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Chapter One 

 
From Here to Ambiguity: The Adaptation and Ambiguation of The Cumaean Sibyl 
 

But loyal Aeneas went up to the heights where Apollo 
Presides, and, farther away, to the retreat of the Sibyl, 
That dreadful witch, in her monstrous cave, whom the Delian 
Prophet has breathed on with mind and spirit and opened 
The future to her. 
-Virgil, Aeneid 1.6.10 (Lind 105) 
 

Long before Aeneas sought her guidance, and well before her legend was adapted into a 

series of Greco-Roman myths, the prophesies of the Cumaean Sibyl influenced the 

actions of kings.1 By the time Virgil recorded her exploits in the Aeneid (19-29 BCE), the 

Sibyl’s legend had been in circulation for at least three centuries.2 According to tradition, 

the Sibyl lived in a cave, scribbling her prophesies on scattered leaves and other scraps of 

detritus, and she authored a series of nine books in prophetic verse, three of which she 

burnt when King Tarquinius Superbus refused to pay her asking price. In this chapter, I 

analyze the increasing levels of ambiguation that frame the Cumaean Sibyl’s sexuality as 

she is adapted through Virgil’s Aeneid into Ovid’s Metamorphoses and the Petronian 

Satyricon. Through tracing the changes written into the Sibyl as this character proceeds 

from work to work, I argue that her prophetic power is diminished to a greater extent the 

more her adapters depict her body fading into corporeal ambiguity. Virgil, who could 

perhaps be considered the Cumaean Sibyl’s first adapter, does not present her as 

ambiguous in the least, nor does he diminish her power; the Sibyl saves Aeneas’s mission 

                                                
1 In ancient Greek, the word sibylla translates as “prophetess.” It is suggested the Cumaean Sibyl was 
among the first of a long lineage of sibylline prophetesses who initially appeared in the Mediterranean from 
an unspecified location in the East.  
2 Heraclitus was perhaps the first classical historian to mention the Sibyls, while Lactantius remarks on at 
least ten of the sibyls, including the Sibyl of Cumae, in The Divine Institutes. 



on several occasions, and blasts her prophesies from the mouth of a cave with the Trojan 

soldiers quivering at her feet.3 In Ovid’s reworking of the story, however, the Sibyl’s 

narrative role grows reduced as she serves the moral-ethical fabula of a larger myth, 

becoming an illustration of the misfortune that befalls any girl who dares to cross the 

patriarchal gods. And by the time the Cumaean Sibyl reappears in the Petronian Satyricon 

nearly a century later, her existence has become the subject of derision and laughter.4 

The first section of this chapter concerns the Petronian Satyricon’s depictions of 

prophesy in everyday Roman life. Closely reading an embedded narrative about the Sibyl 

of Cumae that occurs at Trimalchio’s dinner party, I examine the party host’s descriptions 

of the Sibyl’s ambiguated form. Following a discussion of sibylline prophetesses in 

general, the second section explores different iterations of the Cumaean Sibyl as they 

appear first in Heraclitus, and then in Virgil’s specific portrayal of the Sibyl of Cumae in 

his Aeneid. Contrasting these antecedent interpretations of the Cumaean Sibyl to Ovid’s 

description of the same character in the Metamorphoses, I suggest the sibylline 

prophetesses of Ovid and Petronius are far more ambiguated than earlier accounts. 

Examining the tropes of sexual diminishment and disavowal that come to bear on the 

sibylline character, I evaluate how such techniques transform a powerful prophetess into 

                                                
3 It is impossible to verify whether Virgil was the “original” adapter of the Cumaean Sibyl, as the historical 
record from that era is so fraught with missing pieces that we cannot accurately make that claim. It might 
be more plausible to claim Virgil is the first adapter of the Cumaean Sibyl into epic classical verse, 
inasmuch as Virgil almost certainly adapted his accounts of the Cumaean Sibyl from Heraclitus, and from 
popular lore. But there may have been other written accounts of the Sibyl that are now lost or destroyed, as 
well as that legacy of oral history that was never written down in the first place. Thus, we can merely say 
that Virgil is the first adapter of the Cumaean Sibyl that we know of. 
4 A similar transformation can be seen taking place in the Sibyl’s corpus as she is adapted from 
Michelangelo’s rendition of her on the Sistine Chapel, and Andrea del Castagno’s Sibyl of Cumae, wherein 
stronger aesthetic tropes are replaced by weaker, resulting in a more submissive “feminized” character, not 
quite toothless, but lacking political tooth. 



a portrait of abjection – an argument to which I return in my analysis of Fellini-Satyricon 

in Chapter Two of this thesis.5 

On a theoretical level, Chapter One avails itself of several noted classical scholars 

(e.g., Gian Biaggio Conté and J.P Sullivan), but I would like to particularly acknowledge 

Sophia Papaioannou’s recent study, Epic Succession and Dissension: Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses and the Reinvention of the Aeneid (2005), as Papaioannou’s research was 

among the first to track adaptational differences between depictions of the Sibyl in Virgil 

and Ovid from a feminist perspective. Chapter One also sets out some initial arguments 

concerning the framing of sexually ambiguous characters in an aesthetic of abjection, 

both in the narrator’s description of the character’s corpus – and as the sexually 

ambiguated character is disavowed, ejected or otherwise treated as a waste-object by 

different characters in the story. This chapter particularly focuses on the connections of 

abjection to melancholia as derived from a combined reading of Julia Kristeva’s Powers 

of Horror and Black Sun.6 In the former work, Kristeva draws important distinctions 

between the abjection that emerges from a subject’s contact with substances (vomit, scat, 

semen), and the ways in which abject sensations are vested in a person or groups of 

people (the homeless, the infirm, the unclean). As Kristeva notes, abjection is an 

interstice for discourse, a multifarious site of denial and trans-identification, repudiation 

                                                
5 While Papaioannou asserts that the Petronian and Ovidian Sibyls are “victimized as humans,” I extend 
Papaioannou’s notion of the victim to emphasize the Sibyl’s abjectification, as the possibility for abject 
discourse goes beyond paradigms of victimization to produce a more nuanced interpretation of the 
intersubjective relations between the Sibyl and other characters in the tale (2005: 45). 
6 As I point out in my introduction, this thesis relies on a combined reading of abjection and abject 
discourse as treated in the work of both Kristeva and Butler. While Butler is more interested in the 
socioeconomic function of abjection in constraining and even punishing marginalized others (some have 
called this abjection’s “social function”), Kristeva seems more interested in the psychological and 
intersubjective possiblities of abjection and abject discourse for emancipating previously unheard and 
unseen subject positions into discourse. Of course, it is clear that both elements are intimately linked, as 
you can’t have a society without subjects, and subjects are identified as such by societies. 



and illumination; in short, it is the locus of an intimate revolt wherein facets of subject 

have the potential to break out from being externalized and devalued into becoming 

differentiated and even re-valued. In this chapter, I particularly embrace the role 

ambiguity plays in abject discourse, as the state of abjection is stimulated or provoked by 

the subject’s detection of “the in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (Kristeva 

1982: 4, emphasis mine).7  

I would like to conclude my introduction to Chapter One with some remarks on the 

documents I examine in this chapter – particularly the Petronian Satyricon – which often 

resembles works of graffiti that have been over-painted so many times that it becomes 

difficult to ascertain what lies beneath the layers with accuracy. Within these incomplete 

accounts, scraps of satyrica, curiosa, armless statues and broken vessels, we find our first 

accounts of sexuality in the proto-myths of classical literature and art; images that entice 

us, just as they enticed Georges Bataille in Tears of Eros, with their enigmatic smiles 

fading into the past, until time swallows them and we lose track of their contours 

altogether.8 It is precisely at this ontological zero-point, at the edge of pre-literacy and 

our visual and cultural lexicon, that it becomes difficult to decide whether the shapes 

                                                
7 The reaction of the subject to the abject is similar to the uncanny effect described by Freud in his essay, 
“The Uncanny.” In The Powers of Horror, Kristeva argues that the viewing subject’s reaction to the abject 
is “more violent” than its reaction to the uncanny, because the intensity of identification between subject 
and other is stronger and more vehement in this relation (1982: 5). 
8 In Tears of Eros, Bataille begins exploring the relationship between eroticism and death by closely 
reading of the “painting in the pit” at Lascaux caves (Le Panneau de L'homme Blessé) – by recent 
estimates, perhaps eighteen thousand years old. Noting that “Today, we can only despair before the obscure 
image displayed on the walls of a cave: a man with a bird’s face, who asserts his being with an erect penis, 
but who is falling down,” Bataille calls our attention to the fact that “… something obscure, strange, sets 
apart this pathetic scene, to which nothing in our time can be compared [...] Above this fallen man, a bird 
drawn in a single stroke, on the end of a stick, contrives to distract our thoughts.” But really, everything 
about the painting is obscure, when it comes to that. We think we recognize the shapes and countours, and 
something is recognizable there: a buffalo, a man, a spear, a bird. But Bataille does not emphasize the 
significance of the many elements that could easily be missing from the painting, (elements that were lost, 
chipped away, or disappeared), although he does go so far as to observe “the scene has an erotic character; 
this is obvious, clearly emphasized, but it is inexplicable” (1961: 52).  



depicted in such works are male or female, grinning in pleasure or grimacing in pain – 

and the physical sex of the character plus the meaning of its sex becomes difficult to read 

with accuracy. But while correctly interpreting the meaning of the Venus de Milo (and to 

a greater extent the Venus of Willendorf) might be difficult, we know beyond the shadow 

of a doubt that the meaning of sex and sexuality during the time of their creation was 

different than our own. The exact meaning of this difference is at least partially lost to us, 

of course, but the fact of its former presence is discernable in the object’s missing edge – 

those missing arms, heads, words and chapters that hint at meanings we either understand 

poorly or might never know.  

In such gaps, the abject lurks – and with it the possibility for abject discourse, the 

opportunity to readapt our relationship to things that cannot readily be explained; 

occurrences so out of the ordinary that they are shuffled into the questionable fold of 

magic, mystery, enigma and ambiguity. Deep in this past, we can detect the roots of our 

scientia sexualis, and with it the emergence of our science of sexual ambiguation. Indeed, 

if we look far enough back down science’s family tree, we arrive at the moment in which 

science, alchemy and magic were one and the same thing, conducted by the same cadre 

of “experts,” for the same purpose: deciphering the meaning of the unknown. Despite the 

fact that magic and alchemy appear to be the abject Other that science is so desperately 

trying to distance itself from, science and alchemy were originally the same thing. Indeed, 

without alchemy the practice of science would not exist, and many of the “miracles” and 

atrocities of science today were prophesied by alchemists and spiritualists long ago. 

Like Bataille, we might look upon the silent grin of antiquity’s remains and 

conclude there is a technology of eros that hinges on the relationship between death and 



sex. Or perhaps we refrain from making quite that connection because it might not 

adequately account for the missing features we cannot see, but can detect by the fact of 

their missing limbs in the places they used to be. What once resided there –the missing 

meaning-machine and its connections – can never be accurately proven. What we can say 

with certainty is this: the further back we trace the relics of our sexual ontologies in time, 

the more ambiguous they grow, eventually fading so far into myth and magic that any 

meaning of sex other than its assumed reproductive function and pleasurable sensation 

fades into obscurity, and our technologies and economies of sex, no matter how obscure 

or arcane, completely disappear, leaving us with the question mark of indeterminacy. 

That’s where we come from. 

 

A Brief Embodied Narrative: The Mysterious Case of The Shrinking Sibyl  

 

As is often the case with classical relics and curiosa, the Petronian Satyricon (known in 

classical circles as the Satyricon Liber [Book of Satyr-like Adventures]) stands out as a 

substantially fractured text.  Even its authorship remains in debate.9 While portions of its 

narrative seem to follow a clean line, others are fragments and interpolations punctuated 

by the inevitable lacunae that scar an ancient text (1986: 16-8, 26-9).10 The extant 

manuscript primarily features the exploits of Encolpius, ex-gladiator and scholasticus, 

                                                
9 While numerous scholars of adaptation (e.g., Sanders and Hutcheon) have examined adaptation across a 
wide swath of forms and genres, none have yet analyzed the adaptational significance of lacunae. Classical 
scholars, however, have been on that track for quite some time.  In The Hidden Author: An Interpretation of 
Petronius’s Satyricon, Gian Biagio Conte observes that “one must evaluate information about lacunae, 
whether transmitted or not, with great caution,” and not inject the gaps with meaning that may not have 
been present in the original text (1997: 82).  
10 Classicist J.P. Sullivan argues the commonly accepted view that the Satyricon was the work of T. 
Petronius Niger, the Roman statesman and courtier who was “Arbiter of Excellence” for Emperor Nero 
Claudius Caesar Drusus Germanicus [Nero] (1986: 11). 



and his comrade Ascyltus. Both characters are romantically obsessed with Giton, their 

sexually precocious bath boy, and the narrative engine of the Satyricon is driven by 

Encolpius’s thwarted efforts to keep Giton away from Ascyltus (and other characters). 

Encolpius will turn even the most dire circumstances to his advantage if it means 

securing another fancy embrace from Giton – and because Encolpius and Ascyltus are 

streetwise rogues who have turned at whiles to kidnapping, thievery and murder, we find 

no lack of dire circumstances. In fact, it is their outlaw lifestyle – and the fear of getting 

caught – that keeps Encolpius, Giton and Ascyltus on the move from region to region, 

providing Petronius with the perfect pretext to lampoon the vicissitudes of Roman life in 

urban and rural settings.11  

 But we must keep in mind that nobody can say for certain where the Satyricon is 

“going,” just as they cannot say where the story is “supposed” to begin or end, whether 

the story is “finished,” or what if anything the story was intended to do. There have been 

too many shifts in culture since the time of its writing, and the text is riddled with abrupt 

gaps in action, sudden switches in voice and scenery, and other disruptions and 

conflictions that ultimately make the work “regrettably fragmented and mutilated,” as 

classicist J.P. Sullivan observes (1986: 26).12 This sensation of fragmentation is 

compounded by the leaps in action and plot that characterize Menippean and/or 

Varronian satire in general, as these complex adaptive arrangements imitate the form but 

                                                
11 This chapter owes a tremendous debt of gratitude to the work of Satyricon scholars P.G. Walsh, J.P. 
Sullivan, Raymond Astbury, Gilbert Bagnani, and Gian Biagio Conte. Although they approach the Roman 
novel from different critical angles, these scholars generally agree the Petronian Satyricon is a satire – 
though the court remains out on whether the Satyricon is satire in the Menippean or Varronian style – just 
as it remains divided on the distinction between the two forms, which are often, and perhaps incorrectly, 
conflated. 
12 In addition to the presence of lacunae, Conte reflects that the Satyricon is immediately distinguishable by 
an “ambiguity of language” that “leaves confrontations unresolved [and] which refuses univocality of 
meaning” (1997: 148). 



spoof the content of earlier Greek epics.13 Like many curiosa, the extant fragments of the 

Satyricon may appear out of order and could mean something entirely different if 

reassembled in a different fashion. In short, the Satyricon is riddled with ambiguity at its 

most fundamental levels, producing a text that has become difficult to recognize within 

the parameters of our contemporary cultural order. This is not to suggest the Satyricon 

was completely recognizable within the context of its own time: this is equally 

impossible to say with certainty. Petronius was fond of raising eyebrows, and he may 

have paid for the Satyricon with his life.14 

Because the Satyricon could conceivably begin anywhere, the best we can say of its 

beginning is that the text appears to open in mid-action, with Encolpius engaged in a rant 

about the poor state of scholarship in Rome. As he speech becomes framed in its context 

– an interjection here, a descriptive aside there – we realize Encolpius is debating with 

Agamemnon, a scholar of rhetoric. This might seem like an uneven competition, were it 

not for the fact that Encolpius, a former scholatiscus, is equally proficient at verbal 

combat. Arguing that Roman students are “blockheads” who are force-fed myths, 

allegories and legends that make no sense in everyday life, Encolpius faults Roman 

teachers for referring to the convoluted injunctions of oracles during plague times to 

sacrifice “three or more virgins” to satisfy the Roman gods (1964: 2). This opening 

                                                
13 Numerous scholars have observed the satiric relation of the Satyricon to earlier works, particularly the 
Iliad of Homer. In The Roman Novel, P.G. Walsh notes: “As in the Greek tradition of fiction, so too in the 
formative Roman genre; in Menippean satire also the elements of parody and literary allusions are 
prominent. The fragments of Varro indicate that his satires incorporated both themes and actual verses from 
authors” (1970: 34). Taking this notion one step further, Conte compares Encolpius’s tears over Giton’s 
abduction by Ascyltus to Achilles’s dismay in the Iliad, when his female lover, Briseis, is “taken away 
from him” (1997: 1-2). 
14 There is conjecture among some classicists that Petronius, an influential Roman courtier as well as a 
satiric writer, mocked his powerful rival Tigellinus by depicting him in the Satryicon, and that Tigellinus 
“turned Nero against Petronius with unfounded rumors as a means of retaliation […] Feeling somewhat 
hopeless in his defense, Petronius decided to commit suicide” (Historia 2014). 



speech underscores the general skepticism with which prophesy is regarded in 

contemporary Roman life. If the best that prophets can do in the face of a plague is 

command us to sacrifice virgins (three or more) to the gods, we might as well depend on 

common sense.15  

The Satyricon’s next mention of prophesy occurs in what is arguably its most 

widely read section, the Cena Trimalchionis (Trimalchio’s Dinner Party), in which a 

wealthy provincial merchant spends an evening entertaining visitors at his opulent 

Campanian estate. As Encolpius, Ascyltus and Giton enter Trimalchio’s house, the 

artwork adorning his walls abounds with references to the supernatural. In one mural, the 

god Mercury lifts Trimalchio and places him next to the goddess Fortune, who offers him 

a cornucopia (1986: 45). Beside the mural is a silver-gilt shrine honoring several gods, 

along with “a large golden box, in which it was said [Trimalchio] kept the first shavings 

of his beard,” and an astrological tableau with auspicious dates marked with pins (45).16 

Taken together, the abundance of mystical bric-a-brac crowding Trimalchio’s house 

suggests that magic and the occult were a staple of popular culture in first-century Rome. 

Yet while earlier generations held such objects in reverence, Petronius’s literary 

treatment of these objects as contextualized by the sardonic laughter of Trimalchio’s 

dinner guests demonstrates the degree to which Roman culture had “modernized,” with 

                                                
15 This skepticism of prophetic figures, along with magical characters of all types, is one of the most 
identifiable hallmarks of Petronius’s writing.  In Arbiter of Excellence, Gilbert Bagnani notes that the 
Satyricon repeatedly “pokes more or less good-humored fun at astrology and divination, omens and 
prodigies, ghosts and werewolves,” and suggests that the debunking of magic and superstition indicate 
Petronius regarded himself as a modern Roman scholar (1954: 11-12). 
16 In “Social Hair,” anthropologist C.R. Hallpike discusses the superstitious practice of collecting bodily 
hair, trimmings, and other detritus (fingernails, semen, etc.), observing that these items are often utilized as 
magical talismans or ingredients for magic rites and potions. 



everyday Romans regarding pantheistic superstitions with skepticism.17 Indeed, as Gilbert 

Bagnani notes in Arbiter of Excellence: A Study of the Life and Works of C. Petronius, 

the Satyricon does not merely underscore Petronius’s disapproval “of religious 

innovations or aberrations; the old Roman religion is laughed at with equal impartiality” 

(1958: 12).  In this “modern” mode, Petronius places mythical figures on the same 

playing field as a pagan past that seems outmoded, provincial, in much the same way that 

“modern” scientists speak of astrology as baseless and ridiculous – and the same way 

scientists one thousand years from now will regard the scientific “advancements” of our 

modern times. 

 But unlike his trendy dinner guests, Trimalchio does not dismiss magic outright; 

like many contemporary characters, he seeks to play both sides of the coin. While one 

does not get the opinion that Trimalchio cares about anything but money and power, he is 

superstitious on a grandiose scale. His opulent menu burgeons with boiled sow’s udders, 

figpeckers encased in yolk, roasted hogs with living thrushes trapped between their ribs – 

but each of these dishes are replete with occult references. When a servant emerges from 

Trimalchio’s kitchen, bearing a tray that displays the twelve signs of the zodiac, 

Trimalchio’s chef (Daedelus) has placed “some appropriate dainty” above each 

astrological sign: a beefsteak for Taurus, a pair of succulent testicles for Gemini, Libra 

                                                
17 Furthermore, in distancing his (projected) contemporary Romans from their own pagan, animistic, 
astrological origins, Petronius engages in the “modern” mode of “disenchantment” that Andrew McCann 
describes in his article, “The Savage Metropolis: Animism, Aesthetics and the Pleasures of a Vanished 
Race” (317-54). In this mode, Petronius relation to magical objects evokes McCann’s descriptions of “a 
mode of readership” wherein alterities, figured as relics of another time, are  “assimilated into the field of 
representation in direct relationship to [their] destruction within the ever-expanding field of colonization” 
(2003: 332). Thus, the projection of modernity always comes as an otherizing gesture, a deflection of the 
old away from the new, the abject away from the pure. 



balancing a scale with a cheesecake on one side and a pastry on the other (1986: 57).18 

Directing his guests’ attention to a bundle of honeycomb and herbs lumped at the center 

of the platter, Trimalchio remarks: 

The world goes round like a little mill, and is never without its mischief; that 
men be either born or perish […] but for that tuft of herbs in the middle, and the 
honeycomb upon it, I do nothing without just reason for it; Our mother the earth 
is in the middle, made round like an egg, and has all good things in herself, like 
a honeycomb. (1964: 58). 
 

The rationale of Trimalchio’s soliliquy is simple: we don’t need magic or prophecies to 

tell us the meaning of life – mother earth provides us with everything good, and we need 

look no further than that. But as the feast progresses, Trimalchio’s pronouncements grow 

increasingly extravagant. He insists that magical characters are not the stuff of myths but 

can be found in real life, and even claims to have personally encountered the Sibyl of 

Cumae during a business trip to Campania:19 

 
In fact, I actually saw with my own eyes the Sibyl at Cumae dangling in a bottle, 
and when the children asked her in Greek: ‘What do you want, sibyl?’ she used to 
answer: I want to die. (67) 
 

Etymologically speaking, “The Sibyl of Cumae” is a linguistic portmanteau that draws 

together the Greek term for a job description (sibylla = prophetess) and the name of a 

specific location (Cumae). Aside from being Petronius’s place of birth, Cumae was the 

geographical region typically associated with the Cumaean Temple of Apollo and the 

                                                
18 In Greek mythology, Daedalus was a consummate inventor and conjurer – among other things, he 
designed the magical labyrinth of King Minos. Petronius’s choice of names is a deft one; Trimalchio’s 
supper is a labyrinth as well, daunting, bewildering, populated by magical creatures; witches, minotaurs, 
soul-stealers and Sibyls. 
19 Trimalchio’s dinner party (at which he stages an elaborate funeral in honor of himself) and the location of 
Petronius’s actual suicide feast share a common geographical feature: they both occur in Campania, the 
home of the Cumaean Sibyl.  



order of sibylline prophetesses who presided over Apollonian temples throughout the 

Roman Empire.20 By the first century, there were dozens of sibylline priestesses with a 

variety of magical powers – but the Cumaean Sibyl was arguably the most famous of her 

order. According to Virgil, the birth name of The Sibyl of Cumae was Deiphobe, and her 

powers included making accurate predictions of future events, reading signs and omens, 

and communicating with the dead.21 Yet by the first century, when Petronius wrote the 

Satyricon, her abilities were so renowned that she was referred to as the Sibyl or even 

“sibyl,” as Trimalchio’s village children call her.22  

Let us consider this manifestation of The Cumaean Sibyl as she appears within 

Trimalchio’s embedded narrative. As many narratologists have noted, the presence of an 

embedded narrative in literary work often serves to underscore a story’s central themes.23 

                                                
20 In The Sibylline Oracles of Egyptian Judaism, historian John Collins details the tradition of sibylline 
soothsayers in the Indo-European region. Collins traces the sibylline legacy far into pre-recorded history 
(1974: 1-12). The most celebrated sibylline prophesies included rise (and fall) of Alexander the Great, the 
birth of Jesus, and the collapse of the Roman empire (1974: 2-6). According to Collins, the Sibyl was first 
referred to in mythology only in the singular, as the Libyan Sibyl may have been the initiator sibylline 
prophesy. Following the writings of Heraclides Ponticus, however, and with the continued longevity of the 
sibylline tradition, “the sibyls multiplied … in all we find reference to thirty or forty sibyls associated with 
even the most remote localities. Later, classical authors attempted to reduce these to a manageable number” 
(1972: 1). 
21 Virgil was among the first writers to mention Deiphobe by name. In the Aeneid, he refers to Deiphobe as 
the daughter of Glaucus. This familial relation at once asserts Deiphobe’s magicality through hereditary 
association – in Greco-Roman mythology, Glaucus, “the blue man,” was a Greek fisherman and expert 
diver who was transformed into a merman after ingesting magical herbs. Ovid describes Glaucus in Book 
XVII of the Metamorphoses, noting the character’s “flowing shaggy hair” and “manly thighs,” which 
“abruptly merged into a fish’s tail” (1994: 279-80). 
22 Biblical scholar Milton Terry, in his study, The Sibylline Oracles, details the numerous Greco-Roman 
scholars who write of the Sibyls’ magical powers, including Plutarch, Livy and Pausanius. Milton also 
details the compendium of sibylline prophesies known as The Sibylline Books (1899: 4). According to 
Terry, these books were stored in the Temple of Jupiter in Rome, and were referred to only in times of 
crisis—but the collection was partially destroyed in a fire in 83 B.C. “and finally burned by order of the 
Roman General Flavius Stilicho [365-408 C.E.]” (4). Terry notes that the original Sibylline Books are not to 
be confused with The Sibylline Oracles, a set of prophetic “forgeries” produced several centuries later (5). 
23 Mieke Bal, among others, structurally evaluates the embedded narrative in Narratology, citing One 
Thousand and One Nights, wherein Scheheradze’s captivity and the threat of death comprises the primary 
narrative  (1985: 142-145). Within this overarching structure, Scheheradze’s “frame narratives” become a 
series of mini-narrations in which “a complete story is told” (1985: 142). Ultimately, Scheheradze’s frame 
narratives are so beguiling that they lead to Scheheradze’s emancipation in the primary narrative, as 
opposed to Trimalchio’s narrative, which cements the Sibyl in a ceremonial jar. 



This one is no exception. All told, the entire passage is one sentence in length, but this 

passage is packed with meaning, particularly as its moral-ethical fabula is bracketed by 

Trimalchio’s reiteration of other occult yarns. Aside from being the story of a woman 

shrunken so small that she fits into a ceremonial jar, the brevity of the sequence literally 

shrinks the Sibyl of Cumae into a footnote or appendage in Trimalchio’s lexicon of 

supernatural oddities: giants, witches, cyclopes and werewolves.  

This brief depiction of corporeal ambiguity says much about the narrative 

ambiguation of a character. Indeed, if we examine this character closely, the Cumaean 

Sibyl shares many narrative tropes with the dead king’s ghost in Hamlet. While the 

author does not represent the Sibyl as sexually ambiguous per se, her corpus is presented 

as highly ambiguous, and its ambiguation has a significant impact on her sexuality. Yet 

when we read this passage, we detect an error in Trimalchio’s testimony. It is not 

possible he “saw” the Sibyl with his “own eyes,” as one cannot see a whisper – it would 

be more accurate for him to claim he heard the Sibyl’s voice, or saw a small glass vial 

and heard a voice emanating from it. But in this crucial move, Petronius also confuses 

and/or conflates the senses of hearing and seeing in a manner that seems conducive to 

ambiguating the corporeal form of his character in general. Not only is her physical form 

difficult to discern audibly or visibly; the Sibyl’s body is diminished or vaporized enough 

to fit into an ampulla – a vessel used for magical rites – as her strident voice is reduced to 

the morbid refrain: I only want to die.24  

 

                                                
24 The use of glass or ceramic ampullae to contain magical liquids and powders is an ancient practice that 
dates from the earliest days of pilgrimages to holy shrines—including pilgrimages to the Sibyl’s Temple at 
Cumae. In “Medieval Medicine, Magic, and Water,” Michael Garcia observes that “relic water from 
ampullae was often used” by pilgrims “in hope of effecting cures at home” (2008: 3). 



The Sibyl Before Satyricon: From Virgil’s Wild Haired Prophetess to Ovid’s Abject 

Girl 

 

As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, the earliest reference to sibylline prophecy 

in Greco-Roman literature is Heraclitus’s account of The Sibyl at Delphi. According to 

Plutarch, Heraclitus described the Delphic Sibyl as a prophetess who, “with raving mouth 

utters things mirthless and unadorned and unperfumed, and her voice carries through a 

thousand years” (Plutarch in Kahn 2008: 45).25 From their earliest description, the voices 

of sibylline prophetesses were the central facet of such characters. In describing the 

Delphic Sibyl speaking with a “raving mouth,” Heraclitus does not imply the Sibyl was 

raving mad, but rather refers to the ecstatic form of revelation common to sibylline 

prophetesses, who often fell into trance-states, foaming at the mouth, writhing on the 

ground, crying out as if stricken.26 Noting the Sibyl’s utterances were “mirthless, 

unadorned, and unperfumed,” Heraclitus indicates the Delphic Sibyl’s prophesies were 

                                                
25 Although Heraclitus’s treatise, On Nature, was lost in a fire, Plutarch claimed he saw the text, and wrote 
about it in his Pythian Oracles, Book VI. Charles Kahn, who translates this fragment of Heraclitus from 
Plutarch in The Art and Thought of Heraclitus, notes that Plutarch paraphrases Heraclitus rather than 
quoting him (2008: 45). Kahn argues that Plutarch has “so blended the citation into his own text” that it is 
hard to tell where Heraclitus leaves off and Plutarch begins, but that the general content of the citation is 
accurate (125-6).  In that sense, Heraclitus’s work exists in an even more fragmentary state than the 
Satyricon; its remaining fragments are embedded in the equally fragmented writings of Plutarch. 
26 Andrew Benjamin makes a semiotic analysis of sibylline speech in “Raving Sibyls, Signifying Gods: 
Noise and Sense in Heraclitus Fragments 92 and 93.” Accessing Heraclitus’s description of the Sibyl as an 
entry point for discussing the gray areas between sheer noise and speech, Benjamin notes that “the liminal 
can have a decisive quality.” According to Benjamin: “A snarl, be it animal or human, is neither fully 
meaningful nor mere noise […] The snarl hovers at the edge […] The edge is the limit condition at which 
claims of sense are negotiated” (2005: 1). In Heraclitus, the Delphic Sibyl’s raving might hover at the edge 
of recognition, but within this ecstatic speech the unvarnished truth is detectable. By the time she reaches 
Petronius, however, the Sibyl no longer foams madly. Her voice is now a drone. Not a senseless drone, or a 
simple repetition of noises, but the pendulum click of abjection, swaying between disavower and 
disavowed, rejecter and rejected. 



absent of sophisms, even if the unvarnished truth was unpleasant and came at great 

personal expense.27 

As I have mentioned in this chapter, one of the earliest works containing references 

to the Sibyl of Cumae is Virgil’s Aeneid.28 Appearing decades before the publication of 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the Aeneid depicts The Cumaean Sibyl as outspoken, 

courageous, and unambiguously female.29 Spanning a series of twelve books, the 

Aeneid’s primary narrative concerns the travails of Aeneas, a Trojan prince who flees his 

home following the sack of Troy and the fall of King Priam. Book VI opens with Aeneas 

and his band of mariners landing at Cumae, on the shores of southern Greece, in search of 

the Cumaean Sibyl, whom Virgil describes as a “mad divining dame, the priestess of the 

god, Deiphobe her name” (1997: 150).30 Having heard of her gift for prophecy, Aeneas 

                                                
27 In The Sibylline Oracles of Egyptian Judaism, religious scholar John Collins concludes that Heraclitus’s 
reference to “a thousand years” demonstrates “the sibyl was a very ancient figure even in the fifth century” 
(1972: 1). J.L. Lightfoot, in another book entitled The Sibylline Oracles, observes the Sibyl of Heraclitus’s 
description, “is a lone figure, without time or (apparently) place, her voice resonating throughout the ages 
(2007: 4). In that sense, the Sibyl’s voice, the reputation of her voice, and the lineage of hundreds of 
sibylline voices already stretched back thousands of years even before the first written accounts of them, 
becoming one common voice; the voice of the ages. 
28 Classicist Sophia Papaioannou, in Epic Succession and Dissension: Ovid’s Metamorphoses and the 
Reinvention of the Aeneid, speculates the Metamorphoses and Aeneid may have been the world’s “first 
adaptations,” as they are clearly patterned after Homer’s Iliad (2005: 79). Written some fifty years 
following the Aeneid, the Metamorphoses also features the hero Aeneas—yet, this hero is of neither 
author’s manufacture; the debut of Aeneas actually took place in Homer’s Iliad. In fact, Aeneas’s common 
appearance in The Iliad, Metamorphoses, and Aeneid leads Miller to characterize the Metamorphoses and 
Aeneid as adaptations in the “Homeric” mode (1927: 30-4). The Aeneid appeared between 29 and 19 BC, 
preceding the Satyricon by at least 75 years, while Ovid’s Metamorphoses appeared several years before 
Ovid’s exile in 7 A.D. – roughly 50 years before Petronius’s text. 
29 Frank Miller observes that “there have been many Aeneids” in his essay, “Ovid’s Aeneid and Vergil’s: A 
Contrast in Motivation” (1927: 33). Walsh makes a similar case in his more recent The Roman Novel: The 
Satyricon of Petronius and the Metamorphoses of Apuleius (1970). “One cannot begin to appreciate the 
comic versatility of Petronius,” Walsh notes, nor can they “savour the full flavour of [The Satyricon], 
unless one is aware that scene after scene introduces echoes of earlier literature, especially of the Augustan 
poets Virgil, Horace and Ovid” (36). While I concur with Walsh regarding the issue of adaptation, I believe 
the flavor of any work is just as “full” whether or not a reader is privy to the source materials for the 
adaptation. 
30 Virgil’s use of the word “mad” echoes Heraclitus description of the Sibyl’s “raving,” not to indicate any 
incoherence on the Sibyl’s part, but rather to describe the wild passion of the Sibyl’s speech, foaming at the 
mouth during states of prophetic ecstasy. Virgil’s initial description of the Sibyl also endows her with a 
number of magical qualities. The reference to “divining” underscores Deiphobe’s prowess at prophesying 



seeks to persuade Deiphobe to guide him to Hades, where he hopes to speak with the 

spirit of his dead father, Anchises. A powerful priestess, Deiphobe oversees a 

magnificent shrine, at the center of which is a cavern with one hundred entrances, from 

whence her voice thunders across the surrounding valleys. Hair flying in the wind, the 

voice of The Cumaean Sibyl swells, growing “more than human, for the power of the god 

is closing in,” racking the bones of the battle-hardened Trojans with “chill shuddering” 

(1981: 133). As her speech becomes rent with inhuman cries, Deiphobe predicts 

numerous dangers for Aeneas and his men, foretelling a series of wars in which the 

waters of the Tiber will flow red with blood (134).  The reactions of Aeneas and his 

seasoned mariners to the Sibyl’s prophecies – their kneeling, praying, and tributary 

sacrifices of live animals – underscore the respect they accord her. Ultimately, Deiphobe 

agrees to accompany Aeneas into Hades.31 This is an enormous gift, for without 

Deiphobe at his side, Aeneas would never survive the journey. It is Deiphobe who 

possesses the remedies for each supernatural obstacle they must overcome in order for 

Aeneas to speak with his father on the Elysian Fields.  

The first challenge they encounter is Charon the Boatman, the only character 

capable of ferrying Aeneas across the River Styx into the underworld. At first, Charon 

refuses to convey, grumbling about having to carry living souls across the water. But 

Deiphobe bears Charon a special gift: the golden bough of Persephone. Its fragile green 

                                                
future events, as well as locating magical sources and entrances. The god she represents is Apollo, a 
supernatural being who speaks through her. Virgil’s use of Deiphobe’s name also refers to her magical 
lineage, not merely as a Sibyl, but as the daughter of Glaucus, the legendary merman (see: fn. 30).  
31 According to Z. Philip Ambrose, Greek mythology speaks of an entrance to the underworld near the 
Temple at Cumae that can be found near Lake Avernus. The word “Avernus,” Ambrose notes, can roughly 
be translated to “birdless,” a reference to the fact that birds refused to fly over the lake due to the “fetid 
odor” of its sulphuric waters (2004: fn. 4 225). 



buds move Charon to relent, and he allows them to board his ship.32 The second obstacle 

that awaits them is Cerberus, the demon-dog, guardian of Hades’s gates. But Deiphobe 

sedates Cerberus with a cake dipped in opium, and he falls asleep like a hound before the 

fire (1981: 144). Descending into Hades, the travelers encounter the sights and sounds of 

the damned: cries of newborn babies who have never seen their mothers, innocent 

prisoners protesting their condemnation, the victims of unrequited love eternally 

consumed by its lack. But the Sibyl never leaves Aeneas’s side, and her command of the 

supernatural is precisely what enables the protagonist to enter and exit Hades unscathed 

(exiting being the more impressive feat).33 

All things considered, Virgil depicts the Cumaean Sibyl as courageous, outspoken 

and powerful. The same cannot be said for Ovid’s representation of the “same” Sibyl in 

Metamorphoses, as this character appears narratively diminished in several key aspects. 

First, Ovid compresses his account of the Sibyl’s journey into a fraction of Virgil’s text 

(from the full length of Book Six of the Aeneid to fifty-three lines in Book 14 of 

Metamorphoses). As Sophia Papaioannou notes, this literary compression figuratively 

shrinks the Sibyl’s story, much “to the detriment of those narrative moments emphasized 

                                                
32 In Greek mythology, “the golden bough” refers to a limb of the tree sacred to Persephone, Queen of the 
Underworld, a bough with magical qualities of regeneration. Whenever a branch was broken off, a new one 
would grow in its place. It is this bough to which Sir James George Frazer paid tribute in the title of The 
Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion (1935). As one of the first structural studies of magical 
systems, this work influenced Mircea Eliade and Marcel Mauss in their structural analyses of magical acts 
and magicians. Of course, Frazer’s neo-Darwinistic approach to categorizing people who ascribe to magical 
beliefs aroused the ire of Ludwig Wittgenstein, who wrote that “Frazer is much more savage than most of 
[the] savages” he writes about in The Golden Bough (1979: 131). Although the same criticism could apply 
to Mauss and Eliade, it would be overly reductive to set aside the observations of these “modern” scholars 
(to borrow McCann’s usage of the term) concerning the social role of magic. 
33 In the Sibyl’s words: “The way to Hades is easy; night and day lie open the gates of death’s dark 
kingdom – but to retrace your steps, to find the way back to daylight – that is the task” (Aeneid 6.125).  
 



in the Aeneid” (2005: 44).34 Describing the Ovidian Sibyl as “a far cry from the Vergilian 

model,” Papaioannou asserts that “Ovid’s prophetess is meant to be seen not as 

supernatural communicant but as a victimized woman” (2005: 45).35 This victimization, 

Papaioannou suggests, occurs in Ovid’s temporal relocation of the story, which skirts any 

explicit account of Aeneas and Deiphobe journey into the underworld in favor of picking 

up the story shortly after this underworld journey has ended. Cutting to a scene in which 

Aeneas seeks to reward Deiphobe for her services, the protagonist promises to erect a 

shrine in her honor. But Deiphobe demurs. She is no goddess, she responds, nor is she 

worthy of worship. Then Deiphobe confides to Aeneas that Apollo once promised to 

fulfill her every desire if she would only allow him to have sex with her. Pointing to a 

pile of sand, Deiphobe asked Apollo to give her as many years of life as sand-grains in 

return for her virginity – but she forgets to ask for a youthful body throughout that span. 

When Deiphobe continues to spurn his sexual advances, Apollo forces her to live out the 

temporal consequences of their bargain: one year for each grain of sand. Seven hundred 

years have passed since then, the Sibyl sighs, and with every passing year her body grows 

smaller – eventually it will shrink to less than a speck of dust and weigh no more than a 

feather. In this diminished state, the Sibyl fears no one will believe she was lusted after 

by a god, and that Apollo will either fail to recognize her or deny that he ever loved her. 

In a final prophetic act, the Sibyl concludes that although she will be “shrunk past 

                                                
34 According to Papaioannou: “the 53 lines of the Sibyl episode [in the Metamorphoses] are meant to 
reproduce the whole of Aeneas VI,” which comprises more than 1200 lines (2005: 44). Of these fifty-three 
lines, Ovid’s description of the Sibyl’s journey into Hades with Aeneas comprises six lines; less than one-
tenth of the space this journey is given in the Aeneid. 
35 As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, I concur with Papaioannou’s argument that Ovid’s 
treatment of the Sibyl is often demeaning, but would replace the word “victimization” with abjectification, 
as this allows for a more nuanced reading of the intersubjective exchange between the characters at play. 



recognition of the eye,” the sound of her voice will remain, for “the fates will leave me 

my voice” (1921: 311).36 

Ovid’s compression of the Cumaean Sibyl into this extreme state of abjection is an 

adaptive shift that fundamentally alters the Sibyl’s spatial and temporal relation to the 

visible world. In Virgil’s epic, Aeneas and his seasoned mariners quake before the Sibyl 

as she towers over them, commanding them, frightening them, guiding and protecting 

their leader. But in Ovid’s treatment, the Sibyl’s acts of loyalty and courage are replaced 

with an embedded narrative that imparts a duplicity to her act of reneging on Apollo’s 

bargain, while centralizing her submission to Apollo’s punishment. Virgil’s sibylline 

prophetess takes orders from nobody and emerges from the tale more powerful than ever. 

Ovid’s rendition of the same character is subject to an overarching spatiotemporal bind of 

constraint, a punitive act that sentences the Sibyl to death by a thousand ambiguations. In 

retribution for not submitting to an act of prostitution, this puerile god subjects his lover’s 

body to eternal diminishment, until her questionable form becomes so insignificant that 

only her voice remains. Apollo thus enforces a horrible chastity on the Sibyl, disavowing 

her in an act of violent alienation. When she shrinks beyond recognition, nobody will be 

able to have sex with Deiphobe again, even if she desires it. His reaction is tyrannical and 

childlike: So you think you are big enough to mess with me? I’ll make you so small that 

you’ll beg for death. Just wait and see. This is the whimpering plea (for death) that 

Petronius focalizes in Trimalchio’s embedded narrative, underscoring how the Sibyl’s 

                                                
36 Ovid’s structural shrinking of Virgil’s story by more than one thousand lines, combined with his 
extended-play narration of the Sibyl’s physical shrinking, results in an adaptational shift that Papaioannou 
asserts leaves Ovid’s Sibyl in a less advantageous position that Virgil’s. In particular, Papaioannou cites 
Virgil’s depiction of the Cumaean Sibyl’s magical prophetic powers, which are rendered in a manner that 
“officially sanctions” her role as a revered prophetess, thereby preserving her status as sacred (2005: 45). 
Ovid’s representation of the same Sibyl, however, “produces an alternative reading” of Aeneid Book VI; a 
reading which “downplays the role of prophecy and its effect on Aeneas” (45).  



modifications in Petronius and Ovid seem out oddle of synch with Virgil, reducing the 

character’s story from an entire book about her journey into an embedded narrative of 

diminishment and abjection.  

 

Society of the Spectral: Petronius Plays the Trope of Ambiguation One Step Further 
 

In the previous section, I suggest that Trimalchio’s embedded narrative in the Satyricon 

no longer features the strident, outspoken prophetess of Virgil’s Aeneid – nor does it 

depict the regretful lover of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Extending the Sibyl’s temporality 

several centuries further down the timeline, Petronius’s account of the Sibyl cements her 

into a ceremonial vial. While Ovid’s Sibyl might foresee her body shrinking to a grain of 

sand, in Petronius, her plea for death is the very manifestation of this prophesy: she has 

now completely shrunk.  

Closely reading this embedded narrative raises several questions about corporal 

ambiguation as it applies to a character’s size and recognizability. If the Petronian Sibyl 

was already no bigger than a grain of sand when she entered her ampulla a century prior 

to Trimalchio’s arrival, how small is she now? The size of a molecule or an atom? And if 

she is that small, how do her whispers remain audible to the human ear? Perhaps the 

amplification of her voice is some trick of the ampulla itself; in an echo of the Sibyl’s 

magical cave, this ceremonial prison amplifies  her voice a hundredfold. Yet while 

Petronius has narratively reduced the Sibyl to a sand-speck of information, the black-hole 

of her existence is a portal, like the mouth of the ampulla itself, opening into the 

ambiguous expanse of nothingness surrounding the miniscule remainder of her body: her 

voice. In fact, aside from Trimalchio’s word that she is the Sibyl of Cumae, there is no 



corresponding information that makes this character visible on a corporeal level, and it is 

only her voice that provides the Sibyl with any vestige of humanity whatsoever. 

Trimalchio’s assertion that the voice in a jar speaks a recognizably human language 

suggests it is the voice of a human being, and Trimalchio’s use of the pronouns “she” and 

“her” serves to underscore the character’s sex as female. Combined with the fact that the 

children call her by her professional name – Sibyl – Trimalchio concludes the voice 

belongs to a specific woman, the Sibyl of Cumae. In light of Ovid’s account, wherein the 

Sibyl predicts: “by my voice I shall be known, for the fates will leave me my voice,” it is 

possible that the Sibyl’s body has long since disappeared, and only her voice remains – a 

disembodied voice with feminine attributes but no female sexual apparatus.37 But another 

possibility seems more likely: the Sibyl of Cumae has become a dust-speck of a woman 

with equally microscopic genitalia, and no matter how small she grows, she is still a 

woman in every regard. If that is the case, even though we might not be able to see her 

genitals, we know that they are there, she is still sexually intact. Though we can no 

longer recognize or even affirm her sex on a visual level, she appears to be a woman.  

Two new questions about size and recognition thus arise. How miniscule can a 

human’s body be before they no longer considered as recognizably human? And can a 

body become so small that it is rendered abject by sheer dint of the inability of others to 

see it? If the rest of humanity cannot see you, how can they accord you the human rights 

that are your due? On the basis of your voice? If that is the case, what will happen when 

the Sibyl grows so small that nobody can hear her? Does she finally get to die, or will she 

still linger as a specter that nobody can hear or see, asking for (her own) death without 
                                                
37 Why the Sibyl elects to remain in her ampulla, laughed at by village children and corpulent tourists like 
Trimalchio, is a riddle that Petronius leaves unanswered. With her small size, verging on invisibility, she 
could easily slip away whenever someone opens her jar, and nobody would be the wiser. 



the solace of anyone hearing her voice? Can a person remain abject if human beings are 

no longer able to recognize their abjection?  

Of course, the Sibyl’s abjectification on the level of her shrunkenness is directly 

attributable to the fact that she was disavowed by a specific personage (and more than a 

person, a sex-crazed god) whose unwanted advances she thwarted. In Petronius, the 

vengeful punishment inflicted by Apollo, who disdainfully casts the Sibyl away like 

rotten meat, is amplified by the cold disrespect the other characters display in handling 

her dilemma. Neither the village children nor Trimalchio express sorrow or seek to help – 

they are amused by the Sibyl’s pleas for death. In Kristevan terms, she is not a waste-

body or filth-body that fills others with revulsion, she is laughable waste, laughable filth. 

All told, between the adaptations of Ovid and Petronius, the Sibyl’s abjection is 

presented as a product of her shrinking body. Unlike Ovid, however, Petronius does not 

feature the Sibyl telling her story of abjection to Aeneas; instead, he follows Ovid’s 

version to its spatiotemporal conclusion, catching up with the Sibyl when she has become 

literally smaller than dirt. Not only is her imprisonment in the Petronian ampulla a 

minute compression of her many-chambered cave, it is a reflection of the underworld she 

circumnavigated with Aeneas in Virgil. And the Sibyl can never exit this Petronian Hell, 

despite all of her magical powers – if it can even be called a life, the Sibyl’s life consists 

primarily of deprivation, the perpetual deprivation of human touch. Not merely the touch 

of sexual desire, but the touch of any desire: human touch to heal, to comfort, to console. 

In Petronius’s adaptation, the Sibyl’s unceasing plea for death is little more than a plea 

for the eradication of desire, whether anyone else’s or her own: “I now desire nothing, 

save to desire no more.”  And even this desire is enunciated in a truncated whisper, a 



remote-control response rather than desire’s libidinal cries. Papaioannou reaches much 

the same conclusion in remarking that the Sibyl, in Ovid’s and Petronius’s adaptation of 

her story, is a “humanized victim” – a character who was once super-natural reduced to 

the vestige of a human life (2005: 45). While I agree with Papaioannou in this regard, it 

seems more productive to view the Sibyl as abjectified, as Kristeva’s concept of abjection 

allows for more nuanced discourse on an intertextual level. In the paradigm of 

victimization, the roles of oppressor and oppressed appear clearly drawn, whereas the 

gradually emerging fabula of abjection that takes place in the adaptational slide between 

the Aeneid, Metamorphoses and Satyricon turns on a transvaluation of rejection and 

sexual desire that echoes in multiple directions, as characters reject and are dejected. 

Contempt is a two-way street, after all, and we will never regard Apollo the same way 

after reading this tale, from whence he emerges as corrupt, vengeful and petty. Petronius, 

in particular, discards god and devotee in the same contemptuous sweep. 

It also bears recalling that in taking her vow of chastity to Apollo (as all sibylline 

priestesses did), Deiphobe already made Apollo a gift of her virginity through an oath of 

sexual celibacy. But Apollo wants the Sibyl’s sex in a different way – an unchaste way 

that the Sibyl ultimately rejects.38 Thus, while Sibyl spurns Apollo’s advances by not 

accepting his unwelcome seduction, Apollo hypocritically rejects the Sibyl’s chastity: I 

do not want your sex in the manner you choose to give it, I want fuck you even though 

you don’t want to fuck me. Failing this, Apollo decides to touch the Sibyl in a more 

sinister manner, casting her into an eternal state of untouchability, a state that spirals into 

greater cycles of disavowal until she becomes sexually and even physically untouchable. 
                                                
38 In The Road to Delphi: The Life and Afterlife of Oracles, Michael Wood discusses the virginity of the 
Sibyls, drawing a corollary between the Delphic and Cumaean Sibyls’ vow of chastity and the strength of 
will behind it; a will that remained uncompromising even when tested by Apollo (2004: 117-20). 



But in Ovid’s and Petronius’s versions, rather than being indignant at her poor treatment, 

Deiphobe is the consummate deject, her voice growing increasingly melancholic through 

each passing iteration, until it manifests in Petronius’s bleak whisper. At that point, the 

Sibyl becomes completely subsumed in a narcissistic tape-loop of regret, not merely 

regretting that her godly suitor will claim he never desired her, but regretting that she 

cannot die, moving from the refuting counter-glance of the Abject (“I am no more shit 

than you”) to the melancholic’s destructive self-obsession. In examining the 

transidentification that occurs when the melancholic becomes subsumed by the 

magnitude of their own sorrow,  Kristeva describes the narcissistic fits of possession that 

occur when the depressive becomes so immersed in the Other that the Other appears 

everywhere, in everything, and the loss of the Other defines their existence from every 

direction (1989: 33). Transfixed in the terror of this crisis, “the speech of the depressed—

repetitive and monotonous” becomes a uniform pattern, uttering “sentences that are 

interrupted, exhausted [and] come to a standstill” (33). We hear this uniform, exhausted 

pattern in Sibyl’s wish to die, which remains long after her body has disappeared – 

indeed, her death-wish is the most recognizable vestige of her existence. The Sibyl’s 

identity has become “imbedded” in her obsession with a love object who rejects her as 

she becomes her own “tyrannical judge,” repeating the indictment of her punisher 

centuries after he has moved to other conquests, glorying in the everlasting youth he 

denies the Sibyl, whose only crime was remaining true to her vow (1989: 11). By the 

time she reaches the Satyricon, the Sibyl’s regret over Apollo’s rejection has become a 

mantra of inconsolable sorrow that turns her inside-out. She no longer resists her own 

abjectification and is willing to endure any humiliation simply to pass into “the land of 



oblivion” (Kristeva 1989: 33, 1982: 8).39 Like the magical pumps in The Red Shoes, 

which keep dancing long after the dancer has gone, the Sibyl’s voice echoing in its 

ampulla is the de-humanized remnant of a human corpus that was ambiguated into 

oblivion. Yet this decorporealized remainder somehow retains a sex, suggesting that even 

the smallest or most partial trace of a human – no matter how small, abstract, or indistinct 

it might be – still keeps its sexual valance. 

In closely examining the small embedded narrative that Petronius supplies – a 

strangely “complete” element framed by a larger fragmented text – we can see the most 

significant narrative tropes that attribute a character with its “sexuality.” This attribution 

takes place via the reiteration of the Sibyl’s sexuality by the characters who flank her (in 

this case, Trimalchio and the village children), along with the sexual pronouns used to 

designate her, and the references this character bears to a “real” woman whose legend 

was common knowledge in the context of her times. Through the deployment of these 

minimal but critical narrative tropes, the Sibyl retains her sex no matter how much her 

body has been dissolved into the confines of its prison, the sex of not just any woman, but 

of a specifically punished woman who was not sufficiently submissive to a lover-god 

who sought to dominate her body. This produces a moral-ethical fabula that underscores 

the foremost stricture of the classical patriarchal pantheon: submit your body or be 

reduced. Resisting the imperative to relinquish one’s corpus to patriarchal power will be 

penalized by socioeconomic abjection, the most painful outcome of which is not the 

absolute disappearance of one’s corpus per se, but the eradication of so many bodily 

                                                
39 For Kristeva, “the one by whom the abject exists is thus a deject,” inasmuch as abjection unmoors the 
speaking subject from its own symbolic order. The subject then “places (himself), separates (himself), 
situates (himself), and therefore strays instead of getting his bearings, desiring, belonging, or refusing” 
everything, except the increasing move into abjection (1982: 8, parentheticals Kristeva’s). 



pleasures that only one or two signifiers of humanity remain, and death begins looking 

like the only real exit from the absolute diminishment of corporeal pleasure.   

I began Chapter One with a discussion of the Satyricon’s derisively “modern” 

treatment of prophesy in Roman life, suggesting the fragmented ambiguity of our proto-

myths of sexuality can only be reassembled or re-visioned through a melange of lacunae-

riddled documents and voids where missing pieces previously signified for themselves. 

Following an account of the Cumaean Sibyl’s depiction in the Cena Trimalchionis, I 

trace the roots of her embedded narrative to the proto-philosophers Heraclitus and 

Plutarch. Performing a close reading of the ensuing adaptations of Virgil and Ovid, I 

assert that Virgil depicts the Cumaean Sibyl as a powerful prophetess with the ability to 

predict the future, influence supernatural entities, and circumnavigate the underworld. 

Arguing that Ovid’s narrative diminishment of the Sibyl’s powers underscores a punitive 

fabula that is absent in the Aeneid, I suggest the “same” prophetess emerges from his 

Metamorphoses as a shrunken character forecasting her own defeat by sublimation. 

Following this analysis of Ovid’s version, I more intensively interrogate the Sibyl’s 

embedded narrative in Petronius, detailing the ways in which Petronius positions the 

Sibyl further down the temporal line, defining her as the melancholic remainder of a 

corporeal punishment that renders her body untouchable. But no matter how ambiguous 

the character’s form becomes, her voice remains. Even though her voice is but a whisper, 

it retains its sex – an effect I suggest is produced through a combination of pronoun, 

intertextual reference and character interactions.  

In Chapter Two, I extend my analysis of the sibylline prophetess to evaluate Italian 

filmmaker Federico Fellini’s rendition of “the Hermaphrodite,” a character he adds to his 



Satyricon adaptation. Discussing Fellini’s aesthetic projection of sexual ambiguity onto 

his “sacred little monster,” I evaluate the Hermaphrodite’s abjection at the hands of the 

film’s protagonists – an abjection that ultimately lends the character a potential for 

political emancipation that exceeds her depictions in Virgil, Ovid and Petronius, yet 

plunges her deeper into abject discourse. 


