
REDEFINING ANCIENT ORPHISM

This book examines the fragmentary and contradictory evidence for
Orpheus as the author of rites and poems to redefine Orphism as
a label applied polemically to extra-ordinary religious phenomena.
Replacing older models of an Orphic religion, this richer and more
complex model provides insight into the boundaries of normal and
abnormal Greek religion. The study traces the construction of the cat-
egory of “Orphic” from its first appearances in the Classical period,
through the centuries of philosophical and religious polemics, espe-
cially in the formation of early Christianity and again in the debates
over the origins of Christianity in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. A paradigm shift in the scholarship of Greek religion, this study
provides scholars of classics, early Christianity, ancient religion, and
philosophy with a new model for understanding the nature of ancient
Orphism, including ideas of afterlife, cosmogony, sacred scriptures,
rituals of purification and initiation, and exotic mythology.
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of one section of Chapter 9 appeared as “A Curious Concoction: Tradition
and Innovation in Olympiodorus’ ‘Orphic’ Creation of Mankind” in the
American Journal of Philology 130 (2009): 511–532, while large portions of
Chapters 9 and 10 were published online through the Center for Hellenic
Studies as “Recycling Laertes’ Shroud: More on Orphism and Original
Sin” (http://chs.harvard.edu/chs/redmonds).

This project was begun during my time as a Fellow at the Center for
Hellenic Studies, and I am grateful to the director, Gregory Nagy, and to
my fellow Fellows for making my time there so fruitful and enjoyable. Bryn
Mawr College made the work possible by supporting my research leaves
at the beginning and end of the process. I am grateful too to my students

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03821-9 - Redefining Ancient Orphism: A Study in Greek Religion
Radcliffe G. Edmonds III
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107038219
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments xi

over the past few years, who (mostly) refrained from rolling their eyes when
I once again dragged the Orphica into discussions in class. I particularly
want to thank Edward Whitehouse and Abbe Walker, whose sharp eyes
and keen awareness were invaluable in putting together the indices and
keeping the citations straight. My thanks also go to Michael Sharp and
the editorial team at Cambridge University Press, who have shepherded
this project through the many stages of its development. Finally, my love
and gratitude to my wife and children, for their patience and support as I
wrestled with this project for so many years.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03821-9 - Redefining Ancient Orphism: A Study in Greek Religion
Radcliffe G. Edmonds III
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107038219
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Note on abbreviations

Abbreviations of ancient authors and works follow those of The Oxford
Classical Dictionary, 3rd edn. (Oxford 1999), making use of the abbrevia-
tions in the Greek Lexicon of Liddell, Scott, and Jones for works not in the
OCD. BNP refers to the entries in the electronic edition of the Brill’s New
Pauly, which are cited by the author’s name and nd (no date).
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