
	  

	  

Orpheus	  was	  a	  singer,	  
musician	  and	  poet	  whose	  music.	  	  He	  
is	  said	  either	  to	  have	  invented	  the	  
lyre	  and	  cithara	  (which	  he	  is	  known	  
for	  playing)	  or	  he	  increased	  the	  
number	  of	  strings	  on	  the	  
instruments	  from	  seven	  to	  nine	  to	  
represent	  the	  nine	  Muses.	  	  It	  is	  said	  
that	  when	  he	  sang,	  trees	  would	  
bow,	  animals	  would	  follow	  in	  tow,	  
and	  even	  the	  most	  violent	  men	  
would	  become	  gentle.	  	  During	  the	  
expedition	  of	  the	  Argonauts,	  
Orpheus	  calmed	  a	  storm	  with	  his	  
singing	  and	  saved	  the	  Argonauts	  by	  

surpassing	  the	  sweetness	  of	  the	  
Sirens’	  singing.	  

Orpheus’	  mother	  is	  usually	  
said	  to	  be	  the	  Muse	  Calliope.	  	  His	  
father,	  Oeager,	  is	  said	  to	  either	  be	  
the	  son	  of	  the	  god	  Ares	  (god	  of	  war	  
and	  father	  to	  the	  Amazons	  of	  
Thrace),	  Charops	  (a	  Thracian	  man	  
placed	  on	  the	  throne	  by	  Dionysus	  
and	  initiated	  into	  the	  Dionysian	  
mysteries),	  or	  Pierus	  (the	  man	  to	  
introduce	  the	  cult	  of	  Muses	  to	  
Thrace).	  

“Orpheus was like that coward who saw Cerberus... and whose 
fear vanished with his nature, as stone transformed his body.” 

- Ovid Metamorphoses, 1st Century CE 

WHO IS 
ORPHEUS? 
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The	  name	  “Orpheus”	  
could	  come	  from	  a	  proto-‐
European	  verb	  maining	  

“to	  be	  deprived”	  or	  “to	  put	  
asunder,	  separate.”	  	  It	  
could	  also	  come	  from	  

various	  Greek	  roots.	  	  The	  
Greek	  word	  orphe	  means	  
“darkness”	  and	  orphanos	  

means	  “orphan”	  or	  
“fatherless.”	  	  The	  word	  

compound	  Oraia-‐phonos,	  
meaning	  “best	  voice,”	  is	  

another	  possibility.	  
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Though	  many	  

references	  
attribute	  the	  name	  
“Eurydice”	  to	  the	  
spouse	  of	  many	  
powerful	  Greek	  

men,	  the	  Eurydice	  
of	  the	  Orpheus	  

myth	  was	  a	  wood	  

nymph,	  usually	  
associated	  with	  

oak	  trees.	  	  
Nymphs	  were	  also	  
known	  as	  Dryads	  
or	  daughters	  of	  

Apollo,	  the	  god	  of	  
light	  and	  son	  of	  

Zeus	  and	  Leto,	  of	  
whom	  Hera	  was	  

extremely	  jealous.	  

“ ʻEurydice,ʼ the riverbanks echoed, all along the stream.” 
 - Virgilʼs Georgics, 1st Century BCE 

WHO IS 
EURYDICE? 

	  

The	  Greek	  
prefix	  eury-‐	  

means	  “wide”	  
and	  the	  root	  –
dike	  means	  
“justice.”	  
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Orpheus was to return to the daylight, 
followed by Eurydice and was not 
allowed to look back at her or she would 
die a second death.    As the two 
proceeded out of the Underworld, 
Orpheus became seized with doubt and 
looked back to see if his wife was 
following him.  Eurydice again returned 
to the Underworld and Orpheus was 
forever denied re-entry. 

It is said that after Orpheus 
returned to daylight without Eurydice, he 
was seized with guilt and rejected the 
love of women for the rest of his life.  
Some say that he surrounded himself 
with young men and invented the erotic 
practice of pederasty.  The Thracian 
women were insulted by Orpheusʼ 
fidelity to Eurydice and ended up 
murdering him.  Other versions of the 
myth claim that Orpheus was either 
killed by Zeus for disclosing forbidden 
information about the Underworld, or 
that Orpheus played mournful music, 
summoning death, and was ripped to 
shreds by animals who were weeping 
from the beauty of his music. 

 

Orpheus allegedly lived a very 
carefree life among the Menaeds 
before meeting Eurydice.  Then, it 
was love at first sight and they 
became inseparable, but Orpheus 
had competition.  The rustic god 
Aristaeus, a son of Apollo credited 
for his brawny hunting and farming 
skills (especially bee-keeping), 
desired Eurydice for her beauty.  
Much to Aristaeusʼ dismay, Eurydice 
was hopelessly in love with Orpheus 
and spurned his advances.  
Aristaeus pursued Eurydice as she 
walked along a river bank in Thrace.  
As she ran away from him, Eurydice 
stepped on a snake and died from 
the venom of its bite. 

Orpheus was inconsolable at 
the death of Eurydice and entered 
the Underworld, attempting to bring 
her back.  With the music of his lyre, 
Orpheus charmed the monsters of 
Hades such as the three-headed 
dog Cerberus and the gods of the 
Underworld.  Hades and 
Persephone were so moved by 
Orpheusʼ music, the decided to 
restore Eurydice, but with a catch.  

“He stopped, and forgetful, alas, on the edge of light, 
his will conquered, he looked back, now, at his Eurydice.” 

- Virgilʼs Georgics, 1st Century BCE THE 
CLASSICAL 

MYTH 
“The	  bloodless	  spirits	  wept	  as	  
he	  spoke,	  accompanying	  his	  

words	  with	  the	  music.	  	  
Tantalus	  did	  not	  reach	  for	  the	  
ever-‐retreating	  water:	  Ixion’s	  
wheel	  was	  stilled:	  the	  vultures	  
did	  not	  pluck	  at	  Tityus’s	  liver:	  
the	  Belides,	  the	  daughters	  of	  
Danaus,	  left	  their	  water	  jars:	  
and	  you,	  Sisyphus,	  perched	  

there,	  on	  your	  rock.	  	  Then	  they	  
say,	  for	  the	  first	  time,	  the	  faces	  
of	  the	  Furies	  were	  wet	  with	  
tears,	  won	  over	  by	  his	  song:	  
the	  king	  of	  the	  deep,	  and	  his	  
royal	  bride,	  could	  not	  brar	  to	  

refuse	  his	  prayer,	  and	  called	  for	  
Eurydice.”	  –	  Ovid’s	  

Metaporphoses,	  1st	  Century	  CE	  
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