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Diane Stankaitis (1402208)

CLCL7003 - Theory and Methodology for the Study of Ancient Religions

Sacred Texts in Ancient Religion

A critical review of A. Henrichs (2003), ‘Hieroi Logoi and Hieroi Bibloi: The (Un)Written Margins of the Sacred in Ancient Greece’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 101, pp. 207-66
___________________________________________________________________

	
	Henrichs (2003a, pp.207-66) explores hieroi logoi and hieroi bibloi (sacred texts/tales and sacred books) of ancient Greece. He argues that the terms should be applied exclusively to texts/books which are lost, never existed, so marginal that they existed only in the imagination, or were never written down. His methodology locates his work in a ritual/cultural context. He contributes to the debate on what constitutes hieroi logoi and hieroi bibloi, differing from much modern scholarship, which applies the terms to any text/book relating to religion (e.g. Baumgarten,1998).
	The paper comprises an introduction and nine chapters. It would have benefitted from having its aims, methodology, and definitions of hieroi logoi/ hieroi bibloi outlined from the start, being more concise, less repetitive, and having a more comprehensive conclusion. Certain contexts might have benefitted from clarification: the regionality of Greek religion; mainstream religion; the “Other”; issues relating to literacy, marginality and secrecy. Nevertheless, Henrichs presents an excellent, well-researched study. He consults an impressive range of ancient sources and modern scholarship to support his argument, and provides comprehensive, although perhaps excessive, footnotes.
	The paper (Henrichs 2003a, pp.207-10) opens, not by stating its purpose and methodology, but with a comparison of the different ways in which Romans and Greeks used written texts to record religious matters. He then identifies types of religious documents recorded in the epigraphical record in Greece: informative/administrative (hieroi nomoi). A selection of such documents can be found in Lupu (2009). Texts of this type, however, are not the focus of the article. Finally, Henrichs identifies three concepts to be explored: the relationship between hieroi logoi and hieroi bibloi; oral and written traditions; and issues relating to secrecy and disclosure.
	In Chapter 1, Henrichs (2003a, pp.210-211) defines “texts” as being oral or written communications, and “books” as being written texts produced on papyrus/parchment, effectively discussing their relationship/interdependency. He rightly notes that sacred texts in ancient Greek religion tended not to translate into sacred books, citing the reason as being the regional nature of Greek religion, which was devoid of central control, and lacking a professional priesthood (Bryant, 1986, p.272) It would have been useful to have commented on this in the context of Greece being a collection of poleis. Despite Hesiod, in his Theogony, providing a panhellenic genealogy of deities, different areas had different patron deities, festivals and cult (Osborne, 2010, pp.325-40). Only now does Henrichs state his methodology.
	Chapter 2 (Henrichs 2003a, pp.212-216) contains a convincing analysis of a passage from 5th-century BCE Athenian tragedy (Eur. Hipp. 952-4), wherein Hippolytus is portrayed as a reader of Orphic texts, identified as hieroi logoi by ancient authors as early as 500 BCE,  considered to be outside of mainstream Greek religion, marginal, and esoteric.
	In Chapter 3, Henrichs (2003a, pp.216-222), referring to the Athenian 5th-century BCE comedies of Aristophanes, Birds and Knights  (Ar. Av. 980-989; Ar. Eq. 997-1099), argues effectively that collections of oracles, however, did exist in “book” form, were esoteric, but lacked authenticity and were susceptible to forgery  (Hdt. 5.90-93, 7.6.3-5, 9.42-44). As Henrichs points out, these passages indicate a ritual setting, divine authority and orality. He makes the valid observation that, although the Greeks had a preference for orality, such texts were just as vulnerable to invention and manipulation as written texts were to being forged. The article might  have benefitted here from a brief analysis of literacy-orality-written arguments (e.g. Beard, 2007, pp.128-128; Finkelberg, 2007, pp.293; Pyysiäinen, 1999, pp.270-271). In another article, Henrichs (2003b, pp.40, 52-4), whilst stressing the orality of Greek religion, concedes that written texts became more common from the Classical period, and became a status symbol, in mainstream religions and marginal groups.  
	In Chapter 4, Henrichs (2003a, pp.222-224) presents a clear analysis of a passage of Demosthenes’ 4th-century BCE On the Crown (Dem. De cor. 18.259): Aiskhines joins a private cult of Sabazios, a non-mainstream, possibly Thracian cult, which demonstrates marginality, qualifying it for hieros logos status. 
	Chapter 5 (Henrichs, 2003a, pp.224-231) is a strong section, concerning Egyptian hieroi logoi. Henrichs makes an excellent case for several Egyptian texts qualifying as hieroi logoi and hieroi bibloi. A particularly convincing example is a papyrus (BGU 6.1211), in which a king, possibly Ptolemy IV Philopator (221-205 BCE), demands that those performing initiation rites for Dionysos provide sealed details of the rites. 
	The secrecy aspect of hieroi logoi, anonymous by definition (see Burkert, 1972, p.219f; Baumgarten, 1998, pp.70-121, 146-70), is then effectively discussed. A brief mention could have been made here concerning “mainstream” religion and hieroi logoi. After all, initiates of the Eleusinian Mysteries were said to have secret knowledge (Isoc, Paneg. 28; Paus. 1.37.4; Parker, 2005). Hieroi logoi  are, however, as previously stated, most often associated with marginal, secret groups. Nevertheless, not all groups considered marginal had secrets and not all secret groups were marginal. Often a marginal group was one with optional participation, whereas mainstream, institutionalised cults, like the Eleusinian Mysteries, were key to polis life. Marginality should therefore be considered supplementary (Graf & Johnston, 2007, 176-183). Secrecy served to prevent information being used improperly, and to form close ties between group members.
	Chapter 6 (Henrichs, 2003a, pp.231-235) usefully begins by reiterating what constitutes a hieros logos, before analysing two potential candidates, the Macedonian Derveni papyrus, and the fragmentary Egyptian P. Gurob 1 papyrus, Dionysiac in nature. Some modern scholars (e.g. Obbink, 1994, p.133) consider that the first is a hieros logos, although Henrichs argues emphatically to the contrary, due to its nature, and the credentials of the author. Henrichs does, however, argue persuasively that the second is a candidate because of its esoteric nature.
	Chapter 7 (Henrichs, 2003a, pp.235-239) provides a detailed account of how Herodotus views hieroi logoi. Herodotus uses the term four times (Hdt. 2.62.2, 2.48,3, 2.81.2, 2.51.4), never revealing details of the stories, hinting that, although he knows them, they were not meant to be revealed. Henrichs observes that all relate to Egypt, supporting his view that hieroi logoi were associated with foreign lands, did not relate to normal experience, and were related to the Greek concept of “the Other”. A brief explanation of this concept would be helpful (see Cartledge, 2002).
	In Chapter 8, Henrichs (2003a, pp.239-242) considers three qualities of hieroi logoi after Herodotus: divine origin (Plut. Is. 2.351f ); secrecy (Plut. Is. 7.353d; Philostr. Imag. 2.16; mysticism (Clem. Alex. Strom. 5-12). He (again) effectively explores the advantages and disadvantages of oral versus written circulation/delivery of hieroi logoi, pointing out that, in Greece itself, orality remained supreme, whereas in other countries/cultures, written texts were more common, particularly in religions such as the monotheistic Judaism and Christianity, which were “religions of the book”.
	The final chapter (Henrichs 2003a, 242-250) covers the Imperial period, providing a clear analysis of Pausanias’ approach to hieroi logoi. Pausanias, like Herodotus, declines to discuss esoteric cults or local religions (Paus. 2.37.6, 8.37.0). A complicated analysis of a sacred text relating to a cult in Andania (south-west Peloponnese) follows, which Pausanias (4.20.4, 4.26.6-8, 4.33.5) considered to be a hieros logos, although this is in doubt today. 
	The chapter closes with Henrich’s very short conclusion, linked to the Andania text, which he considers highlights the issues he has raised in the paper. The conclusion could have been more in depth, considering the length of the paper and number of issues covered. Nevertheless, Henrichs has provided a convincing argument for his definition of hieroi logoi and hieroi bibloi, and his three key concepts, made stronger because of his use of contemporary and near contemporary sources. Additional points for inclusion have been suggested.


Diane Stankaitis, December 2019 (1249 words excluding titles)
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