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THE ORPHIC COSMO-THEOGONY
IN THE PSEUDO-CLEMENTINES

The Pseudo-Clementines contains an Orphic cosmo-theogony that has
formed a special crossroads for students of Classics and students of ancient
Christianity. While the Pseudo-Clementine material has sometimes been
viewed as largely supplementary to other ancient witnesses to Orphic
cosmogonies and theogonies, a recent extensive French study has elevated
the Pseudo-Clementine account to a quite exceptional status for the esta-
blishment of the history of the Orphic theogony/theogonies. According
to this study, the Pseudo-Clementine version is a representative of the
Rhapsodies much earlier than the version known to Proclus and Damas-
cius – earlier too than the theogony called Hieronymus and Hellanicus. 1

Snippets from the Greek Klementia (Homily VI, 3,4 – 4,3) were first
included in a collection of Orphic fragments by Christian Lobeck in
1829.2 Later, it was noted that the Latin version of the Pseudo-Clemen-
tines (Rufinus’s Latin translation of the Greek Recognition) contained
similar material. 3 The existence of these two partially parallel reports
raises the question of their interrelationship. Scholarship on Orphism,
on the one hand, has either avoided comment on the issue (just quoting
the texts in Greek and Latin at “relevant” places) 4 or tended to give

1. F. JOURDAN, Orphée et les chrétiens. La réception du mythe d’Orphée dans la littérature
chrétienne grecque des cinq premiers siècles, Paris, 2 vols, “Anagôgê”, 4-5, 2010-2011; see
the chart on p. 318 of volume 2, as explained on p. 291-294.

2. Ch. A. LOBECK, Aglaophamus sive de Theologiae Mysticae Graecorum Causis Libri
Tres, 2 vols., Königsberg, 1829, 1, p. 475.

3. E. ABEL, Orphica, Leipzig, “Bibliotheca Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum
Teubneriana”, 1885, p. 160-163.

4. E.g., O. KERN, Orphicorum Fragmenta, Berlin, 1922, and M. L. WEST, The Orphic
Poems, Oxford, 1983.
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preference to the Greek Klementia. 5 Contemporary students of the
Pseudo-Clementines, on the other hand, generally work with the notion
of a Basic Writing that was the common source of the Klementia and
the Recognition and are thus usually hesitant to assign absolute priority
to either version.

If one accepts the thesis of a Basic Writing that was used indepen-
dently by the Klementia and the Recognition, then exact isolation of
parallel passages is methodologically the essential first step in the study
of any Pseudo-Clementine problem. Parallels are the absolute indicators
of presence in the Basic Writing and thus provide the master key for
interpretation of the (redactional) work of the Klementinist and the
Recognitionist. This principle must take unconditional priority over sup-
positions based on content, philosophical reasoning, or any other consi-
derations. Thus, the decisive presupposition for treatment of any Pseudo-
Clementine issue is to locate all relevant parallel passages – best presented
in a synopsis, as has been proposed for the Pseudo-Clementines for many
years. This situation for the Pseudo-Clementine Orphic cosmo-theogony
is even more pressing because the parallels have to be collected not just
from two, but actually from several, re-tellings in the Pseudo-Clementines
(Rec. X, 30-41; 17-27; Hom. VI, 3-10; 12-24; 2; V, 17). While a
complete synopsis for the Pseudo-Clementine Orphic cosmo-theogony
is a desideratum, 6 it cannot be presented here for reasons of space. This
essay will attempt to make headway in the reconstruction of the Basic

5. So, e.g., L. BRISSON, “Orphée et l’orphisme à l’époque impériale : témoignages et
interprétations philosophiques, de Plutarque à Jamblique”, in W. HAASE, H. TEMPORINI

(eds.), Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt: Geschichte und Kultur Roms im Spiegel
der neueren Forschung, pt. 2, vol. 36, fasc. 4, Berlin, 1990, p. 2867-2931, esp. p. 2910;
L. ROIG LANZILLOTTA, “Orphic Cosmologies in the Pseudo-Clementines ? Textual Rela-
tionship, Character and Sources of Homilies 6.3-13 and Recognitions 10.18-19.30”, in
J. N. BREMMER (ed.), The “Pseudo-Clementines”, Leuven, “Studies on Early Christian Apo-
crypha”, 10, 2010, p. 115-143, esp. p. 129-131; and F. JOURDAN, Orphée et les chrétiens,
2, p. 334. Preference is found in A. BERNABÉ, “La teogonía órfica citada en las Pseudocle-
mentina”, Adamantius, 14, 2008, p. 79-99, but the texts are supplied without such sug-
gestion in his collection of Orphic fragments, though the Greek from the Klementia, when
available, is usually supplied first: A. BERNABÉ, Poetae Epici Graeci. Testimonia et fragmenta,
Pars II: Orphicorum et Orphicis similium testimonia et fragmenta, Munich, “Bibliotheca
Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana”, 3 vols., 2004-2007.

6. See, however, the tables of parallel texts in the M.A. thesis by my student D. VAS-

QUEZ, “The Orphic Myth in the Pseudo-Clementines”, master’s thesis, California State
University, Long Beach, 2015, ProQuest 1587928. I wish to thank David for assistance
in rounding up the literature and for countless conversations. The fundamental thesis of
the current essay gradually evolved out of my larger studies of the Pseudo-Clementines over
several decades.
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