the elements of disgust that permeate the novel can be read as a
means to an end, such as the exploration of a complex fictional mind, or the “definitive
study of American celebrity” (Showalter, 2020), in a harsh social critique of the Ameri-
can studio system, the entertainment industry, and consumerist society, by effectively di-
recting readers’ moral disgust at its perpetrators and Norma Jeane’s sexual and emotional
predators. Thus, Oates’s Blonde foregrounds what Caracciolo calls a “generalizing inter-
pretation” (Caracciolo, 2016, p. 11), through which readers construct meanings for the
novel as a whole, focusing on the “narrative’s ideological agenda” (p. 82). On the contra-
ry, by failing to convey any sort of empathetic perspective-taking to account for the dis-
gusting elements, the movie forces audiences to take on Tamar Yacobi’s “perspectival”
interpretations (Yacobi, 1981, p. 114), bringing them to direct their moral disgust at the
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“author”, Andrew Dominik himself, putting him on the same level as the male sexual
predators of the movie, as in “The New York Times” review: “if Dominik isn’t interested
in or capable of understanding that Monroe was indeed more than a victim of the preda-
tions of men, it’s because, in this movie, he himself slipped into that wretched role”
(Dargis, 2022); or, similarly, in “The New Yorker”: “the very subject of the film is the
deformation of Monroe’s personality and artistry by Hollywood studio executives and
artists; in order to tell that story, Dominik replicates it in practice” (Brody, 2022). Moreo-
ver, it is hard to imagine that contextual factors, such as Dominik’s unfortunate state-
ments (Shenfeld, 2022) in response to the criticisms received for Blonde, did not further
exacerbate the moral judgment against him, becoming relevant to the interpretation of the
movie itself.*> However, what seems to consistently emerge from critics’ and audiences’
reviews is that Dominik’s Blonde “blurs not only reality with fantasy but also empathy
with exploitation” (Rooney, 2022). Its provocative, repulsive elements fail to combine
with an in-depth exploration of a fictional mind, or with a clearly defined ideological
agenda, thus provoking a switch in reading strategies that can offer a possible explanation
for the different reception of disgust in the two versions of Blonde.
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