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Refutation of All Heresies is one of the most problematic works of the entire patristic 
literature. Over time there have been several editions of the work and several translations 
into modern languages. Litwa’s translation, with accompanying commentary, is the most 
recent. This is a thick volume, with Greek text and English translation, accompanied by 
introduction and bibliography. 

The volume opens with a brief introduction (twenty-six pages) that gives a description of 
the manuscript tradition, of the work’s title, and of the edition prepared by Marcovich. 
The latter is the latest critical edition of the work, with a facing English translation, but it 
was declared by several scholars as problematic. For this reason Litwa rightly refers to the 
classical critical edition of Wendland, noting in the footnotes some textual corrections 
proposed by Marcovich. 

The introduction of Litwa’s volume seems accurate, although it is too short and concise to 
address comprehensively the many issues raised by the work. Beginning on page xxxii, 
Litwa tackles the thorny question of authorship and dedicates the longest part of his 
introduction to it (xxxii–xl). He quickly traces the various theories and hypotheses, 
offering a shortened but fairly comprehensive review of the different positions: the 
Refutatio was, from time to time, attributed to Origen, Didymus the Blind, Aetius, Gaius, 
Tertullian, Epiphanios, and Novatian. The attribution to Hippolytus has been accepted 
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since the late nineteenth century. Litwa notes that, “when the dust of argument settled, it 
was Hippolytos who won the prize of authorship” (xxxiii). He points out the role of 
Döllinger in the attribution, while ignoring the work of Bunsen (cited in the footnotes but 
not in the bibliography), who was the main author of the spread of this hypothesis in the 
German and Anglo-Saxon world. To Litwa’s credit, he has taken the critical positions 
regarding the attribution to Hippolytus. Such criticism, born among French and Italian 
scholars, struggled to find space among English-speaking scholars. Already a few years 
earlier, a French scholar, Nautin, had proposed to remove the attribution to Hippolytus. 
Based on this proposal and on Guarducci’s discovery, some Italian scholars, such as Loi 
and Simonetti, have gradually ousted the Hippolytean hypothesis. With the exception of a 
few (Brent, Cerrato) who had long taken up the expropriation of Refutatio from 
Hippolytus’s corpus, most of the English-speaking scientific community have continued 
to refer to the work as Hippolytus’s Refutatio. Litwa’s volume has the merit of bringing to 
the attention of specialists, as well as the general public, the problematic nature of the 
Hippolytean hypothesis. It remains the problem of any alternative hypothesis not 
sufficiently supported by the sources. The manuscripts agree in attributing the work to 
Origen.  

After clarifying his position on authorship, Litwa offers a portrait of the anonymous 
author derived from the data extracted from the work itself. Then he goes on to describe 
the work, starting from its fundamental thesis: all Christian heresies merely develop 
elements derived from the Greek tradition of philosophy, astrology, and magic. For space 
reasons, this part of Litwa’s volume is a bit lacking. The range of issues raised by Refutatio 
in relation with the multiplicity and heterogeneity of its sources (from the philosophical 
to the medical ones up to the numerous references to astronomical and mathematical 
doctrines) is treated by Litwa only sporadically in the introduction, even though in the 
apparatus of the notes he tackles in detail the specific issues. He takes account of the fact 
that the first book is one of the most important witnesses to the entire Greek 
philosophical literature. Many fragments of philosophers, especially of the so-called pre-
Socratic tradition, are known only through the Refutatio.  

Again because of the narrowness of the introduction, Litwa cannot adequately investigate 
the many issues arising from book 9 of the work. Here the author of Refutatio heavily 
attacks Pope Callistus, accusing him both from a personal and ecclesial perspective. This 
book is a great source of knowledge about the ecclesiological, theological, and pastoral 
dynamics of the first half of the third century. However, scholars have used book 9 also to 
reconstruct the personality of the author of the work and to give him an identity. Litwa is 
forced to take up this issue in the short space of pages xl–xlii, in the section with the 
significant title “The Man.” There he seems to be very balanced in his position in relation 
to the real relationships between the anonymous author and the “official Church.” He 
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notes that “if the author was not a ‘schismatic’ (a frankly pejorative term rooted in 
ecclesiastical politics), he was certainly opposed to the most populous Roman church at 
the time and vied with its bishop for equal power and influence” (xli). It is clear that here 
Litwa takes on Brent’s position that the Roman Church from this period was a set of 
conventicles each headed by a bishop. In this sense I consider most appropriate the 
position expressed by Simonetti, who thinks, on the contrary, that this period had already 
reached a certain unification under the figure of a monarch bishop. Many scholars have 
called Hippolytus an antipope, but his episcopal dignity remains, from the sources, 
uncertain. Around this character grew up a biography that enabled one to fit the few data 
we possess from sources to what is written in the work. This biography, created at a table, 
made the alleged Hippolytus author of the Refutatio a schismatic and an antipope. Litwa 
escapes the temptation to use this biographical construction. He rightly know that “he 
cannot be confidently identified with the presbyter and martyr Hippolytos mentioned in 
the Chronography of 354. The author’s works were not associated with the name 
‘Hippolytos,’ and he would not likely have accepted a demotion from bishop to presbyter” 
(xlii). On the other hand, having previously stated that Hippolytus was not a schismatic,1 
Litwa thinks that “he was likely never integrated into the ‘catholic’ fold and would have 
viewed such integration as capitulation to heresy” (xlii). This is one of the most difficult 
points of the story of our author, and, in general, of the situation of the Roman Church in 
this period. Some scholars have associated the positions of the Refutatio’s author with the 
schism of Novatianus, but this dates a few decades to come. 

Litwa’s English translation is fairly close to the original text but at the same time flowing. 
The apparatus of notes is, as I said, rich and relevant. Litwa is accurate in references to 
ancient texts, both to biblical ones (not as frequent in Refutatio as occurs, for example, in 
Irenaeus of Lyons) and to the Greek-Roman literature. Equally wealthy, accurate, and 
punctual are the references to modern literature, which is very abundant. Although his 
text is not equipped with a critical apparatus, Litwa is very attentive to report the most 
significant textual variants of the manuscript tradition. 

With regard to the bibliography, it appears complete enough. Given the magnitude of the 
literature in this field, providing an exhaustive bibliography is hardly possible; so, some 
titles are missing, but there are all the fundamental books and articles on the subject. In 
particular, Litwa has the merit of taking into account the studies in languages other than 
English, whose ignorance is, as I said, the limit of other previous studies. 

                                                
1. At the onset of his review of Litwa’s work, Pieter W. van der Horst defines the author of the Refutatio 
“the leader of a schismatic Christian group in Rome, whose name we do not know” (Bryn Mawr Classical 
Review 2016.12.05). 
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The volume ends with an ancient sources index (biblical, early Christian, philosophical), 
and a subject index. 

In conclusion, this is a good book that, although not a critical edition, goes a long toward 
filling the many gaps in the Marcovich volume, providing a valuable tool for scholars to 
study and know a work that is still one of the outstanding mysteries of early Christian 
literature, a starting point for those who wish to study the various issues that the Refutatio 
leaves open. 


