The Poet and the Evangelist in Nonnus’ Paraphrase of the Gospel according to John

Ipsa quidem, sed non <eadem est>, eademque nec ipsa est
‘It is itself, but not the same, the same and not itself’

Lactantius, De ave phoenice 1691

Abstract

Christian poetry, and Biblical epic in particular, is intensely self-conscious. Both Greek and
Latin Christian poets begin or end their compositions, paraphrases and centos with
poetological reflections on the value and objectives of their works. The fifth-century
Paraphrase of the Gospel according to John is an anomaly in this tradition. While Nonnus’
mythological epic, the Dionysiaca, is heavily self-conscious in that it includes a strong
authorial voice as well as an extensive prooemium and an interlude, the Christian Paraphrase
has no prooemium, epilogue or interlude, and its narrator never identifies himself. This article
examines two passages in the Paraphrase where subtle, implicit poetological reflections may
be detected, and then explores the reasons why Nonnus may have chosen to deny the
Paraphrase a clear (meta)literary identity. It argues that Nonnus’ poem presents itself as the
Gospel of John, and that its narrator ‘becomes’ John the Evangelist in a spiritual exercise

which is indebted to Origen’s views on that Gospel.
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and transpositions: The contexts and boundaries of “minor” and “major” genres in Late Antique Christian
poetry, I', June 2017; with special thanks to Gianfranco Agosti and Anna Lefteratou) and Salamanca
(5th ISLALS Conference, ‘Literature squared: Metaliterary reflections in Late Antiquity’, October 2017).
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" Text and translation as printed in Roberts (2017) 388. Other translations in this article are my own.



Introduction: The voice of the Christian poet

The Christian poets of Late Antiquity speak with a loud, and markedly personal, authorial
voice.2 In what is probably one of the earliest extensive Christian poems, Commodian, a third-
century poet,3 speaks of his conversion to Christianity: he was an ‘errant’ pagan for a long
time, but then the Lord shone his light on him — a blessing of such magnitude that the poet’s
voice will hardly suffice to express his gratitude. In the fourth century Juvencus writes the
first extant Biblical epic, a hexametrical ‘harmony’ of the Gospels titled Evangeliorum Libri
Quattuor. In his polemical preface to this epic Juvencus declares that, if the poems of Homer
and Virgil, ‘which interweave the deeds of men of old with falsehoods’ (16: quae veterum
gestis hominum mendacia nectunt), have won ‘long-lasting fame’ (15: longam famam), then
his own poem, which proclaims the deeds of Christ and cannot be accused of lying (20: falsi
sine crimine), will not only survive the final conflagration of the world, but will also save the
poet himself from the flames (22: hoc etenim forsan me subtrahet igni).> Juvencus thus
introduces in the Latin Christian tradition two influential themes: the forceful renunciation of

mythological, literary fictions,® and the poet's personal salvation in the afterlife through his

2 Cf. Nodes (1993) 9. Shorrock (2011) 14, who does not speak exclusively of Christian poets, also
suggests it is not a coincidence that ‘the voice of the poet becomes stronger and louder at the same
time that Christianity was establishing itself as the dominant force in the late antique world.’

3 For this date see Pollmann (2013) 315 with further bibliography and comments on how this early
Christian poet asserts his poetic authority.

4 The poem has two alternative titles: Carmen apologeticum and Carmen de duobus populis. The poet
speaks of his conversion in the preface; see esp. vv. 9-10: Sed gratias Domino (nec sufficit vox mea
tantum / reddere) qui misero vacillanti tandem adluxit!

5 There is rich commentary on Juvencus’ preface in Green (2006) 15-23. Cf. Consolino (2005) 464-73,
Pollmann (2013) 317-19, and, most recently, McBrine (2017) 27-33.

6 One century after Juvencus, Sedulius begins his Carmen Paschale with a preface rejecting the

figmenta (v. 17) and mendacia (v. 22) of the pagan poets; see Green (2006) 162-4, and McBrine (2017)



poetic work.” The epilogue of Juvencus’ epic again draws attention to the poet himself and
the importance of his endeavour: his own mind (802: mea mens) has been empowered, the
grace of Christ shines upon him (803: /ucet mihi), and in his own verses (804: versibus ut
nostris) the divine law happily takes on ‘the earthly ornaments of language’ (805: ornamenta
... terrestria linguae).

Later Christian poets continue to be personally involved in their poetry,® in a way that both
defies modern distinctions between author and narrator,® and highlights the poems’ status as
written texts, addressed by the historical author to the reader. Para-textual devices, such as
prefaces and epilogues, play a cardinal role in this development,’© but are far from being the
only places in which poets step inside their poems. Sedulius interjects exclamations,

apostrophes, and rhetorical questions throughout his epic on Christ, the Carmen Paschale,

103-7. For further examples see Paulinus, Carm. 10.19-46, discussed by Shorrock (2011) 15-20,
Proba’s cento, vv. 13-17, with commentary in Schottenius Cullhed (2015) 113-29, and Avitus’ prose
epistle which prefaces his De spiritalis historiae gestis, briefly discussed by Pollmann (2001) 70, and
ead. (2017) 62-4. On the Platonic background of this renunciation of poetic fictions and how Christian
poetry managed to reinvent itself against this challenge see Mastrangelo (2017).

7 See Palmer (1989) 15-16 on the Christian poets’ expectation that their glorification of God will
guarantee their personal salvation, which both recalls and one-ups classical Roman poets’ hopes for
immortal fame through the survival of their work.

8 See Pollmann (2013) 316, and ead. (2017) 3. For Prudentius as a character inside his own poems see
Malamud (1989) 44.

9 Whitmarsh (2013) rightly points out that the author - narrator divide, which is so central to modern
criticism, runs against the reading instincts and habits of ancient audiences.

10 For the importance of prefaces (sometimes in a different meter or in prose) see Pollmann (2001) 66-7,
and, more extensively, Pelttari (2014) 45-72. For the history of prose prefaces to poems see Pavlovskis

(1967), and on Roman paratextuality in general Jansen (2014).



and likes to exhort his audience using the first person plural.! Proba’s Virgilian cento features
an interlude, which separates the Old from the New Testament section, and in which the poet
announces, in the first person singular, that she will now ‘set in motion a greater work’ (334:
maius opus moveo).'2 Proba’s preface, in fact, includes a striking sphragis-verse in which the
poet names herself: she asks God to receive ‘this sacred song’ (9: sacrum ... carmen) and
open up her heart, ‘so that |, Proba the prophetess/poet, may relate all mysteries’ (12: arcana
ut possim vatis Proba cuncta referre).'3 Other Christian poets also name themselves in their
verses, and indeed use creative means to do so. Commodian, mentioned above, ends the
second, final Book of his Instructiones with a poem whose initial letters, when read from
bottom to top, yield the sphragis Commodianus mendicus Christi. According to Malamud, the
last verse of Prudentius’ Hamartigenia conceals an anagram that refers to the poet’s name,

Aurelius Prudentius Clemens: the final four words, poena levis clementer adurat, can be

11 See Roberts (1985) 179-80. Cf. Springer (1988) 90-1 on how Sedulius (like many other Christian
poets although perhaps with more intensity) frequently interrupts the narration by bursting into ecstatic
hymns or heated tirades against his characters. For similar techniques in the Alethia of Claudius Marius
Victorius see Kuhn-Treichel (2016) 72-88.

2. On internal proems in general see the classic study by Conte (1984) 121-33. For another Christian
poem featuring an internal proem see the Carmen adversus Marcionitas 5.1-18, where the poet offers a
summary of his work by presenting each Book as the subject and agent of the narrative it contains (e.g.,
v. 16: hic quintus ... resolvif); cf. Pollmann (2013) 322-3 and ead. (2017) 229-30. Interestingly, the
periochae that summarise each Book of the Dionysiaca, and which were probably written by Nonnus
himself, adopt the same strategy. For Nonnus as the author of the periochae see Zuenelli (2016).

13 This verse can also be constructed with the vatis as a genitive dependent on arcana, meaning, ‘so
that |, Proba, may relate all the mysteries of the prophet/poet [i.e. Virgil]’; see Fassina — Lucarini (2015)
n. ad loc. For the various ways in which this verse has been interpreted see the overview of Schottenius
Cullhed (2015) 18-19, esp. n. 2. Much later, in the sixth century, Venantius Fortunatus names himself at

the end of two of the four Books of his Life of Martin (2.482 and 4.595).



rearranged to read Aurelio Prudente se clamante; if we include the clementer of the original
text, we have here all three of the poet's names.’* Obviously, the presence of sphragides
within anagrams or acrostics reinforces the very textual nature of these poems: they are
clearly meant to be read (not heard) and examined carefully, with the reader scanning the
letters and pages in search of hidden clues.

It has been argued that, whereas in the Latin West the combination of classical literary
forms and Christian themes needed some qualification and justification, in the Greek East
there was a stronger sense of continuity between pagan and Christian literature (and
culture),’ which explains the lack of a noisy rejection of poetic fictions in Greek Christian
poetry. This might be true in broad terms, but, as Shorrock warns, we should not be beguiled
into thinking that the role of classical poetic forms was entirely unproblematic for Greek
Christian poets.'® In his long, autobiographical poem, Gregory of Nazianzus (second half of
the fourth century) clarifies that his reason for wanting to study classical authors as a young

man was so that he could put these ‘bastard letters’ into the service of the genuine, Christian

4 See Malamud (1989) 44-6, with criticism in Cameron (1995), who, however, concedes that ‘it is
certainly intriguing that original text and anagram together come so close to all three of the poet's
names.’ At any rate, the final clause, me poena levis clementer adurat, ‘may a light punishment burn me
leniently’, is obviously self-referential and returns us to the theme of the poet’s personal salvation in the
afterlife in return for his glorification of God.

15 See, e.g., Markus (1990) 30-1 on the ‘lack of confidence among the Christian elite in the West’, their
relative isolation, and their anxieties about traditional literary culture versus the ‘long period of cultural
assimilation’ in the East. Hose (2004) 33, on the other hand, sees the relative lack of metaliterary
reflection in Greek Christian poets as an indication that their poetry derives from, and is only relevant
for, the school context; he does not, however, consider Gregory.

16 See Shorrock (2011) 32-3.



ones.'” In another poem, titled Eig & éupetpa, Gregory offers a polemical defence of writing
poetry on theological topics: this includes both an implied competition between classical and
Christian literature (‘I cannot allow that the outsiders be superior to us in letters’®) and an
explicit didacticism (poetry sweetens the bitterness of the Commandments and makes the
path of virtue more palatable to the young). Modern scholars have argued that Gregory feels
he needs to make the case for Christian poetry because a number of heretics had used
poetry to spread their misguided beliefs,’ and / or because in the ecclesiastical milieu of
Constantinople the validity of Christian verse in general and Biblical paraphrase in particular
(which Gregory had also composed)?® was not yet undisputed and indeed was to come under

fierce attack by Nilus of Ancyra (late fourth — early fifth century).2' Whatever his motivation,

17 De vita sua (11.1.11 = PG 37.1037) 112-13: kai yap £€¢ATouv Adyoug / dolval Bonboug Toug voboug Toig
yvnaioig. For an illuminating discussion of Gregory’s attitude towards classical poetry (including a brief
analysis of the two poems mentioned here) see Demoen (1993).

18 11.1.39 = PG 37.1329-38, vv. 48-9: 000" €v Adyoig / TTAéov Bidwpl Toug EEvoug NUAV Exelv. On this
poem see Milovanovic-Barham (1997), and McGuckin (2006).

19 Arius, the arch-heretic, and Apollinaris, who was condemned in 381, both composed poetry; see
Simelidis (2009) 27.

20 See poems 1.1.13-27 (PG 37.475-506). Note that in the last poem, 1.1.27, Gregory places himself as a
character inside the Gospel parables, e.g., asking to join in the wedding celebration of Mt 22:1-14 (vv.
44-5).

21 1n his ep. 2.49 (PG 79.220-21) Nilus damns not only the poetry of Apollinaris specifically, but also the
practice of setting the Bible into verse fout court, such an enterprise is condemned as infantile and an
insult to God. The fifth-century Church historian Socrates (3.16) dismissed the Biblical paraphrases of
the two Apollinarii as useless: he thinks that readers are better off reading the original classics. On
Nilus’ letter in relation to Gregory’s poetry see Simelidis (2009) 27-9. Demoen (1993) 252 concludes

that some in Gregory’s immediate environment would not have been convinced of the value of classical



Gregory-the-poet is as self-referential as the Latin poets mentioned in the paragraphs above,
and, like them, he both renounces the staple topics of profane poetry,22 and encourages us to
identify the narrator of his poems with the historical author behind them, occasionally even
‘sealing’ his verses with his own name, 23 including within acrostics.24

While Gregory might be unique in the degree of meta-literary reflection with which he
endows his poetry, other Greek-speaking Christian poets seem to be just as personally
involved in their poems. At 343 lines and dating from the early or mid fourth century,?s the
Vision of Dorotheus (P. Bodmer 29) is the earliest extensive Christian poem written in Greek
that has (partly) survived. This hexameter composition bears the title ‘Opacig Awpob¢ou and
narrates in the first person a visit to heaven (imagined as a palace) by an imperial guard.
While in heaven, the poet-narrator experiences a (Hesiodically inflected) poetic investiture
(vv. 170-7),26 when Gabriel-Jesus places xapicogav aoi[dryv] (v. 173) in his heart; this, it is
implied, allows him to ‘sing’ the present poem. He then undergoes a transformation, during

which he becomes a stronger, braver, and more virtuous version of himself, and decides to

poetic forms, forcing him to ‘engage in a sort of continual give-and-take.” For an emphasis on the milieu
of Constantinople (as opposed to Egypt) see Agosti (2001) 92-4, and id. (2002) 75.

22 See 11.11.34a.71-8 (PG 37.1312-13), cited and briefly discussed in Agosti (2010) 22. Here the poet
announces that he will glorify God and not Troy, Argo, Heracles etc; his list includes mythological topics
as well as didactic (stones and the courses of the stars) and amatory ones.

23 See, e.g., 11.1.10.35-6, where Gregory’'s name and fatherland (Cappadocia) appear in the last two
verses of the poem; cf. 11.1.17.65-6 and 11.1.92.11-12 (name in the final lines), and 11.1.19.25-6 (name
and birthplace). For commentary on these sphragides see Simelidis (2009) 150-2.

24 For acrostics which spell Gregory’s name see 1.2.31 (PG 37.910), 1.2.33 (PG 37.928), and 11.1.14 (PG
37.1244).

25 For the mid fourth century date see Agosti (2015).

26 See Agosti (2002) 103-105, who provides a comprehensive and insightful introduction to the Christian

Bodmer poems.



adopt the name Andreas (v. 226). Indeed, he is called Andreas by the Lord in v. 267, but
then, when other characters in the vision see him and he appears to them taller than usual
and bright as the sun, they ask fj T010¢ £€aTiv 6 KuvTiadng AwpdBeog; (v. 300: ‘Is that really
Dorotheus, the son of Quintus?’). When the vision ends, the poet-narrator rises up and says
that the Lord has laid songs of various kinds in his heart (vv. 340-1). The poem ends here,
which the papyrus indicates with a subscription that reads 1éAog TAg Opdoewg. AwpoBéou
Kuivrou 1rointo0.27 It is clear that the text presents itself as the true experience of a real
person called Dorotheus. We might like to keep the narrator of this ‘fictional autobiography’
separate from the poet,28 but Dorotheus-the-poet has ‘sealed’ the narrator with his own
name,2® and an ancient audience would be, in any way, inclined to hear the narrating ‘I’ as the
voice of the real-life author.

From the first half of the fifth century we have three large-scale Biblical epics: Nonnus’
Paraphrase of the Gospel according to John (henceforth, Paraphrase), the Metaphrasis
Psalmorum, and the Homeric Centos that come down to us under the name of the Empress
Eudocia. The apocryphal Metaphrasis Psalmorum, attributed to Apollinaris, begins with a
protheoria in which the authorial voice dedicates the poem to his spiritual father, Marcian,
who had encouraged him to undertake the task of restoring the metrical grace of the Old
Testament Psalms - the grace that was lost in the prose translation commissioned by

Ptolemy (v. 21).30 The very first word of the epic is an emphatic, first person verb, éAtropal,

27 The genitive TroinTo0 can be attached to either Dorotheus or Quintus. Even in the latter case, it is very
unlikely that this ‘Quintus the poet’ would be Quintus of Smyrna.

28 For the concept of ‘fictional autobiography’ see Whitmarsh (2013).

29 For the sphragis of Dorotheus appearing in some of the other Bodmer poems, which must be
attributed to the same poet, see Agosti (2002) 82.

30 An edition and study of this poem is under way by Andrew Faulkner. For insightful comments on the

protheoria see Agosti (2001) 87-92, and Faulkner (2014) 201-6.



which blurs the boundaries between poet and narrator, and immediately sets forth the poet’s
agenda. Apart from a literary programme (to celebrate God in the lonian language, v. 107,
and restore the metrical grace of the Psalms), the protheoria also offers information on the
poet and his personal circumstances: in v. 3 he claims he is blind (TupAdg yeyawg) but bears
a different light (paog &AA0),3! while in vv. 36-43, within a reported speech by Marcian, the
poet informs us that he is originally from Egypt, but at some point moved to Constantinople,
where Marcian offered him patronage. The protheoria closes with a strong, first person claim
that the poet has fulfiled Marcian’s wishes, having the ever-living Christ as his assistant in
song (vv. 109-10: Mapkiavog TroBésokev, éyw O¢ oi Avuaa BouAnv / XpiaTov dei {wovTta
Aaywv Emapwyov doidig).32

In the long apologia which must have stood at the beginning of Eudocia’s Homeric Centos

(a composition which might or might not be what is nowadays referred to as the First

31 As Agosti (2001) 88 notes, this claim makes the poet into a second Homer, and is part of his (and his
poem’s) literary self-presentation. For a contemporary Christian poet offering concrete, but suspicious,
biographical information in a prologue see Prudentius’ praefatio (a poem introducing his entire poetic
oeuvre), which outlines the poet’s curriculum vitae up until the moment he begins to write poetry, at the
age of 57. For a discussion of this poem in terms of programmatic fiction see Coskun (2003) 215-25.
For the praefatio as recasting Horatian lyric and erotic motifs in moral terms see O’Daly (2016) 222-4.

32 Shorrock (2011) 32-3 highlights the importance of invoking Christ and not the Muses for inspiration
and assistance when composing poetry (without referring to this epic), and draws attention to a book-
epigram by a certain Marinus, in which the poet (or scribe) calls upon Christ for inspiration: Anth. Pal.
1.23.3-4: dpwi 1e®, T® TAVOE BiBAov ypawavT Mapivw, / 50¢ xapiv UeTTingG Kai Aoyikiig goging. Note that
the same Marinus also penned the very similar Anth. Pal. 1.28, in which he again calls upon Christ,
names himself, and refers to the volume he has written or copied (v. 3: 6g 100 TeUX0G Eypawev £aig
xeipeaal Mapivog). Waltz (1960) 22 n. 1 and 23 n. 1 argues that the two epigrams must have originally
stood at the beginning and end of the same volume. On these epigrams and their ‘Christianisation’ of

inspiration cf. Agosti (2015b) 205-6.



Redaction) the poet pre-empts criticism of her poem, and details the history of its
composition.33 This book (deictic, TAvde ... BiBAov in v. 2) was first put together by Patricius,34
but it had considerable imperfections and omissions, which Eudocia set out respectively to
correct and fill in. Again, the poet merges with the narrator, as Eudocia describes her process
of composition (e.g., vv. 9-10: aAN' €yw ... geAidag iepag peTa xeipa AaBoloa) and even draws
attention to her female gender (v. 35: kauoi, kai BnAutépn Tep €ouan). Even after the
apologia, the poet-narrator of this poem inserts herself (or himself, if the verses do go back to
Patricius) in the story and reveals her/his emotions and thoughts on the events s/he narrates

— a practice well attested in Latin Biblical epic.35

Metaliterary hints in Nonnus’ Paraphrase
Nonnus of Panopolis does not fit in the pattern outlined above, and his Christian epic, the
Paraphrase, appears to be an anomaly among large-scale, ambitious Biblical epics. This

poem shows no (obvious) signs of poetic self-consciousness. It has no prooemium,36

33 For an introduction to the Homeric Centos with emphasis on the apologia see Agosti (2001) 74-85.
For the contested authorship and the attribution of the First Redaction to Eudocia see Schembra (2007)
cxxxiii—cxlii.

34 Cf. the deictics Tvde BiBAov and 168¢ 100G in the two epigrams by Marinus cited above, n. 32.

35 See Kuhn-Treichel (2017) on the centoist’s ‘involved narrating’.

36 See De Stefani (2016) 679-80 for the history of the hypothesis that the poem was originally prefaced
by a, now lost, prologue, perhaps one written in another metre and in which Nonnus would have
dedicated his composition to one Ammonius, to whom the work was later attributed. | agree with De
Stefani that this hypothesis seems largely implausible, not least because, as one of the anonymous
reviewers for CCJ points out to me, separate prologues in different metres from the main poem are
indeed known in Greek Late Antiquity, but are all later than Nonnus: Paul the Silentiary, John of Gaza,
and Christodorus, for whom a lost iambic prologue has also been posited — see Whitby (2018) 284-5- all

date from the sixth century.
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epilogue, or interlude, and its narrator never speaks about himself or allows us in any way to
identify him.37 This is all the more striking, because Nonnus’ strategy in his mythological
Dionysiaca is the exact opposite of the reticence he adopts in the Paraphrase. His 48-Book,
secular epic is, indeed, heavily self-conscious. It begins with an extensive prooemium, in
which the poet-narrator describes his own investiture by the Muses with Bacchic
accoutrements (1.11: &€até poi vapbnka, ... Moloal), catalogues his subject matter,38 and
sets forth his aesthetic programme of poikilia (1.15: TrolkiAov Upvov dpdoow).3® Apart from
the prooemium there is also an interlude in the middle of the epic, in Book 25, where the poet-
narrator proclaims his ambition to surpass other poets, ‘both old and new’ (25.27: véoiol kai
apxeyovolalv €pifwv).40 Later on in the same Book, after a direct invocation of Homer

(25.253-63),41 he asks the Muse to transport him again to the battlefield (25.264: aAAd Bea e

37 This fact has also allowed the Paraphrase to be mis-attributed, by Sherry (1996), to a Pseudo-
Nonnus; for the history of this question and the current consensus in favour of Nonnus’ authorship see
Shorrock (2011) 51, and Accorinti (2016), both with further bibliography. My argument here will be that
the poet’s anonymity is programmed; for another poet whose anonymity has recently been examined as
intentional and productive, but in an entirely different context, see Geue’s (2017) study of Juvenal.

38 The poet juxtaposes (in catalogue form) Proteus’ successive metamorphoses to the various episodes
he will include in his song (1.17-33); note the first person verbs: péAyw, UpvRow, deiow, Yvrioopal etc.
39 The bibliography on Nonnus’ poikilia is considerable; the classic and most extensive study is by Fauth
(1981) esp. 35-8 on the prologue.

40 For the poetological import of this verse as well as parallels in Christian epigrams see Agosti (2004)
ad loc.

41 Homer is addressed as map@aég uie MéAnTog in v. 253; the narrator later says that he will do battle,
gutrvoov €yxog €xovta kai aaTida Tarpog Ounpou (265). Homer is also named in 1.37 and 25.8. Pindar
is named in 25.21, while Hesiod is indicated by his birthplace in 13.75-6. For late antique epic poets

being increasingly willing to name their poetic predecessors see, most recently, Kaufmann (2017) 308-
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KOMICe TO OeUTepov &G pbdBov Tvdwv), where he expects to go on killing Dionysus’ Indian
enemies (25.270: 6@pa KatakTeivw voep® Oopi Aciwavov Tvdwv).42 The narrator of the
Dionysiaca thus enters the world of his characters and participates in their actions in what
could be taken as a strong version of metalepsis.*® He also encourages us to identify him with
the real-life author of the poem by occasionally reminding us of his Egyptian origin. In the
prooemium, he privileges the Egyptian Proteus as his model, and refers to Pharos as a
‘neighbouring island’ (1.13: ®apw Tapd yeitovi vijow).*4 This connection of the poet-narrator
with Egypt also crops up, unexpectedly, in a non-poetological passage. When the narrator of

the Dionysiaca speaks of the (fictitious) Indian hippopotamus, he says that this animal also

9. Cf. Shorrock (2011) 39, who notes that ‘in late antiquity the practice of Classical “name-dropping”
becomes almost de rigueur.’

42 Cf. earlier in the same Book, 25.22, again in the voice of the narrator: GAA& TTGAIV KTEivwpev
Epubpaiwv yévog Tvomv.

43 Whitmarsh (2013b) 5-6 distinguishes between strong and weak versions of metalepsis or ‘frame-
breaking’, and argues that the Homeric apostrophes represent a weak version, as, ‘It would come as
quite a surprise — both to Patroclus and to the audience - if he [Homer] manifested himself on the
battlefield.” Nonnus claims here he is on the battlefield, although, of course, none of his characters ever
notices. Schmitz (2005) 210-11 highlights the active role of the narrator in the poem, but considers this
narrator a ‘textual figure’, entirely separate from the historical author.

44 On the precise wording and correct interpretation of this verse see Gigli Piccardi (1993). Anth. Pal.
9.198 (Novvog éyw: Mavog pév €un oAig, év Papin O / £yxel @uvAevT yovag fjunaa Mydviwyv), which
may have been composed by Nonnus as a book epigram to accompany one or both of his epics,
apparently uses the island of Pharos to indicate Alexandria. The most recent analysis of this epigram,
by Castelli (2017), ties it more closely to the Dionysiaca rather than the Paraphrase, and is inconclusive

regarding its authorship.
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lives in his own Nile (26.238: oiog £¢uo0 Neikoio), again reminding his readers of the real-life,
Egyptian author who is never far away from the story he is telling.4%

Arguably, Nonnus made a very deliberate choice not to reveal his identity or offer any
poetological reflection in the Paraphrase, but why is this so? The only answer that has been
offered thus far, by Schmitz, is that the poet-narrator of the Dionysiaca felt confident in
polemically staking his ground against his classical models, poets ‘both old and new’,
whereas the one of the Paraphrase would have found it unthinkable to challenge his Biblical
model: John the Evangelist himself.46 It is obviously true that no Christian poet would pit
him/herself against the Bible, but, as the discussion above suggests, Christian poets can and
do speak about themselves and their poems, assuming a variety of different poses, some of
which would have been available to the poet of the Paraphrase. A renunciation of the themes
and motifs of profane poetry, as found in many Latin poets and in Gregory of Nazianzus,47
would have been unlikely here given the (probably contemporaneous) composition of the
Dionysiaca,*® but other poetological concerns could have been addressed: the poet could

have explained what motivated him to undertake the task of setting John’s Gospel into

45 Gigli Piccardi (1998) 76 underlines the importance of this statement, given that the poem’s action
does not take place in Egypt and the poet is thus ‘constrained’ in the kind of Egyptian references he can
weave into his poem. For the many ways in which the narrator of the Dionysiaca makes his presence
felt in the poem see, most recently, Geisz (2018) 65-120, who, however, insists on the distinction
between historical author, narrator, and implied author.

46 See Schmitz (2005) 215.

47 For Gregory see above, n. 22. Agosti (2001) 92-4, and id. (2002) 75 argues that such protestations
would have been entirely unnecessary in an Egyptian milieu, where Biblical poetry enjoyed a more
consolidated tradition, as evidenced by the Bodmer poems.

48 For arguments in favour of the contemporaneous composition of the two epics see Shorrock (2011)

50-1 with further bibliography.
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hexameters,*® or why he chose this Gospel in particular.5® A defence of Nonnus’ aesthetic
programme of poikilia (as set out in the Dionysiaca) would have also been supremely
appropriate: the whole enterprise of paraphrasing depends, after all, on the art of variation —
saying the same thing in different words.5

An attempt to discern an implicit meta-poetic relationship between the Paraphrase and the
Dionysiaca has recently been made by Spanoudakis,?2 who noticed that the end of Nonnus’
mythological epic and the beginning of his Christian one are linked together by a ‘bridge’. The
Dionysiaca ends with the formal reception of Dionysus, the B8edg auteAdeig (48.974) in
Olympus, where he shares a feast with his father Zeus and is seated next to Apollo (in the
last verse of the epic, 48.978, auvBpovog ATTOAAwWVI).53 These final lines of the Dionysiaca
invite a comparison with the beginning of the Paraphrase, where Christ, the 8g6g . . . Adyog

(1.5), is ‘indivisible from the Father, seated on the same throne in the boundless abode’ (1.4:

49 Whitby (2016) 216 characteristically asks, ‘Why did the ever-ingenious author of the Dionysiaca
choose to constrain his bursting versatility within the confines of the biblical text? ... was Nonnus
attracted by the challenge of accommodating to this demanding exercise his exuberant, yet rigorous,
style?’

50 |nstead, Nonnus leaves modern critics to do this work for him; see Franchi (2016) 242-8 on John
being thought of, already in the third century, as the ‘spiritual Gospel'. It was also considered the most
ecumenical. In his poem on the genuine books of the Scripture, Gregory of Nazianzus says that
Matthew wrote for the Hebrews, Mark for the Romans, Luke for the Greeks, but John, ‘the great herald’,
wrote for everybody (1.1.12 = PG 37.474, v. 33): o1 &' lwdvvng, knpu péyag, olpavopoitng.

51 On the connections between Biblical paraphrases and the paraphrase as a rhetorical exercise
employed to teach stylistic variety (poikilia), see Roberts (1985) esp. 10-11, with references to Theon
62.10-24 and 64.25.

52 See Spanoudakis (2016) 622.

53 For the importance of commensality in the Dionysiaca and its links with the Eucharist and agape

feasts see Shorrock (2011) 107-9.
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TTATPOG €NV APEPIOTOG, ATEPUOVI oUVOpovocg £€5pn).54 According to Spanoudakis, this ‘bridge’
shows Dionysus as an inferior god compared to Christ, and presents the Paraphrase as ‘a
“historical” continuation and prospective consummation of the longer poem.” The connections
Spanoudakis points out are doubtlessly valid and significant, but will only get us so far in
determining Nonnus’ own objectives and his cultural / literary agenda for the Paraphrase.
Thus, although it could be argued that the impersonal, initial hymn for the Theos Logos is an
appropriate preface for an epic poem (as hexameter hymns did sometimes introduce longer
epics),% the lack of a narrative set-up and an independent authorial voice at the beginning of
the Paraphrase is still felt, and indeed to such a degree that Schmitz is inclined to say the
poem begins in medias res.5¢

My suggestion is that the end of the Paraphrase, rather than the beginning, is where we
should be looking for poetological reflections, as this is also where the narrator of John's
Gospel reveals that the source / author of this text is the Beloved Disciple.5” | would like to
start by taking a closer look at the very last episode narrated in Book 21. In the corresponding
chapter of John’s Gospel, the resurrected Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him more
than any other. Each time, Peter replies in variations of ‘yes’, and Jesus commands him to

shepherd his [Jesus’] flock, after which he prophesies that Peter will die with his arms

54 For the text of Par. 1 | am using De Stefani’s (2002) edition.

55 Famously, Thucydides (3.104.4-5) quotes part of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo saying it is ‘from the
prooemium of Apollo’, ék pooipiou ATTOAwvog. There is a very compressed hymn to Apollo at the
beginning of Apollonius’ Argonautica, as well as a long tradition of opening didactic epics (from Hesiod’s
Works and Days through Aratus’ Phaenomena and up to Dionysius Periegetes’ Description of the
inhabited world) with some kind of hymn; on the relevance of this didactic tradition for the Paraphrase
see Hadijittofi (forthcoming).

56 See Schmitz (2005) 213.

57 This identification will be discussed in more detail below.
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stretched out (i.e., on a cross). Jesus’ commands in John 21:15-17 read: Booke 1& dpvia pou;
Moipaive T& TpORard pou; and Booke ta popRatda pou. In the Paraphrase, the corresponding
commands read: Booke poi Euppovag Gpvag AaiyToug géo PAPOw;s8 NUETEPWY TTOIpAIVE
vonuova Trwea PAAwWY;S® and oUpavin Toiyaive kahaupot pAAa kai dpvag.t9 Nonnus has
‘embellished’ the flock to be shepherded by Peter with adjectives which mean that these
animals are endowed with speech and intelligence, and has added the pastoral instruments
Peter will have to use: the staff and the crook. As is his practice elsewhere,8! the poet starts
by adhering closely to his model before striking out on his own: the first two commands repeat
the exact same verbs we find in John (Bo6goke for the first command, mroipaive for the second)
and mention the same kinds of animals (‘lambs’ in the first one, generic ‘sheep’ in the
second). In the third command Nonnus adds ‘lambs’ to the Johannine ‘sheep’, and uses
mroipaive instead of (John’s) Boagke. While the differences might seem inconsequential, they
could draw our attention to the fact that the conjunction toipaive kaAaupoTri only occurs here
and at the beginning of the Dionysiaca (1.82: Kutrpidin mroipaive kaAaupoTtr vupgiov "Hpng,
same sedes). Following in the path forged by Spanoudakis, it is possible to detect here
another ‘bridge’ between Nonnus’ two poems, as the very last narrative of the Paraphrase
and the opening narrative of the Dionysiaca both include scenes of paradoxical or
metaphorical shepherding. In the first episode of the Dionysiaca we find Eros ‘shepherding
with the crook of Cypris’ Zeus, who is transformed into a bull and abducting Europa — note

that, like Jesus’ ‘sheep’, Zeus is also not really an animal, and is, in fact, later described as an

58 21.89: ‘With your staff shepherd for me my unsilent, intelligent lambs.’

59 21.98: ‘Shepherd the rational flocks of my sheep.’

60 21.108: ‘Shepherd my sheep and lambs with the heavenly crook.’

61 For one characteristic example from the Dionysiaca see the description of Dionysus’ shield in Book
25. This extensive ekphrasis starts as a close imitation of the Homeric shield of Achilles, but then

develops into a strikingly original composition.
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‘intelligent ship’ (1.91: éxéppova via).82 The effect of this ‘bridge’ is again to highlight the
superiority of the Christian god: Jesus is in control, and commands his disciple to tend the
Christian community, whereas Zeus is himself the ‘animal’, out of control, being driven by an
irrational force.

There is one further element which adds force to the idea that this final episode holds
some poetological significance for the Paraphrase. Strikingly, after prophesying Peter’s death,
Nonnus’ Jesus gives him an additional order, which is not present in the Gospel of John: that
is, Nonnus’ Jesus commands Peter a fourth time to shepherd his flock, but this time he tells
him to do so ‘with the blossoms of books’, (21.117: &pvag éuag Toipaive gadppovag Avoeal
BiBAwv). These verses have been suspected,’3 but, stylistically at least, seem to be Nonnian
enough (this fourth command follows the same verbal pattern as the first three), and they do
carry a certain metaliterary potential. The new, and entirely unexpected, command indicates

that Peter will need books (and not a staff or crook) to carry out his ‘shepherding’,4 and could

62 |t should be noted that while the Troipaive of the Paraphrase is a present imperative, in the Dionysiaca
we have a, morphologically identical, imperfect.

63 Marcellus (1861) 199 excises them as an interpolation by a good-humoured scribe. Scheindler,
however, whose 1881 edition is the most recent one we have for this Book of the Paraphrase, retains
them. Sieber (2016) 319 points out that 21.116 (8e6g TaAv évvetre MéTpw) follows Nonnus’ practice of
referring to Jesus as ‘God’; this could also strengthen the case for the distich’s authenticity.

64 For the late antique fascination with the book — ‘books of poetry’ and ‘poetry of books’ — see Agosti
(2010). Kuiper (1918) 249 argues that in these verses Nonnus is alluding to apocryphal works attributed
to Peter, which the poet may have used elsewhere in the epic (specifically, in 7.9, for the idea that
Jesus’ ‘brothers’ are Joseph'’s sons from a previous marriage). While | would not want to discount this
hypothesis, it seems to me that such an outright acknowledgement of non-canonical authorities would
not be compatible with the poet’s presentation of his poem as entirely Orthodox, even if, in fact, it can
partly be construed in non-Orthodox ways; see Sieber (2016), and Hadjittofi (2018). For Nonnus’

reliance on the Gospel of Peter in the ‘miraculous fishing’ episode of Book 21 see now Costanza (2017).
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imply that this book that we are reading now is such an instrument of teaching the Christian
flock, as it propagates the Christian message through poetic, flowery language.5 But still,
there is no authorial voice telling us that this is what the poet set out to do. If we recall
Juvencus’ confident proclamation that in his verses the divine law takes on ‘the earthly
ornaments of language’ (805: ornamenta ... terrestria linguae), the parallel can serve only to
highlight the contrast between the attitudes of the two poets.66

After the conversation between Jesus and Peter, John’'s Gospel concludes with an
epilogue, in which it is finally revealed that the source of the information contained in this text

is the Beloved Disciple:

21:24-5: O0TOG £0TIv & PaBNTAG 6 HOPTUPQV TTEPI TOUTWV Kai O ypdwag TadTa, Kai oidauey
OTI aGANBNG auTol 1) papTupia €aTtiv. "EaTiv 8¢ kai GAAa TTOAAG G €moinaev 6 Ingodg, ariva €av

ypaenTtal kad’ &v, oud aUTOV oipal TOV KOOPOV XWPRTAI T& ypaPOpeva BIBAIa.

This is the disciple who bears witness about these things and who wrote them down, and
we know that his testimony is true. There are many more things that Jesus did, which, if
written down one by one, | do not think the world itself could have enough space for the

books that would be written.

65 Nonnus’ contemporary, Theodoret of Cyrrhus, begins his Ecclesiastical History by drawing an analogy
between painters and historians, in which the latter use ‘books instead of wooden panels, and the
blossoms of speech instead of pigments’ (avti pév gavidwv T1aig BiBAoig avti 8¢ XPWUATWY TOIG TWV
Aoywv avBeal kexpnuévol). For the ‘flowery language’ of Christian poetry see Venantius Fortunatus,
VSM 1.17, where Orientius is said to have written florente ... ore.

66 Hilhorst (1993) compares the paraphrastic techniques of Juvencus and Nonnus, and (unjustly) finds
Nonnus to be the less subtle poet, but does not consider any poetological issues or the two poets’ self-

positioning in their poems.
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Nonnus’ rendition of these final lines is the second passage in which, | argue, it is possible

to detect a subtle metaliterary hint:

Par. 21.135-43: ... 0010 OTIWTTA

aBpnoag OpOYoITOg AANOVOG EKTOG AKOURG

Epywv BeaTregiwy EMIPAPTUPOG £0TI HOBNTAG.

Kai VoEwv TAdE TTAVTA KaTeypa@e BETTIOI BifAw.
AdAAa 0¢ Baupata TTOAAG TOQf oPPNYIToaTo OIYi
MapTUG €TNTUNING, TaTEP fjvuaev auTdg Ingolg, (140)
6agaa kab' €v atoixndov avrp BpoTog aike xapaén,
BiBAoug TogoaTiag veoTeuxEag oudE Kai alTov

géAtropar dyAadpop@ov atépuova Koaguov dsipal.

He, having seen (135)

with his eyes as His fellow-traveller and not [learning] from erring hearsay,

is the disciple who witnessed the divine deeds.

And perceiving all these things, he wrote them down in the book filled with the words of God.
But many other miracles the witness of truth

sealed shut in wise silence, miracles which Jesus himself accomplished, (140)

so numerous that if a mortal man inscribed them one by one, line by line,

so many newly wrought books | think

not even the beautiful, boundless world itself could hold.

Agosti has already argued that these final verses contain some poetological reflection. His

argument centres on the adjective veoteuxéag, a Homeric hapax which Nonnus uses to
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qualify the Johannine BifAia, and which earlier poets had also employed to highlight the
innovative nature of their poetry.6” For Agosti, Nonnus advertises through this adjective the
new book(s), written in his characteristic, modern style. More recently, Faulkner has
expressed doubts regarding the self-reflexivity of veoteuxig. He objects that it would ‘be quite
a boast to set one’s own poetic output in apposition to the numerous books needed to record
all the deeds of Christ’, and points out that the same adjective was used twice more in the
Paraphrase ‘without any programmatic implication.8® While the two other attestations of
veoTeuxng in the poem are not self-reflexive in any obvious way, they, nevertheless, can have
some bearing on the present passage. In 14.5-9 Jesus tells his disciples that the heavenly
abode has many chambers to receive them: ‘if my court / was not stretched wide, with many
chambers to receive all, / | would have told you that | go ahead of you on the path, / in order
to prepare the abode of the capacious court / and weave a newly wrought place (veoteuxéa
xwpov) worthy of you.’®® Like the ‘newly wrought books’ that will never be written, the ‘newly
wrought place’ in heaven is part of a counterfactual conditional, and, like them, it will never
come to be, but for the very opposite reasons from those we find in the epilogue: in Book 14,
the heavenly abode already has enough space and no new chambers will be needed; in the

epilogue, the world does not have enough space to contain the never-to-be-written books

67 See Agosti (2001) 96, with references to Timoth. Pers. 203 and Theoc. 1.27-8.

68 See Faulkner (2014) 207-8.

69 14.5-9: eUputevng O€ / € PN TTOUAUPENaBpOG €un TEAe TTavdOKog aUAR / Upiv kai kev Eermmov OTI
TTPOKEAEUBOG 00eUowW / OPPa Kev évTUvw TTOAUXAVOEDG Evdlov aUARg / GElov Upegiwv veoTeuxEa XWpov
Ugaivwy. | omit punctuation in the text for reasons that will become obvious in the following note. The
validity of the translation proposed here hinges on the addition of veoteuxéa xpov, as will be explained

below.
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which would record all of Jesus’ miracles.”® Moreover, the idea that Jesus would create a
‘newly wrought place’ is notably absent from John’s Gospel, which merely speaks of
‘preparing’ the place — perhaps inspired by Cyril, Nonnus’ veoteuxéa x@pov is as much his
own creation as it is Jesus’.”! The only other appearance of veoteuxng in the poem again
refers to an act of creation by Jesus (and the poet). In John 9:6, Jesus heals the man born
blind by applying on his eyes the mud he has formed by spitting on the ground. Nonnus
innovates here by presenting the blind man as lacking eyes (or having eyes that are

somehow ‘undivided and uninscribed’; 9.5: apépiaTov Exwv axdpaktov dTTwTTAV), which Jesus

70 The interpretation of the Johannine pericope is difficult, as it depends on the punctuation different
editors adopt. John 14:2 reads (omitting punctuation but otherwise following Nestle — Aland) év Tfj oikig
100 TTATPOG Wou povai TToAAai €iglv €i 8¢ pry eiTov dv Upiv 6T TTopgUopal £Toluagal TOTTov Uplv. Some
editions end the sentence with a question mark, while others have a strong break before 611. Thus, the
translation of the New International Version reads, ‘My Father's house has many rooms; if that were not
so, would | have told you that | am going there to prepare a place for you?’, while the New American
Standard Bible has, ‘In My Father's house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, | would have told
you; for | go to prepare a place for you.” Ancient commentators, however, seem to interpret this
sentence in the same way as Nonnus, that is, without the question mark. John Chrysostom states that
‘there is an abundance of lodgings there, and it cannot be said that preparation is needed’ (PG 59.397:
AgBovia yap kel TTOAAR kaTaywyiwyv, kai ouk évi eimeiv 0T £Toipagiag deiral). Closer to Nonnus, and
more relevant for his use of veoteuxng, is Cyril of Alexandria, whose commentary clarifies Jesus’
teaching as, ‘the heaven is capacious enough, and the world built by Him does not need any addition
whatsoever in order to be able to contain those who love Him.” (2.403 Pusey: moAuxwpntov Tiva
BISATKWY €ival TOV oupavov, Kai TTPpoaBhikng oudspidg SeigBal TTavieA@G TRV Trap' alTtol yevopEvnV
KTigIv €ig 10 duvaaBal AaBeiv Toug ayam@vTag autov). While Chrysostom stays closer to the Johannine
étolpagal with his éroipaagiag deiral, Cyril's mpoaBrkn raises the possibility of new additions to the
building, which Nonnus may be echoing with his veoteuxéa xwpov.

71 See the note above.
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goes on to mould with the ‘familiar mud, out of man-begetting dust’ (9.33-4: d@BaApoug
TEMéWV veoTeuxEag ABAdI TTNAQW / €k X00G avdpoyovolo)’2. Nonnus, therefore, makes this
scene into a second Genesis by explicitly recalling God'’s creation of man.”® The blind man’s
‘newly wrought eyes’ are evidently fashioned by Jesus, but, in a way, ‘added’ by Nonnus, as
the poet once more introduces exegesis into his poetic rendering of the Gospel. Faulkner’s
suggestion that the poet would not put his own work on a par with the obviously unattainable
BiBAoug Tooaariag is valid, but it ought to be further qualified: both the use of veoteuxng
elsewhere in the epic and its positioning in the narratively privileged epilogue allow us to see
here a subtle hint towards the poet’s careful innovations in his retelling of the Gospel, perhaps

only one ‘newly wrought’ book among the Toooariag that could (but will never) be written.

The Paraphrase and [ as the Gospel
If this hint is felt to be rather too subtle (and it is true that Nonnus does not, in any way,

advertise his input), we must return to the epilogue and ask what it can tell us about the

72 Cf. 9.30: avépog émAagey éupa, 1O R eUaIg e0pev omacgaal (‘He moulded the man’s eye, which
nature was not able to grant’). In the dpépiatov of 9.5 there might be a reference to the beginning of
Genesis, where God separates out (diexwpioev) the different elements.

73 Ancient commentators point out that Jesus’ use of his spittle is meant to recall his role as creator of
the world (and man). As Cyril put it, ‘For He anoints with mud, improving [or ‘adding’, TpoaTiB¢eig] what
is, so to speak, lacking or faulty in the nature of his eye, and He shows by this that He was the one who
created us at the beginning, the artificer and demiurge of the universe.’ (2.157 Pusey: kataypiel yev yap
TQ TTNAQ TO AETTTOV WATTEP Kai NUApTNuévov TH To00 OUPATOG QUOEN TTPOTTIBEIG, Kai OEIKVUG BId TOUTOU, WG
auToC AV O TTAGOAG AUEG £v ApXA, KTIoTNG Te Kai dnuioupyog 1ol TTavtog). John Chrysostom concurs (in
Jo. PG 59.308: 315Aokwv £auTov ival dnuioupyov Tov €v dpxi), and waxes lyrical on the superiority of
sight in relation to other senses. Asterius of Amasea expounds on this miracle in hom. 7, where he
references the creation of the world throughout. For further symbolic readings of this miracle in Nonnus

and Cyril see, recently, Lefteratou (2016).
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narrator of the poem. The astonishing answer to that question is, ‘absolutely nothing’. Where
a reader might have expected to find a sphragis containing some information on the author of
the poem,” or the poet's farewell to his work,”> Nonnus uses wording reminiscent of
Theognis’ famous self-naming sphragis (go@Ifopévwi PEV €Ol a@pnyig ETTIKEITOW)76 to negate
further information and effectively shroud himself in silence (21.139: cogfi o@pnyicoaro
aiyfy). Although to ‘seal something in silence’ is quasi-formulaic in Nonnus, the combination of
sealing, silence, and wisdom only occurs here and in 11.145, exactly in the middle of the epic,
where the Nonnian Jesus tells Martha to keep silent (in Nonnus’ wording, ‘place on her lips

the wise seal of silence’, cogriv oppnyida giwTAg), an order which is remarkably absent in

74 Such sphragides placed at the end of a work (and not closer to the beginning as in Hes. Theog. 22-3)
appear already in Hellenistic poetry (see Nic. Ther. 957-8), and become more standard in Roman poetry
(see, e.g., Verg. G. 4.563-6, and Ov. Ars am. 3.809-12). In Late Antiquity this practice is extended to
prose too: Heliodorus provides information about himself at the end of his Aethiopica (10.41.4). For
Gregory of Nazianzus ‘signing’ his name at the end of some of his poems see above, n. 23.

75 Statius ends his Thebaid with an aposiopesis, saying he lacks the inspiration to recount all the
funerals and lamentations (12.797-809), but he then confidently bids his epic farewell (810-19), wishing
that it has a benignum ... iter (812-13) and that it outlives him (816: vive, precor).

76 For allusions to Theognis elsewhere in the Paraphrase see Hadjittofi (forthcoming). The full sphragis
passage (Thgn. 1.19-23) reads thus: KUpve, co@ifopévwi pév €uoi appnyig €Tmikeigbw / T0iad' éTTeqly,
Anogl &' oUtrote KAETITOPEVA, / 0UBE TIG AANGEEI KAKIOV TOUGBAOTD TTapedvTog: / Wde 8¢ TAG TIG el
«@elyviddg €amiv émn / To0 Meyapéwg: Tavrag d€ kat avBpwtroug ovouaaTogy. What precisely
constitutes the ‘seal’ is a mystery, and various possibilities have been suggested; e.g., Ford (1985)
argues that it is the poet’s name, while Pratt (1995) maintains that it stands for writing. It should be
noted that the word ag@payig did not have, in Antiquity, the technical sense it has today. In Late Antiquity
g@payig can, in fact, function as a metaphor for Christian identity — e.g., ‘to receive the seal of divine

truth’; see Rapp (2015) — but Nonnus’ use here does not carry that meaning.
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John.”” It should also be noted that John’s Gospel does not mention ‘silence’ here, and that it
is, perhaps, paradoxical that the poet would want to end the Gospel of the Logos on a note of
silence,” which, at least in theory, is the opposite of the authorial pose of frankness and full
disclosure to which readers would be more accustomed.”®

The use of a first person verb in Nonnus’ epilogue, in the very last verse of the poem
(21.143), represents another dead-end in any attempt to identify a poet-narrator for the
Paraphrase. Nonnus’ £ATropai ‘translates’ the Gospel’s oiual, maintaining the same person,
number, and tense, and thus creates the impression that the one who speaks here is the
Evangelist himself. In these first person verbs, the éAropal of Nonnus and the oipai of the
Gospel, the poet and the Evangelist merge into a single authorial voice. This ventriloquism
recalls (and is reinforced by) Nonnus’ equally striking rendering of the only other passage in

which the Evangelist speaks in a first person verb.80 Right at the beginning of the epic, in

77 The combination of the three words is rare in general. Spanoudakis (2014) n. on 11.145b draws
attention to a passage in Nilus of Ancyra, Ep. 158, where the ‘wise man and guardian of the mysteries’
is invited to place on his lips ‘the seal of silence’ (v g@payida 1ig aiyfig). One could also compare Hid.
Aeth. 6.15.4.2: gopog yap 10 ToladTa aiyfy ... émogpayicaagBail (‘for he is wise enough to lock such
things [i.e. the forbidden, necromantic rituals] away in silence’).

78 Peirano (2014), however, observes that sphragides in Roman poetry are frequently marked by
allusions to death, which is naturally associated with finality. Silence belongs in the same nexus of
concepts, but does not come up in the texts she discusses.

79 E.g., Nonnus’ near-contemporary, Ammianus Marcellinus, ends his Res Gestae by assuring his
readers that he never consciously ‘corrupted’ his work with silence or falsehood (31.16.9: numquam, ut
arbitror, sciens silentio ausus corrumpere vel mendacio). Nonnus himself frequently associates silence
with darkness and concealment (and Jesus is, of course, the light; 1.3 ék @acog Qg); see, e.g., Par.
2.120, 3.106, and 7.17.

80 Cf. Schmitz (2005) 214, who identifies the ‘ventriloquism’ in €Amopai, but does not draw any

conclusions from it.
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1.42-3, Nonnus says that ‘His glory / we saw with our human eyes’ (kAéog auTo0 / €idopev
avopopéolalv €v Oppaaiv). Nonnus' €idopev ‘translates’ the Johannine first person verb
¢0eacapeba (John 1:14: kai €Beagdueba v dogav autod), again maintaining the same
person, number, and tense. If taken at face value, €idopev implies that the poet-narrator of
this poem is one of the people who witnessed Christ’s glory with their own eyes.

The thesis | put forward in this article is that Nonnus does not leave any trace of his
identity inside the poem, because he does not set out to write a Tapd@paaig or a peraoAn of
the Gospel (both valid titles, but which do not appear nor are alluded to inside the text itself).8!
Nonnus apparently intends to write the Gospel, and ‘become’ John the Evangelist by doing
so. The lack of deictics in the epilogue is telling. When Nonnus says that he (i.e. the Beloved
Disciple) is the one who, ‘having perceived all these things, wrote them down in the book
filled with the words of God’ (21.138: kai voéwv Tade TAvVTa KaTEypage BEamdl BifAw), he
introduces no deictic to differentiate between this poem and the Gospel.82 Which is ‘the book
filled with the words of God'? Is it the Gospel, or this book that we are reading here, or both?
The answer, | would argue, should be ‘both’, because, on some level, they are one and the
same text. This observation is born out by Nonnus’ rendition of the interim ‘epilogue’, which
closes Book 20, and also centres on the idea that the ‘witness of truth’, who is not identified
with the Beloved Disciple on this occasion, omitted many miracles from his account.83 This is

the passage as paraphrased by Nonnus.84

81 The Gospel is never identified as a text separate from its poetic rendition. Contrast, e.g., the poet of
the Metaphrasis Psalmorum, who explicitly refers to the Old Testament Psalms and the Septuaginta
translation commissioned by Ptolemy; see the Introduction above.

82 Contrast Eudocia’s 1ijvde ... BiBAov, mentioned above (Introduction).

83 Modern criticism of John’s Gospel considers chapter 21 a later addition to the original text, which
must have closed with the epilogue of chapter 20, and which, thus, would not have included an

identification of its author with the Beloved Disciple. On this basis, some scholars argue that all
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Par. 20.136-42: GAAa &€ Baupata TTOAAG COPQV TTPOTTAPOIBEV £TAIpWY
Inoolg €TéAeaae, TTOAUTPOTIO THPATA QAiIVWY,

MapTUG AANBEInG TaTTEP OU Ypagpe BEaTIOI BiAw,

0¢ T1ade TTaAvTa Xapage, BeAnuovi KAANITTE aIyf.

TaldTta &€ TTavTa TEAEI TETUTTWHPEVA PAPTUPI DEATW, (140)

Oppa ke TiaTIv £x0ITe Bloaadov, OTTI TOKAOG

Xp1a1og deifwolo B0l yovog éaTiv Incolc:

In front of His wise companions, many other miracles

Jesus performed, revealing manifold signs,

which the witness of truth did not write in the book filled with the words of God;
he who inscribed all these things left those in voluntary silence.

But all of these things have been imprinted in the testifying tablet, (140)

so that you may have the life-giving faith that Jesus

Christ is the offspring of God, the ever-living parent.s5

Again we have a 1ad¢ avra, which refers to the contents of the Gospel, and by extension the
Paraphrase, accompanied by a reference to ‘the book filled with the words of God’ (138:

B8¢omdi BiBAw; the same conjunction, in the same sedes, and same line number is found in

references to the Beloved Disciple are not original and were introduced by the later redactor(s); see the
overview in Schnackenburg (1975) 380, who admits the hypothesis cannot be verified.

84 For the text | am using Accorinti’s (1996) edition.

85 Cf. John 20:30-31: MoAAG pév oOv Kai GAAa anusia émmoingev ¢ Ingodc évwTiov TWV Hadnt@v [auTod],
G ouk €aTiv yeypappéva év 1@ BIBAiIw ToUTw- TaldTta 8¢ yéypatrtal iva miatel[a]nte Om Inooldg €aTiv o

XPIOTOG O Uidg T00 Be00, Kai iva TaTeUovTeG wnVv EXNTE £V T(QY OvopaT autod.
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21.138). In this passage too there is no deictic marker to set Gospel and Paraphrase apart. It
is significant that John’s Gospel does include a deictic here, when it says that many miracles
are not written in this book (20:30: év 1@ BIBAiIwW ToUTW). Nonnus’' immediately following
mention of a book, in v. 140 (tadTta 6¢ TTavTa TTEAEl TETUTTWPEVA PAPTUPI OEATW), is just as
ambiguous, as it could equally refer to the Gospel itself (the original ‘testifying tablet’) or its
poetic rendition, since the Paraphrase still contains ‘all of these things’, and thus continues to
bear testimony for Christ. The introduction of an author-figure, ‘he who inscribed all these
things’, in v. 139 (0¢ Tade Tavta xapage) — where John’s Gospel only has an agent-less
passive construction (20:30: & ouk £aTiv yeypappéva) — similarly conflates the poet and the
Evangelist: both of them have, in fact, ‘inscribed all these things’, but we only have a singular
0¢ here, implying that the two are, paradoxically, one.

Returning to Nonnus’ final epilogue in Book 21, it is not necessarily clear here either that
the authorial oUToG right at the beginning of that passage is someone other than the author of
this text8s. When we read, in John’s Gospel (21:24), OUTOG ¢TIV O paBnTAg 6 YapTUPQV TTEPI
TOUTWV Kai 6 ypawag TalTa, we instinctively assume (and ancient commentators did so too)
that the Evangelist, the one ‘who wrote these things’, is referring to himself in the third person,
and revealing that he was involved as a character (the Beloved Disciple) in the narrative all

along without us knowing it.87 There is absolutely nothing in the way Nonnus renders this

86 21.135-8: oUTog oMW / ABpACAC OpOPOITOG AAAUOVOG £KTOG AKOURS / Epywv Beamreaiwv
EMIPAPTUPOG 0TI HOBNTAG / Kai voiwv Tade TavTa katéypage Béamdi BiBAw. For the translation see
above.

87 Or, to put it in modern critical terms, the first-time reader assumes all along that the narrator of the
Gospel is extradiegetic, but in the epilogue he is revealed to have been intradiegetic. For the ‘metaleptic’
shock of this revelation see Eisen (2013) 327. The identification of the Beloved Disciple with John the
son of Zebedee is today far from certain — see the overviews in Culpepper (1994), and Waetjen (2005)

3-60 — but no such doubts existed in Nonnus’ time.
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sentence that would prevent us from making the same assumption about the identity of the
Paraphrase’s o0U10¢, even though we, of course, know that this text is not the Gospel, and its
author is not the Evangelist.88

In a way, Nonnus’ impersonation of John the Evangelist is an entirely ‘classical’ strategy of
authenticating his text and, perhaps, indicating its generic affiliation (‘Gospel’ more than
‘epic’).89 As scholars have long observed, ancient poets do not just imitate other texts, but
impersonate other poets (usually the TpwTol eUpeTai), meaning that one who sets out to
compose iambic blame poetry ‘becomes’ Archilochus, one who composes a theogony

‘becomes’ Hesiod, and so forth.90 Poets earlier than Nonnus also experimented with close

88 Nonnus does not paraphrase the second part of John 21:24 (kai oidapev 611 GAnORG auTold i YapTupia
¢ariv, ‘and we know that his testimony is true’), which, scholars nowadays usually assume, reflects the
later editor(s) or redactor(s) who gave the Gospel its final shape, and whose presence (as distinct from
the original author) is made manifest here; see above, n. 83. This omission could be intentional or,
equally, could be due to the precise version of the Gospel Nonnus was using, and which remains a
mystery; see Spanoudakis (2014) 96-100. It is tempting to think that Nonnus’ model had ‘transferred’
this first person plural to John 19.35: here the Gospel, as it has come down to us, has a third person
singular, referring to the witnessing disciple who, strangely, ‘knows he speaks the truth’ (kai ékeivog
oidev 6Tl AAnBA Aéyel); Nonnus renders this problematic phrase with a more straightforward (but
otherwise unattested) first person plural: dpigTovéoio 8¢ keivou / idpev 0TI {aBén Kai ETATUPOG ETTAETO
owvn (19.183-4: ‘And we know that the voice of that excellently wise man was sacred and true’). See
Accorinti (1987) n. ad loc. with further bibliography in favour of the argument that Nonnus’ model text
was different from ours and read ¢keivov oidauev instead of ékeivog oidev.

89 For some reflections on the genre of the Paraphrase, with emphasis on the neglected but important
role of didactic epic, see Hadijittofi (forthcoming).

% See Nagy (1979) 243-52. Cf. Whitmarsh (2013) 239, and, for Roman lyric poetry, Barchiesi (2000)
168-170. Rosenmeyer (2006) 436 goes so far as to argue that this fixation on model-poets means that

the ancients did not have a concept of literary genre.
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adaptations of their models. Catullus 51 is a near-translation of Sappho 31 (but Catullus does
not quite ‘become’ Sappho, as he mentions his own name, v. 13, and that of Lesbia, v. 7).
The Posthomerica of Quintus of Smyrna lacks a proem, and presents itself as ‘still’ the /liad,
picking up the story from Hector’s funeral, exactly where the /liad left off.9! The narrator of this
epic not only speaks like Homer, replicating Homeric language and style, but also inserts a
pseudo-autobiographical interlude whose details can easily be ascribed to ‘the real’ Homer.92
This poet’s impersonation of his great predecessor is, thus, a thorough and sustained conceit,
and can be compared to Nonnus’ meticulously constructed fiction that he ‘is’ John the
Evangelist.

It is clear that, at least for certain types of poetry, the impersonation of older, canonical
models hinges on the (re)performativity of texts: poets take up their personae like actors take
up masks, and create an illusion of identity with their models — ‘an illusion that was ever
predicated on universal awareness of its unreality’.93 In a cultural milieu where declamation —
the pinnacle of rhetorical education — involved precisely such a self-aware identification of the
(present) speaker with the (past) icons of myth and classical history, poets could be, and
were, conceptualised as declaimers and actors.% Although Nonnus’ poems are obviously
‘bookish’ compositions, their (re)performativity should not be ignored. The fact that the

narrator of the Paraphrase ‘becomes’ John can usefully be examined within the context of

91 The poem begins with a temporal conjunction (€01e) that links it to the /liad; see Maciver (2012) 29.

92 For the narrator of the Posthomerica behaving as if he is ‘the real’ Homer see Bar (2009) 12. The
interlude or ‘in-proem’ of Book 12, which presents the poet as a young shepherd in Smyrna, is
examined in Maciver (2012) 33-8; cf. Greensmith (2018).

9 The quote is from Whitmarsh (2013) 241, who uses this notion for the ‘fictional autobiographer’ in
general and not only for the poet.

9 For the memorable comparison of Homer to a pantomime dancer by a late antique orator, see

Choricius of Gaza, Dialexis 12 (= Op. 21) with Hadjittofi (2017).

29



oral delivery, and ought to reinforce recent attempts to examine the Paraphrase as a text that
was not just read by individuals, but performed in front of an audience, perhaps even in a
liturgical setting.5> Nonnus’ contemporary, Synesius of Cyrene, provides a vivid example of
how, in his public reading of written texts, he identifies to such a degree with the author
whose text he performs that he often makes impromptu additions, which are lauded as much

as the original text (Dio 18.14-25):

BN 8¢ TTOTE 0ida, TTEPIKABNUEVWY AVOPWTTWY ETUYXAVOV HEV TV €UYEVAV Kai OTATIPWY TI
TUYYPOMHATWY EXwV év TOlv Xepoiv, Oeopévwv OF AVAYIVWOKEIV €iG KOIVAV AKONV ETToiouv
oUTwg: €i 8¢ TToTe Trapeikol, TTpoaetelpov Av TI KAi TTPOTNPUAVEUTA: OU Pa TOV Adylov, OUK
EmTNOEUaag, AAN' €TeEABOV oUTWG auvexwpnaa Th yvwun 1€ Kai T yAwTTn. Kai dfTa 86pufog
APON TTOAUG, Kai KPATOC £ppayn TOV Avdpa ETTAIVOUVTWY ékeivov, BTou TO aUyypaupa Av, T
auTaig oy AkigTa Taig TpoaBnkaig. OUTw poI TAV WPUXAVv 0 Be0g AmaAdv ékpayeiov €Toinaev

TQV &v AéEeai Te Kai fBeal XapakTApwy.%

| know that one time, | happened to have some noble and weighty composition in my
hands, and when those sitting around me asked me to read so that everyone might hear, |
proceeded in this manner. Whenever it was appropriate, | would invent something or add an
explanation — not, by the God of Discourse [Hermes], having prepared it, but rather whatever
occurred to me | yielded it, just as it was, to my thought and tongue. Then indeed a great
uproar arose, and applause broke out as they praised that man whose composition it was,
and not least for my own additions. Thus the god made my soul a receptacle of soft wax for

the words and characters to be imprinted on.

95 See MacCoull (2007), Agosti (2016) 27, and Hadjittofi (2018) 171-3.
9% The text is that of Lamoureux — Aujoulat (2004). There is brief discussion of this passage in Konstan

(2009) 5.
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What Synesius describes here approximates the process of paraphrasis. Synesius is both
the reader of a fixed text, and the ‘author’, in his own right, of that same text. Like the Platonic
lon, he becomes so enthralled in the performance, that his soul receives the imprints of the
original text,%” and he becomes the ideal conduit for that text’'s transmission. Unlike the
rhapsodic rapture of lon, however, Synesius’ enthusiasm does not lead him to lose his own
identity. He is still able to make additions and append interpretations, in the same manner
that the poet of the Paraphrase amplifies and interprets John’s Gospel (mostly through
adjectives like veoteuxng), but without ever destroying the conceit that he ‘is’ John. Like the
Paraphrase, the text that results from Synesius’ performance both ‘is’ and ‘is not’ the original
composition, and the audience certainly appreciates this duality. The fictional identification of
the Paraphrase’s poet-narrator with the Evangelist would also be all the more effective and
striking in a performative context, where any first-person statements (€idopev, éAtropal) are
more readily attributed to the speaking ‘I'. The lack of autobiographical details and
autonomous authorial voice in the Paraphrase, which appeared so incongruous with the
poet’s practice in the Dionysiaca, can now be explained as a device that would allow any

performer, in all subsequent readings, to also ‘become’ John the Evangelist.

Conclusion: The Poet and / as the Evangelist
But why was it so important for the poet-narrator of the Paraphrase (as well as its
subsequent performers) to ‘become’ John? As well as honouring the Evangelist and his text,

this impersonation, | argue, ought to be seen as an exercise in Christian opoiwaig Bsw. The

97 Note also the Platonic echo in ékpayeiov, taken from Tht. 191c. Of course such performative readings,
in which the reader’s ‘I’ is transformed into the ‘I’ of the text, are not exclusive to the Greek world. For
discussion of an analogous practice in relation to the Qumran hodayot, where the performative reading

of a text can result in a new exegetical text, see Harkins (2011).
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idea that one can really ‘become’ John (and by doing so ‘become’ Jesus) had already
occurred to a prominent Alexandrian theologian and commentator on John's Gospel,

Origen.®8 The crucial passage comes from the prologue to this commentary (1.4.23):

ToAuntéov Toivuv eitrelv TV 8¢ elayyeAiwv arapxfv 10 katd lwavvny, ol 1oV volv oUdEig
duvartal AaBelv pn avarreowv €mi 170 01ABog Incol pndé AaBwv &mod Incold v Mapiav
yivopévnyv Kai auto0 pntépa. Kai tnAikoOTtov 6 yevéaBal &€l 1oV €aopevov GAAov lwavvny,
ware oiovei 1oV Twavvnv deixBAval évra Ingolv UTd Incod. Ei yap oldeig uidog Mapiag katd
TOUG UyIug Tepi auThg dogadovtag f Incolg, enai 8¢ Ingolg Tf pnTpi- «10e O Uidg goux» Kai

ouxi «'15¢ kai 00TOC UGS Touy, igov €ipnke TQ «'18e 0UTOC £aTIvV INTOTE BV £yEvvnoagy.

| would dare say, then, that the firstfruits of the Gospels is the one according to John,
whose meaning (vodg) nobody can comprehend, unless he has also reclined in the bosom of
Jesus or received Mary from Jesus to become his mother too. But the one who is to become
another John needs to be such that, like John, he will be shown by Jesus to be Jesus. For, if,
according to those who hold a sound opinion of her, Mary had no son but Jesus, and Jesus
tells His mother, ‘Behold your son’, and not, ‘Behold, he too is your son’, it is as if He had

said, ‘Behold, this is Jesus, whom you bore.’

Origen believes that the ideal reader of John’s Gospel is the one who will become ‘another
John’ (4AAov Twavvnv). What this controversial commentator had perceptively observed is

that in the two actions he refers to here, John, the Beloved Disciple, becomes a double of

98 For significant concurrences between Nonnus’ Paraphrase and Origen’s commentary on John see De
Stefani (2002) 166, and Spanoudakis (2014) 21, who also notes some points of evident disagreement. |
argue in Hadijittofi (2018) that Nonnus’ rendition of certain passages having to do with Jesus’ passion

and resurrection allows for an Origenist / Nestorian interpretation.
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Jesus.9 First, at the beginning of the Gospel, Jesus is in the bosom of his Father'. In the
famous last supper scene, John reclines in the bosom of Jesus'0'. Then, at the crucifixion,
Jesus entrusts his mother to John, telling her, ‘Behold your son’, and not ‘one more son’. For
Origen, it follows that Jesus designates John to ‘become’ Jesus. Origen’s argument,
therefore, is that it is possible for the ideal reader of the Gospel not only to ‘become’ John, but
also, through John, to ‘become’ Jesus, the son of Mary.%2 Nonnus’ narrator embodies this
process of ‘becoming’ John, and therefore ‘becoming’ Jesus, through writing and performing
the Gospel of John. He thus also allows subsequent readers and performers of his poem to
follow him in this path towards opoiwaig Be.103

Nonnus’ Jesus, indeed, places a great amount of emphasis on the idea that his disciples

are (or should become) his identical copies — and he does so using vocabulary that oscillates

99 Modern criticism on John’s Gospel largely relies on the same arguments for the characterisation of
the Beloved Disciple; see, e.g., Eisen (2013) 333-4.

100 John 1:18: @edv 0UBEIG EWPOKEV TIWTTOTE" JOVOYEVHG OOG O WV €ig TOV KOATTOV TOU TTOTPOG, £KEIVOG
¢¢nynaaro.

101 John 13:23: Av Avakeipevog €ig €K TV PaBnT@v auTol év TQ KOATTW To0 Inool, év Ayara 6 Incodc.
102 Trigg (2003) 958-9 remarks that, implicitly, Origen presents himself as such a person — and see
Urbano (2018) 14-15 for evidence that his students saw him as somebody who had achieved ‘likeness
to God’ and who could lead them in the same direction. Trigg goes on to argue that Cyril’s approach is
different, in that it does not require the reader to be transformed into a new Jesus in order to understand
the Gospel; ‘a competent bishop can point out what it means’ (964).

103 For the opoiwaig B see the classic study of Sedley (1999) and, more recently, Tsuchihashi (2015).
It is, perhaps, telling that Nonnus describes the Beloved Disciple, when reclining in the bosom of Jesus
(13.107: gtRBeaiv axpavToial TTEGWV TTEQPIANUEVOG avnp), with a formula that is not reserved exclusively
for him, but is also applied to the healed blind man of Book 9 (56: 8@ Tre@iAnuévog avrip), and indeed to
any man who abides by God’s commandments and can thus become God’s ‘beloved’; see 6.204 and

14.81 (both verses ending in 8e® e@IAnuévog avnp). Cf. Greco (2004) n. ad loc.
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between the notions of ‘making a copy’ (that is, something that is still different) and ‘really
becoming one and the same’. One marked example of the Nonnian Jesus’ paradoxical
vocabulary of imitation can be found in the speech he delivers after washing his disciples’
feet. Here, he explains he did this, so ‘[that you] / should learn how to practice a replicated
imitation of my deed (avrtitutrov piunua), / and wash with water the feet of one another. / For
this was done as an example to teach you, in order that you too / may perform the wise deed
which | have done, / all of you in reciprocal manner amongst yourselves, / in exact imitation
(iooguég pipnua) of your wise leader.’1% The stress on imitation is seminally present in the
Gospel, where Jesus says he provided an umédeiyua (‘example’) for his disciples,’05 and it
cannot be denied that the vocabulary of imitation plays an important role in Nonnus’ overall
poetic aesthetics. But we can go beyond Nonnus’ noted penchant for the type of expressions
that focus on copying and imitating.'% Even in the Dionysiaca such expressions can be
pushed to the extreme, and imitation can become identity: at 19.346-8 the metamorphosed
Silenus is called the igoguég pipnua of the river, at a moment when he has already turned
into the river, and the narration of the miraculous event has reached its end. At that point,

Silenus is not a ‘replica’ of the river; he is the river. In the Paraphrase, when Jesus exhorts his

104 See 13.67-73 ed. Greco (2004): aAAG kai aUTOUG / avTiTuTTOV BEUIG 0TIV EUOV pipnua padovTag /
Upéag aAANAwv @iAioug TTodag Udat vitrrelv. / delypa yap E€mAeto To0TO diddokalov, d@pa Kai Uueig /
épyov, OTep Troinga go@odv, TeAéanTe Kai auTtoi / TTavTeg €v aAAAAoIgv apoifaiw Tivi Beau® / igopuEg
Mipnua danpovog fyepoviog.

105 John 13:14-15: kai Upeig 0@eiAeTe AAANAWY VITITEIV TOUG TTOSAG UTTOBEIYUa Yap EdwkKa UiV iva KaBwg
£yw £1moinga UiV Kai UPETS TToIATE.

106 For these expressions and their oracular / Neoplatonic background (but with a focus on the

Dionysiaca) see Gigli Piccardi (1985) 233-7.
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students to behave like his exact replicas, what &vTitutrov or icoQuég pipnua implies is, in this
case, the spiritual metamorphosis of becoming like God, opoiwaig Be@®197.

Jesus’ long monologue in Books 13 — 17 abounds in this kind of rhetoric. In the parable of
the true vine, for example, the Nonnian Jesus exhorts his disciples (the metaphorical
branches of the vine tree) to ‘stay and grow together into one with me’ (15.8: pipvere
qupTTEQUWTEG £l0i), where the Johannine Jesus simply said ‘stay in me’ (15:4: peivare €v
¢poi). Nonnus’ addition of gupmeputeg emphasises the potential for full assimilation and
identity between Jesus and his disciples.%® This participle is strongly reminiscent of the
adjective aupguTtog, which Nonnus uses elsewhere to describe the relationship between the
Father and the Son, two separate beings that are, nevertheless, one.'%® |t was already
fundamental for the ideology of John’s Gospel that the blueprint of the Father — Son
relationship can be extended to the disciples, and through them to all the Christian faithful.

Nonnus’ added emphasis on the concepts of imitation and identity (or, imitation leading to

107 See Greco (2004) n. on v. 68 with further references, and n. on v. 73 with references to opoouagiog as
an equivalent of icopuég. In 5.64 Nonnus’ Jesus claims that his deeds are in imitation of those of his
Father (f0eaiv avtitUTrolg kai éyw maig €pyov U@aivw, ed. Agosti [2003] with n. ad loc. on the anti-Arian
import of this verse). There is, then, a mimetic chain that leads from the Father through the Son to the
disciples. Elsner (2009) 657 points out the significant (and differentiating vis-a-vis the pagan past) role
of imitation in Christian sainthood: ‘A pagan saint, we might say, is a person who may become a god but
in principle need not imitate any other model (except to surpass it), while a Christian saint is always cast
as one who imitates, in some form, the one man who was God." On the command to love framed in
terms of imitation in John’s Gospel, and how this provides ethical grounding for the martyr’s death, see
Moss (2010) 49-50.

108 This extremely rare word is used three times in the space of six verses; see vv. 8, 9, and 13.

109 See 14.44: oUp@UTOG iyl TokAog, and 17.88: 00 ag, TaTep, Pabe KOTPOG: Eyw O€ ae TUPPUTOG EYVWV.
It is noteworthy that this possibility is open for ‘every stable-minded mortal’ (15.17: wag Bpotog

EUTTEdOUNTIG).
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identity) could indicate that he saw in the Gospel's ideology the challenge to create a text
that, like the Son, is both different from and the same as the Father. Also, like the disciples
(and in particular John),'10 this text performs an exact imitation of its original, and thus
becomes an avritutrov or igoguég piunua of the Gospel, equal to it in every way, though still a
different text. 1

While the Latin Christian poets hope that their poetry will guarantee their salvation in the
afterlife, Nonnus’ poem makes no such claim and indeed tells us nothing about its author and
his objectives. This silence seems, at first sight, an aberration considering the strong authorial
voice that characterises both Greek and Latin Christian poetry. The Paraphrase, however,
may, in fact, be serving the same purposes through the silence and effacement of its narrator.
By ‘becoming’ John, the poet-narrator of the Paraphrase shows that he understood the voig
of the Gospel, and stakes a claim for his personal salvation as the disciple who ‘becomes’
Jesus. Moreover, through this strategy, he allows his reader or performer to follow him in this

spiritual journey of opoiwaIg BeW.

110 For another example of this process see 17.65-75, where the Father and Son are said to be guluyeg,
while the disciples are encouraged to become 6poguyeg.

11 Significantly, a lot of Origen’s exegetical work aimed to show how the different works of Scripture
amount to the same, or, ‘shine out one through another in deepening manifestations of the maker’s art.’
— see McGuckin (2006) 200 with further comments on Origen’s impact on Gregory’s poetry, which
Nonnus knew and imitated. Even more strikingly, Origen’s emphasis on typological interpretation led
him to proclaim that, for Christians who read spiritually, there is no Old Testament: ‘both are New
Testament to us’; see Homily 19 on Numbers (PG 12.628-9): Nobis autem, qui eam spiritaliter et
evangelico sensu intelligimus et exponimus, semper nova est: et utrumque nobis novum testamentum

est, non temporis aetate sed intelligentiae novitate.
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Recent attempts to ‘rehabilitate’ the Paraphrase aim to bypass ‘its apparent lack of
originality’,’2 and examine how the text resonates within its fifth-century context. This article
does not mean to contest such approaches. My argument is, rather, that the ‘lack of
originality’ (in that the poem rarely diverges from its Vorlage) is itself the most salient feature
of this text, and that this is calculated and designed — it is no accident that readers have to
remind themselves, and feel forced to affirm, that this text is different from the Gospel and
should be seen within its own context. Late Antiquity saw the flourishing of poetic forms such
as centos, whose authors strove to create texts identical to, yet paradoxically not the same as
the originals from which their verses were culled.’3 The Paraphrase is, in this sense, a
perfect example of this late antique ‘anachronic’ mentality: like Lactantius’ phoenix at the
epigraph of this article, the poem is itself, but it also ‘is’ a different text — its own prior
incarnation —, the Gospel.4 As | have argued, the ventriloquism of John by Nonnus’ narrator

makes of this ‘double’ text a deeply spiritual, as well as a literary, exercise.

- Should have added consideration Erasmus?

https://brill.com/view/journals/eras/36/2/article-p148_7.xml
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