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English Summary 
 
 
This thesis analyzes the depiction of sexually ambiguous characters in works of 

adaptation. Because the clinical and critical misuse of the term “sexual ambiguity” since 

the late 1950s has been so striking, my project necessitated a reorientation of the concept 

away from its function as a defining characteristic for the sexual anatomy of human 

bodies, as that usage is both highly subjective and potentially damaging. Thus, the initial 

move in this thesis lays in producing an argument that it might be more productive to 

view sexual ambiguity as both a transitive flanking device that is used to shroud or frame 

the ontological kernels of individual sexualities, and as a tangible characteristic of the ill-

defined pressures that permeate the arbitrary yet determinant process of sexual 

subjectivation in general. Thus, my thesis comprises both a critique of sexual ambiguity 

as a diagnostic trope and an exploration of the narrative deployment of sexual ambiguity 

as a political-aesthetic system. Several key questions guided me in this search. Through 

what tropes and meaning-devices are the limits and characteristics of sexual ambiguity 

articulated, and how do they define sexually ambiguous characters? How are such 

characters positioned in relation to other characters, and what are the products of their 

projected interactions? What acts are such characters deployed to do (or un-do, as the 

case may be)? And how does sexual ambiguity emerge not merely as an aesthetic marker 

for human characters, but as a means of framing sexual singularity and even human 

sexuality in general? 

The findings of this thesis suggest a distinct difference between states of sexual 

ambiguity and practices of sexual ambiguation. Concerning the former, sexual ambiguity 

often functions as a framing device for modes of sexual singularity, as well as a lack of 



recognition – or claimed lack of recognition – on the part of a viewer (the doctor who 

cannot or will not recognize, the reader who “does not understand”). But the practice of 

sexual ambiguation is not a state; it is a narrative, authorial act that bears down on the 

corpus of characters, and from there exerts its influence on projected readers, 

encouraging intended receivers to assent to its narrative propositions. As such, sexual 

ambiguation is a literary technique in which aesthetic tropes of sexual ambiguity – 

qualities of indeterminacy and incompletion, categories of the marginal and in-between – 

are deployed to articulate the actions not merely of trans- and inter- characters, or 

characters that defy easy identification within a male-female binary, but the so-called 

“normative” sexes as well: boys, girls, women and men. The narrative ambiguation of a 

character’s sex always has a result; it always does something. And because the only 

contact many people have with “sexually ambiguous” others is through literature, art and 

film, the way in which human characters are sexually ambiguated matters; it has a 

political effect, as such projections and aesthetic devices are interpreted as somehow 

representative of the behaviors and qualities of real human beings. 

Conducting this type of inquiry – examining narratives in adaptation from a variety 

of theoretical angles – required an approach that is both inter- and transdisciplinary. My 

adaptive corpus of study comprises three main sets of work: the adaptation of sibylline 

prophet/esses from the classical Greco-Roman literature of Virgil and Petronius to 

Federico Fellini’s Fellini-Satyricon (1969); the Orlandos of modernist Virginia Woolf 

and postmodern filmmaker Sally Potter; and Michel Foucault’s editorialization of 

Camille Barbin’s memoirs in his collection, Herculine Barbin, Being the Recently 

Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite. Yet while these 



adaptive sets of work are my primary objects of study, bringing them into contact with an 

equally interdisciplinary body of critical and scholarly works required an ability to 

establish theoretical traction between scholars from fields of study sometimes viewed as 

unrelated or even incompatible. Although they appear to be centered in different 

academic fields, for example, bringing psychoanalytic theorist Julia Kristeva’s notions on 

abjection into discourse with queer theorist Judith Butler’s views on the same resulted in 

producing a more robust understanding of the relationship between ambiguity, 

(mis)recognition and abjection. Similarly, while my understanding of the complex force 

relations at play in sexual subjectivation was vastly informed by poststructuralist Michel 

Foucault’s work in The History of Sexuality, the task of analyzing his work in Herculine 

Barbin as a corpus of study in Chapter Five was an interesting switch; following and 

even aligning one’s own analyses with Foucault’s notions of sexual subjectivation is far 

different than evaluating his authorial mission as an act of adaptive editorialization. 

Along those lines, tracking the nuances of a highly intertextual corpus enabled me to 

trace productive connections between Kristeva’s work on intertextuality (which she 

derived from Mikhail Bakhtin), the work of contemporary adaptation theorists like 

Thomas Leitch, and formal structural studies in narratology such as those by Mieke Bal 

and Gérard Genette – not to mention specific contributions in film theory from Gilles 

Deleuze, Slavoj Žižek and Teresa de Lauretis. Furthermore, as the representation of 

marginalized others is both solidified and/or controverted in adaptative sets of art, 

literature and film – from whence it impacts the recognition and distribution of human 

rights – my critical approach benefited from an entwinement of cultural analysis in Žižek, 

Homi K. Bhabha, Kaja Silverman, Jacques Rancière and Marjorie Garber. Other 



theoretical alignments in this thesis that provided complex interdisciplinary connections 

concerning my specific advocacy of an expanded definition of sexual ambiguity included 

notions explored in previous works by scholars from fields as diverse as sociology, 

philosophy, queer studies, women’s studies and psychoanalytic theory (cf. William 

Wilkerson, Geneviève Morel, Judith Halberstam and others). 

Such an interdisciplinary approach to critical theory was additionally mirrored in 

my methodology for shaping these groupings of intertextual works into thesis chapters; 

thus, while there is substantial connective tissue between them, my methodology and 

findings in Chapters One and Two are slightly different than my analyses in Chapters 

Three and Four, or my discussion of Foucault’s adaptation of Camille Barbin’s memoirs 

in Chapter Five. My examination of the first set of works, on the one hand, seeks to 

establish a historical and cultural precedent for the narrative adaptation and deployment 

of corporeal ambiguation in general, examining the ways in which physical ambiguation 

is often positioned in a framework of abjection, and teasing out connections and 

differences between the ambiguation of a female character (The Sibyl) in classical 

literature and Fellini’s adaptation of the “same” character into the hermaphroditic 

prophet/ess of Fellini-Satyricon (1969). On the other hand, drawing together a broader 

corpus of Orlando-lore as my object of study in Chapters Two and Three yields a 

different type of findings, beyond evaluating Orlando’s tightly bracketed moment of 

sexual ambiguation in Woolf’s novel towards/into articulating the ways in which 

“normative” sexualities (like girlhood) might disrupt the stultifying polarization of sexual 

normativity in general – regardless of whether these binary polarizations are hetero- or 

homonormative. My fourth and final chapter evaluates the adaptive relationship between 



the memoirs of Camille Barbin and Foucault’s adaptive incorporation of her memoirs in 

Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century 

French Hermaphrodite. Although many scholars have written about the political 

significance of Camille’s “intersexuality” (as I have noted, that category did not exist in 

the nineteenth century), I evaluate Foucault’s placement of Camille’s memoirs in 

intertextual discourse with her interlocutors’ documents as an opportunity to analyze how 

the writings of a girlhood-before-its-time might impel a critique of the medicolegal 

apparatus that killed such a girlhood with its inadequate systems of sexual recognition. 

On a specific level, Chapter One of the thesis analyzes the adaptation of The Sibyl 

of Cumae from her first appearance in Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses to her 

emergence in the Petronian Satyricon more than one hundred years later. While none of 

these authors mark their Sibyl as sexually ambiguous per se, this chapter suggests each 

author is responsible for ambiguating the character as she emerges from each of these 

texts into a larger body of Sibyl-lore. Arguing that her escalating corporeal ambiguity 

bears significant consequences regarding her sexual recognizability later in the adaptive 

trajectory, I assess the moral-ethical fabulae that result from the Sibyl’s increasing 

weakness, diminishment and alienation the further she moves from visible recognition. 

Bringing my corpus of study into contact with Kristeva’s take on abjection in Powers of 

Horror, I ask how diffuse the human body can become before it is rendered untouchable 

by the systems of socioeconomic abjection that bear down on marginalized others 

deemed less than recognizable by the gatekeepers of sexual normativity. 

Moving from representations of the Sibyl in Greco-Roman literature to an analysis 

of Federico Fellini’s hermaphroditic prophet/ess in Fellini-Satyricon, Chapter Two 



produces a close reading of the visual and literary tropes the filmmaker deploys to 

designate his character’s sexual otherness. Following Alberto Moravia’s compelling 

critique of Fellini’s mission of “restoring paganism to the pagans,” I examine the mise-

en-scène of fragmentation, monstrosity and alienation that Fellini engages to focalize the 

“hermaphroditic” lynchpin of his tale, arguing that Fellini creates a facsimile of antiquity 

that accentuates the perceptual gap between his projected audience and an equally 

projected past. Placing the Hermaphrodite squarely in this rift, Fellini concurrently 

depicts the character as a gentle prophetess and sexually ambiguous “monster.” This 

adaptive modification of the Sibylline character escalates the paradigm of abjection that 

frames the character in earlier versions – yet the reaction of the film’s protagonists to the 

character’s projected ambiguity also affords an opportunity to critique the beefcake 

“heroes” of the tale, whose actions are depicted as still more monstrous and barbaric. 

Returning to Kristeva’s notions of abjection as I discussed them in Chapter One, I extend 

my analysis of the Sibyl to explore the ways in which this character’s abjection as a 

“monstrous” amalgamation positions an overarching heterocentric sexual normativity as 

the monster of the monster, even as it releases the larger discursive apparatus into abject 

discourse, in which the monster gains an opportunity to signify for herself. 

My corpus of study in Chapter Three is Virginia Woolf’s novel, Orlando: A 

Biography. Beginning with a close reading of Woolf’s Moor’s head sequence, I 

interrelate Bhabha’s conceptualization of the barbarian and Žižek’s notions of the 

monstrous with Kristeva’s viewpoints on abject discourse to analyze the tropes of 

monstrosity and barbarity that frame the masculine Orlando, a character whom Woolf 

initially paints as a privileged barbarian, a patriarchal monster with money. Discussing 



the tropes of sexual ambiguity that Woolf deploys to “change the sex” of her protagonist 

halfway through the tale (via shifts in pronoun, changes in the narrator’s point of view, 

etc.), I refute the popular claim that Orlando is a significantly androgynous character. 

Closely tracking the events that foreshadow the character’s brief moment of sexual 

ambiguity, I examine Orlando’s initial “unambiguous” masculinity as a representational 

trope that makes it seem more “plausible” for tropes of sexual ambiguity to open 

possibilities for Orlando to live, not merely as a woman, but as a feminist later in the 

story. Returning to the concept of abjection as discussed in Chapters One and Two, I 

bring Kristeva’s insights on abject discourse into contact with Butler’s insights on social 

marginalization and sexual recognizability. Concluding the chapter with a close reading 

of Woolf’s tactic of “proving” Orlando’s legitimacy as a woman by her “ability” to bear a 

child, I suggest that Orlando presents not merely the adaptation of a man into a woman 

via an instance of sexual ambiguation, but the adaptation of patriarchal escriture into a 

specifically feminine and even feminist writing: Woolf’s writing. 

Chapter Four broadens my examination of Orlando-lore to evaluate Sally Potter’s 

Orlando (1992), a cinematic adaptation that functions as a revision of – and paean to – 

Woolf’s politically troubling text. Beginning Chapter Four with a critical reading of 

Potter’s decision to replace Woolf’s Moor’s head sequence with an opening scene that 

centralizes the questionable claim that actress Tilda Swinton “is” a man, I suggest 

Potter’s attempt to shift the barbarous masculinity of Orlando’s boyhood into that of a 

visibly feminized character is accomplished by the removal of the same tropes of male 

violence the filmmaker relies on to insinuate that male-on-male aggression is the impetus 

for Orlando’s sexual transformation into a woman. Following a discussion of this 



aesthetic interlacement of violence and masculinity, I analyze Potter’s revision of 

Orlando’s sex-change sequence, particularly as the filmmaker presents Orlando’s sex-

change as the response to patriarchal chauvinism. Citing Butler’s accounts of troubling 

sexualities in Gender Trouble, I assert that Potter’s repeated acts of distancing her 

protagonist from masculine aggression does not produce a narrative that is less troubling 

than Woolf’s, but instead combines with the filmmaker’s prioritization of Orlando’s 

motherhood to emerge as troubling to a different crowd; namely, the scholars and 

feminists who lambasted Potter’s adaptation as an anti-feminist, “de-lesbianized” 

travesty. Closely analyzing Potter’s decision to relocate the setting of Orlando’s sex 

change from Constantinople to Uzbekistan, I explore her addition of a new character (The 

Khan) to the fraternity of violence that impels Orlando’s sexual transfiguration. 

Reviewing Potter’s elimination of supernatural characters and biographers from her 

representation of Orlando’s “in-between” stage, I assert the filmmaker removes any 

vestige of ambiguity from Orlando’s sexual transformation, turning it into a change of 

gender as opposed to a change of sex – a revision that nevertheless succeeds in 

summoning the protagonist into an abject discourse as productive as Woolf’s source text. 

Suggesting Potter’s adaptation of the protagonist into a character whose rapidly evolving 

feminist politics open an ontological door into her role as a queer mother, I argue Potter’s 

film opens new corridors for gender trouble – and for queer feminist cinema – by 

switching the sex of Orlando’s child to a girl instead of a boy. Drawing out the intimate 

connections between abjection, girlhood and the concept of resistance as envisioned by 

Teresa de Lauretis, I conclude Chapter Four by suggesting Sally Potter adapts Orlando’s 



child into a revolutionary girl whose ambiguity beckons us into the future of feminism 

and feminist filmmaking.  

Exploring Michel Foucault’s adaptive incorporation of Camille Barbin’s memoirs 

into a collection entitled, Herculine Barbin, Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a 

French Hermaphrodite, I initiate Chapter Five by tracing Camille’s own accounts of her 

religious upbringing in Ursuline convents and schools. Following the progression of her 

lesbian sexual relations through her girlhood into adolescence, I focus on the zero-point 

at which Camille allows her body to be examined by medical doctors and is discovered to 

be a “pseudohermaphrodite.” Tracking her subsequent mental and physical undoing at the 

hands of nineteenth-century medicolegal “experts,” I argue Camille’s accounts do not 

reflect the experiences of a sexually ambiguous character, but instead chronicle her 

attempt to switch from an unambiguous state of femininity into an unambiguous state of 

masculinity, a transformation that Camille hoped would facilitate her access to the 

patriarchal privilege of having licit sex with girls. Ironically, this transition was arrested 

by the very clinicians Camille turned to for support, as these medicolegal experts had 

more of a stake in studying Camille’s hermaphrodism than they had in allowing her to 

live as either a man, woman, or girl. It was this latter state (girlhood) to which Camille 

desired to retreat once she realized masculinity held no attraction for her, but perceiving 

no acceptable route forward or backward into girlhood, she was shut down by an 

overwhelming heteronormative backlash of scandal and socioeconomic abjection, at 

which point she committed suicide rather than continue living without enjoying the 

attributes of manhood that she sought to achieve. Bringing Camille’s memoirs and 

Foucault’s intertextual collection into further contact with de Lauretis’s work in Figures 



of Resistance, I consider de Lauretis’s notion that “eccentric bodies” bear a potential to 

resist the boundaries of hegemonic order. Arguing that Camille’s resistance was broken 

by the medicolegal regime and the very heteronormative culture in (and from) which she 

sought shelter, I begin to approach her resistant text. Refuting Foucault’s characterization 

of Camille’s writing as “turgid schoolgirl prose,” I suggest there is traction between 

Camille’s memoirs and the elegiac confessions of eccentric religious figures (e.g., St. 

Augustine, Sor Juana Inez de la Cruz, and Hadewijch d’Anvers). Asserting that Camille’s 

girlhood was not merely some sexually ambiguous shadow of a primal dyadic pair, but 

was instead a prohibited but complete sex replete with its own ambiguous edge, I argue 

that Camille’s memoirs resist an overarching heteronormative imperative to fall silent. I 

conclude Chapter Five with a discussion of the ways in which Camille’s writings 

adaptively challenge Foucault’s editorializations to elbow out a resistant space-between, 

inscribing their exception to the heteronormative rule, and extending the limits of the 

sexually possible. 

In the epilogue to this thesis, I reiterate my convictions that there are precise 

reasons we remain locked into ontological performances of sexual specificity that are 

shrouded or veiled in ambiguity, not the least because there is joy in knowledge, and joy 

in undoing knowledge. Jouissance not only stems from the ability to intimately know 

something right down to its very roots – it also comes from the ability to draw aside the 

veil of ambiguity that cloaks the known to reveal that which was hidden or unexplored. 

Yet we must always bear in mind that the jouissance of new sexual terrain can yield to a 

terror of the same in the flash of a moment. When we remove the ambiguous seine that 

shrouds each articulable sex, we may find that only the thinnest veil – if there is any veil 



at all – stands between the dyadic nodes of male and female, hetero and homo. There are 

always points of contact, and an active but ambiguous confluence of sexual difference is 

hardly the same thing as an arbitrary dividing line that stands between. 


