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Greg says

If I had gotten out of this book what other people seem to have then I'd like it a lot more. Instead of an
interesting meditation on the nature of faith, I felt the book covered well worn territory (well worn even at
the time the book was written), and was relatively transparent. After about thirty pages or so I had a very
good idea where the book was going, and what the themes in the book were, and to me little was added to
this for the rest of the book. Instead I felt the woman's story dragged on quite a bit, and at about the hundred
page mark I started to feel the book to be tiresome. Her story is disproportionately longer than his, and makes
the book feel very stilted.

Kim says

I read my books in alphabetical order by author, close to it anyway. So if I'm in a bookstore and see a book
that looks wonderful to me and bring it home it still might be months and months if not years until I get to it;
for example, if I'm currently in the letter "c" and it's a novel by Zola or Balzac (two of my favorite authors) I
won't be reading them for a long time. My point is that sometimes until I get to the book I have absolutely no
idea why I have it on my shelf in the first place. That's how it is with "The Sibyl" by Par Lagerkvist. While
reading the novel I found myself looking up quite a few things since the book was totally unknown to me.
The first thing I looked up was Par Lagerkvist himself. Lagerkvist was a Swedish author who received the
Nobel Prize in Literature in 1951. According to the Swedish Academy of Letters he received the award "For
the artistic power and deep-rooted independence he demonstrates in his writings in seeking an answer to the
eternal questions of humanity."Lagerkvist wrote poems, plays, novels, stories, and essays.

His novel "The Sibyl"was published in 1956. The first line of the novel is: "In a little house on the mountain
slopes above Delphi lived an old woman with her witless son." It tells us that they live all alone, seldom
leaving the small one-room hut with no contact with anyone...."no one would have any dealings with
them."Her son sits, as always "a smile on his downy, childish face."

One day a stranger comes to their hut. He was a tall man with a brownish beard in the prime of life. He tells
her that he had come to Delphi to consult the oracle but he had been turned away. They told him no oracle in
the world could answer his question. He then wandered at random about the city until he met a blind man
who told him that one of the old priestesses, or sibyls, lives in disgrace in the mountains above the Temple.
The blind man said no priestess had ever been so great, so beloved by god. She had sinned against god and
man and had been cast out, but he should seek her out, she is the only one that could answer his question.

He finds our cursed sibyl, living in her hut and tells her his story. This man lived happily with his wife and
son in the city he had been born in. He had no plans to ever leave it, he was content with his life. One day
while standing at his door he sees a condemned man carrying his cross to his place of crucifixion. The
"criminal" stops for a moment along the way to rest on the side of this man's house. The man tells the
"criminal" to move on and not to bring ill-will to his house by leaning his cross against it. The condemned
man looks at him and curses him saying:

"Because you denied me this, you shall suffer greater punishment than mine: you shall never die. You shall
wander through this world to all eternity, and find no rest."

This is what happens. Our "wandering jew" finds out later that the condemned man is believed to be the son
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of God. This was whispered in the streets and talked about in secret. Our cursed man doesn't believe it, but
his life falls apart from this point. He becomes "empty and desolate", his wife leaves him taking his son with
her. He can no longer work, neighbors avoid him, then one night he leaves the city to begin wandering
through the ages. He wants to know what his future will be.

Now the old woman tells her story, which is the majority of the novel. Our old woman, our Sibyl, had been
“chosen” as a poor, young and sheltered girl by the Delphi priests to serve the great honor of being a pythia.
She has been chosen to be god's instrument, to speak his words and be filled with his spirit. She is frightened
but also filled with happiness. To be god's Sibyl she is ceremoniously fasted for three days, bathed, dressed
as a bride, led through the temple down a narrow, dim stairway into the holy of holies. The "holy of holies"
seems to be a small, dark room lit only by two oil lamps. The air was oppressive and musty, the floor was
uneven and slimy. There was a faint, sour smell of goats. She was drugged with a blend of laurel leaves and
ashes and made to inhale the smoke from a bowl of embers. All to serve as the oracle of god. After all this
god possesses her and she becomes filled with his spirt. She feels an indescribable feeling of delight,
happiness, joy and rapture. She is tossed to and fro and shrieks and screams, words she didn't understand, but
that's ok because the priests were there and they could understand them. Oh, and during all this there was a
he-goat with unusally large horns brought in and they poured water on its head. Beats me why. This, or
something close to this is what happened every time god wanted to talk to her.

When she's not at the temple with the priests and goat and god, she is at home with her parents, and that's
where she meets a man who has lost an arm in the war. I don't know which war, I never tried to figure that
out. His parents lease a small piece of land near her parents. I don't think I'll tell you more of the story, by
this time I thought I had it figured out, old cursed woman with a son, a one armed man? I was close, but it
didn't end exactly the way I thought it would end.

Now to some of the things I looked up while I read the story. The first thing was, just where was Delphi
anyway? The answer:

" Delphi, located near the foot of the south slope of Mt. Parnassus, was the seat of the Delphic oracle, the
most famous and most powerful of ancient Greece. It was the preeminent shrine of Apollo."

This also answered my next question, who was this god they were worshipping in the temple at Delphi? I
was certain pretty early in the story it wasn't the same God I worship. Next question: What exactly is a
Sibyl? The answer:

"Apollo spoke through his oracle: the sibyl or priestess of the oracle at Delphi was known as the Pythia. The
oracular messages were spoken by a priestess seated on a golden tripod, who uttered sounds in a frenzied
trance. The inspired trance was said by the ancient Greeks to be induced by vapors from beneath the
temple's floor; these may have been ethylene or other petrochemical fumes rising through faults that ran
beneath the temple. The priestess's utterances were interpreted to the questioner by a priest, who usually
spoke in verse. "

Then I looked up "the wandering jew" and found that "The Wandering Jew is a figure whose legend began to
spread in Europe in the 13th century. The original legend concerns a Jew who taunted Jesus on the way to
the Crucifixion and was then cursed to walk the earth until the Second Coming."

I thought about giving the book four stars. It certainly got me interested in things like Delphi, and temples,
and sibyls. Also, I read it in one afternoon, however whether that's because the book was so good I couldn't
put it down or because it was a short book isn't certain. I liked the book, I personally don't believe that when
Jesus was on His way to be crucified He would have cursed the man for chasing Him away; so sitting here
thinking about that, the book gets three stars. :-}
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Zoe Aleshire says

Read this for a class and was struck at how beautiful and bizzare this book was while remaining lucid and
interesting.

Really, Lagerkvist is hard to review without just spewing adjectives.

Lobstergirl says

I've heard that, along with the complete works of Kevin Trudeau and Nicholas Sparks, this book is in the
library of Hell.

Tags: pythia, god, sex, retardation, childbirth, goats

Markus says

I had a hard time reading this book, and I am still not sure why. I loved Barabbas and The Eternal Smile by
the same author, but I got bogged down in the middle and set this one aside for quite some time. But then
one day, I just picked it back up and finished it in one sitting. The second half really flew by like I was
reading some great secret to existence. Very powerful, haunting and strange... it asks more questions than it
gives answers in the end, but that fact is what makes it so great. What is the true meaning of God's love? A
question that can only be answered individually... not universally...

Dhanaraj Rajan says

The Meaning of Sibyl:

1. A woman in ancient times who was thought to utter the prophecies of God.
2. (literally) a woman able to foretell the future.

This is how I began reading the novel searching for the meaning of the term found in the title.

The Story:

This story is primarily about the two meanings of the term explained above and is added to it are various
other correlatives. There is the woman who was the sybil in the shrine of Delphi and who now lives in the
adjacent mountain alone with her only son. She is away now from the town because she had betrayed god
and is cursed. The only place fit for the cursed ones are the places not usually visited by human beings. [An
Aside: How did she betray? By loving a fellow human being and sharing human joy with him. For the pythia
(the priestess) is supposed to be the bride of god and god alone.] To her comes a wandering Jew, another
cursed one by God's son. He did not allow the God's Son on his way to Calvary to lean on his house wall.
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And so, God's Son said to him:

"Because you denied me this, you shall suffer greater punishment than mine: you shall never
die. You shall wander through this world to all eternity, and find no rest."

In search of his destiny, the future one, he has come seeking an answer to Delphi, the place of oracles where
any question can be answered. In Delhi, no one answers and guided by a blind beggar he reaches the old
sibyl now living in solitude with her only son. The blind beggar led him here because everyone knows that
she was the best sibyl, through whom god loved to speak through.

She narrates her own story before answering. This story is very interesting. She loved to be the priestess. She
loved to be possessed by god. She loved the ecstasy when god came to possess her. But being human, she
also fell in love with a young man. God was enraged and he took revenge by killing the lover and raping the
priestess. Out of the violent union was born a son - god's son. This god's son is very quiet and witless ('an
idiot'). He just sits in a corner never speaking, never showing any inclination to understand what is spoken in
his presence. But he is mysteriously young and has an enigmatic smile which is childish in nature.

Enough of her story. Now to the answer that she gives to the wandering Jew. This is what she replies:

"I can see in your face that you're under god's curse and that what you say is true. It's plain that
you're not free, that you're bound to him and that he doesn't mean to let you go. He is your
destiny. Your soul is filled with him; through his curse you live a life with god. you hate him,
you mock and revile him. But judging by your indignant words you care for nothing in the
world but him, and are filled with him alone. With what you call your hatred of him. But this
very red-hot hatred of god is perhaps your experience of the divine."

My Sentiments:

I was stunned by these and few more revelatory passages that appeared at the end of the novel. It looked like
a spiritual treatise with deep and profound reflections may be revealed to a mystic. The whole novel is
dealing with god's dealing with man. It speaks of divine love and human response to it. I t speaks of the
mystery of god's love and our futile search to understand it. It speaks of god and his existence and our
relationship to him.

The definition of god as found in the book:

"He is not as we are and we can never understand him. He is incomprehensible, inscrutable. He
is god. And so far as I comprehend it he is both evil and good, both light and darkness, both
meaningless and full of a meaning which we can never perceive, yet never cease to puzzle
over. A riddle which is intended not to be solved but to exist. To exist for us always. To trouble
us always."

My Failure:
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This is not my usual style of writing a review. I hardly tell the story in a review. But here I have narrated the
story in an abbreviated manner. And yet, I have not said it all. Read the story. Each word has a meaning and
reason to be there at that spot in this book. You will get a different experience. The last few pages left me
with spiritual kind of wonder. I decided not o write a review. For, I could not have revealed even an iota of
my reading experience. Then, I decided for I wanted others to know. Here am I writing a review in a
haphazard manner. In fact, love to blabber some more......Sorry guys, for the aimless wandering of my
thoughts. And thanks for putting up with it.

Margaret says

I had never heard of Lagerkvist when I picked up this book a few months ago from a free books pile. I finally
cracked it a couple weeks ago I found it had belonged to my old poetry professor from college.

One of my favorite reads in a long time.

It is a slow, small book - meditative and unafraid to be quiet and still when it needs to be, yet also able to
pull off a sex scene with a goat god (scary) and a very vengeful cameo by Jesus.

Other reviews call it allegorical (on the the inscrutability of divine love?) I am happy just to see it as a
beautiful, lyric, poetic work.

Sophie says

But sitting here, old and alone, looking back—looking back over my life, it is you, my god, that I think of. For
it is you who have been my life, you who consume and burn all things like fire. You who leave nothing in
your wake. My life is what I have lived in you. The cruel, bitter, rich life you have given me. May you be
cursed and blessed!

The Sibyl is a reflection on religion, on the nature of faith, a treatise on the close relationship between
existence and the divine. The plot unfolds primarily through the narration of past events, through lengthy
monologues of the two protagonists, that help them understand the futility of life without loyalty to God.

Corey says

Does anyone read Lagerkvist still? He was pretty great. This one is a sorta holy horror story, brief, pithy, at
times frightening.

Jim Fonseca says

A parable about the meaning of God or the gods. The book, by a classic Swedish author was written in 1956.
As Christ is carrying the cross to the Crucifixion, a man chases Christ away from resting in his doorway.
Christ curses him to endless wandering through life. In his journeys he comes across and old woman, an
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outcast pythia who use to be an oracle at Delphi. And boy does she have a story to tell. The pythia had a
secret lover and became pregnant so she was cast out of the temple. But it may be that her mentally disabled
son is another Son of God. In fact during the story, her son appears to leave this earth and rise into heaven.

What choice words does the author have about the God or gods? “…he seems to be exactly like ourselves,
just as good and just as bad.” “They did not know that it was god’s vengeance on human happiness and on
his elect, who had not been willing to live for him alone.” “Nothing makes them [the gods] so evil and cruel
as that men should presume to be happy and forget them for the sake of their earthly happiness.” “Those who
say he is good do not know him. He is the most inhuman thing there is.” “…he is both evil and good, both
light and darkness, both meaningless and full of a meaning which we can never perceive, yet never cease to
puzzle over. A riddle which is intended not to be solved but to exist.” Of the pythia’s mentally disabled son
the wanderer thinks: “A son who must have come into the world just to show that meaninglessness is
divine.” A strange but interesting book. Just don’t let your minister know you are reading it.

Jon(athan) Nakapalau says

Strange tale of how man's relationship to G/god(s) can sometimes cause a crisis of faith: what do you believe
about yourself after you have been cursed? Is a curse a type of redemptive act - an act that will define who
you are after you know where you stand in relation to G/god(s) judgment? I do not pretend to have the
answer.

Rupa says

I liked this book a lot but I am tempted to look for a different translator if it is available or learn Swedish so I
can read it as it was originally written.
I am a big fan of reading books multiple times if I think I will get more out of it that way and this is
definitely one that I will read again. It is not a very long book but it is pretty deep.

Pär Fabian Lagerkvist (23 May 1891 — 11 July 1974) was a Swedish author who was awarded the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1951. (from Wikipedia)

James says

This is a grand novel in the classical European tradition by the 1951 recipient of the Nobel Prize for
Literature, Swedish author Par Lagerkvist. It is a poetic parable, telling a mythic tale of a wandering Jew, a
man who journeys to Delphi to consult the oracle. However, arriving there, he is turned away: the question
he wants to pose is one that is very often asked– one that is of little interest.
And it is true; his question is one that many want to have answered. He wants to know what his destiny is.
However, the question must be viewed in its context, even if it is a common one. For this particular man has
been condemned by God to an eternal life without blessing – to wander through the world to all eternity, and
find no rest. Probably rightfully, he regards this as a punishment; and when the reality of life eternal dawned
on him, life lost its meaning for him, and he lost everything – his wife, his child, his joy in life.
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“Eternity .. It has nothing to do with life, I thought; it is the contrary to all life. It is something limitless,
endless, a realm of death which the living must look into with horror. Was it here that I was to dwell? .. “To
all eternity ..” That was my death sentence: the most cruel that could be devised.”
The man has lost everything, he feels. His eyes are empty – they are dried up wells. There is no life inside
any more.
Having been turned away from the oracle, he learns about an old priestess, a sibyl, who lives in disgrace up
in the mountains; a woman that once served the oracle and had special powers– she was close to God. So he
walks up the mountain to find her and pose his question.
There, he learns that she too, has had a clash with God. Like him, she has been punished. Or that she has
most likely been punished. And gradually her story is revealed.
The Sibyl is a wonderful, often delightful book. Like so many of Lagerkvist's tales it is a contemplation on
the nature of God and the relationship of God to man. A book about joy and sorrow, hope and hopelessness.
It is beautifully written, full of heavy symbolism, quite moving and a very thought-provoking and captivating
read.

Tristan says

This is my stock answer for "What is your favorite book?" I don't really have one, but this is close enough.
This is a novel about the nature of the divine and about love--love of god, love of the impossible, love of
other people--it is through love and all its many forms that the "action" of The Sibyl is driven. It begins, “In a
little house on the mountain slopes above Delphi lived an old woman with her witless son,” and this tone of
soft pain and endless beauty holds throughout the rest of the work. The language is poetic and precise; I
commend both Lagerkvist and his translator for passages like

What would my life have been without him?...If I had never felt the bliss that poured from him,
the anguish and pain that is his also, and the wonder of being annihilated in his blazing arms, of
being altogether his? Of feeling his rapture, his boundless bliss, and sharing god's infinite joy in
being alive?

God's love is destructive, barring the nameless (all the characters are nameless) Sibyl from any sort of earthly
peace and happiness (view spoiler), but it also brings her a sort of glorious joy in its pain. This leads into the
exploration of the divine. God can be small or large, kind or cruel, safe or wild, and still be god. The sibyl
tells of a solitary tree to which her father always prayed, and of the sacred spring where in one place grains
of sand “whirled gently around, moved by an invisible finger of god.” She says that her parents’ god was the
world all about them, the holy groves, and the “little turf altar” where her parents made offerings each day,
but she also tells of another god. Her god. God for her was never the security and peace of her parents’ life;
her god was the god of the temple where she was the pythia. Her god was the violent ecstasy that she felt
when she prophesied, the pain and excitement of the oracle pit. Her god did not live in a cool, clear, spring,
but in a black goat and in a cleft in the ground from which noxious fumes poured. She loved and was
terrified by her god. Her god was fear and uncertainty and wildness.
She is visited by a man from Jerusalem at the beginning of the novel, a man who has also seen god.For him,
god was the angry criminal who cursed him, a great and powerful enemy against whom to fight. God was the
unhappiness that plagued the young man, the force that caused his wife to say, “How old your eyes have
grown.”
God was all of these things and more. The young man says that the great and mighty anger of his enemy did
not seem to be his usual expression, and that those who believe in the crucified man say that their god is a
god of love who blesses his followers with eternal happiness. The sibyl describes her god as a god of rapture
and fire and heat and pain, but his priests worship him as a gentle god of light. Jesus is an angry god in his
brief appearance. He curses the man to a fate worse than death for an affront as small as denying him rest on
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the way to his crucifixion. This is contrary to his traditional portrayal, as a loving, gentle god, as the man the
wanderer hears about in his journeys.
The sibyl claims that god is neither good nor evil, but only divine. When the man asks her if she hates god
for what he did to her, for taking away her chance at a normal, human life with all the earthly joy and
sadness that accompany it, she tells him, “I believe I neither hate him nor love him,” that god is
incomprehensible and so cannot be judged. His cruelty and his love were one for her, he stole her away from
life, but gave her himself in all his fire. God is inhuman, she tells the man, and so cannot be thought of in
human terms. She agrees with the man that god cares little for humanity and envies humanity its happiness,
but she tells the young man, “He has made me very unhappy. But he has also allowed me to know a
happiness passing all understanding.” She tells the man that she does not forgive her god, yet it is he to
whom she owes the most. She decides that god is merely god, a being that she both hates and loves, that she
wishes all the good and all the evil in the world.
The man, too, is full of his experience of god. He hates god, hates him for everything he has done, everything
that has been taken away, yet no person, no thing, no city, no land, means anything to the man except god
and his hatred of god. His destiny is as tied to god as hers was, and god is there, always near to him. Neither
the man nor the sibyl will be released by god, and neither one can forsake him, even as they may wish for
nothing more dearly than for god to abandon them to the world.
As the characters struggle with their experiences of the divine, they ask themselves and each other about the
nature of god. The reader is forced to consider their volatile, painful, and all-encompassing relationships with
god. When the sibyl and the man finally answer their own questions, determining that god is nothing but
himself, not good or noble or truly evil, then the reader is left wondering. They are content with their
inhuman god, with their god of cruel love, of hatred that is itself divine, but is the reader? Their answers to
the question of god’s nature force readers to consider their own thoughts on the divine and ask themselves
what has shaped those thoughts.
Pär Lagerkvist’s The Sibyl is elegant and compelling. Each description is clear and natural, each image vivid.
Both the man and the sibyl draw readers into their stories, walking with them through their experiences with
god. The story, although a tale of few places, of few people, where there is no hero to come and do great
deeds and no grand quests to be completed, engages readers completely. The small doings, the vastness of
god, the places and times of a few people’s lives, these are what matter. The sibyl never leaves Delphi and its
surrounding area; readers care about nowhere but Delphi when they are with her. Readers are not waiting for
the next great battle, but rather are waiting to discover the sibyl’s past, the how and why of her current
situation. Every occurrence, every thought, is important; readers are merely waiting to receive all the pieces
of the puzzle so that they can watch them assemble themselves as they pass through the mouth of the sibyl.

All in all, a completely satisfying and haunting read.

Debi Cates says

Lagerkvist has given us a tale of two tormented, direct experiences with the divine: Ahasuerus (the
Wandering Jew) who had a brief unhappy encounter with Jesus and the Sibyl who became a famous Oracle
of Delphi for many years spouting messages from Apollo.

Lagerkvist made an intriguing story pairing these two traditions, the meeting taking place at the crossroads of
history when there was a changing of the guards of god, so to speak. And yet age-old questions remained,
like how to endure the whims of god, and then how to endure the absence of god.

Ahasuerus was neither good nor bad, but a rather ordinary man living an ordinary happy life who, in one
unwitting moment was unkind to Jesus as he was on his way to crucifixion, then was cursed by god's son to
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roam the earth for eternity, alone, unblessed. He was seeking the Sibyl to tell him his future -- hoping, I'm
sure, to see some end to his suffering.

The Sibyl, who as a young country girl felt a vague lacking, was transformed when she was chosen to be a
Pythia for Apollo. She gave it her all, accepted being a vessel to be used, and became one of the best ever
Oracles, all without reward. In her 30s (the age when most priestesses were replaced but she was not because
she was too profitable for the temple), she committed a crime against god by falling in mortal love with a
one-armed man. Her punishment was the death of her lover, being violently raped by Apollo via a goat, and
conceiving a half-witted, half-god (and half-goat!) son.

This is clearly not the experience one seeks when wanting to be closer to god. And is the sobering reminder
of god's inscrutable and, from a human perspective, fickle nature.

The Sibyl had observed others, including her own parents, living quite peaceably and sincerely with god, and
observed others living peaceably (and profitably) without god. There didn't seem to be a clear-cut right way
or wrong way to garner a peaceful mortal life. Her hard-earned wisdom was whether god blesses, curses, or
ignores, we are all under an erratic god. (And she experienced all three.) Thus she ultimately answers
Ahasuerus,

"Perhaps one day he will bless you instead of cursing you. I don't know. Perhaps one day you will let him
lean his head against your house. Perhaps you won't. I know nothing about that. But whatever you may do,
your fate will be forever bound up with god, your soul forever filled with god."

I'm not sure that will be a comfort to Ahasuerus. But it is the Sibyl's advice that acceptance is the only course
for humans whether living under Olympian or Heavenly rule.

Proustitute says

4.5 stars

April says

This is my favorite book. It is odd and of course why I loved it.

I had never really read anything about being an oracle before this book. It was fascinating to be introduced to
here and then to read about the transformation of this little girl.

Josh says

Pär Lagerkvist has always been systematic in sharing his thoughts through narrative in a rhetorical, albeit
philosophical way.  This is what I’ve always enjoyed about his writing, whether it be on subject matter that
I’m not too interested in or truly care much about. I read The Dwarf last year as my introductory piece to his
work and it was astounding in character, atmosphere and old-fashioned storytelling.  With The Sibyl,
Lagerkvist goes back to antiquity: Ancient Greece.  A sibyl, by definition, was a prophet who was an oracle
and would foretell prophecies from a god or gods.  In this piece, the main character was once a pythia at the
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Temple of Apollo at Delphi; a priestess of importance, but also looked down upon by society, a chosen one.
Presently, as an exile, she’s lived alone with her mute, invalid son for years.  The story begins as seers in the
city below cannot help a common man full of self-doubt and self-pity answer a question;  he’s lost
everything he loves and feels as though he’s been cursed by God as he had not shown sympathy towards His
Son in his time of demise. The question stated is: “What value does my life hold for the future?” Through
dialectic methods, this question is answered and imposed upon the man.  Behind the answer is the story; the
story of her life and the choices she made and how her society and culture stigmatized and scoffed at her
existence and what she eventually came to be.

Lagerkvist’s use of symbolism, metaphor and eloquence to tell a story is top-notch and not one to look over. 

Zena Khalil says

The Sibyl is a delightful book. Like so many of Lagerkvist's tales it is a contemplation on the nature of God
and the relationship of God to man. A book about joy and sorrow, hope and hopelessness. It is beautifully
written, full of heavy symbolism, quite moving and a very thought-provoking and captivating read.

On one of the last few pages of The Sibly, Lagerkvist writes "And so far as I comprehend it he is both evil
and good, both light and darkness, both meaningless and full of a meaning which we can never perceive, yet
never cease to puzzle over. A riddle which is intended not to be solves but to exist. To exist for us always. To
trouble us always"

Joel says

När man frågar "Vad tänker du på? Du ser ut som du funderar på något." och får 150 sidor till svar: The
Novel. Samt knark, getmansvåldtäkt och Kristusförnekelse. True som fan! ?


