
118 Book reviews

M. David Litwa
Refutation of All Heresies. Translated with an Introduction and Notes. Writings  
from the Greco-Roman world 40. Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016. Pp. lix + 824.  
ISBN 9780884140856. $99.95 (pb).

A bilingual Greek-English edition of the Refutation of All Heresies  
traditionally—and wrongly—attributed to Hippolytus of Rome is excellent 
news. It offers for the first time a modern translation along with the original 
text, a format that allows both comprehensive reading and close focusing on 
specific passages. This most important work of the late second century CE is 
not found either in Sources Chrétiennes, Lorenzo Valla, or Ciudad Nueva, to 
mention the best-known French, Italian, and Spanish series which offer reli-
able bilingual editions of early Christian works. The SBL Press now offers a 
volume that will be very helpful for scholars and students, and this is doubtless 
a great service—but one that could still be much more useful if the edition of 
the Greek text were rendered in a more comprehensive format.

The Refutation is an extremely interesting piece of Christian anti-heretic 
literature, which is the sole or most complete source for our knowledge of 
many “gnostic heresies” of the second century, and also of many fragments  
of Heraclitus and Empedocles. For this reason, most scholars who make use of  
this long and complex work often read just the few pages that are directly rele-
vant to their interest. The rest of the work is typically known through excerpts, 
thus losing the vision of the whole and the author’s idiosyncratic style and ideas. 
A general overview of the whole project is necessary, however, for the correct 
understanding of the author’s handling of his sources and his presentation of 
“heretics” and their alleged pagan sources. Studies  such as Catherine Osborne, 
Rethinking Early Greek Philosophy (1987), or Jaap Mansfeld, Heresiography in 
Context (1992), treat the work as a whole, but their discussions take for granted 
previous knowledge of the text as well as of many of the philosophical issues 
involved. Beginning researchers or non-experts in these fields, therefore, will 
find in David Litwa’s book a precious mine of unexpected treasures.

The Refutation presents two main problems: its debated authorship and the 
lamentable quality of the fourteenth-century Greek manuscript (P), discov-
ered in 1842, which is the only witness for books 4–10 (book 1 is known through 
five other manuscripts, and books 2 and 3 are lost). In the introduction, Litwa 
deals mainly with the question of authorship—and indeed another welcome 
novelty of this book is that for the first time the Refutation is explicitly ac-
knowledged as anonymous, instead of attributing it more or less convention-
ally to Hippolytus, pseudo-Hippolytus or “Hippolytus.”

© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2018 | doi 10.1163/2451859X-12340052



119Book reviews

Gnosis: Journal of Gnostic Studies 3 (2018) 113–128

After some early attempts to identify the work as Origen’s Philosophoumena, 
Duncker and Schneidewin attributed the Refutation to the Roman bishop 
Hippolytus in 1859, a path followed by later editors and translators. In his com-
petent review of the recent progress of Italian scholarship in questioning the 
traditional attribution, Litwa shows that there is not a single mention of the 
Roman bishop in the manuscripts. Moreover, the Refutation is never quoted as 
a work of his, and all the other alleged evidence has been disproved (notably 
the plinth of a Roman statue once believed to be of St. Hippolytus). Therefore, 
it is absolutely misleading to maintain the traditional attribution of author-
ship. There is no consistent proof of any other ascription, i.e., identifying it 
with Gaius’s Labyrinth based on a single quotation of Photius. Therefore, the 
most honest solution is to leave it anonymous, and Litwa’s decision should set 
the standard in the future.

The second problem, that of the extremely corrupt Greek text, is the prob-
able cause of the lack of a definitive edition to this day, and of the scarce 
translations of the whole work. As the status quaestionis in the introduction 
explains, Paul Wendland’s 1916 edition is quite faithful to the manuscript P, 
which means accepting the obscurity or incompleteness of several passages. In 
1986 Miroslav Marcovich edited the Refutation with a huge number of emenda-
tions of his own in practically every paragraph. His excessive interventionism 
was widely rejected, resulting in many scholars still turning to Wendland’s edi-
tion as more reliable (e.g., Aldo Magris’s 2010 translation to Italian). As Litwa 
wisely says (xxxi), however, it would be absurd to wholly reject Marcovich’s ef-
fort, resulting from many years of close study of the Greek text. A new edition 
that carefully weighs his contributions and emends his excesses is still much 
 needed—and Litwa’s contributes greatly, but incompletely, to this task.

Litwa’s Greek text still carries the burden of too many of Marcovich’s un-
necessary emendations. He announces his intention of “retaining Marcovich’s 
helpful and plausible emendations while discarding those that are specula-
tive, decorative, and unnecessary…. [W]here the text of P makes adequate and 
logical sense, it stands. Where it does not make sense, the least disruptive and 
most plausible emendations are sought” (xxxi). This clear-cut distinction is 
not always maintained, however. In fact, it is Marcovich (rather than P) the 
textual reference of this edition (e.g., a typographic mistake like the closing 
quotation marks in 5.26.15 after κυρίῳ instead of four words later is replicat-
ed). The following are some examples of superfluous corrections in which the 
manuscript text is clearly understandable and satisfactory: ἀληθῆ in 4.10.14 is 
not needed (“since I appear to have presented also these matters and all the 
doctrines that seem to exist of the earthly philosophy are encompassed in four 



120 Book reviews

Gnosis: Journal of Gnostic Studies 3 (2018) 113–128

books”); τά instead of ὄντα in 5.7.1 (“those who do not know the pagan rites”); 
in 5.12.1 Marcovich “takes the liberty of adding the names of the leading Peratai 
to this passage,” as Litwa acknowledges (277, n. 239), but still keeps his text 
with two imaginary lines inserted, which is doubtless smoother reading for 
students, but presupposes dubious names and completely effaces the author’s 
compressed style.

Leaving aside excessive dependence of Marcovich’s decisions, the main 
problem with this edition is that it lacks a critical apparatus in which variants 
are systematically deployed and one of them is chosen for the text (other SBL 
editions, like Philostratus’s Heroikos, do offer one). Instead, the textual issues 
that Litwa considers worth mentioning are dealt with among the footnotes 
to the translation, which also tackle many other matters, explanations, and 
parallel passages. In principle, every time that Marcovich’s interventions seri-
ously affect the meaning of the text, Litwa alerts the reader with a footnote. 
This approach, however, is not always clear about what the manuscript reading 
is or what Marcovich and other critics have supplemented: e.g., 367, n. 24 we 
are told that “Mansfeld attempts to defend P’s reading γνωματο σις ον” for an 
Empedoclean line, but in that passage (6.12.1) P reads γνώμην ἴσην, while the 
other reading is found in 7.29.26, and the reading adopted in both passages  
by Marcovich and Litwa (νώματος αἶσαν) comes from Sextus’s quotation of 
Empedocles B 110; also 255n175 warns that “Keil adds ἀνάγεσθαι and Marcovich 
ἡμᾶς καί,” but we cannot know how these additions were inserted in the text, 
for Litwa has not adopted them.

Any critical edition will assume a certain degree of arbitrariness in the edi-
tor’s preferences, but Litwa’s fundamental reliance on Marcovich makes this 
degree sometimes excessive for a reader who cares about text-critical issues. 
Some examples of arbitrary choices will suffice: In 5.19.16 Marcovich’s heavy 
emendation is adopted (with a cryptic note, 340, which forces one to go to 
Marcovich’s edition to understand what the reference to ἀποκριθέν means), 
while in 5.19.17 it is relegated to the footnote. In 6.21.2, P has διὰ τῆς ἐγγίονος 
παραθέσεως καὶ ὁμοίας συγκρίσεως, which is understandable; Wendland conjec-
tured καὶ ὁμοίων, which gives a fuller sense, and Marcovich edited καὶ ὁμοῦ, with 
a more banal coordinative meaning (“and”). Litwa edits the latter, admitting in 
a footnote that Wendland’s suggestion is “equally feasible.” In 9.9.5 Litwa’s foot-
note to the lacunose text just reads “Wendland and Marcovich were tempted 
to fill the lacuna, the latter more fulsomely” (p. 631, n. 20). On the other hand, 
critical contributions from others like D. Holwerda’s in Mnemosyne 56 (2003, 
597–606), are referred to in the footnote without allowing the reader to know 
their content (See Litwa’s 509–510: “for further text-critical suggestions/for al-
ternative readings, see Holwerda”). Litwa (393, n. 86) acknowledges that σιγῆς 
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in 6.22.2 is an emendation for P’s γῆς, but he omits the relevant information 
that it has been unanimously accepted since the original edition of P.

However, on other occasions, Litwa’s support of Marcovich’s emendations 
with the aid of clear comments on the alternatives in the footnotes will doubt-
less consolidate them for the future (e. g. 6.33.1). Additionally, Litwa’s own oc-
casional interventions on the text are pertinent and contribute significantly to 
a better text: in 5.20.7 P’s περεη is emendated into φεραίη, which as he justifies 
at length in Religion in the Roman Empire 2 (2016, 279–293), is a much better 
guess than any of the previous ones. In 6.9.1, ἀνεικάζειν is doubtless better than 
ἀνεικάζοντας and Marcovich’s complicated additions and emendations to the 
line (though perhaps the singular ἀνεικάζοντα could be an easier solution than 
the infinitive). In 6.18.4, αὐτόν gives good sense to an otherwise inexplicable 
ν in P. In 6.38.5, ἄλλαι is a better emendation of P’s ungrammatical ἄλλοι than 
Marcovich’s ἀλλά and Duncker and Schneidewin’s πολλαί (and it also gives 
good sense to Irenaeus’s etenim).

The translation is of good quality, rigorous and helpful, literal enough to fol-
low the Greek text easily, but agreeable to read. Poetic fragments are duly ren-
dered as such in a convenient poetic register. Some options could be debated, 
like “Son of the Human” for υἱος ἀνθρώπου instead of the more Biblical “Son of 
Man,” or Artificer for Δημιουργός instead of the Platonic-sounding “Demiurge,” 
but they are legitimate translating choices. On the other hand, the choice of 
the English Saturn instead of Cronus, when other gods and heroes are rightly 
rendered by their Greek name, has little justification. The effort to make a flu-
ent and clear translation occasionally makes it too verbose, like in 5.7.34 (267), 
where “this, he says, is the great and unspeakable mystery of the Elusinians” is 
rendered as “this, he says, is what is referred to in the great and unspeakable 
mystery of the Eleusinians;” it was typical of Christian denunciatory style to 
reduce mysteries to the utterings and ritual actions (cf. Clement of Alexandria 
Protrepticus 2.15.3, 2.19.2). The sarcastic style of the author of the Refutation is 
well rendered in the English with a variety of markers: ironic inverted commas 
(“free” persons in 6.19.7 to render ὡς ἐλευθέρους), neologisms (“prognosticators” 
in 4.13.2), skilfully translated wordplays (initiation/indignation for ὀργή/ὄργια 
in 6.6.1), and Greek words between parentheses when wordplay is untranslat-
able (5.8.28).

Significant parallels from the Bible, Irenaeus, Clement, and other texts are 
offered in the footnotes—Marcovich presents a full apparatus that, as Litwa 
warns (xxxi, n. 21), includes exact parallels and superficial similarities at the 
same level. Litwa’s selection from his mass of passages is judicious, although 
researchers who want to focus on one specific passage will have to consult 
Marcovich’s full apparatus—and his thorough index verborum.
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The footnotes offer pertinent comments explaining controversial passages 
and occasionally provide a full, in-depth interpretation (e.g., 139n75, refuting 
Kelhoffer’s thesis on the close correspondence between 4.28–42 and magical 
papyri). Relevant bibliography in several languages is duly mentioned for most 
issues regarding heresiology and Presocratic fragments. Sometimes it could 
be somewhat more updated: 25n48 and 549n140 on Empedocles (for whom 
the website empedocles.acragas offers a complete and permanently updated 
bibliographic database); 123, n. 50 on Pythagorean numerology (which merely 
replicates Marcovich’s commentary); 541, n. 126 on Marcion, on whom there 
have been important (perhaps too) recent studies by Judith Lieu and Markus 
Vinzent; 608, n. 78 on Tatian (Jörg Trelenberg). On the whole, however, the 
readers will get a fair idea of the main debates around each important passage.

To sum up, this work is a splendid service to the scholarly community, and 
particularly to those who are studying second-century heresiological literature 
or the Presocratic fragments transmitted by the Refutation. It also makes sig-
nificant progress in labelling the work as anonymous and contributes to estab-
lishing a better text in several passages. Researchers, however, will still need 
to use both Wendland and Marcovich’s editions. A revised edition that would 
incorporate a critical apparatus (even an abbreviated one) instead of the  
textual footnotes would be advisable, for it would multiply the helpfulness of 
this work.
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