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aphorisms, prayers, and instructions for the 
departed such as: “I am a child of Earth and 
starry Sky, but my race is heavenly. You 
yourselves know this. I am parched with thirst 
and am dying; but quickly grand me cold 
water flowing from the Lake of Memory.”5

•	 Circa 340 BCE: During the reign of 
Philip II of Macedon, a Greek theologian 
writes a commentary on the Protogonos 
Theogony, showing very early evidence of 
textual analysis and sophisticated theological 
discussion, previously thought not to have 
existed before the Neoplatonists beginning 
in the third century CE. The papyrus scroll 
was burned as part of a funeral ritual, at 
Derveni in Macedonia, northern Greece.

3rd–1st Centuries BCE
•	 “Hieronyman Theogony” (third century) 
composed, harmonizing Orphic themes from 
the Protogonos Theogony with Stoicism and 
Hellenistic thought, showing Water to be the 
original element. 
•	 The “Testament of Orpheus” (third-first 
centuries BCE), a Greek poem probably 
from the Jewish community in Alexandria, 

makes Orpheus a disciple of Moses, who 
would eventually recant his paganism and 
adhere to the Mosaic God on his deathbed. 
This would be used by Jewish and Christian 
apologists in later years.

1st Century BCE–1st Century CE
•	 The classic version of the Myth of 
Orpheus and Eurydice was written by Virgil 
in his Georgics (29 BCE). In this now famil-
iar story Eurydice is pursued by Aristeus, and 
is killed while fleeing him. Orpheus journeys 
to Hades to beg for her release. His art is so 
touching that permission is given, so long as 
he does not look back at her until they are 
out of Hades. At the last moment, he doubts, 
and turns to see her fade from his grasp. 
•	 Ovid’s version of Orpheus and Eurydice 
is published in his Metamorphoses (8 CE). 

2nd– 6th Centuries CE
•	 Pausanias (second century CE) says of 
Orpheus: “In my opinion Orpheus excelled 
his predecessors in the beauty of his verse, 
and reached a high degree of power because 
he was believed to have discovered mysteries, 
purification from sins, cures of diseases and 
means of averting divine wrath.”6

Orphic Gold Tablet found at Cecelia Secundina

Orpheus in a Roman Era 
Mosaic panel in Jerusalem.

Orpheus Petitions before Hades, 1591, illustration for 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from Ovid Illustrated.

Building the 
Argo for the 
Voyage to the 
Golden Fleece. 
From the J. 
Hatzigeorgiou 
Collection.
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