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MYTHS OF THE UNDERWORLD JOURNEY

Plato, Aristophanes, and the creators of the ‘Orphic’ gold tablets employ
the traditional tale of a journey to the realm of the dead to redefine, within
the mythic narrative, the boundaries of their societies. Rather than being the
relics of a faded ritual tradition or the products of Orphic influence, these
myths can only reveal their meanings through a close analysis of the specific
ways in which each author makes use of the tradition. For these authors,
myth is an agonistic discourse; it is neither a kind of sacred dogma nor a mere
literary diversion, but rather a flexible tool that serves a wide variety of uses.
The traditional tale of the journey to the underworld in Greek mythology is
neither simple nor single, but each telling reveals a perspective on the cosmos,
a reflection of the order of this world through the image of the other.

Radcliffe G. Edmonds III is assistant professor of Greek, Latin, and Classical
Studies at Bryn Mawr College. A member of the editorial board of the Bryn
Mawr Classical Review, he has contributed to Classical Antiquity, TAPA, and
Ancient World.
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So the journey is not as Aeschylus’ Telephus describes it:
he says it is a simple path that leads to Hades,

but to me it seems to be neither simple nor single.

(Plato Phaedo 107e4-108a2)
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Preface

Like the road to the underworld, the path of a book to publication is
neither simple nor single, and I cannot begin to thank all those who have
helped on the journey. This project, which grew out of my doctoral dis-
sertation from the University of Chicago, first took shape in a reading
class with Arthur Adkins on the myths of Plato, and its path was further
defined in the 1997 Brauer Seminar on Myth led by Bruce Lincoln and
Wendy Doniger. Along the way, many people provided invaluable help,
inspiration, and insight, most notably the chair of my committee, Chris
Faraone, without whose guidance I might still be writing. Special thanks
must also go to my other readers, Bruce Lincoln and Martha Nussbaum,
who provided sharp and insightful critiques of every stage of the disser-
tation and helped me to shape the overall thesis as well as the individual
parts. From the beginning, James Redfield has inspired my approach
to these materials and shown me ways of looking at the texts and their
contexts that opened them up to my understanding. As I worked to trans-
form the dissertation into a more coherent book, I have benefited from
the advice and critiques of many people, especially Fritz Graf and Claude
Calame, who gave me important suggestions on the manuscript both as
awhole and in its parts. At Cambridge University Press, Beatrice Rehl has
sped the project along its path with superb diligence and care.

Finally, this journey could never have been completed without the assis-
tance of my friends and family. My parents have shared with me their love
both of story-telling and of research and have encouraged me throughout
this whole process. My friends and colleagues at the University of Chicago,
at Creighton University, and at Bryn Mawr College have helped me work
through various problems and ideas, arguing with me and correcting me,
stimulating me to new thoughts and projects. Special thanks must go
to Sheila Kurian and Kathryn Haines for all their efforts and assistance
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with everything from ideas and arguments to syntax and punctuation.
Above all, my wife Susannah has helped and supported me throughout
this process. Not only has she been my best friend and the first (if not the
severest) critic of all my writings, but her constant love and support have
made this long and difficult journey of writing a pleasurable excursion;
she fills my life with light and joy.
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