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Orpheus is a famous figure from Greek mythology, well known both for his talents with the lyre and kithara, and the tragic tale of his wife, the wood nymph Eurydice. His musical talents could charm wild animals, it could stop streams and trees would move closer to hear his beautiful singing. Unlike most figures from myth who are very solidly mythological, the ancient Greeks were quite divided over the figure of Orpheus, whether he existed or not, mainly due to Aristotle’s claim. He is, though, central to the religious movement of Orphism, a mystery cult informed by the god Dionysus and said to be founded by Orpheus. Ovid begins his tale of the marriage of Orpheus and Eurydice (sometimes referred to as Agriope) - both very much in love - with Orpheus calling for the god of marriage, Hymenaeus, to bless his wedding; this proved of no use, however, for the wedding was ill-omened. After they were married, Eurydice took a stroll with her naiad attendants, and she was bitten on the ankle by a poisonous snake and died. Orpheus was distraught, unable to live without her, and was determined to bring her back from the underworld.

Orpheus and Eurydice[endnoteRef:1]* [1:  N.B. This text is based on a former student’s essay (2023-24). Some alterations have been made in part by the tutor.
] 


	This ancient Greek myth is a love story with a tragic ending. Once there was a man called Orpheus, who was an incredible musician. He was so good that some people said he was the son of Apollo, and that he could charm all creatures with his music and voice. He was also a member of the crew of Jason, on the Argo, when they sailed to retrieve the Golden Fleece. In the trip, Orpheus was very helpful for the crew to overcome the obstacle of the Sirens making him a great hero.
	When he returned to his home in Thrace, he started playing his lyre in the woods. That is when he fell in love with a wood nymph called Eurydice. She was enchanted by Orpheus’s music and soon they became inseparable. However, sometime after their marriage, a man, named Aristaeus, was about to ruin this love story. He resented Orpheus and wanted Eurydice to be his wife. He planned to kill the young musician and force the beautiful nymph to marry him. So, he chased them into the forest, and as the couple was running, Eurydice slipped and fell into a nest of venomous snakes. A deadly viper bit her and immediately she fell dead to the ground. Orpheus was devastated because he knew he couldn’t live without his beloved wife.
	In his grief, he begged his father Apollo, to help him get Eurydice back from the land of the dead. So, Apollo showed him the gates of the Underworld and told him that he had to negotiate with Hades, the king god of the Underworld. When Orpheus reached the great guard of Hades’s kingdom, he had to face the legendary beast Cerberus, the three-headed hound. The young musician used his lyre and voice and charmed the wild beast and made his way into the Underworld. When he reached Hades and his wife, Persephone, he begged Hades to let him take his wife back to the world of the living. Persephone was very moved by the troubles Orpheus had been through just to have her again, so she convinced Hades to grant him his wish. They were going to climb the stairs from the Underworld to the Upper world. But before Hades revealed Eurydice, he demanded that Orpheus obey a rule. Orpheus should always be ten steps ahead of Eurydice and if he turned around to look at her before reaching the exit, she would magically return to the Underworld forever. He also sent Hermes to watch them along the journey. 
	Hours later, the couple was reaching the gates to the Upper world, and Orpheus had not looked at his wife once. But the moment he stepped into the world of the living, he was so tempted to see Eurydice, that he forgot that she was ten steps behind him which meant that she was still in the Underworld. The young musician turned around and the moment he looked at her, Hermes took her back to the kingdom of the dead. Orpheus was devastated, knowing that he could never see his wife again. 
He walked in the forests of Thrace, singing mourning songs day and night. Women who heard him play were so charmed by his voice that they fell for him, but he kept rejecting them. These women still insisted, although rejected by Orpheus; but the Maenads, who were female followers of the god Dionysos, were so angry that Orpheus kept refusing them that they attacked Orpheus, killed him, cut him in pieces and threw these pieces into a river. Orpheus finally reunited with Eurydice in the kingdom of Hades.


