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Book Review
Week 5- Sacred Texts in Ancient Religions

Henrichs, A. ‘Hieroi Logoi’ and ‘Hierai Bibloi’: the (un)written margins of the Sacred in Ancient Greece’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 2003, 101, 207-266.

Henrichs’ article is a fantastic example of an overview regarding sacred texts in ancient Greece. Whilst being both well-researched and easy to understand, the article provides explanations for both forms of sacred text mentioned in the title (Hieroi logoi and Hierai Bibloi) (209-211), examples of ancient scholarship (212-231) and their relevance towards the subject, and even comparisons of monotheistic religions such as Christianity and Judaism (240-242). Although there has been some more recent research on the subject (see Downie 2013), they often focus on a singular part of Hieroi logoi (such as Aristides’ Hieroi Logoi work) rather than the meaning of the actual term; this is why Heinrichs work is still important today and remains one of the only works to concentrate entirely on the subject.
One of Henrichs’ main points throughout this article is that the term of Hieroi logoi is often attributed to a wide range of material whilst seemingly ignoring the main criteria of this group: these texts are thought to have been either aetiological stories or rules for initiates of mystery cults, but more importantly they were kept completely secret by the majority of ancient authors, and therefore it is difficult to know even what they were definitively (209). He also poses the importance of their connection to both orality and religious instruction. Interestingly, Henrichs seems to be one of the only scholars to focus on this definition of the sacred texts and the problems with placing texts in this category without acknowledging their purpose in ancient Greece. For example, whilst Downie’s (2013) book is different to Henrichs because of her focus on Aristides’ Hieroi Logoi, it could be argued that Aristides’ work does not constitute a proper Hieroi logoi purely because it ignores the main religious secrecy that so many other ancient authors adhered to. Therefore, could the work be properly classified as a Hieroi logoi if we are to adhere to Henrichs’ definition? 
Another common element to Henrichs’ work is that the majority of Hieroi logoi and Hierai Bibloi refer to so-called mystery cults, such as those of Orpheus and Demeter (the Greater Mysteries) (213). These mystery cults are exactly what they are defined as: a mystery; we know very little, both textually and archaeologically, about them. However, perhaps this is the very reason that Henrichs argues that the sacred texts come from these cults, as Johnston (2004:635) confirms, “If sacred texts are hard to find in ancient Greece, it is because they were rare and confined to the esoteric margins of Greek religion.” The inclusion of these mystery cults in Henrichs’ work shows the breadth of his research but also shows his understanding of Greek religion as a whole as Greek religion was a religion of orality, meaning their myths and tales surrounding their pantheon of gods was passed down through word of mouth. As Johnston (2004:633) tells us, “in stark contrast with the monotheistic ‘religions of the book’, Greek religion survived for as long as it did without a canon of sacred scriptures, without a central religious authority, and without a belief system supported by authoritative texts and a cadre of professional exegetes to interpret them.”
Many scholars also note the link between foreign countries and Hieroi logoi; for example Egypt, Persia and Phoenicia (Johnston 2004: 634). This was probably because of the Greek presence in these countries, particularly when certain authors such as Herodotus and Pausanius were writing. Both authors tended to have an interest in foreign places, often with particular focus. Henrichs writes that because of the sacredness of the texts, and also the unwillingness to break religious duties, Herodotus, when writing about the ritual mourning of Osiris does not even mention the gods name or the rites that happen during it, even though he states that he knows them both (237). Another festival Herodotus refuses to comment on is the Greater Thesmophoria (237). The way Henrichs uses Herodotus to explain why Hieroi logoi are so secretive is very clever because it is easy to see the difficulties when dealing with this subject especially from an ancient viewpoint. If ancient authors were so reluctant to discuss the contents of these sacred texts, how are scholars supposed to research and develop ideas on them? However, this is where Henrichs succeeds as he uses other contributing factors to aid his work.  
Overall, Henrichs work is an enjoyable and thorough examination of the true meaning of Hieroi logoi and Hierai Bibloi, whilst examining both the ancient Greek and the wider polytheistic versus monotheistic context.
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