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Chapter Two 
 
Lost in a Roman Wilderness of Latex: A Post-classical Sibyl in Fellini-Satyricon 
 
 
In November of 1968, Italian filmmaker Federico Fellini began production on his widely 

hyped feature film, Fellini-Satyricon.1 Although the film was purportedly a live-action 

adaptation of the Satyricon novel written by T. Petronius Niger nearly two thousand years 

earlier, Fellini emphasized his disinterest in crafting a line-by-line recapitulation of the 

text.2 Informing film critics, journalists and novelists of his wish to access the Satyricon 

as a basis for creating the “documentary of a dream,” Fellini viewed the adaptation 

process as an opportunity to implode Hollywood myths of a “serene, classical, 

statuesque, ‘clean’ antiquity” (Moravia 1970: 23).3 Critical of the contemporary viewers 

who accepted such santized Hollywood myths without question, Fellini declared his 

intention to enhance the dream-like quality of the Satyricon, crafting entire scenes and 

characters that did not appear in the text. Among the additions was a character named 

“the Hermaphrodite,” a dually-sexed prophet/ess whom Fellini described in the screen 

treatment as “the mouthpiece of the gods” (1970: 78).4 Dwelling in a cave, Fellini’s 

                                                
1 It is a matter of record that Fellini-Satyricon was not the filmmaker’s original choice of title for his film. 
According to A.O. Scott, writing in the New York Times, Fellini failed to obtain ownership of the one-word 
Satyricon appellation, because rival director Gian Luigi Polidoro had registered his own Satyricon (1968) 
just months in advance of Fellini’s projected release date. Outraged, Fellini litigated for rights to the title, 
but lost the battle in court. This loss prompted United Artists to enter the fray on Fellini’s behalf, and to 
conclude the ownership tussle by paying Polidoro one million dollars for distribution rights to his 
Satyricon. That accomplished, United Artists promptly pushed back the release of Polidori’s film until 
1969, well after Fellini-Satyricon hit the box office.  
2 As I mentioned in Chapter One, the “official” authorship of the Satyricon remains a subject of debate in 
classical circles (Sullivan 1986: 11).  
3 Alberto Moravia’s interview with Fellini, along with Fellini’s shooting script and screen treatment, was 
published in a collection edited by Dario Zanelli, entitled Fellini’s Satyricon. In these interviews, Fellini 
discusses his desire to develop an “alienating” filming style for Fellini-Satyricon, rendering all subjects 
“disconnected (and) fragmentary” – a trope he hoped would echo the appearance of people in dreams (27).  
4 In On The Set of Fellini Satyricon, Elaine Lanouette Hughes emphasizes the Hermaphrodite character was 
“not in the Petronius,” but recalls that the scenes in The Temple of Ceres were among the first episodes 
Fellini placed in his script (1971: 44). According to Hughes, Fellini was particularly fond of this character, 



hermaphroditic priest/ess would accept tribute of money, food and animals in return for 

magical healings, blessings and prophesies of the future. In response to the queries of her 

acolytes and supplicants, the Hermaphrodite would respond with “sibylline phrases,” or 

keep mysteriously silent (1970: 79).5  

Fellini’s use of the term sibylline phrases to describe the Hermaphrodite’s speech, 

along with the fact that Fellini ensconced his prophet/ess in a cavernous temple (“The 

Temple of Ceres”), presiding over a retinue of sycophants and initiates, each of them 

eager to attend to her prophesies or benefit from her magical healings, are merely a few 

of the elements linking his character to the Cumaean Sibyl of Petronius, Ovid and Virgil.6 

As I observed in Chapter One, this particular Sibyl was noteworthy for the qualities of 

her voice, which has remained one of the focal points on which her adaptational 

variations turn; the voice Heraclitus and Virgil describe as thundering, the voice Ovid 

diminishes to the sighs of a jilted lover, the voice Petronius shrinks into a melancholic 

plea for death. In the screenplay for Fellini-Satyricon, the filmmaker defines his sibyl’s 

voice hovering between enigmatic and incomprehensible: 

The Hermaphrodite signals that it wants to say something, rasping noises like a 
deaf mute, and gesticulating. The shepherd in attendance nods and shows he 

                                                
not only because “it was part of [a] pagan civilization,” but because the Hermaphrodite was “strange and 
magical and striking”  (1971: 44). Interviewed by Zanelli in 1968, Fellini described the Hermaphrodite as 
one of many creatures in his film that would populate the “lost civilization” of ancient Rome; these 
creatures were non-normative human beings who would “eat and drink different things […] love in other 
ways, […] have different habits, thoughts, even different nervous systems” that other people (1970: 9). In 
short, Fellini intended from the outset to depict the Hermaphrodite and his other creatures as radically 
Other. 
5 In this chapter, I use the backslashed prophet/ess to indicate the alleged dual sexuality of Fellini-
Satyricon’s Hermaphrodite. Like Kate Bornstein, I prefer epicene pronouns such as “hir” over the “neutral” 
pronoun “it,” not merely because epicene pronouns are more politically charged than “it,” but because “it” 
can be seen as a derogatory reference to beasts (1997: 8-10). That said, one must always be careful 
deploying backslashed appellations for actual people, as it can result in de-politicizing their sex (see my 
critique of Butler’s backslashed approach to Camille Barbin in Chapter Five).  
6 Other elements linking the Hermaphrodite to the Cumaean Sibyl (and to Apollonian sibyls in general) 
include: 1) the character’s ability to prophesy; 2) the character’s ability to heal the sick, and; 3) the 
character’s acceptance of tribute and animal sacrifices in return for prophetic services. 



understands, then motions to a peasant standing on the threshold, and mumbles 
something to him. The peasant takes the news hard; his face contorts, and he 
hammers his head with his fists … muttering to himself and crying, “They’re all 
going to die … All my beasts are going to die.” (79) 

 

Unlike the Sibyl in the Petronian Satyricon, Fellini’s oracle cannot make herself audible 

without the help of trained assistants. Still, even as Fellini positions the Hermaphrodite’s 

voice at the limit of recognition, he makes her body twice as visible as Petronius, 

engaging several key tropes that emphasize the character’s dual sex.7 As I hope to 

demonstrate in this chapter, Fellini’s modifications along these lines do not simply raise 

questions about the specific devices that denote his character’s “hermaphrodism” (the 

character was actually played by a boy) – they fundamentally alter the moral-ethical 

underpinnings of his Satyricon source text to open a new interstice for abject discourse. 

Within this interstice, his protagonists’ violent treatment of the Hermaphrodite opens up 

the “milieu of an event” (to borrow Amit Rai’s use of the term), summoning us to 

reevaluate the ambivalence, uncertainty and sexual ambiguity endemic to sexual 

subjectivation in a heteronormative cultural order (2004: 551). 

The first section of this chapter begins by discussing Fellini’s simultaneous 

infidelity and fidelity to Petronius, focusing on his re-ordering of the Satyricon’s opening. 

By replacing Encolpius’s critique of Roman sophistry (at the beginning of the Petronian 

                                                
7 Because “sexually ambiguous” figures are often equated with non-normative human beings, we often find 
them endowed with other non-normative qualities: the mythical, supernatural, monstrous or magical. 
Concerning the latter, Fellini’s Hermaphrodite reads as “magical” in the sense that she is capable of 
magical acts: prophesy, soothsaying, and magical healings. Likewise, her station as priest/ess of The 
Temple of Ceres underscores her adherents’ belief that she is magical, thereby recalling Marcel Mauss’s 
notions, in A General Theory of Magic, that a prophet is held to be a magician “through revelation, through 
consecration and through tradition” (1972: 50). Mauss also notes that prophets typically receive their 
revelations through “one or more spirits, who place themselves at [their] service” (1972: 50). Thus, if we 
compare them closely, the sibyls of Greco-Roman times and Fellini’s Hermaphrodite share numerous 
similarities as magical and mythical figures, further linking Fellini’s “sibylline oracle” to the tradition of 
Greco-Roman sibyls and adding to the Hermaphrodite’s myth-like status.  



Satyricon) with an indictment of effeminate masculinity, Fellini accomplishes a strange 

adaptive twist that prioritizes a mysoginistic masculinity directed against femininity in 

general.8 Evaluating Fellini’s simultaneous insertion of aesthetically stylized lacunae into 

his film, I assert these carefully choreographed skips in temporal organization join his 

larger re-mix of the Satyricon content to depict the past of antiquity as a distant time 

peopled by strange others whose bodies and culture are difficult to recognize by 

contemporary standards. Turning my attention to Fellini’s deployment of two ancillary 

characters (Servant Girl and Old Slave) to “forecast” the Hermaphrodite’s dual sexuality, 

I detail the visual construction of the Hermaphrodite’s dual sex through a deployment of 

latex prosthetics. Evaluating Fellini’s decision to cast a young albino actor (Pasquale 

Baldessari) as his prophet/ess, I conclude this chapter’s first section by closely reading 

the scenes in which Hemaphrodite is abducted and murdered by the film’s protagonists.  

The second section of the chapter continues my reading of the Hermaphrodite’s 

abduction, analyzing Fellini’s general move away from deploying the “gender neutral” 

pronoun “it” (in his film treatment) to a convoluted alternation of “he” and “she” in his 

screenplay. From there, I contrast Fellini’s adaptive entwinement of the Hermaphrodite 

with the story of the mythical character Hermaphroditos, evaluating the character’s links 

                                                
8 As I have mentioned in my introduction and elsewhere (cf. Adaptation Theories), persistent debates in 
adaptation studies continue questioning the centrality of semantic fidelity as a hallmark of adaptive quality. 
At the heart of these debates is the notion that the process of translation is integral to the adaptive process, 
and that fidelity to a source text can be discernable by how many elements of the text have been “properly” 
translated into an adaptation. In his groundbreaking article, “Twelve Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation 
Theory,” adaptation theorist Thomas Leitch questions the sense of propriety that seems to arise when 
“deviations” from source texts arouse the ire of literary theorists whose sense of institutional fidelity to 
such texts leads them to dismiss perceived “departures” without further examination (2003: 149-50). When 
adapters promise fidelity to an original, Leitch observes, it often amounts to little more than a guarantee 
“that they will protect the audience from the shock of experiencing any new thought or feelings that would 
not have been provoked by their source texts” (2007: 6). In essays such as “Route Awakening” (2011), I 
discuss the value of both infidelity and fidelity, and the reasons the fidelity debate has become a hauntology 
that seems so difficult to dismiss, no matter how much some players wish it would go away. 



to other Greco-Roman human/beast amalgamations: centaurs, harpies, satyrs, furies. 

Combining these mythological referents with the Hermaphrodite’s projected dual 

sexuality, the filmmaker positions this character (and her followers) as “monstrous” and 

“aberrant.” In my chapter’s third section, I closely evaluate the cinematic devices Fellini 

deploys to produce his prodigious galleries of monsters, comparing Fellini’s adverse 

treatment of his “sacred little monster” and her followers to the moral-ethical framework 

that binds Satan and other amalgamated or trans-formed creatures in Dante’s Inferno. 

Connecting this meaning-machine of the civilized monster vs. monstrous civilization to 

the legitimized framework of institutionalized violence that oppressed post-

Enlightenment monsters on behalf of an overarching cultural norm, I analyze the ways in 

which the Fellini-Satyricon’s beefcake protagonists become the monsters of the monster, 

propelling the film into abject discourse.9  

In trying to consolidate the most effective interdisciplinary approach to the 

Fellini-Satyricon, I have drawn together sources from post-feminist psychoanalytic 

theory, film theory, adaptation studies, post-structural theory and studies that do not rest 

comfortably in any specific field. Some of the most insightful thinking has emerged from 

the critics, journalists and writers who assessed Fellini-Satyricon at the time of its 

making; specifically, the work of Dario Zanelli, Elaine Lanouette Hughes and Alberto 

Moravia, each of whom were on the set of Fellini-Satyricon and published work on the 

film following its distribution. In terms of adaptation theory per se, this chapter draws on 

                                                
9 In his 1970s lectures on the medicolegal taxonomization of abnormality, Foucault suggests the aspersion 
of animality often plays a central role in cultural and juridical representations of monstrosity. I discuss this 
topic more closely in the next section of this chapter, but suffice it to say that Foucault draws a productive 
corollary between the eighteenth-century medicolegal position concerning the “abnormality” of 
hermaphrodites and the juridical relation to beings perceived as “half-human and half-animal” in the 
Middle Ages (2004: 324).  



Julie Sanders’s notions concerning the re-presentation of myth in Adaptation and 

Appropriation, and Thomas Leitch’s critique of “extreme fidelity” in Film Adaptation 

and Its Discontents. But Gilles Deleuze’s work in Cinema 2: The Time-Image was also 

highly informative, particularly his explicit discussion of Fellini’s monstrous figures in 

Fellini-Satyricon, as this line of critique effectively mined by Moravia and Ugo Casiraghi 

in their criticisms of Fellini’s techniques. Concerning my own critique of the monstrous 

aesthetics that place Fellini’s Hermaphrodite – and all those who contact her – in abject 

discourse, this chapter owes much to Luc Brisson, a scholar of ancient philosophy, along 

with cultural critic Marina Warner, whose work in Fantastic Metamorphoses, Other 

Worlds: Ways of Telling the Self produces a close reading of amalgamated monsters and 

hybrids in literature and the arts. Along those lines, postcolonial theorist Amit Rai’s 

notion of “the milieu of the event” has proven vital for viewing the types of morality tales 

that shift the narrative projection of monstrosity from the body of the monster to the 

protagonists and cultures that seek the monster’s eradication – as this objective is often 

depicted as a punitive retribution for the monster’s perceived affront to compulsory 

heteronormativity.  

Bringing all of these theoretical strands into contact with Kristeva’s notions on 

abject discourse – particularly her research on the sacred and profane in Powers of 

Horror – I assert Fellini-Satyricon opens a transtextual interstice wherein the barbarous 

acts committed against his “sacred little monster” shift the force relations between the 

Hermaphrodite and other characters in the film. This adaptive shift provides a venue for 

discussing the ambiguous playing field of sexual subjectivation, on which all players are 

rendered abject before the cultural symbolic. 



 
 
Wanted! One Albino Child with Latex Genitalia: Fellini Adapts the Sibylline Oracle 
from Prophetess to Prophet/ess 
 
 
While the Fellini-Satyricon is no paean to fidelity, the film is not completely unfaithful, 

either. Despite his reluctance to create a scene-by-scene recapitulation of the Petronian 

text, Fellini presents entire chapters in sequence with verbatim extracts of dialogue. Yet, 

just as often, he reunites other scenes in a different sequential order, or drives them to 

different moral-ethical conclusions, swerving the already disjointed storyline with all 

manner of contrivances that do not exist in the source. A partial list of such clinamen 

includes: the relocation and reprioritization of Encolpius’s opening monologue, a long 

panorama of other-worldly subjects populating a network of subterranean apartments 

beneath Rome, a sudden earthquake that crumples Encolpius’s apartment into blocks of 

Styrofoam, an erotically-charged battle between Encolpius and a sex-starved minotaur – 

and each of the sequences featuring his diaphanous Hermaphrodite. The disruptive 

potential of these adaptive embellishments is accelerated by Fellini’s highly stylized 

aesthetic of fragmentation: jump cuts, sudden shifts in location, actors intentionally 

running against the fourth wall.10  

From a slow series of white credits on a black background, the filmmaker 

suddenly jolts our gaze into a courtyard so brightly overlit that its peripheries are 

completely overexposed, searing into white. The heat of this sudden cut strikes our eye 

                                                
10 Moravia remarks that Petronius’s Satyricon is “mysterious first and foremost because it is fragmentary,” 
but adds that this “fragmentariness is, in a certain sense, symbolic—of the general fragmentariness of the 
ancient world as it appears to us today” (1970: 25). Comparing this fragmentary sensation one gets when 
viewing artifacts from the past to a “mistiness” that clears now and then to reveal a portion of its contents, 
Moravia emphasizes that Fellini-Satyricon can never be fragmentary in the same way as the Satyricon; it 
can only perform a scripted gesture in that direction (25). 



with hostility, as if we have stepped from the chambers of a villa into a surly 

Mediterranean afternoon. Panning back from the courtyard into a shady portcullis, the 

light shifts again, revealing Encolpius, ranting at his misfortunes, blonde, blue-eyed, 

naked from his waist up. Condemning his best friend Ascyltus for seducing Giton, their 

promiscuous boy-lover, Encolpius vows to murder Ascyltus, decrying him as a shameless 

opportunist who sold himself as a woman “even when he was approached for a man.” He 

next rails at Giton, calling him a treacherous “tart” whose mother pimped him as a female 

prostitute from the time he was a child. Then Encolpius folds into the tears of a jilted 

lover.  

Recalling the details of the Satyricon’s opening from Chapter One, Fellini’s initial 

scene comprises the type of radical editorial shift that adaptation theorist Thomas Leitch 

terms “extreme infidelity.”11 Gone is Petronius’s original opening (Encolpius ranting 

against the quality of Roman education), which has been replaced with a rant against 

Encolpius’s friends. This adaptive change heightens the accusations of betrayal Encolpius 

levels against Ascyltus and Giton, who (according to Encolpius) have broken faith with 

both Encolpius and their own masculinity.12 Succinctly put, these alterations grant 

                                                
11 In Film Adaptation and Its Discontents, Thomas Leitch notes that numerous “adaptation theorists have 
persisted in treating fidelity to the source material as a norm from which unfaithful adaptations depart at 
their peril” (2007: 127). But Leitch quickly observes that “adaptation studies would be better advised to ask 
the question: ‘Why does this particular adaptation aim to be faithful?’” (127). More specifically, one might 
ask: what does this being-faithful emphasize or underscore, other than a desire to make money by 
reproducing a work in a different medium, a different language, or a different time? Is it possible to be 
faithful to the moral-ethical brunt of a work while being utterly unfaithful to its dialogue, action, or the 
sexuality of its characters? And is it possible to be faithful to specific scraps of a source – to bits and pieces 
of dialogue and action – while reprioritizing the work on a moral-ethical level, and embellishing on its 
structural contents? This last question seems particularly relevant in light of this study, for it is precisely 
what Fellini-Satyricon does.  
12 In Petronius, Encolpius’s indictment of Ascyltus and Giton appears after the Cena Trimalchionis, as 
Ascyltus and Encolpius bicker over the affections of Giton. In the heat of the argument, Encolpius 
denounces Ascyltus as “an adolescent wallowing in every possible filth,” and accuses him of being “hired 
as a girl even by someone who thought he was a male.” Reproaching Giton for “putting on women’s 



Encolpius’s rant against the effeninate masculinity of his comrades a sequential pride of 

place, as Encolpius begins the story by condemning Ascyltus for posing as a woman in 

order to prostitute himself to males and indicts Giton for being a promiscuous transvestite 

whose affections belong to the highest bidder (Encolpius fails to mention he has 

accomplished each of these infractions himself). 

But there is another way in which Fellini-Satyricon’s opening rant represents a 

departure from the source text, and this concerns the film’s depiction of the protagonist’s 

alienation. No longer surrounded by a crowd of onlookers in a crowded square, Fellini’s 

Encolpius is fastened in a tight frame of light, like an exotic bug trapped under a glass. 

This new Encolpius stands alone – there is no Agamemnon to argue with, no rival 

scholars to egg him on (or shut him up) – in a reoriented opening that accentuates the 

tropes of alienation and infidelity Fellini will echo throughout his adaptation, thereby 

heightening our awareness of the distance between ourselves and our past. This trope gels 

in a stylistic motif that positions the Others of our past as temporally distanced, peering 

back at us from a time impossible to recognize from our “contemporary” perspective. 

Fellini’s attachment to this fragmented/fragmenting aesthetic becomes tangible in 

his interview with Dario Zanelli, which occurred during the making of Fellini-Satyricon. 

Citing his use of disruptive editing techniques to establish “a continuous breaking of […] 

internal, visual rhythms,” Fellini sought to create an  “alienated” cinematic terrain that 

would provide the optimal visual environment for disassociated “creatures” from the 

Greco-Roman past. Reflecting that “the creatures in [Fellini-Satyricon] have to move, 

behave, do things, live in things,” Fellini expressed his desire to place his characters “in a 

                                                
clothes the day he became a man,” he claims that Giton was “talked into effeminacy by his mother” and 
decries Giton for only doing “women’s work in the slave pen” (1986: 94).  



vital dimension that is new, remote, unknown; unknown, but at the same time vital 

enough to make these creatures more than symbols” (1970: 9). But as Alberto Moravia 

points out, Fellini-as-filmmaker is distinctly different than Petronius, inasmuch as the 

filmmaker is consciously producing an approximation of the Satyricon’s brokenness and 

distantiation through a palette of match cuts, jump cuts and axials, editorial techniques 

that strategically disrupt the film’s continuity. Re-ordering and reprioritizing large chunks 

of content, breaching the fourth wall via actors who speak directly to the camera; such 

cinematic effects deploy “modern” techniques of cinematography to convey a highly 

subjective interpretation of “ancient Rome” to an abstract receivership in an equally 

arbitrary present.
13

 Pointing out that first-century Romans did not view themselves living 

in a “misty” or alienated past, Moravia astutely surmised they also did not view the 

culture of their times as hedonistic, savage, or inordinately homoerotic.14   

The scenes following Encolpius’s rant depict several tableaus of first-century 

Roman life. In the bowels of an ancient theater, Encolpius discovers Giton and rescues 

him from a lascivious actor (Vernacchio). The lovers journey through a series of 

subterranean apartments that house an assemblage of “pagan” figures, joking about them, 

marveling at them, as if taking a trip through a time-tunnel zoo. Yet these “creatures” 

somehow seem familiar from other Fellini films: those galleries of buxom women in see-

                                                
13 In his interview with journalist Dario Zanelli, Fellini told Zanelli that producing “a film made up of static 
shots—no tracks, no camera movements whatsoever” would result in “a wholly contemplatory film, like a 
dream: and you’ll emerge from it hypnotized” (1970: 9). Of course, Fellini’s camerawork in Fellini-
Satyricon was far from static, and the numerous editorial disruptions he deploys result not so much in the 
static vision of a dream, but the avant-garde ‘60s pastiche of a dream, bursting with sweeping Panavision 
dioramas of acrylic fabric and skin.nice! 
14 Works of Varronian and/or Menippean satire, such as the Petronian Satyricon, demonstrate that first-
century Romans viewed their culture at the apex of civilization, from whence they regarded the artifacts of 
their own cultural heritage (the epic tales of Homer and Horace) as benighted and quaint. Like other 
Varronians, Petronius regarded himself as a modern Roman with effete sensibilities (see, eg: Bagnani 
1954). 



through chiffon, naked bathers with jiggling breasts, a topless priestess with a golden 

headdress. It almost seems as if, no matter how extreme his infidelities, and no matter 

how disjunctured he makes his aesthetic, the main thing preventing Fellini from reaching 

deeply into the past is his own compulsion to repeat these tropes. 

But the most faithful scenes in Fellini-Satyricon – and by far the most elaborate – 

concern Fellini’s interpretation of the Cena Trimalchionis. Carefully preserving the 

Cena’s largesse, Fellini devotes lavish attention to the bantering of the guests, the endless 

flow of food, the ironic humor of the mock funeral Trimalchio stages for himself. Yet 

Fellini’s Trimalchio never makes any mention of the Cumaean Sibyl – or any type of 

prophetess for that matter, even in passing. Instead, following the conclusion of 

Trimalchio’s party, Fellini splices in a scene in which Encolpius and Agamemnon 

wander drunkenly in a field as dawn is breaking. Lying down in the stubbled furrows, 

Agamemnon speaks to Encolpius in a poem, telling him that when he dies, he has nothing 

to give him but the wind and stars. The two friends fall asleep in the field as the camera 

fades to black.  

There is a beat, and suddenly the scene opens on a lean-to in the middle of a 

howling sand-storm. Winds buffet the canvas walls of the tent in all directions as 

Encolpius and Ascyltus huddle among a group of servants before a sputtering campfire.  

In broken Italian, a dark-haired girl confides to Encolpius that her master’s wife suffers 

from “nymphomania.” She whispers that her master will soon bring them to a 

hermaphroditic oracle who can magically heal her mistress. “Do you know 

Hermaphrodite, child of gods?” she asks. “He little girl, but boy, too. Make many magics. 

People with plague cured. See our future.”  



Needless to say, this servant girl did not appear in Petronius’s text – nor did she 

appear in Fellini’s screen treatment or script. Instead, she was cast during the filming of 

Fellini-Satyricon, and Fellini coached her through her lines on camera. In the original 

version of the screenplay, a male character named “Old Servant” had been scripted to 

speak with Encolpius in a “rustic” rural dialect:  

 
Our hopes are in the oracle. They speak highly of this Hermaphrodite. Yes, a 
‘morphodite! A little girl really, but with a trigger this big … like the pisser of a 
newborn babe. They say he does a lot of magic. Cures people with the plague, 
can tell you the future better than Apollo. (1970: 219) 

 

Aside from being another allusion to the Sibyl (she can tell the future “better than 

Apollo”), Old Servant’s description forecasts the Hermaphrodite’s sexuality in advance 

of her scenes. Like Old Servant’s reference to the Hermaphrodite as a ‘morphodite, 

which imparts the character with a magical power to transmorph her shape, Servant 

Girl’s observation that the character can “make many magics” combines with her 

recollection, to Encolpius, of a neighboring village that displeased the Hermaphrodite so 

much that she turned the villagers into a flock of chickens. Old Servant’s description 

prioritizes the appearance of the Hermaphrodite’s genitalia by focusing on the appearance 

of the character’s “pisser,” which he compares to an ineffective weapon, a gun with a 

miniscule trigger – just as his comparison of the Hermaphrodite’s penis to the pisser “of a 

newborn babe” suggests the penis is infantile or only partially developed. But the 

childlike quality of the Hermaphrodite’s genitalia is emphasized by Servant Girl, who 

observes: “He little girl, but boy, too.” Although this character’s speech is less 

chauvinistic than Old Servant’s, Servant Girl’s interactions with Encolpius forecast our 

initial encounter with the Hermaphrodite, indicating that she not only dually sexed, but 



magical, endowed with the ability to curse – and to heal. Following Servant Girl’s 

observations, Encolpius leaves the tent to join Ascyltus, who is in the middle of having 

sex with the Nymphomaniac in her sedan. As her hands writhe against her bonds, the 

camera fades to black, and only the desert wind remains.  

The sounds of wind linger for several seconds. Then, the film slowly fades up 

beside a dark pool of water. An old man’s face is reflected in its gentle ripples. Above his 

face rises the dome of an underground temple, and he murmurs softly into the water: 

“Child of Aphrodite and Hermes … Hermaphroditos.” A quick match cut shifts our gaze 

across the water to a young woman kneeling, speaking in the darkness, bowing her head 

to the floor. “I beg you, demi-god, he’s my only child,” she says. “Don’t let him die.” As 

the young woman begs for her child’s life, she looks slowly up, and her eyes meet the 

camera. A cross cut whips our perspective back across the pool to a wall full of crystals. 

Before the wall, two old men stoop over a wicker bier. From the basket, a delicate white 

knee protrudes.  

This pearlescent limb is our first glimpse of the Hermaphrodite. She makes no 

sound, no gesture – yet the two old men inform the hooded woman that her son is saved, 

and the camera swings back across its axis into the furthest recesses of the temple. Now, 

the entire cavern opens before us, filled with toppled columns and a host of infirm 

characters gathering to supplicate before the prophet/ess: a one-legged man hobbles down 

a set of stairs on a crutch, followed by a half-naked figure wrapped in bandages. A man 

draped in yellow gowns sits nearby; his swollen limbs indicate not so much obesity as 

disease: diabetes or elephantiasis. As the supplicants approach the Hermaphrodite, the 

camera swings back to rest upon her reclining form, separated from her followers by a 



pool of water. The Old Man bathes the Hermaphrodite with a dripping sponge. Bending 

in unison, the servants lift the Hermaphrodite from her wicker bier, displaying her to the 

supplicants. The camera lingers on her cherubic breasts and penis, letting the audience 

absorb the fact that male and female genitals are present on the same body. It’s what 

Fellini wants us to see, to register, so the camera sticks around for a while. 

But the actor Fellini chose to play the part of the Hermaphrodite was not 

intersexual, he was a boy. Up until the moment of shooting, Fellini was undecided 

whether the Hermaphrodite should be played by a boy or a girl. For that reason, he had 

instructed Rino Carboni, his head makeup man, to sculpt two sets of breasts for the 

Hermaphrodite out of latex several days in advance. In addition to these breasts, Carboni 

crafted a prosthetic penis and stored it on the set, in case Fellini decided to use a girl for 

the part. Although Fellini never explained such choices to Carboni, the makeup expert 

recalled the decision taking place at the last possible moment, as Fellini wanted to see 

both a boy and a girl perform the Hermaphrodite’s part before making a final call 

(Hughes 1971: 52-3). “I had to have a little penis ready,” Carboni reflected, “in case 

[Fellini] selected the five-year-old girl albino,” and he needed to create latex breasts “for 

the boy and also for the girl” (53).  

 According to Carboni, selecting a boy or girl for the part of the Hermaphrodite did 

not matter half as much to Fellini as obtaining an albino. Armed with a set of male and 

female latex genitalia, Fellini was confident he could make his character read as dually 

sexed no matter what the sex of the actor “actually” was. But finding a young albino 

actor or actress proved more difficult than her anticipated, and the filmmaker resorted to 

asking his casting agent in Naples to scour the barracks of Italy’s alpini, the national ski 



corps, for the whitest boys they could find (the search was abandoned when Fellini 

discovered the alpini did not recruit boys that young). Following a lengthy search, Fellini 

auditioned a 14-year-old albino boy (Pasquali Baldassarre) and an unknown five-year-old 

albino girl for the part. Although he ultimately gave the role to Baldassarre, Fellini 

persuaded the girl to remain on the set, claiming her presence during the shoot would 

bring out Baldassarre’s competitive instincts (Hughes 1971: 52-3).  

Lingering over the Hermaphrodite’s delicate frame, Fellini underscores the 

significance of the character’s dual sexuality, giving the viewer a long look at Carboni’s 

prosthetic breasts and the boy’s “real” penis. Fellini’s focus on these visual signifiers of 

his character’s “hermaphrodism” was given an additional erotic charge by the 

wardrober’s decision to drape Baldassarre’s frame in filmy veils and garlands of golden 

coins. Displaying the Hermaphrodite’s genitalia to her supplicants (and the film’s 

viewers), the Old Man and his assistant hold open her scanty vestments like the aperture 

of a peep-show booth (while shooting the scene, Fellini reportedly adjured the Old Man 

to show the character’s “breasts and pisselino”).15 At the sight of the Hermaphrodite’s 

dual sex, her supplicants gasp with delight, as if emboldened by the display, and renew 

their appeals to the prophet/ess to heal them. 

But the Hermaphrodite is quickly wearied. She is laid down to rest. According to 

journalists on the set, when the Old Man and his Assistant lowered the Hermaphrodite 

into her bier, Fellini urged him them to “put him down slowly, slowly,” and “cover him 

with the veil like two mamas” (Hughes 1971: 56). Aside from Fellini’s reference to the 

                                                
15 Hughes recalls Pasquali Baldassarre taking great delight in having his penis filmed. Upon completion of 
the scene, Baldassare cried: “adesso tutto il mondo ha visto mio pesce!” [“now all the world has seen my 
pisser!”] (1971: 56). At Baldassarre’s exclamation, the photojournalists documenting the scene began 
snapping so many flash-shots that Fellini snapped: “You’ve already got forty million shots! Why do you 
want more?” (56).  



character as “him,” which perhaps underscores Fellini’s knowledge that Baldessarre is 

not a hermaphrodite but a boy, his instructions for the actors to behave “like two mamas” 

initially point to some degree of tenderness for the character. Fellini’s gentle treatment of 

the Hermaphrodite does not last long, however. Panning across the crowd of supplicants 

and onlookers, the camera comes to rest on the faces of Encolpius and Ascyltus. Leering 

at the proceedings from the wings, the two friends munch roasted pumpkin seeds and 

laugh, entertaining themselves at the surrounding spectacle. Loitering around the cavern, 

they are conscripted by a thief who proposes to kidnap the Hermaphrodite for ransom. 

“Chickens, calves, pigs,” he growls, staring at the tribute offerings and glaring at the 

assistants. “Why is he so fortunate? It’s wrong for him to benefit from it all!” Whether 

this “he” refers to the Hermaphrodite or his protectors is unclear, but one thing is certain: 

The Robber does not mean them well. As night closes in, the conspirators steal from the 

shadows. The Robber stomps out the fire, advancing on the Hermaphrodite’s retinue. 

Waking the Old Man’s assistant from his sleep, The Robber grabs him by the neck and 

strangles him. Encolpius slays the Old Man with a knife, and Ascyltus lifts the 

Hermaphrodite from her bier. Scooping her into his arms, Ascyltus smiles – the 

Hermaphrodite is a delicate treasure. The topazes in her headdress flicker as the scene 

fades to black.  

Cut to a thorny desert road. Again, the scorching light. Encolpius, Ascyltus and The 

Robber are hauling a ramshackle cart through gullies and washes at breakneck speeds. 

Inside the cart, the Hermaphrodite is jolted from side-to-side, helpless, struggling for life. 

Minus her watery cave, hauled into the blistering sun, the Hermaphrodite is a fish out of 

water, a liquid splash of translucent skin and hair; in the absence of water, desiccation 



spells her death. She smacks her lips, eyes glazed and cracking.16 “He’s not well,” 

Encolpius frets. “His mouth is dried up!” Prying open the sedan’s curtains, the 

protagonists peer into its shadows. Ascyltus anxiously replies: “The sun is killing him! 

The sun!”  

This death is not easy. Gasping for air, the Hermaphrodite arches her back, eyes 

transfixed, mouth quivering as if struggling to articulate a silent scream. In a mad search 

for water, the kidnappers drag the hearse into a crater, and Encolpius scrabbles in the sun-

baked mud, hoping to squeeze moisture from its cracks. But it’s no good. As the 

exhausted kidnappers lay sleeping, the prophet/ess gives her final death rattle, and a 

deadly fight erupts. Accusing Ascyltus and Encolpius of “letting” the prophet/ess die, 

The Robber assaults Encolpius with a knife, chasing him into the crater. Ascyltus follows 

in pursuit, hanging back at first, then dedicating himself to the battle. As the three 

kidnappers wrestle on the cater’s rim, there is a glitch in the filmmaking Fellini decided 

to keep – a purple lens flare hovering over the shoulders of the combatants appears like 

the lilac eyes of the prophet/ess boring into the skin of her assassins. Thrashing across the 

crater, their lives balanced on the head of a pin, Ascyltus finally bashes out The Robber’s 

brains with a rotten post. The Hermaphrodite never appears again. No mention is made of 

her for the remainder of the film. 

In this section of the chapter, I evaluated the aesthetic toolkit Fellini uses to denote 

the dual sexuality of the Hermaphrodite, a character who did not exist in Petronius’s text. 

                                                
16 On the set of the kidnap scene, Hughes noted that “the albino demigod oracle must be kept constantly wet 
or he will die” (1971: 44). Mythically speaking, the repetition of water images in Fellini’s Hermaphrodite 
sequences evokes the myth of Hermaphroditos twined in his magical sex-changing kiss with Salamacis in 
her sacred fountain; a mythic scene that also appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, to which I return in a 
moment. 



In the chapter’s next section, I will evaluate Fellini’s use of the pronoun “it” as means of 

indicating the animality of his prophet/ess, and the way in which Fellini combines this 

bestialization with inter-character interactions, gendered pronouns, and the mythological 

trajectory of the Hermaphrodite’s name to emphasize her ancient magicality. After 

discussing the Hermaphrodite’s relationship to other mythical-magical creatures from the 

distant past, I return to my comparison of the Fellini-Satyricon prophet/ess to the 

sibylline prophetesses found in Petronius, Virgil and Ovid, arguing that while Fellini 

depicts his Hermaphrodite as a half-human monster, his protagonists’ barbaric crimes 

suggest they are more monstrous still. 

 

The Fate of His “Little Sacred Monster”: Fellini Drives the Sibylline Oracle Deep 
into Abject Discourse 
 

I would like to begin this section by analyzing two other systems of representation Fellini 

uses to project sexual ambiguity on the Hermaphrodite. The first system concerns his 

script’s juxtaposition of gendered and “gender neutral” pronouns to demarcate the 

prophet/ess’ sexuality. The second involves his deployment of the Hermaphrodite’s 

name, which emphasizes the mythical roots of her projected sexual ambiguity. As I 

discussed earlier in this chapter, Fellini alternates his deployment of gendered pronouns 

throughout various stages in scripting the Fellini-Satyricon – in his screen treatment, for 

example, the filmmaker predominantly refers to the Hermaphrodite as “it” (twenty-six 

times), as opposed to “he” or “him” (which he uses only four times). In his script, 

however, Fellini shifts that paradigm, and refers to the Hermaphrodite as “it” only once. 

And by the time the character reaches his film, the term “it” has disappeared altogether. 



Rather than referring to the Hermaphrodite as “it,” they fluctuate their use of gendered 

pronouns, as in Servant Girl’s giggling remark: “he little girl but boy too.” Perhaps this is 

because there is little necessity to use the word “it” in a film; in the treatment and script, 

Fellini can shorthand his projection of sexual ambiguity by designating the character as 

“it” – but in the film, Fellini must mark his character’s “itness” on a visual level.  

Although the pronoun “it” at one time connoted human children, this usage had 

been widely discarded by the 1960s, when Fellini began filming Fellini-Satyricon. At that 

point, “it” was primarily used to designate beasts, inanimate objects and abstract 

concepts. Of those connotations, Fellini seems primarily interested in the bestial. In both 

his screen treatment and script, for example, the filmmaker repeatedly underscores the 

fact that his prophet/ess speaks “in grunts,” like a domestic animal. In addition, he scripts 

her to predict the future for herds of sheep. She turns her doubters into flocks of chickens, 

lives in a Temple full of sacrificial animals, and is cared for by a “fawn-like” attendant 

dressed as a shepherd (this attendant is incidentally the only human being who can 

interpret the Hermaphrodite’s speech [1970: 78]). In this manner, it would seem Fellini 

has turned the thundering voice of the Sibyl into the bleating of a goat. Furthermore, 

Fellini does not refer to any other characters as “it” – indeed, the only “it” Fellini 

mentions in his screen treatment other than the prophet/ess is the mule flogged 

mercilessly by Encolpius as “it” hauls the Hermaphrodite’s hearse across the desert 

(1970: 80).  

Taken together, then, the combination of the Hermaphrodite’s “amphibian” 

mannerisms, her unintelligible speech, the retinue of shepherd/guardians that populate her 

Temple, and Fellini’s liberal usage of “it” in reference to his priest/ess – all these effects 



serve to position the Hermaphrodite on the ambiguous divide between the animal and the 

human. Like those half-human-half-animal hybrids of Greco-Roman lore (centaurs, 

satyrs, minotaurs and harpies), Fellini envisions his Hermaphrodite as a quasi-human 

amalgamation. This position is further reinforced by the function of the character’s name, 

which serves as a linguistic portmanteau in three primary senses: it comprises the 

character’s only known name; it is a nod to her medicolegal category (a hermaphrodite), 

and; it comprises a reference to the myth of Hermaphroditos, the cautionary tale of a boy 

bound into dual sexuality by circumstances beyond his control. This latter reference is 

further underscored in the opening scene in the Temple of Ceres, as the Hermaphrodite’s 

caretaker, Old Man, peers into a rippling pool and whispers: “Child of Aphrodite and 

Hermes […] Hermaphroditos.” 

As those familiar with popular mythology recall, Hermaphroditos was the progeny 

of Hermes, the god of magic and transmutation, and Aphrodite, goddess of eroticism and 

fertility. If we consider these gods not merely as individuals, but as stand-ins for larger 

ideological economies, the linguistic and sexual coupling of hermes + aphrodite produces 

hermaphroditos not merely as the offspring of those two specific personages, but as a 

product of the union between magic and sex. According to this mythological tradition, 

young Hermaphroditos, walking about in the world, decides to bathe in the Fountain of 

Salmacis, called after a water naiad of the same name. Witnessing the lovely youth naked 

in her fountain, Salmacis is smitten with his beauty – but Hermaphroditos does not return 

her affections. So the obsessed Salmacis ensnares him in a magical kiss, the heat of 

which melds their bodies into one (Ovid 2004: 402-33). Following this 

transformation/amalgamation, Hermaphroditos becomes the newly forged god/dess of 



hermaphrodites and effeminate men, doomed to wander the earth forever, seeking to 

transform young boys into hermaphrodites. Like other mythical amalgamations (whether 

human/god or animal/human), the oral traditions of these stories extend far beyond the 

pagan Greco-Roman past indicated by the fables of any Satyricon, yielding glimpses into 

an even more remote past – that past Fellini describes as “an unknown landscape 

wrapped in a thick mist that clears now here, now there, and always only for a short time” 

(1970: 25).17 Linking the Hermaphrodite to these mythological traditions, Fellini contacts 

a network of representational systems whose meanings are unclear even to trained 

experts. In addition, sweeping together the myth of Hermaphroditos and the myth of the 

Cumaean Sibyl into the rekindled shards of a broken Satyricon, Fellini’s adaptation 

produces a complex entwinement of three sets of lore, thereby yielding a new 

transfigurative amalgamation: the sibylline hermaphrodite. His sweeping adaptive move 

in this regard evokes Sanders’s observation, in Adaptation and Appropriation, that “myth 

is continuously evoked, altered, and reworked, across cultures, and across generations” 

(2006: 64).  

Fellini’s references to ancient myths and tales are deftly analysed by Millicent 

Marcus, in Filmmaking by the Book: Italian Cinema and Literary Adaptation, wherein 

Marcus suggests that while “Fellini’s gospel of cinematic purity has led him rigorously to 

                                                
17 The intertextual role of myth as template in contemporary literature and theory cannot be overstated. In 
Adaptation and Appropriation, Sanders, following Barthes, explains that “each new generation of story-
makers [has] adopted familiar mythic templates and outlines for their storytelling purposes,” resulting in an 
ongoing emergence of myth, wherein “a myth is never transported wholesale into its new context; it 
undergoes its own metamorphoses in the process” (2006: 64). One hallmark of “modernism” is the 
consistent distantiation from the formative myths the further that they travel back towards our pre-linguistic 
past, evoking Anna Smith’s notion, in Julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and Estrangement, that “for 
modernity, whatever exists outside language is inexplicable and life threatening” (1996: 185). By returning 
to examine “unspeakable” or taboo texts, Smith argues, Kristeva “advocates a subjectivity always already 
bounded by languages, but she is just as drawn to examine states where language fails: in fact, she is 
fascinated by them” (186). 



oppose literary adaptations in favor of original screenplays, his practice has led him time 

and again to adapt classical works” (1992: 205). Among Fellini’s numerous text-to-film 

adaptations, Marcus lists Toby Dammit (1967), based on Edgar Allen Poe’s short story 

“Never Bet the Devil Your Head”; the Fellini-Satyricon, which Marcus diplomatically 

suggests Fellini “derived” from Petronius, and; La Voce Della Luna (1989), an adaptation 

Fellini extracted, with much artistic license, from Ermanno Cavazzoni’s Poema dei 

lunatici (trans.: Poem of the Lunatics). According to Marcus, the adaptive potential that 

“inspire[d]” Fellini in each of these works involved “the loopholes and breaches in the 

text, the vacuums that invite the work of Fellinian ‘in-fill’” (206). 

If Marcus is correct, the lacunae already inherent to the Petronian Satyricon must 

have seemed ripe for Fellinian “in-fill” – but as I mentioned, the filmmaker also made 

sure to insert a few gaps of his own in order to emphasize the film’s aesthetic sensations 

of rupture. As Linda Hutcheon remarks in Theory of Adaptation, when adapters make 

large-scale alterations to their source texts, they typically do so in order to sharpen their 

articulations of a character or theme. In text-to-film adaptations (and other intertextual or 

transtextual interpretations), large-scale revisions are also executed when elements that 

might have worked in the source’s medium are perceived as too difficult, boring, 

superfluous, old-fashioned or politically contentious to articulate in another. Fellini’s 

adaptive insertion of the Hermaphrodite into the Satyricon serves both purposes. The 

character is Fellini’s fabrication, utterly and completely, and her appearance radically 

swerves the action and meaning of the source. In purist terms, this type of disruption and 

addition might be seen as a maladaption, an adaptational move of extreme infidelity that 

the “original” author of a work would not approve of. Obviously, some of the best works 



of adaptation fall into this category – and this very act of infidelity marks Fellini-

Satyricon as distinct from numerous other text-to-film adaptations of Greco-Roman lore, 

inasmuch as the filmmaker has absolutely no allegiance to any aesthetic system in his 

source text save those that please him – and even those elements can be juggled, defaced, 

broken into and transformed at his pleasure, so long as they underscore the key moral-

ethical premises Fellini seeks to emphasize in the film; namely, the sexually promiscuous 

lifestyle of pagan Rome in a remote past that is difficult to recognize within the cultural 

ontology of our times – yet somehow resembles Fellini’s view of Haight-Ashbury in the 

sixties, with its hedonistic long-haired boys, naked skinny-dippers and free love.  

As Fellini began envisioning, strategizing and executing his adaptation, Fellini-

Satyricon progressed through several phases in concept, screen treatment, script and film. 

As these phases unfolded, Fellini began regarding the Hermaphrodite as a central 

character. The scenes in the Temple of Ceres were among the first he scripted, and 

according to Hughes, his attention to detail in her scenes bordered on manic. But as 

Fellini crafted his representations of the Hermaphrodite, one specific aesthetic element 

was at first designated in the screen treatment, verbally deleted in the script, and then 

carefully underscored in the film; namely, Fellini’s designation of the Hermaphrodite as 

monstrous and sacred. Before evaluating this fact thoroughly, we must recall that an 

aesthetic couture of monstrosity does not come to bear on The Cumaean Sibyl in any of 

Fellini-Satyricon’s precursor texts. The Sibyl of Cumae might be sacred, and she might 

be depicted as corporeally diminished – but she is never presented as a monster.  

In the Aeneid, the Sibyl is entirely sacred, a figure to be respected and honored. 

This sacredness is diminished in the Metamorphoses, but Ovid still never describes the 



Sibyl as monstrous; she is simply a depressed lover who suffers the consequences of a 

bad sex bargain. And although Petronius certainly depicts his Sibyl as an utter deject – 

and even spectral or wraithlike to some degree – it is difficult to regard her as monstrous. 

She poses no threat, she doesn’t seek to overthrow any human system, and her doleful 

voice hasn’t the power to harm or frighten anyone. Needless to say, Fellini’s projection of 

an aesthetics of monstrosity onto the Hermaphrodite affects the outcomes of this 

character and any characters who contact her along the way. Fellini’s initial projection of 

monstrosity on the Hermaphrodite occurs in his first description of the character in the 

screen treatment, in which he notes:  

 
[The Hermaphrodite] is very young, with a gently feminine face, but for one 
horrifying, monstrous feature: it has lightless eyes. They are as opaque as those 
of a statue. (1970: 79, emphasis mine) 

 

In this passage, Fellini projects an aesthetic toolkit of monstrosity towards the 

Hermaphrodite’s eyes. Through three key adjectives, her occular monstrosity is detailed: 

ightless, horrifying, opaque. Each of these qualities is construed as indicative of occular 

monstrousness, and combined with Fellini’s attribution of “it-ness” onto his character, the 

Hermaphrodite’s initial depiction gells as childlike, opaque, animalistic and monstrous. 

This monstrosity is given velocity by the adjective horrifying; a monstrosity that 

produces terror: her monstrous eyes resemble ancient statuary, horrifying stone eyes that 

gaze at us blankly from a distant past.  

By the time Fellini adapts the Hermaphrodite into his script, another shift has taken 

place: his description of the Hermaphrodite’s eyes changes. Now, the filmmaker replaces 

the word “it” with “he” and “his,” begins to negate the “gentle femininity” of the 



character’s face, and adds an element of bestiality to her voice, which resembles a 

puppy’s whimper. This shift can be traced in the following text: 

 
[The Hermaphrodite] is a delicate little creature with an expression of suffering 
on his wrinkled face. His eyes are almost monstrously light, they seem as white 
as those of a statue. He whimpers slightly, like a puppy. (221) 

 

By replacing the word “it” with “he,” Fellini begins to shift the character’s gently 

feminine features into those of a diminutive masculine figure whose wrinkled face is 

marked by suffering. The character’s eyes remain monstrous, but they are monstrously 

full of light instead of monstrously vacant. And now the affect of monstrosity becomes 

enmeshed with that of bestiality and weakness: the whimpering cries of a puppy. But 

when the film reaches its final cut, neither the words “monstrous” or “it” are uttered, and 

the character’s eyes appear no different than other eyes. It is difficult, of course, to say 

why this shift of monstrosity from occular to oral happened – perhaps making the 

Hermaphrodite’s eyes appear monstrously lit would have been expensive or technically 

difficult – or perhaps Fellini decided to replace the Hermaphrodite’s pale white eyes with 

her pale white skin.  

It doesn’t matter, because the tropes of monstrosity and bestiality Fellini deployed 

to represent the Hermaphrodite’s other-worldliness have been extended from the 

character’s eyes to the rest of her body, and from there to the bodies of the film’s 

protagonists, as if monstrosity is an alien contagion that will not rest until all bodies are 

infected. The last shimmer of the Hermaphrodite’s transluscent eyes can be traced in the 

purple lens flare that hovers over the shoulders of her killers as they fight about who is at 

fault for her murder, their lingering lilac opacity persistant in the absence of her face, 



silently judging her assassins before sputtering out when The Robber’s brains are spilled. 

But even when the Hermaphrodite’s eyes have disappeared and her alienated form lies 

utterly extinguished, the sensations of monstrosity remain, as if contacting this 

character’s monstrosity unleashes it to permeate the rest of the film, and all characters 

must carry the fabula of monstrosity to its end.  

In point of fact, Fellini escalated his prioritization of the Hermaphrodite’s 

monstrosity as he proceeded through each stage of his adaptation. His screen treatment, 

for example, only deploys the word “monster” once. The shooting script deploys 

allegations of monstrosity in every scene, however; in five separate descriptions, the 

Hermaphrodite is depicted as having “monstrously light eyes,” and is designated as a 

“poor monster” and “little sacred monster” (219-228).18 This increasing escalation of 

monstrosity is accompanied by another focal shift: the specific area of the 

Hermaphrodite’s anatomy the filmmaker chooses to centralize. In short, Fellini moves 

from prioritizing the significance of the Hermaphrodite’s eyes to underscoring the 

facticity of her genitalia, which Fellini’s shooting script refers to as “the little creature’s 

aberrant sex” (1970: 221).  

In point of fact, the word “aberrant” bears several semantic paralels with the word 

“ambiguous,” inasmuch as aberrant also defines subjects or objects that  “deviat[e] from 

the usual or natural type” or “stray[…] from the right or normal way” – a usage derived 

from the word’s Latin roots: ab- (incorrect) + errare (to go); to wander, or take an errant 

course” (Merriam-Webster 1994: 2). In the context of Fellini-Satyricon, the normative 

route from which the Hermaphrodite’s genitalia strays, like an errant puppy, is the binary 
                                                
18 Although the word “monstrous” appears only once in his screen treatment, Fellini often describes the 
Hermaphrodite as “strange,” calling her a “strange creature,” a “sick beast,” and “a plant, or some strange 
amphibian” (1970: 78-81). 



mode that positions unambiguously male or female genitalia as a non-aberrant or 

“natural” type. This tendency to stray from the norm is also the zero-point at which 

aberrancy shares a semantic edge with monstrosity, as the word “monstrous” is typically 

configured as either “deviating greatly from the natural form or character” or “shockingly 

wrong” (754). In short, both aberrancy and monstrosity are modifiers that deonte subjects 

who deviate wrongly, not merely straying from but threatening normalcy. 

 While the words “monster” or “aberrant” do not appear in the dialogue of any of 

Fellini’s characters (the words are not spoken in his film), the fact that Fellini transferred 

them into his visual lexicon is bolstered not only by the monstrous treatment the 

Hermaphrodite experiences at the hands of her abductors, who treat her like a monster or 

beast, but by Fellini’s casting choices for the troupe of acolytes who worship in The 

Temple of Ceres. Most of these actors had little or no acting experience and were hired 

by Fellini strictly on the basis of their physiognomy; more precisely, because Fellini felt 

his audiences would regard them as aberrant or monstrous – a visual trope that was 

familiar fare for Fellini by the time he made Fellini-Satyricon, and which has not gone 

unrecognized by film critics and scholars. In Cinema 2: The Time Image, Gilles Deleuze 

specifically observes that: “Fellini is the author who was able to produce the most 

prodigious galleries of monsters” (1989: 91, emphasis mine). According to Deleuze, 

Fellini meticulously framed his monsters, then followed them as if stalking exotic prey: 

“a tracking shot surveys them, stopping at one or another, but they are always caught in 

the present, birds of prey disturbed by the camera” (91).19 Similarly, when Fellini-

                                                
19 When questioned about selecting actors for their specific physical traits, Fellini responded that such 
actors reinforced a framework of “alienness” in his film, a “strangeness” he felt was his only shield against 
“the danger of a dialectic relationship with a vertiginously remote and unknown reality” (1970: 12). By 



Satyricon debuted in theaters, Ugo Casiraghi of L’Unita described the film as swarming 

with “physical monstrosities, abnormality and cynicism, dreary skies and imminent 

apocalypses.”20 But perhaps the most incisive assessment of Fellini-Satyricon’s monsters 

came from Alberto Moravia, the novelist and film critic. In his interview with Fellini, 

Moravia remarked: 

 
All these monsters, whether hideous or beautiful, that you’ve crammed into 
your film, all these albino hermaphrodites, these hairy dwarfs, these elephantine 
prostitutes, these lascivious Gitons, these paralytic, maimed, dropsical, 
truncated, blind, halt, and lame etcetera people, reveal, besides your own 
baroque temperament with its inclination to wildly unrestrained imagination, the 
idea that antiquity signified nature without soul, sunk in the depths of 
irremediable corruption. (1970: 28)  

  

Moravia’s use of the phrase “whether hideous or beautiful” in his description of Fellini’s 

monsters occurs on the same linguistic plane as the “little sacred monster” in Fellini’s 

shooting script. But in the film, Fellini’s alignment does not equate “beautiful” with 

sacred, nor does it equate hideousness with monstrosity. Instead, Fellini binds these 

qualities into the same aesthetic bundle, attempting to suggest the Hermaphrodite is an 

amalgamation of beauty, sacredness, horror and monstrosity. This bundle is depicted as 

somehow attracting the paradigm of violent attraction and repulsion that catastrophically 

impacts the Hermaphrodite. On the attraction side, Fellini attempts to present his 

Hermaphrodite as beautiful enough to admire, sacred enough to attract the hundreds of 

supplicants who worship in The Temple of Ceres. Likewise, the guardians who serve the 

Hermaphrodite worship her and care for her; not only do they interpret the character’s 

                                                
keeping himself “estranged from the characters, to look at them with a detached eye,” Fellini believed he 
could avoid any pretense of entertaining an overly intimate relation with the past (10). 
20 Casiraghi’s comments appear in On The Set of Fellini-Satyricon, wherein Hughes presents a 
compendium of critical responses to Fellini’s film (1971: 242). 



garbled sayings, they collect tributary offerings on her behalf.  

It is precisely this tribute that the film’s protagonists, Encolpius and Ascyltus, 

monstrously seek to corrupt to their advantage. Combined with the aesthetic of rare, 

delicate beauty, Fellini depicts his Hermaphrodite as repulsive, bestial, at turns a 

whimpering puppy, a gasping fish, a “strange amphibian”—in short, a lovely, bestial 

monster whose errant deviation from the right or normal path has caused the symbolic 

order to erupt in a chaos of misshapen supplicants, profiteering hierophants and 

murderous abductors, all of whom seek the supernatural powers of the Hermaphrodite for 

their own avaristic ends. 

 Obviously, Kristeva’s work on the sacred and profane is central to this discussion of 

the Hermaphrodite’s sacred monstrosity as it plays out in abject discourse. In analysing 

the religious laws that prohibit the violation of corpses (and Fellini depicts the pallid, 

limp body of the Hermaphrodite as defiled corpse and corpus delecti), Kristeva evaluates 

the reification of sacred subjects and objects in religious dogma. Evaluating religion’s 

reiterated preservation of unblemished sacredness as unassailable through the expulsion 

or exclusion of those Others it positions as blemished, deficient and/or unclean, Kristeva 

asserts that “outside of the sacred, the abject is written” (1982: 17).  The abject other is 

brought into the symbolic order of language, Kristeva notes, precisely through the liminal 

edges of its projected abomination – the monstrosity that sycophants of the sacred so 

ardently seek to reject. Godless, filthy, hedonistic, an abominable horde of inhuman 

others – by attempting to impose sacred order on these orderless subjects reduced to 

objects, an interstitial rift is opened in which monsters might engage with the officiants of 

the sacred in discourse. But this much is abundantly clear: simply because the 



inhumanely treated monster is standing in the interstice of abject discourse, desparately 

trying to signify and justify its own existence, it does not mean the representatives of the 

sacred will listen to what the monster is trying to say, or alter their agenda in response to 

what was said. Just because there is abject discourse does not mean both parties are in 

communion. Listening, responding and adapting to the message of the abjectified is only 

one of many possible outcomes.  

In Kristeva’s view, the first stage of abjection in human beings occurs in the 

moment an infant realizes there is more to its existence than infant-mother oneness. At 

that point, the infant is sundered into the house of language, wherein desire is articulated 

and (sometimes) fulfilled. Thus, the first moment of abjection occurs when the mother’s 

desire for something other than the infant is recognized by the infant for the first time. 

The infant then begins to perceive itself as a separate being from its mother, recognizing 

itself as a self – with its own desire and lack, completion and incompletion – for the very 

first time. In that sense, abjection is not merely a narcissistic function. It is the 

“precondition of narcissism,” the state preceding the formation-perception of an “I” 

(1982: 13).21 By that rationale, an abject reaction – revulsion, sickness, violent denial and 

ejection – appears whenever the self-realizing subject comes into contact with subjects or 

objects it does not recognize within the parameters of its normative order. This is 

particularly true of those subjects and/or objects we have been trained to reject outright: 

                                                
21 In Kristeva’s view, the ambiguous and ambivalent fulcrum in which this narcissistic crisis takes place is 
in the move from pre-linguistic infancy into the subject’s participation in language. Following Kristeva, 
Sylvie Gambaudo explains that when a subject leaves “its unity with the maternal,” wherein the desire of 
the mother to please herself denies the infant their own pleasure, the subject must configure their own 
identity in the order of language, the symbolic order of the stranger (2007: 127).  This places the subject in 
an uncertain double-bind, which assures both its jouissance and abjection. While the linguistic order 
provides the venue for the subject’s libidinal gratification, language is owned by none and does not own 
itself; it is shaped, validated and negated by its practitioners, who are shaped, validated and estranged by it, 
rendered ambiguous by it, yet rendering the outer edge of language as equally ambiguous.  



the vile, taboo, monstrous, hellbound, etc. Yet in this abject moment, this interstice of 

extreme differentiation, when the subject seeks to distance itself from profane others 

utterly and with extreme prejudice, the subject is forced to recognize the Other, and to 

acknowledge that the Other’s alienation is at least a reflection of their own alienated 

position in the symbolic order, the order of language, which normatizes and drives 

assunder, threatenening to split the subject into the dis-ease they were forced to recognize 

when they detached themselves from the warm embrasure of mother-infant oneness.22 

Kristeva stresses that the source of the subject’s repulsion is not produced by any 

specific trace of the Other (its pallor, its stench, its fragmentation, its monstrosity), but by 

the unrecognizability of the Other’s ambiguous outer edge, the fact of which throws the 

subject into  “a sort of narcissistic crisis,” wherein the implicit return to “self-

contemplative, conservative, self-sufficient haven” of mother-infant oneness is disrupted 

by sensations that “bring forth everything that, by not becoming integrated with a given 

system of signs,” signifies the subject’s own abjection in the face of the symbolic order 

(1982: 14, emphasis Kristeva’s).  

If Kristeva is correct, the most disturbing aspect of the abject Other is its ambiguity, 

which, once detected, invokes the subject to recall its own ambiguity within the larger 

scheme of subjectivation, a playing ground that is precariously balanced and constantly 

shifting, within which the subject attempts to safeguard what Noelle McAfee defines as 

“an always tenuous ‘I’” (2004: 57). According to McAfee, “abjection haunts subjectivity, 

threatening to unravel what has been constructed; one’s own sense of self is never settled 

                                                
22 In Kristeva, Psychoanalysis and Culture, Gambaudo explains that, for Kristeva, “the other is that which 
threatens the subject in its [own] identification” with the symbolic order (2007: 126). 



and unshaken” (57).23 Performed within the unstable, shifting topography of the symbolic 

order, the act of sexual subjectivation – and the act of subjectivation in general – is rife 

with ambiguity and abjection, as everything sayable and seeable is backdropped at its 

most liminal edge by the unsayable and unseeable, within which a subject is called to 

differentiate from others, and into which the subject can stumble whenever it seeks to re-

vision itself. Split and splitting, the performance of sexual subjectivation takes place in 

the house of language, as the ambiguous edge of everything outside the symbolic order 

seems to hold language in place; but the same ambiguity also calls into question the 

subject’s own coherence as it strives to perpetuate its narcissistic self-image in the 

cultural symbolic.24 Recalling my earlier definitions of ambiguity as subjects and objects 

that are “doubtful or uncertain especially from obscurity or indistinctness,” the site of 

sexual subjectivation is not so much an amorphous nothingness as a catalystic blur of 

mutable systems of sexual differentiation, all of which are caught in a process of constant 

adaptation and revision. 

Without the catalyst of ambiguity, the subject would not be able to re-vision itself, 

as the ambiguous edge of sexual subjectivation affords the possibility for sexual 

adaptation – the ability to shift, change, revise and transform one’s sexual meaning. Yet, 

as I have indicated, re-visioning will only proceed unimpeded if one’s newly adapted 

                                                
23 Cecilia Sjöholm, in Kristeva and the Political, observes that the act of abjectification marks “the 
symbolic treatment of rejection, at the limit between inner and outer, a remainder that has to be cut off in 
order for the self to be kept ‘pure,’ the persecutory other” (2005: 98). Sjöholm emphasizes that the power 
of the abject lies in its attraction as well as its repulsion, its positive and negative charge, and the “incessant 
and repetitive return” to the corporeal boundary is also “productive of the jouissance that marks the 
singular quality of human life” (120).  
24 According to Kristeva, the abjectification of the Other summons the subject back to its own unstable 
relation with the failed patriarchal function; the symbolic order, the order of language (1982: 50-3). 
Following Lacan, Kristeva asserts the symbolic order frames abjection and is abject itself; it contextualizes 
the lack, yet is perpetually lacking. This leads her to remark that there is always something “alien” about 
language, something strange yet familiar; language comes from what the subject perceives as their most 
intimate interior, yet emerges estranged, unwieldy and inadequate (1982: 50).  



sexuality is immediately recognizable to the others who view it. If not, the transformed 

subject is erradicated outright, like Fellini’s Hermaphrodite – or, like her persecutors (the 

film’s protagonists), are called back into the venue of abject discourse to account for 

themselves again.  

 

Pretty/Horrible: Beefcake Protagonists and The Monsters of The Monster  

 

As I have mentioned, the abjection of the Hermaphrodite in Fellini-Satyricon was not 

without basis in history or culture, as the social question of hermaphrodism had already 

been called into question repeatedly in ancient Greece and Rome centuries before 

Petronius wrote the Satyricon. In first-century Rome, the subject of hermaphrodism and 

hermaphrodites had long been a divisive argument, and the abjectification of 

hermaphrodites and hermaphrodism had intensified over time. But the argument was 

never completely settled. In fact, it is the provisionality of this argument that provides the 

turning point on which the arbitrary and ambiguous treatment of non-normative 

sexualities hinges. In this section of the chapter, I continue my exploration of the 

monstrous aesthetic framework that positions Fellini’s Hermaphrodite in abject discourse, 

asserting the monstrous actions constraining the Hermaphrodite are similar to the tropes 

of monstrosity that bedevil post-Enlightenment monsters like Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, wherein the actions of violent men on behalf of an overarching 

phallogocentric norm are depicted as more monstrous than the oppressed monsters they 

seek to destroy. It is precisely this discourse of monstrosity that radiates sacredness and 

profanity across Fellini-Satyricon, as Fellini’s protagonists become the monsters of the 



monster and the film moves into the venue of abject discourse. 

Beginning with Theophrastus, and to a more detailed extent in Book Four of 

Diodoros Siculus’s Library of History, Greek historians already detected a division 

between those who regarded Hermaphroditos as a sacred god and those who believed he 

was a profane monster. According to Siculus, the Greeks of his time viewed 

Hermaphroditos as a god who was “born with a physical body which is a combination of 

that of a man and that of a woman, in that he has a body which is beautiful and delicate 

like that of a woman, but has the masculine quality and vigour of a man” (Siculus in 

Oldfather 1953: 361). Other Greeks, Siculus adds, were not so enlightened or 

compassionate. According to him, this faction “declare[s] that such creatures of two sexes 

are monstrosities, and coming rarely into the world as they do they have the quality of 

presaging the future, sometimes for evil and sometimes for good” (361). Thus, as early as 

Siculus, we find the general regard of hermphrodism and the character of 

Hermaphroditos split into two diametrically opposed camps: those who regard 

hermphrodism as beautiful and godly, and those who find it monstrous and profane. 

Numerous scholars such as Luc Brisson, Marina Warner and Amit Rai have closely 

explored the cultural ambivalence and even hostility directed throughout history towards 

the bodies of intersexuals and other dually-sexed human beings. “In both Greek and 

Roman antiquity,” Brisson notes in Sexual Ambivalence: Androgyny and Hermaphrodism 

in Graeco-Roman Antiquity, “people seem to have scanned their newborn children for 

signs that might indicate that the human race was no longer as it should be and was on the 

way to extinction” (2002: 7) According to Brisson, “no mutation was more radical than 

dual sexuality […] For the possession of both sexes at once rendered all sexual 



reproduction impossible and undermined all life as a couple and a family” (2002: 7). 

Although there may have been isolated instances of intersexed children being accepted, 

Brisson argues that “there can be no doubt that, in antiquity, dual sexuality was, in truth, 

only marginally tolerated” (7). Citing the myth of Polycritus, that legendary Greek citizen 

who died and then returned as a ghost only to eat his intersexual child alive, Brisson 

analyzes the public disavowal of Polycritus’s child, who, like the Hermaphrodite of 

Fellini-Satyricon, has no real name, and, like Fellini’s Hermaphrodite, not only served as 

a prophet/ess, but ended up on the socionormative chopping block for destruction.  

Reflecting on Aristotle’s studies in Book IV of Generation of Animals, Brisson 

argues that Polycritus’s child falls into Aristotle’s definition of a monster inasmuch as “it 

is a ‘monster’ (teras) [….] in a biological context,” thereby embodying Aristotle’s notion 

that: “Anyone who does not take after his parents is really in a way a monstrosity, since 

in these cases Nature has in a way strayed from the generic type” (13, from Aristotle’s 

Generation IV (2) 767b, emphases mine).25 Killing dually-sexed monsters was common 

practice in Greece until the first century, as Brisson meticulously chronicles in his Table 

of Sixteen Prodigies Related to Dual-Sexed Beings (26-27). Concerning the social 

treatment of dually-sexed individuals, Brisson concludes: 

 
Any uncertainty that affected the clear biological differentiation between the 
sexes was seen as threatening. It was to be a long time before the fear provoked 
by such uncertainty ceased to lead to the destruction of beings considered to 
possess both male and female sexual organs. (40) 
 

                                                
25 In Sexual Ambivalence, Brisson draws an interesting distinction between children who are born with two 
sexes (he calls these children “dually sexed”) and individuals like the mythical Tiresias, who changed sex 
from male-to-female-to male (2002: 2). This distinction will come into play once more in Chapter Three of 
this thesis, in my analysis of Orlando, the protagonist of Virginia Woolf’s book of the same name, who 
undergoes a mystical from-to sex change at the middle of the story. 



Warner also considers the slowly evolving social relation to dually-sexed human beings 

in Fantastic Metamorphoses, Other Worlds: Ways of Telling the Self. Examining the 

hostility directed towards the bodies of hermaphrodites in the first century, Warner 

suggests this aggression was deeply intensified by the time such figures reached Dante 

Alighieri’s Inferno nearly fifteen hundred years later. Drawing a parallel between Dante’s 

general condemnation of sexual transformation and hermaphrodism, Warner argues that 

Dante extends the Hermaphroditos metaphor into his depictions of Satan and the damned, 

each of whom are trapped in a state of everlasting transformation. According to Warner, 

Dante adapts this transformational leitmotif “from the celebrated sexual dynamics of 

Salmacis and Hermaphroditus as they fuse in Book IV of [Ovid’s] Metamorphoses” – but 

he re-invests these stories with a moral-ethical injunction specifically directed against 

sexual transformation (2004: 37): 

  
… whereas Ovid dramatizes the generation of a new being through Salmacis's 
ardour, and dwells on her total incorporation of her love object, instituting 
metamorphosis as the origin of the marvellous phenomena nature gives birth 
to, Dante stages an inverted transubstantiation, making the claim that, in the 
afterlife of the damned, morphing utterly reduces identity and integrity. (2004: 
37) 

 

Depicting transformation as inherently malign and undesirable, Dante positions the states 

of hybridity and amalgamation as separation devices for distinguishing good from evil, 

thereby laying the groundwork for his amalgamated representations of Satan, that profane 

Other of the sacred Judeo-Christian God.26 Locked in an irreconcilable battle of disgust 

and disavowal, the binary good vs. evil deadlock of God and Satan is the epitome of the 
                                                
26 Eliphas Levi’s 1854 illustrations in Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie (The Dogma and Rituals of High 
Magic) depict Baphomet as both trans-species and hermaphroditic, a supernatural amalgamation of cloven 
feet, goat’s horns, women’s breasts and a penis, an ambiguity emphasized by the Latin words solve 
(dissolve) and coagula (congeal), engraved on the figure’s arms.  



sacred and profane as extruded through abject discourse. We see this motif echoed in 

countless works of religious art, which consistently feature God as unambiguously male 

and Satan as a corrupt amalgamation of beast, woman and man. In point of fact, this 

brand of religious iconography is derivative of earlier depictions of Baphomet, the multi-

sexed demon associated with Theistic Satanism. Hermaphroditic depicitions of Satan in 

religious art gained increasing polemic traction as a referrent to idols whose bestialized 

forms appeared to rise from the mist of a barbaric, pagan past that held sway before 

Christianity supplanted it. Not only was the hermaphroditic Satan positioned as the most 

distanced, liminal edge of God – s/he was God’s photo-negative. While God was solid 

and immutable, Satan was the perpetually mutating/mutable staging grounds for 

disrupting the sacred moral-ethical heterodoxy of phallogocentrism.27  

 But unlike Dante-eque depictions of Satan, which clearly position this ever-

morphing character in a bite-sized binary battle of good vs. evil with an unchanging God, 

the meaning machine engendered by Fellini’s Hermaphrodite is highly conflicted. 

Clearly, Fellini deploys the body of his Hermaphrodite as a referrent to the precedent 

representational systems of Dante and Ovid; specifically, their ambisexual renditions of 

Hermaphroditos, Baphomet, Satan and other characters whose amalgamated bodies recall 

the monsters of pagan times. Yet, Fellini differs from previous adapters, inasmuch as he 

does not impart the Hermaphrodite with malign characteristics or aims. As I have 

suggested, Fellini considers the form of his Hermaphrodite to be monstrous and beautiful, 

sacred and profane. Unlike Satan and other monsters of the phallogocentric inferno, 

                                                
27 The representation of sexual ambiguity and transformation, notes Warner, is typically the demarcation 
zone between good and evil is endemic of Christianity’s influence on Western literature: “In the Christian 
heaven, nothing is mutable, whereas in hell, everything combines and recombines in terrible amalgams, 
compounds, breeding hybrids, monsters—and mutants” (36).  



Fellini’s Hermaphrodite does not disrupt order; indeed, it is her order that is disrupted by 

the intrusion of violent men, whose actions towards the Hermaphrodite seem monstrous.  

In that sense, there is much moral-ethical traction between Fellini’s Hermaphrodite 

and the monster of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Both characters are amalgams of 

extraneaous body parts grafted together by their creators. Both are depicted as having 

more integrity, humaneness, and, for lack of a better term, more soul than their 

protagonistic persecutors. Moreover, each of these characters is essentially locked out of 

discourse with their persecutors, inasmuch as the protagonists either do not listen to what 

their monster is saying (in the case of Frankenstein), or cannot comprehend what the 

monster is saying (in Fellini-Satyricon). We must consider the meaning of this latter 

paradigm, particularly in terms of the injustice that results from the protagonists’ failure 

to comprehend the Hermaphrodite’s speech. While the hero of Frankenstein (Victor) 

acknowledges his monster speaks in a human tongue, and although Victor recognizes the 

monster’s language enough to make out his creation’s desire, the protagonist does not 

credit either the content or the rhetoric of the monster’s speech enough to justify 

compassion: he will not let him live, not if he can help it. By contrast, the protagonists of 

Fellini-Satyricon do not understand the Hermaphrodite’s utterances at all. This is not 

because her speech is incomprehensible – her utterances are correctly understood and 

interpreted by her followers (the Old Man and his Assistant) – but rather because 

Encolpius and Ascyltus lack the ability to recognize what the Hermaphrodite is saying.  

Nevertheless, Fellini’s Hermaphrodite and Frankenstein’s monster share a common 

moral-ethical edge, particularly as the projected monstrosity of both “creatures” is 

overshadowed by a greater monstrosity projected towards them by the “civilized” 



characters who persecute them. In his provocative essay, “Of Monsters: Biopower, 

Terrorism and Excess in Genealogies of Monstrosity,” Amit Rai argues that many 

monstrous characters of the Enlightenment era were not depicted on the same level of 

horror or repulsiveness as the acts directed towards them by others. Critiquing the 

monstrous vengeance acts of villagers and mobs against amalgamated creatures, Rai 

evaluates the punishments typically executed on the behalf of overarching social norms. 

In narratives of this type, the phobic impulses of civilized men are often depicted as more 

monstrous than the story’s “monsters,” suggesting the truly monstrous fact is not merely 

the immoral social order that makes such acts possible, as the unreasonable pressures of 

conforming to the phallogocentric order of “modern” civilization seems to perpetuate 

such acts.  Observing that monsters actually “gave birth to modernity: those unmistakable 

figures of horror and fascination shadow civilization as its constitutive and abjected 

discontent,” Rai (following Kristeva) suggests that acknowledging the monster’s 

vocalization of desire in abject discourse can call the larger act of social rejection into 

question by implicating all its participants in “the milieu of the event” (2004: 538-551).  

Clearly, the event of abject discourse is always a milieu of transsubjective crisis. 

 I would like to return for a moment to Fellini’s projection of an aesthetic of sexual 

ambiguity onto the body of his sacred little monster. As I have noted, this aesthetic 

primarily consists of the deployment of a set of latex prosthetic breasts in conjunction 

with the albino actor’s existing penis and Fellini’s stage directions to depict the 

Hermaphrodite as not merely sickly, lovely and monstrous – but as a specific type of 

male, inasmuch as the Hermaphrodite gains shape as the most extreme form of feminized 

masculinity that Encolpius rails against in the film’s first scene. The message implicit in 



this aesthetic milieu is conflictedly misogynistic, suggesting the presence of female sex 

organs on a male body simultaneously beautifies and weakens the subject, rendering 

them vulnerable to the monstrous force of the phallogocentric order as enacted by those 

nubile muscleboys Fellini casts as protagonists.28  

In addition, the Hermaphrodite is not the only character Fellini places on the 

monstrous side of the discourse. The entire cotillion of her supplicants, those wretched 

others who come to worship in her Temple, are included in this couture of weakened 

monsters. In the film’s shooting script, Fellini (or his editor) placed an editorial asterisk 

next to the words “the Old Man dips his sponge and bathes the face of the little sacred 

monster*” (1970: 223). The notation corresponding to this asterisk reads: “The scene [in 

the Hermaphrodite’s grotto] was enriched with other figures of the ill and unfortunate, 

including an armless and legless hero of the battle of Quadrageismo” (223). In point of 

fact, the legless Hero of Quadrageismo is asking the Hermaphrodite to perform an act of 

reverse transubstantiation: he wants his legs back, to be restored to his former state. 

When the Hero of Quadrageismo presents this impossible request, a cloaked figure 

hobbles past on legs bent backwards like a chicken’s, followed by a stuttering madman. 

These are a few of the “ill and unfortunate” characters who populate the Temple of Ceres, 

seeking the care of the grotto’s sacred centerpiece. These supplicants come to the 

Hermaphrodite on a daily basis seeking care, just as the Hermaphrodite is cared for by 

her servants and attendants. But the trinity of men who abduct the Hermaphrodite are 

fundamentally, deplorably careless – not only are they totally unequipped to care for the 

                                                
28 Of Fellini-Satyricon’s three protagonists, none were native Italians. The blue-eyed Martin Potter 
(Encolpius) and curly-haired Max Born (Giton) were citizens of England, while Hiram Walker (Ascyltus) 
hailed from Moody Field, Georgia, in the United States. Walker, who had been nicknamed “The Face” for 
his glamorous features, was renowned as a runway model of 14 years, while Potter would move on to play 
starring roles on television, in series such as The Legend of Robin Hood (Davidson, 1975). 



Hermaphrodite – they cannot even take care of themselves. Lawless drifters living on the 

fringe of a phallogocentric culture gone insane, Fellini’s bissexual hedonists travel 

through their world without forming any lasting connections. 

It would be a mistake, however, to claim that Fellini does not care for his 

Hermaphrodite. At first blush, the Hermaphrodite’s pale body hanging languidly from its 

wicker bier is endowed with so many death-like attributes that it reads as “waste body, 

corpse body” (to borrow a concept from Kristeva) – a body reduced to a totem of death 

and decomposition (1982: 108).29 But there is something about the Hermaphrodite that 

also seems dear to Fellini, despite all the death and treachery that frames her, as if her 

delicate little corpse reminds Fellini of the death of someone close, the remains of a 

beloved ancestor. This is precisely what makes the milieu of Fellini’s Hermaphrodite 

read as abject: he stresses her powers of attraction and repulsion by emphasizing the 

character’s sacredness and monstrosity, juxtaposing the reverence of her supplicants and 

the devotion of her caretakers against the skepticism and carelessness of her abductors. 

And we must not forget the erotic allure he lends to the Hermaphrodite, dressing her in 

filmy garlands and golden veils, exposing and framing her delicate features before she 

collapses into repose. The way Fellini’s camera lingers on her breasts and penis does not 

suggest he finds them repulsive – he is captivated by them, and he wants us to be 

captivated by them, too.  Instead of making the monstrous deeds of her abductors seem 

acceptable (or even plausible), this eroticization of the monster further destabilizes the 

entire milieu, suggesting we regard the destruction of the prophet/ess in the way we 

would regard the death of a long-lost lover. 
                                                
29 Discussing the system of taboos on the treatment of corpses as these are found in biblical literature, 
Kristeva observes that “a religion of abomination overlays a religion of the sacred,” thereby forming a 
transposition that marks the “exit of religion and the unfolding of morals” (1982: 111). 



  The same complexity is nuanced into Fellini’s protagonists. Just as he does not 

paint these characters without blemish, neither does he reject them outright. Instead, he 

seems to empathize with their struggles and jealousies, their debauchery, chaos and 

alienation. Even their destruction of the Hermaphrodite he paints as a careless act against 

a form of effeminacy that captivates him, but he does not understand. And Fellini also 

eroticizes his protagonists’ forms: his camera lingers on their muscled bodies as they 

writhe in wrestling tournaments, in torment, in ecstasy. Of course, one must recall that 

each of Fellini’s protagonists are men, and that the characters who align with the cruel 

heterocentric norms to undo the Hermaphrodite’s body are strictly masculine. In that 

sense, the outrages perpetrated against Fellini’s sacred little monster come off as an 

extension of a general hostility directed by Fellini-Satyricon protagonists towards women 

in general, who are at turns used, abused and discarded. This Roman world is a man’s 

world – or that’s how Fellini paints it, at any rate. At the very least, his Satyricon (like the 

Satyricon of Petronius before him) is a man’s story, inasmuch as none of the primary and 

even secondary characters are female. 

Recalling Encolpius’s rant, and his condemnation of Ascyltus and Giton, whom he 

assaults for turning tricks as females in exchange for money, the scorn Encolpius directs 

towards his boyfriends’ femininity implies that nothing is less desirable than being an 

effeminate man. While Giton might “appear” effeminate and even pose as a woman in 

return for cash, Fellini suggests the Hermaphrodite is both woman and man in one body  

– and thus is even more effeminate than Giton. But how do we know the Hermaphrodite 

is truly more woman than man? And what about the alignment of the Hermaphrodite with 

animals, both sacrificial and domestic? Is Fellini lacing the Hermaphrodite’s “female 



side” to her animal side, indicating that women are either sacrificial creatures or stupid 

beasts who need protection if they are not to be senselessly slaughtered by predatorial 

males?  

While his film seems to lean in this direction, we must take care not to jump to 

conclusions as to the meaning of Fellini’s male/female milieu, particularly when we 

consider his eroticization of the feminized male. The effeminate Giton, for example, is 

the source of his protagonists’ desire: Encolpius and Ascyltus desire no other male with 

equal fervor, and each wants to possess Giton all to himself. Thus, while Encolpius 

claims to regard effeminate males with scorn, an effeminate male is his most coveted 

love object. Similarly, it would be inaccurate to suggest Encolpius and Ascyltus do not 

want the Hermaphrodite all to themselves. They do desire the Hermaphrodite, and they 

do want to keep her all for themselves – they simply desire her for purposes other than 

sexual pleasure. If the two protagonists were not so bissexual, this would appear to 

indicate the Hermaphrodite is too female for them to desire. But Encolpius seek women 

and boys with equal abandon. They simply desire Giton more, leaving one with the 

conclusion that while the protagonists desire an effeminate boy more than they desire 

“real” women, there is only so effeminate a boy can be before they desire him no longer.  

That said, while the differences between Fellini’s treatment of the Hermaphrodite 

and Giton might seem to position the Hermaphrodite as the least sexually desirable of the 

pair, this is clearly not the case. It could be argued that she is more sexually charged than 

Giton, so highly charged with her own unambiguously sacred sexuality that none of the 

lascivious protagonists of Fellini-Satyricon dare to touch her (and they would dare to 

touch just about anything). Recalling Chapter One, the Hermaphrodite’s dilemma in 



Fellini-Satyricon bears some uncanny similarities to the relationship between Apollo and 

the Cumaean Sibyl in the Metamorphoses. Just as Ovid’s Apollo does not want the 

Cumaean Sibyl in “the right way” (the sacred way, the morally honorable way, which 

would honor his priestess’s sexual chastity) the prettyboys of Fellini-Satyricon desire the 

Hermaphrodite for their personal enrichment at the expense of her own, resulting in the 

un-doing not merely of the Hermaphrodite, but of her entire ontology, which, compared 

to the chaos of the protagonist’s phallogocentric order, is a holistic socioeconomic system 

of worship, tribute and healing. This holistic system is overturned when Encolpius and 

Ascyltus sack the Temple of Ceres for its precious centerpiece – an act that propels an 

unfolding of morality in general, as protagonists become antagonists, commiting acts of 

monstrosity against the Hermaphrodite and The Temple of Ceres, where adherents come 

to pray and heal. This is the “pagan” moral-ethical order that Fellini’s protagonists are 

successful in unseating with their barbarous acts; a pagan order presented as still more 

pagan and distant than the one that alienates them: the patriarchal order. At the moment 

the Hermaphrodite lies dying, it becomes evident that men are the central protagonists 

and antagonists of Fellini’s Satyricon, and his film was never truly “about” the 

Hermaphrodite in the first place. Yet while Fellini positions men at the center of his 

pagan past, he makes it abundantly clear that the patriarchal order of Rome displaced an 

even earlier pagan past whose cultural symbolic might not have been phallogocentric. It 

is the indistinct grin of this more deeply pagan past that Roman paganism crushed out of 

existence.  

That said, Fellini-Satyricon most clearly crystallizes phallogocentric order – the 

order of men – as moral disorder precisely at the moment his protagonists become 



profane, abducting and despoiling the Hermaphrodite, his sacred little monster. Breaking 

into the sacred order of her watery temple, Encolpius and Ascyltys carry the 

Hermaphrodite into a cruelly arbitrary wasteland that seems to surround and oppress 

everything it is not. This bleak environment is nothing less than the phallogocentric 

system they support, but which does not appear to support them. It is to sustain their own 

survival within this brutal system that they kidnap the Hermaphrodite for profit. Yet, 

while it could be said that when Encolpius and Ascyltus allow the Hermaphrodite to die, 

her death makes them outlaws to a greater extent than they were before, deepening their 

alienation from any moral-ethical order. Yet despite the fact that the Hermaphrodite’s 

abductors cruelly oppress her, they are desperate to keep her alive; in fact, they are 

risking their own lives by stealing her from the temple of the primal mother.  

And while it is true that we never completely know Fellini’s sacred little monster 

(she undergoes no character development, save her development towards death), we 

never really know his protagonists, either. With their chaotic gestures, arcane dialects and 

ambivalent stares, Fellini’s aesthetically broken story presents Encolpius, Ascyltus and 

Giton as simultaneously familiar and unknowable. There is a fundamental ambiguity not 

merely to these characters and their interactions, but a vast and ethereal ambiguity that 

enshouds their entire sociosexual milieu, the milieu of their temporal event. While we 

might not know what it meant to be a Hermaphrodite during that time, Fellini suggests 

we do not know what it meant to be a man or a woman, either. The meaning of their 

sexuality was different – but just how different we will never know, precisely because so 

many portions of our distant past are closed to us. In that sense, something of abject 

discourse seems inherent to any attempt to decipher our ancient past. Like the Sibyl 



reappearing from antiquity (whether faithfully or unfaithfully restored), Fellini’s 

prophet/ess seems to suggest there is something about the abject other we can never 

completely know, no matter how hard we look – or how much we force ourselves to look.  

Still, although the past is a closed door, something occasionally beckons us from 

there, smiling enigmatically. Like Lacan’s objet petit a, the thing behind this smile 

retreats from view as if suddenly startled, evoking Kristeva’s notion that as soon as we 

contact the Other in abject discourse, “it shades off like a mirage and permeates all words 

of language with nonexistence, with a hallucinatory, ghostly glimmer” (1982: 6). Like the 

works of Dostoyevsky or Celine, the Fellini-Satyricon “decks itself out in the sacred 

power of horror,” emerging as “not an ultimate resistance to but an unveiling of the 

abject” (1982: 208).30 Within its abject discourse, Fellini’s treatment of the 

Hermaphroditic prophet/ess offers possibilities for analyzing an intersubjective 

transvaluation from which the Hermaphrodite emerges less monstrous than her 

abductors.31 Retaining a vestige of ambiguity in her silence, behind her smile, within the 

things she never said or was never allowed to say, Fellini’s hermaphroditic sibyl 
                                                
30 In The Powers of Horror, Kristeva makes a detailed analysis of the ways in which Dostoyevsky, Kafka 
and Celine give voice to the abject. Noelle McAfee notes that such literature, for Kristeva, “helps the 
author and the reader work through some of the maladies that afflict their souls” (2004: 50). She adds that 
Kristeva regards “much literary creation” as a “catharsis and purging of what is deemed other or abject,” 
adding that “often these literary products show a dark side of humanity, the side that finds foreigners 
‘unclean’ and wants to banish anything that is either unfamiliar, or, more often, uncannily too familiar” 
(2004: 57). Yet Sara Beardsworth sees art as having a further adaptive function, inasmuch as “art must also 
transform art” (2005: 47). Hence, Beardsworth argues, “Kristeva emphasizes new technique and ‘surprising 
imagination’ when she selects her artworks” (47). These artworks are “revolutionary,” Beardsworth asserts, 
in that they give “form to drives and affects so that these emerge from the psychic prison of individual 
suffering and gain meaning for, and in support of” social groups (49). In The Colonization of Psychic 
Space, Kelly Oliver adds the writings of Frantz Fanon to this category, but from a different perspective, 
noting that “Fanon’s analysis of shifting power relations in his essays on the radio and the veil vividly 
illustrates the shifting positions of resistance and domination and their effects on the psyche, particularly 
the sense of agency of the oppressed” (2004: 73). 
31 Like Butler’s view that qualities counting as “recognizably human” are always in negotiation, bearing the 
possibility for new, expanded forms of being and understanding, Wilkerson sees “further and intensified 
forms of freedom” arise within the ambiguous demarcations between “the given and the possible,” in which 
there are opportunities to “have consciousness of our self-formation and the possibilities for its 
transformation” (Wilkerson, 2007: 173) 



recaptures something of her autonomy, calling the phallogocentric order of her times 

back into interrogation.  

In this chapter, my primary aim was to evaluate the aesthetic stylization and 

deployment of the Hermaphrodite in Fellini-Satyricon, particularly as it produces a 

transvaluative discourse of abjection. In the next chapter, I return to the multifarious 

interplay of abjection and sexual ambiguation as evoked in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A 

Biography. As an adaptation and a parody (of eighteenth-century biographies and other 

masculine literary traditions), Orlando shares much common ground with the Satyricon, 

which was also a satire of epic classical works. Yet, while Orlando and the Satyricon can 

both be seen as “modern” parodies of earlier literary forms, Woolf’s modernist approach 

engages language in a more nuanced fashion, not merely breaking with but breaking into 

the biographical form it parodies to initiate different modes of writing and being. In 

closely reading Orlando’s magical change of sex, I bring Woolf’s novel into contact with 

Judith Butler’s discussion of abjection in the juridical administration of sexual 

recognition – and the lack thereof. 


