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I Contextual studies

A lady from Ephesus, renowned for her demureness/chastity (pudicitia), loses
her husband. Grief-stricken, she stays in his vault, intending to starve to death.
As no one can dissuade her from this plan, she spends days in the vault only ac-
companied by her maid. It so happens that some thieves are crucified close to
the vault and a soldier is dispatched to guard the bodies to ensure that they can-
not be buried properly. At night, the soldier sees a light in the vault, hears the
widow’s wails and comes to investigate. Seeing the beautiful mourning
woman, he offers what food and wine he has and tries to console her. At first,
the widow rejects his efforts, but her maid is more amenable and, fortified by
food and drink, tries to persuade her lady to live. Finally, the widow first
allows herself to eat some food and then, again swayed by the joint efforts of
the soldier and the maid, to sleep with the man. They continue their affair for
three nights in secret. Meanwhile, one of the now unguarded bodies is removed
from the cross. The next morning, the soldier, upon discovering the result of his
neglected duty, in desperation and fear of punishment decides to commit sui-
cide. To prevent the loss of her lover so shortly after she lost her husband the
widow offers the soldier to use her husband’s body and fix it to the cross to fill
the empty space.

This, in a nutshell, is the story of the widow of Ephesus as told by Petronius
in the Satyricon (111-112). The little episode has received an unusual amount
of interest and has been retold by numerous authors over time. Indeed, there is
no doubt that it is “one of those tales which men — especially men — never seem
to tire of”." Almost equally untiring are the discussions which the story has en-
gendered. These mainly revolve around two questions: The first question con-
cerns the source of the story. (Is it a true story? A Milesian story? An old folk
tale from Hinduism?®) With regard to this question suffice it to say that while
Petronius is generally assumed not to have been the inventor of the story, his
version as one of the oldest extant examples holds a special position of influ-
ence on the development of the story and may be used as a point of reference.
The second question concerns the meaning or moral of the story and the
author’s intentions in telling it. This has been a rather interesting issue from
day one as it is especially difficult to answer in the case of Petronius: The nar-
rator of the story in the Satyricon, the poet Eumolpus, first remarks on female
inconstancy (levitas) and the insanity to which women may be driven by lust,
neglecting all familial obligations. Then — to prove his notions — he introduces

' URE (1956): p. 1.
See RASTIER (1971): p. 1025.
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Contextual studies

the story as an account of a true event that occurred in his own lifetime. Never-
theless, his presentation of the story is at least ambiguous and he concludes the
story without adding a clear judgement or opinion. In fact, the ending itself is
somewhat open as the audience is left with the remark that the next day people
wondered how a body could have ascended the cross. No mention is made of
how things played out in the end. Instead, the reader is presented with the very
different reactions of Eumolpus’ audience: a group of sailors laugh, a young
woman, Tryphaena, blushes and snuggles her face into her lover Giton’s neck,
while the ship-owner Lichas angrily complains that the governor should have
returned the body to the vault and crucified the widow instead. The reactions of
the audience described in the Satyricon differ as much among themselves as
they do in real life.” Consequently, there is a colourful array of suggestions as
to the sense of the story and Petronius’ intentions: Is it a parody on the resur-
rection of Christ? A parody on the fourth book of the Aeneid? Is it an attack on
women in general? Is it criticism of a general moral decline in society (as the
breaking of taboos is not unanimously condemned by the audience), or are uni-
versal standards of behaviour called in question by the suspicious absence of a
clear moral judgement? Is it simply a well-told frivolous and saucy tale without
a deeper meaning, or does it illustrate the triumph of love, nature and life over
death? The curiously high number of adaptations of the tale is generally attrib-
uted to the fact that Petronius — by not committing to a judgement — left the
story open and flexible enough for scores of writers after him to change it ac-
cording to their own ideas and age, especially with regard to the moral of the
tale.*

While it certainly is flexible and open to several interpretations, there is one
aspect which the story always includes (and which may have been responsible
for keeping the motif alive for so long): the allure of breaking the norms re-
garding death and sexuality.” Depending on context and representation, the
story can be used in an affirming, negating or relativising way. E.g., when it is
used as a medieval exemplum, the story is intended to affirm the norms by
stereotypically illustrating vices through the widow’s misconduct.® While the
plot itself certainly lends itself to being used for misogynistic attacks on female
inconstancy and wickedness, it may just as well be employed to subvert or
criticise social norms.” The story, quite simply, “can be pushed in any one of
several directions according to the teller’s fancy and can be made to seem cyn-

3 See RASTIER (1971): p. 1027.

See e.g. URE (1956): p. 2, or HUBER (1990a): pp. 195f.: “Da er sich eindeutiger Aussagen
enthilt, bleibt sein Text offen — offen auch fiir eine Fiille von Interpretationen und Bearbei-
tungen”.

> See HUBER (1990a): p. 193.

®  See HUBER (1990a): pp. 193f.

7 See HUBER (1990a): p. 194.
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