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Harmonia’s necklace (Nonn. D. 5.135-189): a set of jewellery, ekphrasis and a
narrative node

Laura Miguélez-Cavero (Oxford/Cambridge)

According to Theon, author of the earliest treatise of Progymnasmata or preliminary
rhetorical exercises, an &kepacig (ekphrasis) is a composition that exposes in detail
(AOyog mepuynuatikdc) and brings what is portrayed clearly before sight (bn’ Sy
dyov &vapydg 1o dnrovuevov -Theon Prog. 118.7.8).! This definition illustrates to what
point ekphrasis exceeded its translation as simply “description” and implied a complex
interplay of rhetoric, visuality/visibility, imagination and suggestion.” Ekphrasis is thus
a powerful space for interrogation on the intersections of rhetoric and the society that
produces and uses it: artistic and literary trends, perceptions on images and their
propagandistic exploitation are all somehow reflected in these compositions.

A book on rhetorical strategies in late antique literature would be incomplete
without a chapter on ekphrasis, especially since Michael Roberts published in 1989 his
The Jeweled Style, a subtle invitation to appreciate the visual aesthetic that informs late
antique poetry, but an overview of the rhetorical and literary impact of ekphrasis in late
antique poetry would exceed the limits of this article. Instead, the following pages focus
on one particular ekphrasis, that of the necklace given by Aphrodite to Harmonia as a
wedding present in the Dionysiaca of Nonnus of Panopolis (5.135-189).° I shall discuss
how a late antique reader would have responded to it, both imaginatively and

intellectually, and exploring Nonnus’ play with visual and literary traditions. Nonnus’

! For a good overview on what ekphrasis meant in Antiquity, see Webb (2009).

2 Compare the definition given by Mitchell (1994: 152): “ekphrasis, the verbal representation of visual
representation”. Mitchell analyses three moments of realisation of the reader of an ekphrasis (1994: 152-
159): ekphrastic indifference (grown out of a common-sense perception that ekphrasis is impossible: a
verbal representation cannot represent its object in the same way a visual representation can), ekphrastic
hope or fascination (the impossibility of ekphrasis is overcome in metaphor when we discover that
language can make us see in a different sense: once the estrangement of the image/text division is
overcome a verbal icon or image-text arises in its place) and ekphrastic fear (it occurs when we sense that
the difference between verbal and visual representation may collapse and the figurative nature of
ekphrasis might become real: as a consequence we try to regulate the borders between the senses, modes
of representation and objects proper to each). More recently Zeitlin (2013: 17): “Ekphrasis is a slippery
topic... [It can be] defined as a rhetorical exercise, a literary genre (or mode), a narrative digression, a
species of description, or a poetic (even metapoetic or meta-representational) technique... involving
aesthetic considerations, theories of vision, modes of viewing, mental impressions, and the complex
relationships between word and image”.

3 Greek text from Vian (1976-2006); translation adapted from Rouse, Rose and Lind (1940). Nonnus of
Panopolis was an Egyptian Christian poet who wrote first the Paraphrase of the Gospel of John (21
books) and then the Dionysiaca. He lived in the fifth century AD. On Nonnus’ works, date and religion,
see now Accorinti (2016). On the ekphrasis in the Dionysiaca, see Faber (2016).



readers did not expect this description to refer to a real, existing object:* by definition
ekphraseis did not seek to represent a tangible reality, but to appeal to the images the
listener or reader preserved in their memory, defined by cultural conventions and
values.® On the other hand, how the readers constructed the image suggested by Nonnus
was inevitably informed by literary and visual parallels, by what they had seen and read
before,® which is why this paper starts with a preliminary overview of the connections
of the description and the world in which it was produced.

The second section reviews the ekphrastic strategies at work in Nonn. D. 5.135-
189, contending that they are similar to those operative in other late antique works, and
were designed to appeal to contemporary tastes. Finally, the third section illustrates how
the ekphrasis seeps on the Dionysiaca as a whole,” both in its most immediate context
as a form of characterisation of Harmonia, and as a narrative node that grounds later
plot developments and extradiegetic connections. The latter point wants to contribute to

long-standing efforts to understand the late antique conception of narrative.

1. Harmonia’s necklace: an overview
The narrative of the Dionysiaca begins with the rape of Europa (1.45 ff.), whose
disappearance forces her brother Cadmus (Dionysus’ maternal grandfather) to leave his
home and search for her. Zeus recruits Cadmus for his fight against Typhoeus, the
gigantic son of Earth who has brought chaos to the universe and menaces to destabilise
it forever. In exchange for his help, Zeus gives Cadmus the hand of Harmonia, daughter
of Aphrodite and Ares, raised by Electra in Samothrace.

Electra is instructed by Hermes to please Zeus and the immortals by giving her
daughter to Cadmus without a dowry (3.425-44), but Harmonia refuses to marry
Cadmus because he is a vagrant and will give her no marriage gifts (4.20-66). The

solution to the impasse comes by divine intervention: taking the shape of a girl of the

4 Nugent (1990: 31): “From Achilles’ shield to Thetis’ coverlet, the narrative exuberance of ekphrasis is
often ipso facto impossible to contain within two (or three) physical dimensions: it is a vision necessarily
conveyed verbally, and the attempt to read its protean images back into an original object may be
mistaken”.

5 On the interplay of memory and imagination, see Webb (1997: esp. 236, 238); Leader-Newby (2004:
133); Roberts (1989: 69-70).

¢ In De Trinitate 8.6.68-89 Augustine describes how, when he hears a description of Alexandria (the topic
of the exercise of description in Aphth. Prog. 12.4.12 Patillon -see also Ach. Tat. 5.1), a city he has never
seen by himself, he imagines it as best he can by drawing on his knowledge of the closest sight within his
experience, the city of Carthage.

7 Whitmarsh (2002: 111): “ekphrastic ‘contagion’: the power of the visual icon to infect its surrounding
discourses with ontological and perceptual uncertainty. Ekphraseis, that is to say, seep”.

8 Roberts (1989); Nugent (1990); Miller (1998). For ekphrasis as a proleptic device, Harrison (2001).



neighbourhood, Aphrodite praises Cadmus’ appearance and seduces Harmonia, who
then leaves with him (67-176). Their wedding is postponed to book 5, after the
foundation of Thebes, and the gods make up for the lack of dowry with their presents
(5.125-89): Zeus gives success in all things, Poseidon the gifts of the sea, Hermes a
sceptre, Ares a spear, Apollo a bow, Hephaestus a diadem, Hera a golden throne, and

Aphrodite a necklace.

135 ... TToAvgpdduwmv <&6’> Appodit
ypvoeov Oppov Exovta AMOwvV ToAvdaidalov aiyAnv
AELKOV EPEVOLOMVTL GLVIPLOGEV OVYEVL KOVPNG,
‘Hoeaiotov coeov Epyov, 6 mep kapue Kumpoyevein,
to&evuti|pog "Epmtog 6mwg dntipiov &in.
140 "EAmeto yap Kvbépelav del fapvyovvog dioitng
via TeKelV okblovTo, TodGV piunua Tokfog:
GALOL paTnv £80KNGE, Kai dpTimov via vonoag
Aopumopevov mtepvyecoty Opoitov viét Maing
mowkilov dpuov €tevéev, 0¢ AoTEPOPEYYEL VOTH
145 o¢ dpig NV EMkddeg Exov Sépac. — Ola yop ot
dlotopog apeicPova pécw unpoetat OAKG
{0V amonTvovca 61’ AUPOTEPOLO KAPNVOU,
appereMlopévn pelémv £1epdluyt TOAN®,
€G KEQOATV 0& Kapnvov £pepmdlovGo GUVATTEL,
150 Ao&f kapumdAa vdTa mepiokaipovsa Topein:
¢ 6 ye mowkilog Oppog Eayota VAT TITOiVOV
KGUTTETO, KVpTOHEITOV EYWV O1dLIdOVA dEPT)V,
AUPILOPTS POAIDESTLY £C OUPOAOV dyPIC IKAVOV
TAEKTOG 1S d1KAPNVOG. YO GTPO@EALyyl 08 TEXVNG
155 ypboeog OAKaing Elerileto kOKAOG AKAVONG
Kol ol EAMICCOUEVIG KEQOUAT TOAVOIVEL TOAUGD
yevdaAéov cOptypa dmpuyev avlepedvog. —
Koai otopdrov ékdtepbev, dnn téhog €oti kol apyn,
aietog Qv ypvoetog, fre TAATOV NEPO TEUVDV,
160 6pB0¢ Ex1dvaimv SIHU®Y HEGOTYD KOp VOV,

VYLPOVIG TTEPVYOV TIGVPWOV TETPALVYL KNUG*



T pév Eavoog laomic Enétpeye’ T 6& ZeAvng
elye MOov mévAevkov, Og evkepdoto Beaivng
Aeuropévng pvobet kal aéEetan, Onmote Mnvn
165 dptipang oérag Vypov dmootilfovsa Kepaing
"Heliov yevetfipog dpélyetot avtdyovov mdp-
SAAN HAPYapOV EIXE PUESPOPOV, OV YApLV aiyAng
yAowkov Epvdpaing dpapiccetor oidpo Oardoong
Aopmopévne: £t€pnc 6& pecduearog aifomt KOGU®
170 Aemto@anc éElag VYpov anémtvey Tvdog dydng. —
AMNAoG &’ Exdtepfe GLVATTOUEVOV KEQAALAWV
YOO LATO SIGGH OPAKOVTOG BVEVPVUVOVTO KOPNVAV,
aieTOV AUPOTEPOLTL TTEPIKAEIOVTO YEVEIOLG
ooumiokov Evla kol EvOa. AL e0QaEog 0 TPOGHTOV
175 Avyvidec nkdvTiLov €v OUIOGL GOUPLTOV OTYANV
08D oéhag mépmovoay, opoitov aifomt Adyve
antopéve. — Kopdwv 6& MOwv morveldét popof
wovTOoC &NV, YAauktg 0 AiBog yAodovoa papdydov
de&apévn kpouotadhov Opdluyov gikedov QPG
180 &iye paAnproovTa perovopévng Tomov Eiunc.
T &vi daidaia TOALL TETEVYATO, TQ EVL TAVTOL
YPLCOPOT LAPUALPEV AAITPOPA TOEN AIUVIG,
olo mepiokaipovta: moADg 84 Tig VYPOG 6itng
HEGGOQUVIG £xOpevey EmMEV®V GAa deAPic,
185 yevdarénv &’ EAéMLev €NV adTOGGLTOV OVPTV:
Kol yopdg Opvidwv ETepOYPOOG, BV ThYA POiNG

ImTopévVoVY TTEpOY®V AVEUMOEN SOVTOV GIKOVELV.

Oppov> £ff Kubépeta yépag dwpnoato Kovpn

xpOGEOV, EDAALYYO, TOPOPOV ADYEVL VOUENG.

“[135] Aphrodite, in the deep shrewdness of her mind, / clasped a golden
necklace, richly wrought and sparkling with gems, / but showing pale about the
girl’s blushing neck. / This was a wise work of Hephaestus, who had made it for

the Cyprus-born, / a gift for his first glimpse of archer Eros. / [140] For the heavy-



knee husband always expected that Cytherea / would bear him a hobbling son, the
image of his father in his feet. / But his thought was mistaken; and when he
beheld a son sound of feet, / brilliant, with wings like Maia’s son, / he made this
variegated necklace, similar to a serpent / [145] with coiling shape, the back
shining with stars.

For just / as the amphisbaena of two mouths winds its coils in the centre / and
spits her poison from either head, / curls on both sides with the dual vibration of
her limbs, / and one head creeping joins the other head, / [150] when she advances
jumping on her curved back with slanting gait, / so that variegated necklace
twisted shaking its crooked back, / with its pair of curving neck, / which came to
meet at the midnipple, a flexible two-headed serpent, / thick with scales. And by
art’s curving joints / [155] the golden circle of the moving spine bent round, / and
the head slid about with undulating movement / and belched a mimic hissing
through the jaws.

With the two mouths on each side, where is the beginning and the end, / was a
golden eagle that seemed to be cutting the open air, / [160] upright between the
serpent’s twin heads, / high-shining with fourfold nozzle of the four wings. / One
was covered with yellowish jasper, one had the all-white / stone of Selene, which
fades as the horned / goddess wanes, and waxes when Mene / [165] new-kindled
distils her horn’s liquid light / and milks out the self-begotten fire of her father
Helios. / Other had the gleaming pearl, which by its gleam / makes the grey swell
of the Erythrean Sea sparkle / shining. Right in the middle of the other, in bright
beauty, / [170] the Indian agate spat out its liquid light, shining gently. / Where
the two heads came together from both sides, / the mouths of the serpent opened a
double chasm / to enclose the eagle with both their jaws, / enfolding it from this
side and that. Over the shining face, / [175] rubies in the eyes shot their native
brilliancy, / which sent forth a sharp gleam, like a fiery lamp when it is kindled.
Adorned with the multiform beauty of the stones / was a sea, and an emerald
stone grass-green, / receiving the adjacent foam-like crystal, / [180] showed an
image of the white-crested brine becoming dark. / Here all sorts of decorations
were fashioned, here all / the brine-bred herds of the deep sparkled in shining
gold, / as though leaping about, and many a supple traveller / danced half-seen,

the dolphin skimming the brine / [185] and wagging its false tail self-moved; / and



a chorus of many-coloured birds -you might almost think / you heard the windy
beat of their flapping wings. /
Such was the present that Cytherea offered her daughter / <... a necklace> /

golden, bejewelled, suspended on the bride’s neck.”

The description is formally a self-contained unit: it starts with Aphrodite adjusting the
necklace to Harmonia’s neck (135b-137), proposes a genealogy to the object (138-143),
compares the necklace with a snake and describes its serpentine elements (144-157); in
between the two serpent heads there is an eagle, and the points of contact between the
two animals are four gems (158-174a); the eagle itself is decorated with a sea (174b-
187). The description concludes where it started, with Aphrodite giving the necklace to
Harmonia, as if emerging from a timeless bubble.

The description begins in a traditional manner: Hephaestus gives Harmonia a
jewelled diadem, just as in Hes. Th. 578-584 he gives Pandora a golden diadem; Hera
gives her a golden throne similar to hers, just as in Il. 14.238-241 she promises one to
Sleep in exchange for his help. The D. comprises similar catalogues of gods offering
gifts to a bride, including one in which Hephaestus offers a necklace to Persephone
(5.578-592).° Jewels are frequent too in different erotic contexts: they are gifts for the
loved one,'? especially as a dowry,!! although the loved one is worth more than gems,'?
and although jewels are only beautiful because they are set in contrast with a woman’s
beauty.!? All this is consistent with the frequent use of jewels in antiquity, sometimes
with inlaid gems, as love tokens and love amulets.'*

We should also note that Aphrodite’s necklace was not Nonnus’ invention:
Pindar (Pyth. 3.88-92), Pausanias (3.18.12), Apollodorus (3.25) and Diodorus Siculus
(4.2.1, 5.48.5, 5.49.1) narrate how the gods attend the wedding and bring presents,

including a necklace made by Hephaestus. The “normality” of the introduction contrasts

 Nonn. D. 5.570-585 (the gods court Persephone), 8.216-263 (Hera wonders who has stolen Semele’s
maidenhood and suggests that she asks for a suitable bride price), 42.492-496 (Hephaestus and Dionysus
court Beroe). Compare Beroe’s marriage to Poseidon: 43.383-420a.

1040.266-268; 42.238-240: £dvo, 8¢ oelo mo0o10, TefC kel vopeng, / uiy AMBov Tvddny, un papyapa
Yepl TvaENG, / ola yovarpavéovtt médet 0éuic (“For lovegifts to be treasures for your bride, / do not
display the Indian jewel, or pearls, / as is the way of mad lovers”).

1134,172-174: “For the Indian chieftain had received no marriage gift / for his daughter, no precious gold,
no bright stone / of the sea [173-174: 00 AiBov dAung / poppopénv]”.

12 4.120-123 Peisinoe on Cadmus; 11.307-312 Dionysus on Ampelos.

3 Nonn. D. 5.135-137, 188-189; 42.422-426. Compare the new Posidippus 6.5-6, 7.4-6. Text and
translation from Austin and Bastianini (2002).

14 See Henig (2006) and Molesworth and Henig (2011) on love tokens; Michel (2001: cat. nos. 110-114)
and Faraone (2011: 54-55), on love amulets.



with the strangeness of the gift: the necklace was made by Hephaestus for Aphrodite
after the birth of their son Eros (Nonn. D. 5.138-144a), and now Aphrodite gives it to
the daughter she had with Ares out of wedlock.

The beginning of the description itself is dominated by a double comparison: '
first a short one with a snake (144b-145a: 6¢ doTEPOPEYYEL VOTO / (G HPIC TV EMKDIEG
gywv déuog) and then a long one with an amphisbaena (145b-151: ol yap avty /
diotopog dueicParva. .. 8 ye mowkilog dppog).'® Contemporary audiences would have
easily visualised this object, since snakes were common as finials of necklaces,!” and
would appear to look like an amphisbaena (see fig. 1). éMk®ddeg (145) could be taken to

refer to the twists of a braided chain (see fig. 1), easily assimilated to the scales of a

serpent, and particularly shiny (144: dotepo@eyyél vrtm).

Fig. 1 Necklace with large open-work disk and snakes’ head closure. Third century AD. Bought in Cairo

in the antiquities market, now Walters Art Museum, inv. 57.515. © Walters Art Museum

The comparison with a living snake is enhanced with references to the
appearance and behaviour of a real animal, for which Nonnus incorporates elements

from Nicander’s Theriaca'® and his own descriptions of serpents in movement.'? This

15 This double presentation has antecedents in earlier descriptions of objects: Hesiod’s Pandora has the
likeness of a maiden (Hes. Th. 572: mopbéve aidoin ikelov; Op. 63: mapOevixiic kaAdv £160¢ nfpatov,
71 mapBéve aidoin ikelov) and Posidippus’ magnet is like a magnet (17.3-4: tijide pév €ikel peio tov
avtievia oidnpov / uéyvng oia Aibog — “On the one hand it easily attracts iron that stands in the way, /
just like a magnet”).

16 A real animal in Antiquity: Nic. Ther. 372-383; Plin. NH 30.25; Ael. NA 8.8, 9.23.

17 Compare BGU 4.1065 (AD 97), a service contract for a pair of magical bracelets with snake finials (on
which Whitehorne [1983]; Gigli Piccardi [2003: 398, n. to 144 ff.]); Russo (1999, 144-145, no. 17); PGM
VII 579-590 (Thebes, third century AD), design of a magical phylactery with a snake biting its tail, which
encircles and is surrounded by letters.

18 D. 5.144: dotepogeyyél vt ~ Nic. Ther. 376: mepiotiysg aidrov Epog; D. 5.145-146: ola yap vt /
diotopog dpeicfova pécm pnpostor 0Akd ~ Nic. Ther. 266: adtap dye okardg pecdt® Emalivogton
OAk®; D. 5.150: ho&f kaumdra vidTo neprokaipovoa mopein ~ Nic. Ther. 296-297: yain EmOAiPwov vidov,



improves and vitalises the visibility of the lifeless object, and also praises its
workmanship (the necklace is so well-wrought that it looks like a real serpent). At the
same time, the remarks on the apparent movement of the inert object and of its sounds
(153-158) are curtailed by reminders of the artist’s intervention and falseness of the
noise (154: vmd otpopdAtyyt 8¢ téxvne, 157: yevdaréov cvpryua),?’ and some common
elements of the descriptions of real snakes are downplayed. In particular, the focus on
the animal’s movement masks the lack of concern about its dangerousness: there are
only brief references to its venom (147: idv damomthovoa) and hissing (157: yevdaréov
ouptypa dSpouyev avBePE®dVOQ).

A golden eagle is then located between the heads of the amphisbaena (158-61):

Koai otopdtov ékdtepbev, dnn téhog €Tl kol apyn,

aietog MV xpvoetog, fite TAATOV NEPU TEUV®V,

160 6pB0¢ Ex1dvaimv SIHU®Y HEGOTYD KOp VOV,

VYLQOVIG TTEPVYOV TIGVPWOV TETPALVYL KNUGD

With the two mouths on each side, where is the beginning and the end, / was a

golden eagle that seemed to be cutting the open air, / [160] upright between the

serpent’s twin heads, / high-shining with fourfold nozzle of the four wings.?!
The meaning of line 161, describing the attachment of the eagle to the two serpent
heads, is uncertain. Knuog is usually a horse’s muzzle,?* a non epic word, here applied
to the element linking the eagle to the serpent in four different places (tetpaluyr),
through what are called “four wings” (ntepOymv mcOpwv). Several interpretations have
been offered: 1) there are two eagles amounting for a total of four wings;?* 2) one eagle

with two wings and two legs;** 3) one eagle with four wings, as in oriental daemons

QoAicty 8¢ koi OAk® / modpov vmoyopémv Koddung ydov ola Siépmel. For the movement starting from
the middle of the body (D. 5.146b: péo® pnpdetar OAK®, 153: Apelapng eoAdEoaV G OPPAAOV Eyxpic
ikdvwv) ~ Nic. Ther. 295: péocov &y’ €k vdtov Baidov nAdov aidv Okéllel. The description of the
movement of the animal (D. 5.148-150 crawls on its side, maintaining a U-shape, similar to that of the
necklace around the maiden’s neck) does not concur with Aelian HA 9.23, according to whom it advances
using only one head while the rest of the body follows. For 152 (kvptwbeicav xmv didvpdova depnv),
note [Hes.] Sc. 233-234: éni 8¢ {dvnol dpakovre / 01D ATNOPEDVT EMKVPTMOVTE KAPTVO.

19'D. 5.147: 1ov dmontdovca ~ 1.268, 26.199-200, 43.240-241, 44.112, 48.62. D. 5.148-150 is similar to
other descriptions of snake movement (e.g. 4.375-376; 22.29-35).

20 A Homeric strategy: Becker (1995: 27-30, 79-86). On the sounds of ekphrasis: Leach (2000: 248-250).

21 The notion is repeated in D. 5.171-174.

22 AP 6.233.1-2 Maecius, 246.1-2 Philodemus or Argentarius; 7.424.9-10 Antipater of Sidon. However,
note Hesych. knuég... yovaikeiov mpoxdounuo (LSJ s.v. III).

23 Deonna (1955: 51-120).

24 Rouse, Rose and Lind (1940, vol. I: 181, n. 2): “The wings and legs outspread join with four nozzles”.
His translation: “high-shining with fourfold nozzle of the four wings”.



with four wings;?> 4) one eagle attached to the necklace with four wing-like plates.?
The passage clearly states that there is only one eagle (159: aigtoc v ypvoeiog, 173:
aietov) and the key for the interpretation is ntépvg in line 161: the usual meaning is
“wing”,?” but it could refer to anything that resembles a wing.?8

The four points of contact between the serpent heads and the eagle are adorned
with four gems: a jasper (162: tf] pév EavOog laomig énétpeye), later mentioned as part
of the Indian booty (40.256: 'Tvoov {aomwv); a white selenite which, like the moon, has
the ability of reflecting light (162b-166);* an Indian pearl, of notorious gleam (167-
169a);** and a gently-shining Indian agate (169b-170), which also features in Staphylos’
palace (18.78). The four stones seem to be chosen for their brilliance as a means of
contrast with the golden background in which they are set.?!

Contemporary readers could have imagined this as a “body-chain” or “breast-
chain”,*? i.e. four chains passed over the shoulders and under the arms of the wearer,
and joined on the chest and the back with a central clasp, for which we have numerous
Egyptian examples,®® and that were considered as suitable jewellery for a bride.>* A

particularly good parallel is the body chain from the Hoxne Treasure (fig. 2),°°

combining animal heads as finials of a golden chain and the setting of the gems, as if

25 Chuvin (1976: 84-85): “planant haut sur ses quatre ailes au quadruple ferment”.

26 Gigli Piccardi (2003: 399, 11. 158-61): “che appare alta a formare un fermaglio con quattro lamine”.
27D. 1.135, 2.128, 2.181, 4.241, 5.112, 5.143, 5.187, 6.248, 6.388, 13.8, 18.259 (intato Kvavé®V
ntepOyov £1epdluyl mou®), 22.42 (dywmdpwv mrepdymv depétpee diluyt modud), 25.436, 26.193,
26.209, 26.204, 31.15, 33.129, 33.141, 33.192, 37.90, 37.642, 39.163, 42.11, 43.438, 48.635. 40.488-489
(opomhekéwv... / ... ttepywv) could be wings or feathers.

B LSJ s.v. wrépug 11 and 111

2% Compare the description of the phases of the moon in D. 4.275-284. A selenite is inset in Hera’s crown
(32.22-23).

39 Compare Nonn. D. 42.238-239; Heliod. 2.30.3: popyopideg... Aevkdtntt tAeictov dyAailopevor.

31 Plantzos (1999: 36): “The contrast of the translucent stone against the golden background of the ring
was thought to be a merit of the jewel”, citing Pliny NH 37.106 and 112. Compare Luc. De domo 8; Ach.
Tat. 2.11.3 (duébvoog 8¢ €mnopeipeto 100 Ypvood mAnciov); Claud. IV Cons. Hon. 585-588. Contra
Chuvin (1976: 177, n. to 170): “Nonnos nomme deux pierres blanches et deux pierres fauves, le jaspe et
I’agate... qui imitent ainsi le plumage de I’aigle... purement décoratif™.

32 See Johns (2003) and Hawkesford (2006: 37-45), for a comprehensive introduction.

33 Second century mummy portrait of unknown provenance catalogued in Parlasca (1977: cat. no. 271),
now Stadtmuseum, Simeonstift, Trier, inv. no I11/640; terracotta figure of a standing woman, first-second
century AD, Fayum, now British Museum (reg. no. 1926,0930.42 -see Wamser [2004: cat. no. 494));
terracotta statue of a dancer (late second or early third century AD, Fayum; now Hamburg, Museum fiir
Kunst und Gewerve, Inv. no. 1989.326 -see von Falck [1996: cat. no. 120]); terracotta statue of a sitting
orans female (early third century, Egyptian provenance; now Frankfurt, Liebieghaus, Museum alter
Plastik, inv. no. 2400.1717 -see von Falck [1996: cat. no. 123a]); gold opus interrasile breast-chain, of a
treasure found near Assiut/Lycopolis, or at Sheikh Ibada/Antinoopolis, dated to the sixth century AD,
now British Museum (reg. no. 1916,0704.1 -see Wamser [2004: cat. no. 493]); Duthuit (1933: pl.
XXIX.a).

34 Johns (2010: 27); Hawkesford (2006, 46-47, 54).

35 Description and analysis in Johns (2010: 23-29); Hawkesford (2006).



the lions were gaping towards the now lost pearls, which seem to contain the central

amethyst.

Figure 2. Gold body-chain from the Hoxne hoard, now British Museum (Reg. no. 1994,0408.1). ©

Trustees of the British Museum.

There were also bracelets consisting of a broad flat band and a movable part,
whose fasteners are formed from cylinders connected by a screw or pin (fig. 3),
sometimes with pearl finials (fig. 4).>¢ The movable part, usually round, was adorned
with inset jewels (as in fig. 3). When combined with animal shapes (figs. 3, 4)* these
seem to gape towards the central adornment, of which the finials look like projections or
wings. It seems to be the case of a “wing on wing” word game: the two-winged eagle on
the central pendant is attached to the serpents on the collar with four wing-like

elements.

Figure 3. Gold bracelet, serpent-shaped, first-second century AD. Found in Dolaucothy, Llandovery,
Carmathen (Wales), now British Museum (Reg. no. 1824,K/Serpent.2). © Trustees of the British

Museum.

3¢ For an overview of late antique examples of this type of bracelet in gold pierced work, see Yeroulanou
(1999: 62-64 and cat. nos. 223-231; 2010: 45-47).
37 For fig. 5 s. Yeroulanou (1999: cat. no 234 and page 65); Ross, Boyd, and Zwirn (2005: cat. no 47).



Figure 4. Bracelet with confronted panthers, their forelegs holding a mount for a precious stone.
Dumbarton Oaks Collection (Acc. no. 3866). © Dumbarton Oaks, Byzantine Collection, Washington,
DC.

The eyes of the eagle are inset with rubies (175: Avyvideg... év dupaot), the
plural implying a frontal representation of the animal, not one facing one side and
showing only one eye.*® Rubies feature in the poem on several other occasions, with
recurrent references to their brilliance and playing the same etymological name with a
lamp (Myvoc),* also mentioned by Dionysius Periegetes (328-329).

Spatial connections with the eagle or any other part of the necklace are lacking
in what follows. There is a sea adorned with gems of different shapes (177-178a:
Kopowv 0¢ MOwv moAvedél popoeti / mévtog €nv), including a brilliant emerald (178b:
yAowkfic 8¢ AiBoc yhodovoa papdydov)* and close to it a crystal or diamond (179a:
SeEapévn kpdotarlov opdluyov).*! The crystal is of a colour similar to foam (179b:
glkelov aepd) and its combination with the emerald makes the viewer think of the sea,
white on the foamy surface and darker below (180: &iye PUANPLO®VTO HEANIVOUEVIG

tomov dAung). The text does not say that the two stones “make” the sea, but that the

38 I.e. not the stylised type of eagle reproduced on the mounts of coins used as medallions: Yeroulanou
(1999), cat. nos. 101 (third century AD, pendant, Autun, Musée Rolin), 102 (third century AD, pendant,
The Hague, Koninklijk Kabinet van Munten, 8692), 104 (third century AD, pendant Paris, Bibliothéque
Nationale, Cabinet des Médailles 147), 105 (third century AD, pendant, Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale,
Cabinet des Médailles, 149), 106 (third century AD pendant, found in Rennes, now lost).

3 Nonn. D. 18.74-75 Staphylos’ palace; 32.19-21 Hera’s crown; 42.425-426 Dionysus complimenting
Beroe; 45.122-124 Dionysus’ chaplet.

40 The emerald features in Staphylos’ palace (18.80) and Indian booty (40.257=45.124).

4 Compare DP 780-782: keivov &’ &v motopoio mepi kpoumdeag dydag / Téuvolg KpuoTdAiov kadapdv
MOov, oid e mhyvny / yewepinv (“Around that river’s icy banks, you could / extract pure rock-crystal,
like hoary frost / in winter - from Lightfoot [2014]); Heliod. Aethiop. 2.30.3 (“emeralds, as green as grass
in springtime, their depths glowing with a luster as clear and supple as olive 0il”).



interaction of the light they shed makes the educated reader think and talk of the sea, as
happens in similar literary descriptions of gems.*?

The sea is inhabited by an unknown number of animals, which glitter with gold
(181-183). The narrator mentions one dolphin cavorting in the waters (183-185) and
birds of different colours (186: £tepdypoog), so real that the viewer thinks he can hear
the flapping of their wings (186-187). Both the fish and the birds are at first expected to
be made of gold, but Nonnus is not explicit about the material of the birds, and
£tepOypoog seems to suggest the use of more gems. Nonnus emphasises here, as with
the snakes earlier (153-158) the impression of movement, curtailed by references to its
falseness.** Both dolphins and all sorts of birds were popular in late antique and early
Byzantine jewellery.*

The pendant or central medallion of the necklace, then, features: a golden eagle
with rubies for eyes, a golden sea adorned by at least one emerald and one crystal and
several golden fish (182: ypvoo@ad]... aAitpopa mmea Aipvng), including one dolphin;
birds of different colours seem to fly above the sea. This part of the description is
incomplete:* the sea is adorned with jewels, of which only two are described (177b-
180); of the animals in the sea only a dolphin is mentioned (181-185); we are not told
either how many birds there are. More generally, there is no information about how the
animals represented on the different parts of the necklace relate to each other: do the
serpent heads attack the eagle?, is the eagle rejecting an attack?, how does the eagle
relate to the birds in the pendant?, are the fish in the sea (especially the dolphin) aware

of the presence of the amphisbaena, the eagle and the chorus of birds?

42 Ach. Tat. 2.11.2-3 (“The stones vied with each other: [3] the ruby was a rose in a stone, the amethyst’s
purple flushed next to the gold. In the centre were three stones, their colours shading into one another.
The three stones had been set together, so that the base of this single stone was black, the middle part was
white but interpenetrating the black, and, next to the white, the remainder of the stone at the peak was a
blazing red” -adapted from Whitmarsh [2001]); Heliod. 2.30.3 (“the latter exactly the colour of the sea in
the shadow of a tall cliff, sparkling on the surface and a deep violet within” -from Reardon [1989]); and
the sea in Hom. Il. 13.797-799, and Nonn. D. 3.33-34, 12.306.

43 Fish: 181b-183a (16 &vi mhvta / xpuoogodi pépuatpey dAitpoea mdeo Apvng, / ola mepiokaipovia).
Dolphins in particular (183b-185: moAbg 8¢ T1g VYpOg 06itng /HeccoPavic £xopevey EmEV®V A deAPIG, /
WevdaAény &’ EAéMlev €Ny avtocovTOV 0VPN V), with parallels with descriptions of real ones: 1.277, 3.25-
26, 39.334-337: &ig payinv dehoivog énoimvue Aoiylog aiyun, / Koptog émn Aogifjct cuvdamtetan ix0vog
adynv, / dedoig 8’ avtoéhiktog 0Mpovt kukAGoL vioor / fubavng okiptnoe yopitidog dipatt Moipng,
43.281-285, 44.245-247, 45.166-167a. For 5.185b (avtdécovtov ovpnyv), see the death of a snake in
25.533b-534 (8Aho 8¢ oeiov / NITEATC VEKUE RieV ExoV adTOGGLTOV OpUV).

Birds: 186-187 (kai xopdg dpviBwv £tepdypooc, GV Téya Qoing / inTapévov mtepdymv avepmdeo Sodmov
akovewv), with parallels with descriptions of real ones: 6.387b-388 (cuvittapévav 8¢ Buélialg / Opvibav
TTEPVYECOLY EPETUMON TTOAY dnp, 18.259 Tntoto Kuavéwmy ntepdymV £1epoluyt TOAUG), 22.41-42, 42.11.
# See Yeroulanou (1999: 171-174, on dolphins; 177-188, on birds).

45 Compare QS Posthom. 5.97-98, at the end of his account of the shield of Achilles Quintus says that
there were countless other scenes depicted on the shield which are not included in his description.



The central concept of the ekphrasis is brilliance. Gold is enhanced with five
white stones that are particularly bright*® and two more adding colour (174-177:
Aoyvideg, 178: yAavkiig 8¢ ABog yAodovsa papdydov), so that the resulting piece can be
called a mowilog &puog (144, 151). The selenite, whose flow is linked to the phase of
the moon (162b-166), and the ruby compared with a lamp (174b-177a) seem to be
voluntarily shedding a steady flow of light. Similar strains of thought are developed for
the pearl (167-169a), the agate (170: Aemtopang céhag Vypov dméntvey Tvdog dydtng),
and the joint action of the emerald and the crystal, compared with the two colours of the

sea, in constant movement (178-180).

2. Harmonia’s necklace: ekphrastic strategies
Nonnus’ contemporary learned readers confronted this ekphrasis with a visual and
artistic baggage, and their rhetorical training modelled their response:*’ the educated
reaction before a beautiful object was either to vie with it in words, with an ekphrasis,*®
or to appreciate this ekphrasis as an expression of culture and refinement. In this section
I shall analyse the ekphrastic techniques at work in this passage and relate them to
similar late antique instances.

I mentioned earlier that the ekphrasis of the necklace ends where it started,
closing as a self-contained unit, with no time elapsed. The Ring Komposition movement
emphasises the isolation of the object and the passage. This formal isolation was a

regular feature in late antique ekphraseis,*

and was regularly interpreted by the reader
as a call to re-construct the elliptic nexi with the rest of the narrative. Ausonius makes
this explicit in the first preface of his Technopaenion (Praef. 1):*°
quae lecturus es monosyllaba sunt, quasi quaedam puncta sermonum... set
cohaerent ita, ut circuli catenarum separate... tu facies, ut sint aliquid. Nam

sine te monosyllaba erunt vel si quid minus

4 5.162a: EavOog facmc, 162b-163: Zehfvng / ... AMBov mavievkov, 167: pdpyapov... pacceopov, 170:
Aemto@amg GEAaG Vypov... Tvdog dydng, 179: kpuotorlov... gikelov Appd.

47 This reaction is what in Luc. De domo 2 makes the difference between the educated connoisseur, in
love with beauty, and common men characterised by dypouwkia 8¢ oA kol dmepokaAio Kol TPOGETL Y
apovoia.

4 Again Luc. De domo, to be read with Newby (2002).

4 Roberts (1989: 44): “the typical late antique passage... functions as a self-contained and self-defining
oratory”.

39 To be read with Miller (1998: 128). See also ibid. (116-119): in fourth century sarcophagi the parataxis
of self-contained scenes requires that the viewer constructs narratives of theological meaning that arise
from the juxtaposition of images.



These verses you are about to read deal with monosyllables which serve, if |
may put it in that way, as so many full-stops... They merely hold together like
the individual links in a chain... You will endow them with a certain value. For
without you they will be just monosyllables or, if possible, something still
smaller (Text and transl. Evelyn White 1919).
Nonnus’ readers, then, were expected to make sense of the ekphrasis of the necklace in
its immediate context and in the broader frame of the poem.

A second strategy that strikes first-time readers of the Dionysiaca is how
Nonnus enlivens the description comparing elements of the necklace with real-life
counterparts.’! This accumulation of reality effects makes the description more lively,
though not necessarily more real or realistic, and recurs in the D. in all descriptions (e.g.
descriptions of actions: 19.198-294 pantomime; 37.504-545 pugilism; 37.553-609
wrestling). Nonnus’ usual strategy is to break the whole (be this an action, an object, a
person) down into minute descriptions of every detail, each one enhanced with a reality
effect, which regularly results in a visual nightmare for the non-initiated. He seems to
aim for a broad visual impression (synaesthetic, if we take into account his regular
appeals to other senses) rather than a clear image.>*

Attention to detail had always been a characteristic of ekphraseis as a means to
achieve enargeia,> but in Late Antiquity there was a call to fill details with realism, to
turn every detail into a reality effect, a choice that has been diversely labelled
“exaggerated realism”, “hyper-realism” and “pictorial theatricality”.>* Nugent (1990:
31-32) relates to this phenomenon the evocation of non-visual sensations (tactile, aural,
kinetic, olfactory) that draws upon a kind of synaesthetic response in the reader, who
must sense something that cannot strictly or literally be seen.

To this we can link the common ekphrastic strategy, also deployed by Nonnus
here, of advertising that the description is only partial (see the end of the previous

t.55

section) and calling readers to evoke what is not in the text.”” The audience is called to

I Two comparisons with real life snakes (145-146: @¢ d@ic... oio yap ot/ Sictopog dueicfava),
further enhanced with vibration (148), kinetic sensation (151-153), undulating movement (157). The
eagle seemed to be cutting the open air (159). Selenite compared to the moon and its phases (163-166),
the ruby with a lamp (175-177), stones adorning the eagle compared to the sea in movement (178-180).
Quasi-real presentation of the dolphin and birds (183-187), including non-visual sensations.

52 Zanker (1987: 50): “realism may only pretend to present what is real”. Matthews (1989: 460), on
Ammianus: “we are talking not only of factual reality but of a symbolic mode or representing it: or was it
that in some cases factual reality had adopted a symbolic form?”

33 E.g. Nicolaus 68.19-20, 69.2-3. See Roberts (1989: 40-43).

34 Miller (1998: 128-129, 131); Nugent (1990: 30-37).

35 Miller (1998: 128-132).



supplement the text in the most appealing manner to their tastes and making the whole

passage alive throughout.>®

This ambiguity also allows more space to find similarities
with other passages in the poem.*’

In this same direction go the constant emphasis of the “near-reality”*® of the
comparisons (the necklace is like a living snake)® and the straight references to the
falseness of the described. Two passages are key to this regard:

156-157 xai ol EMocopéVNG KEPAAT] TOAVOVEL TAAUGD

yevdaréov chptypa dmpuyev dvBepedvog

and the head slid about with undulating movement / and belched a mimic hissing

through the jaws

183b-185 moAvg 6 T1g Vypdg 0ditNg

HEGGOQOVIG £xOpeveY EMEV®VY A deAPIC,

yevdarény &’ EAéMlev NV aDTOGGLTOV OVPNV

and many a supple traveller / danced half-seen, the dolphin skimming the brine /

[185] and wagging its false tail self-moved
This comments on the deceptive nature of images both verbal and visual, and on the
ontological instability of the ekphrasis and its object, caught between the poles of reality
and illusion, statism and movement. Nonnus performs a gradual movement of
detachment in his description of Harmonia’s necklace: the amphisbaena is made
concrete by the comparisons with real animals, and the eagle is between the two serpent
heads, but from 174b (eyes made of rubies) the rest of the elements are not clearly
located within the general frame. The description supersedes the physical and the
plainly descriptive by both disregarding physical elements and focusing on what can not

be physically seen.®

56 Webb (1997: 242): “On pourrait s’attendre que les rhéteurs laissent les descriptions suffisamment
ouvertes pour permettre a chacun de fournir les détails selon ses connaissances. C’est ainsi que les
orateurs évitent le plus souvent I’accumulation de détails spécifiques”.

57 Something similar happens with the initial ekphrasis in Ach. Tat. L&C: see Reeves (2007: 88-89).

38 Becker (1995: 27-28).

39145-146: o¢ d@1c... Ola yap ovt / dictopog dugicBowva, 151: &g & ye mowilog Spuog, 159: dre
ooV Népa téuvav, 176-177: dpoiov aibomt Abyve / arntopéve, 179: deEapévn kpbotariov opdluyov
sicelov app®, 183: ola mepiokaipovra, 186-187. See Becker (1995: 49-50), on simile and ekphrasis.

60 Compare the description of Dionysus’ shield (25.380-572): the ekphrasis alternates narratives that are
linked to the images that adorn the shield, such as Amphion and Zethos building Thebes (415-428, with
an emphasis on the naturalism and illusion of ekphrasis, esp. 419b-425 -to be read with Agnosini 2010:
344, 346), the apotheosis of Ganymedes (429-450, with references to the physical nature of the described
work: 433a ola ko &v ypagidecot , 445b-446a Eleto & “Hpm / ola yolwopévn kai &v domidt -to be read
with Agnosini 2010: 346-348 and Cronos deceived by Rhea after the birth of Zeus (553-562, to be read
with Agnosini 2010: 350 “Il fatto che in chiusura sia posto proprio un mito di inganno ¢ emblematico



In a similar way, when describing the river in his Mosella Ausonius starts with a
description of the river-bed as clearly visible through the water surface (55-64), but then
focuses on the false images reflected by the same water surface, depending on the
incidence of the light at different times of the day (189-199, 222-239),%! and notes the
pleasure derived from the play between real and illusory images.® The illusions
reflected by the water are as unreliable as his own techniques of representation,® and
the dissolution of the plastic image can be read, both in Ausonius and in Nonnus, as a
means to value the knowing eyes of the savvy reader faced with an impossible verbal
picture and the self-sufficiency of the illusionistic poetic text over a physical image and
reality itself.®*

Similarly, when Lucian describes the set of paintings decorating the hall in his
De domo, he starts with a detailed description of the first image (Perseus and
Andromeda, § 22). Some detail is also given to the second (Orestes and Pylades killing
Aegisthus, § 23), whereas subject matters are identified in the next few (§§ 24-31), but
the precise features are passed over and the speaker seems more interested in showing
the links between them. Newby (2002: 132-133) suggests that this is a strategy to rid the
audience of their wonder before the (visual) beauty of the hall and to impose on them an
intellectualised discourse on the image, so that words dominate the visual and the
intellects. In other words, a real image may seduce and absorb the viewer, but both

Lucian’s and Nonnus’ descriptions seek to surpass the power of the image by

dell’importanza che Nonno attribuiva alla problematica della finzione”), with a narrative that emancipates
from the ekphrasis, that of the death and resurrection of Tylos (451-552).

61 Falseness: 189 (species), 190 (videntur), 196 (derisus navita), 337 (simulacra), 228 (simulamine).
Reflection of the light on the water surface: 192-193: quis color ille vadis, seras cum propulit umbras /
Hesperus et viridi perfundit monte Mosellam! (“What a hue is on the waters when Hesperus has driven
forward the lagging shadows and overspreads Moselle with the green of the reflected height”), 222-224:
hos Hyperionio cum sol perfuderit aestu, / reddit nautales vitreo sub gurgite formas / et redigit pandas
inversi corporis umbras (“But when Hyperion pours down the sun’s full heat, the crystal flood reflects
sailor-shapes and throws back crooked picture of their downward forms”).

62228-229: ipsa suo gaudet simulamine nautical pubes, / fallaces fluvio mirata redire figuras (“The boys
themselves delight in their own counterfeits, wondering at the illusive forms which the river gives back”),
238-239: talis ad umbrarum ludibria nautical pubes / ambiguis fuitur very falsique figuris (“even so, at
the sight of the reflections which mock them, the lads afloat amuse themselves with shapes which waver
between false and true”).

3 Nugent (1990: 32, 34); Miller (1998: 129).

% On Ausonius, see Mattiacci (2013: 217, 223). On Nonnus, Agnosini (2010: 351), concludes:
“I’episodio di Ganimede e 1’epillio di Tilo hanno messo a confronto arte e poesia nella rappresentazione
dei sentimenti sfruttando la possibilita poetica della trasformazione della descrizione in narrazione, per
finire con la fondamentale antitesi che ¢ poi la dialettica della mimesi: I’eterno conflitto tra realta e
illusione. Una mimesi dunque illusionistica... per eccesso di potenzialita raffigurativa e verisimiglianza,
di andare oltre il vero”.



challenging the reader to a combined intellectual and visual comprehension, which is
ultimately impossible because the image does not exist.

Nonnus’ focus on detail and brilliance implies that his reader strives to integrate
the individual details into the whole of the composition. This strain of the eye is
dramatised in Procopius’ reflection on the beholder of St Sophia (a real object) (De Aed.
1.1.47-49):

All these details, fitted together with incredible skill in mid-air and floating off

from each other and resting only on the parts next to them, produce a single and

most extraordinary harmony in the work and yet do not permit the spectator to
linger much over the study of any one of them, but each detail attracts the eye
and draws it irresistibly to itself. So the vision constantly shifts suddenly, for the
beholder is utterly unable to select which particular detail he should admire
more than all the others. But even so, though they turn their attention to every
side and look with contracted brows upon every detail, observers are still unable
to understand the skilful craftsmanship, but they always depart from there
overwhelmed by the bewildering sight.®
Analysing this passage, Kiilerich (2012: 22-24) notes that there are two manners of
viewing an artwork: the initial viewing or global impression is followed by more
directed viewing or focal attention. According to Procopius, late antique spectators of St
Sophia failed in focal attention, bound to remain dispersed, and thus they eschewed the
concrete details, to linger in an immaterial experience.®

The conflict between the whole and the detail in Nonnus’ description testifies in
late antique standards to the quality of the described object and of the author of the
description, capable of rendering this virtue. Late antique readers (and viewers) were
used to analysing self-contained units, whose colourful elements interacted with each
other vying for attention.®” Hence the appreciation of descriptions of gold and gems®®
and the tendency towards exhaustiveness, the crowded effect, seeking an eye expert in
rhetorical patterns to exact meaning and aesthetic pleasure of what the layman perceives
as a colourful confusion.

Along this line of argumentation, the rich materials employed both in

Harmonia’s necklace and in St Sophia (the emperor ordered to bring materials from the

65 Translation from Dewing (1940). To be read with Roberts (1989: 74-75); Elsner (2004: 308-309).
6 Kiilerich (2012: 23-24).

7 Roberts (1989: 64-65).

68 Roberts (1989: 53-55).



four corners of the world to build the church), are the springboard for rhetorical and
aesthetic elaboration, not an end in themselves. Emphasis on the pecuniary value of the
necklace would have made Harmonia and Cadmus look like barbaric nouveaux riches,®
incapable of seeing beyond the details. Nonnus’ (and Ausonius’) ekphrasis thus settles
for an artistic definition of paideia.

It is now popular to interpret the mythological scenes displayed on different
domestic spaces (mosaics, paintings, tableware) as statements of paideia. Members of
the upper classes carefully selected how they wanted to appear before their guests and
used mythological images to prove that they were part of the elite united by a common
educational training and a shared idea of culture.”” They certainly were, and Nonnus
plays on this in his description of the shield of Dionysus (25.384-567), placed under the
aegis of the Homeric shield of Achilles.”! The ekphrasis of Harmonia’s necklace, not
adorned with mythological scenes, denotes a more subtle conception of paideia, based
on aesthetic (and rhetorical) display and fruition, not confined to a mythical narrative,
even if the object imagined plays a role in a mythical account.

The connoisseur reader of the ekphrasis of Harmonia’s necklace is expected to
go beyond the simple enjoyment of mythical narratives that form the base of paideia to
be seduced by an artistic celebration of anything beautiful. When the described object
displays a (mythical) narrative, this offers an appropriate starting point for the discourse
(as is the case in e.g. Philostratus’ Imagines, constantly drawing on literary sources),
whereas non-narrative objects are more challenging for both the speaker and his
audience. In the absence of a narrative frame the discourse cannot be derived from a
literary (contextualising) narrative as a means for concretion,”? and will therefore be

more abstract (thus more difficult to enact and apprehend).

3. Ekphrasis and narrative

% Compare Lucian De domo 5: “the Great King’s plane tree... was wonderful only on account of its cost;
there was no craftsmanship or beauty or charm or symmetry or grace wrought into the gold or combined
with it. The thing was barbarous, nothing but money, a source of envy to those who saw it, and of
felicitation to those who owned it. There was nothing praiseworthy about it. The Arsacids neither cared
for beauty nor aimed at attractiveness in making their display nor minded whether the spectators praised
or not, as long as they were astounded. The barbarians are not beauty-lovers; they are money-lovers”
(translation from Harmon 1913, to be read with Newby [(2002: 129)]. Also, Heliod. 5.13-15, Calasiris
rewards Nausicles (a down-to-earth merchant) for rescuing Chariclea with a ring inset with an Ethiopian
amethyst, which Nausicles estimates to be worth as much as all he possesses (5.15.1), in contrast with the
artistic appreciation of the jewel promoted by the novelist with his previous ekphrasis of the piece.

70 Particularly commendable: Leader-Newby (2004).

"1 See Hopkinson (1994: 22-24); Vian (1990: 33-42).

2 Compare Elsner (1995: 21-22) on the Imagines of Philostratus and the Tabula of Cebes.



We have seen that the ekphrasis of Harmonia’s necklace did not emerge from Nonnus’
quill in a cultural and textual vacuum: it could be related by his readers to real life
jewellery, the literary tradition of descriptions of beautiful objects crafted by
Hephaestus and contemporary rhetorical trends of description. In the context of the
latter, readers were called to make sense of the passage in the narrative in which it was
inset, which, I shall try to show, in this case meant (1) a metonymic use of the necklace
for its bearer, and (2) the ekphrasis as a narrative node or launching platform of

narrative threads.

3.1 The necklace as a metonym of its bearer, Harmonia

Ancient rhetors mention amongst the possible characterisation techniques metonymy,’
by which one of the distinctive features of a person, e.g. physical appearance, is used as
an indicator of his/her character. In this case, I would like to argue, the beauty of the
necklace not only enhances Harmonia’s beauty, but acts as a foil or metonym for it.”*
The introduction and conclusion of the ekphrasis insist that despite the gold and gems,
the necklace looks pale when compared with Harmonia’s beauty (134-135, 189).” The

description works as an implied or truncated priamel:”®

each reference to the gold and
gems, and to the animals so well wrought that they look real, serves as a foil for the
point of interest (Harmonia’s beauty), the accumulation of them building an in
crescendo movement. At the same time, the elaboration on the beauty of the jewel is a
foil for the lack of physical description of the bride, matching up Menander Rhetor’s
advice to the author of an epithalamium to avoid giving too much physical information
about a bride, which could give the wrong impression that he is interested in her.”’

Further on, the necklace contributes to the characterisation of Harmonia for its

link to the crown Hephaestus made for Pandora, described by Hesiod, and from which

3 De Temmerman (2014: 30-31, 35-41).

74 Compare Od. 19.226-231 Odysseus’ brooch, adorned with a dog grasping a fawn, an anticipation of the
predatory slaying of the suitors and representation of Odysseus’ general intentions at the time of the
description -see Harrison (2001: 74-75). Also in Heliod. Aeth. 3.4, Chariclea wears in her first appearance
at the procession in Delphi an extraordinary breast band, intricately adorned with two serpents, which do
not inspire fright, but are lulled by the sensuous warmth of Charicleia’s bosom: the potential disruption of
the serpents (Chariclea’s sensual power) is restrained by her virtue.

5 The same motif recurs in 42.422-426: Bokdic & dvtipponog "Hodg / eikehog MAéktpm Bepomg
apapdooetar avyny / kol Abov dotpdntovta (“The neck of Beroe / is like the gleams of Dawn, it shines
like amber, / [outshines] a sparkling jewel”).

76 Definitions of priamel: Bundy (1986: esp. 4-10); Race (1982: 7-17).

77 Men. Rh. 404.11-14: “As for the girl, be cautious in describing her beauty because of the scandal that
may be caused, unless you are a relation and can speak as one who cannot help knowing, or unless you
can remove the objection by saying ‘I have heard...””. Translation from Russell and Wilson (1981).



Nonnus picks up elements of the phrasing and decoration.”® Pandora is a common
enterprise of the gods, who array her in all finery, each of them giving something out to
make her an attractive bride, an invincible weapon complete to the last detail (Hes. Th.
585-589), to punish the race of men. Harmonia is also bedecked by all the gods, but in
gratitude to Cadmus for helping to save them from Typhoeus. Pandora’s diadem was
part of the deception of others, whereas Harmonia’s necklace is part of her own
deception: she was aware that nothing good could come from marrying a vagrant with
no means of giving her a comfortable existence (Nonn. D. 4.36-63), but Aphrodite
deluded her into falling in love with Cadmus (4.67-178) and the necklace makes her
believe that hers is an advantageous marriage.

Finally, the description of Harmonia at her wedding as a heavily bejewelled
woman brings in contemporary connotations. In Nonnus’ own time, gold and silver
jewellery were still common in dowries,”” and a woman’s jewellery was a means to
display the husband’s wealth in public.®’ The best-known heavily adorned woman was
the empress,?' whose image was endlessly replicated and circulated widely on coins.®?
From an iconographic point of view, empresses, like emperors, had no personal identity:
theirs was the image of a female member of the imperial house who embodied state
authority.®* In the fifth century AD, the representation of women of the Imperial
household was particularly elaborate.®* Take, for instance, a golden solidus representing
Licinia Eudoxia (fig. 5). On the obverse, her bust is draped and cuirassed, adorned with
a jewelled brooch with three pendants on her right shoulder. She is wearing a three-row
necklace, pearl earrings and an elaborate crown adorned with pinnacles and a central

cross, with long pendilia hanging to the level of her shoulders. On the reverse she is

78 Nonn. 5.181a: T§ &vi Saidala moAkd tetedyoto ~ Hes. Th. 581a: tfi & &vi Saidaio mOAAN TETEVYOTO;
Nonn. 5.182: dgAitpopa wmea Aipvng ~ Hes. Th. 582: xvddal’ &6’ fimepog dewva tpépetl 1d¢ Bdlacoa;
Nonn. 5.186b-187: Gv téya @aing / intopévov ntepdyov dvepmdden dodmov dkovewy ~ Hes. Th. 584:
Cwoiow £01kdTO POVIEGTLY.

7 Krause (1994-1995: 11, 256-263).

80 E.g. necklaces in female busts in fourth century AD sarcophagi: Birk (2013: 141-142, and cat. nos 11,
23,431-433).

81 Roughly contemporary with Nonnus: Eudoxia, wife of Arcadius, Augusta 400-404 (Grierson and Mays
1992: 133-135, cat. nos. 273-294); Pulcheria, sister of Theodosius II, Augusta 414-453 (Grierson and
Mays 1992: 152-154, cat. nos. 436-453); Eudocia, wife of Theodosius II, Augusta 423-460 (Grierson and
Mays 1992: 155-156, cat. nos. 454-475); Verina, wife of Leo I, Augusta 457-484 (Grierson and Mays
1992: 170-171, cat. nos. 593-598); Ariadne, wife first of Zeno and then of Anastasius, Augusta 474(?)-
515 (Grierson and Mays 1992: 176, cat. nos. 606); Licinia Eudoxia, wife of Valentinian III, Augusta 439-
490 (Grierson and Mays 1992: 244-246, cat. nos. 395, 870-873).

82 See also steelyard weights in the shape of the bust of an empress, with jewelled diadem, single-row
necklace and pendilia hanging from the headdress. For a full study, see McClanan (2002).

8 McClanan (2002: 1-5).

8 On the evolution of the diadem, see Stout (1994: esp. 93-96). Overall see Kent (1994: 52-54: RIC 10).



represented seated on a throne, carrying a globe, holding a cross in her right hand and a
longer one in her left hand. She is wearing a crown with long pendilia, a single-row
necklace and, under her breast, a circular brooch held in place by a two-side strand. The
individual disappears under the weight of the jewellery with which she represents the

wealth of the State.

Figure 5. Solidus of Valentinian III, minted in Ravenna, 439-455, now at the British Museum (reg. no.

1860,0329.228) (Kent 1994: RIC 10.2023). © Trustees of the British Museum.

The representation of the empress can be related to the ancient perception of
how jewellery affected a woman’s image. In Lucian’s De domo, the first speaker (§ 7)
considers that a beautiful woman should use only delicate and limited jewellery to
enhance her beauty, because only unattractive courtesans cover themselves in gold and
purple to conceal their lack of beauty. According to the second speaker (§ 15), abundant
jewellery distracts viewers, who focus their eyes only on gold and gems instead of the
woman’s beauty. Thus an excess of adornment is detrimental for women who want to
be appreciated for themselves, and can be used as a means of concealment.

Both parameters can be applied to Harmonia. Before getting married we hear her
speaking up against an unwelcome marriage (4.20-66), but once she wears the jewellery
given at her wedding by the gods -Hephaestus crown, Hera’s throne and Aphrodite’s
necklace give her an imperial appearance- she becomes a mute icon: her divine
ascendance contributes to the splendour of the future Theban royal family (and their
heir, Dionysus), but her words are no longer required. The jewellery can also be said to
conceal Harmonia from indiscreet looks and to obviate the need for further developing

her character beyond the narrative of her wedding.

4.2 The ekphrasis as a narrative node



As demonstrated by Roberts (1989 passim) and Miller (1998), late antique art and
literature have in common the construction of a narrative out of formally disconnected
fragments which demand the intervention of the viewer and reader to supply the elliptic
nexi and re-construct the underlining thread(s) of thought. This mode of narration is
more challenging for the reader and viewer and tends to be non-lineal: e.g. the episodes
decorating a fourth century sarcophagus illustrate one or more theological concepts
(Christ as teacher, Christ as saviour) and at the same time engage individually in games
of parallelism and opposition with each other and with other Bible episodes not
represented in the sarcophagus. In the case of descriptive text units this urge to interpret
was further encouraged by the frequent deployment of ekphrasis as a proleptic device.®®
This means that Nonnus’ ekphrasis of the necklace would have been expected to be
connected with the rest of the poem, taking part in more than one narrative thread.

For instance, we can interpret this ekphrasis as part of an iterative narrative: the

t.8% Thus, the necklace is

use of the necklace in the past determines its use in the presen
given to Harmonia, with Cadmus standing alongside, but the focus of the scene falls on
her mother Aphrodite (135-137, 188-189), so that the description reflects what
Aphrodite sees and thinks at the moment:®” for her the necklace is an exquisite jewel,
which Hephaestus gave her out of happiness for the birth of a healthy child (5.138-144),
and she bequeaths it to her daughter as a token of fertility.

The erotic elements of the description seep into the context: Aphrodite, the

goddess of love is the one giving the necklace away as a present in an erotic context,

that of a wedding (135b-137), the vocabulary of interlacing (in particular the interlacing

85 What follows is based on Harrison (2001). See also Frangoulis (2013), on the proleptic functions of
Nonnus’ ekphraseis of Europa (D. 1.46-137) and Tereus, Philomela and Procne (D. 4.319-330).

8 On retrospective or analeptic ekphrasis, see Harrison (2001: 75-76, baldric of Heracles in Od. 11.609-
612; 84, on Moschus Europa 43-62; 90-91, on Verg. Aen. 10.495-505, both analeptic and proleptic; 92,
n. 47, Valerius Flaccus Arg. 5.433-455, operating both analeptically and proleptically). The most
complete case of iterative ekphrasis in Nonn. D. is that of Hera’s toilet (32.10-37), a quasi ritual
repetition of her preparation for her first (successful) encounter with Zeus (in lines 32-35 she wears the
same robe she wore on that occasion), wishing to achieve the same result in the present narrative, and at
the same time mirroring her preparation to deceive Zeus in the lliad (Il. 14.153-360, 15.1-77 -on Nonnus’
adaptation of the Homeric episode, s. Hopkinson [1994: 31-32]). The Iliadic description is textually a
flash-back of the D., but chronologically a flash-forward, since Dionysus’ war against the Indians
precedes the Trojan war.

87 Harrison (2001: 71): “If a description within a narrative signifies future events, it is likely to do so from
a particular point of view, focalized by a particular character. The characters of the narrative, unless they
themselves have gifts of foresight or of prophetic interpretation, will naturally be unable to recognize the
significance of the proleptic ekphrasis in predicting the future course of the narrative, and the resulting
gap of knowledge between the non-omniscient character and the omniscient (second-time) reader, is
frequently a source of dramatic irony and pathos”.



of the serpents in 148-150, 152-153)% and gleam (162-170, 174b-180). Note especially
the conclusion of the section:

5.190-192a xai yapiov Cevybeica n60wv iBVVTOpL KEGTHD

Appovin ToAdTod YoVIV HOIMGOTO KOAT®

TIKTOUEVTV KOTd fotdv

Soon Harmonia yoked by the cestus-girdle that guides wedded desire, / carried

in her womb the seed of many children / whom she brought forth one by one.
Harmonia is presented under the influence not of the necklace (188: épuov) but of the
girdle (190: keot®), described as director of the passions related to marriage (yopiwv...
n60wv 10Ovtopt), Aphrodite’s most characteristic attribute, the site of her power,?’
which she lends to other women.”® This explains why the description is followed
without explanatory nexi by the account of Harmonia’s subsequent pregnancies (191-
192a).

At the same time, the object described has negative connotations that are not
explicit in the text, but could be reconstructed by Nonnus’ readers. To start with,
Aphrodite’s choice of gift is slightly strange: it was made by Hephaestus for her after
the birth of their son Eros, and now she gives it to the daughter she had with Ares out of
wedlock. Hephaestus could be seen creating the necklace as a deferred punishment for
his unfaithful wife and Aphrodite giving it to her adulterine daughter, unawares of the
additional meanings it could convey.’! This is what happens in Statius Theb. 2.269-305:
Vulcanus creates the necklace as an ominous wedding gift for Harmonia, and through it
he punishes her mother Venus for her adultery with Mars. It has been suggested that

Statius had before him an elaborate description of the necklace (by Callimachus?),

8 The same strategy is employed in the description of Electra’s garden: Nonn. D. 3.142b-163.

8 See esp. 4.67-68: dAd mepiopiyEaca dépag epevodelyét keot®, / kepdorém (woThpt, SoAoPPaSumY
Appoditn (“But now [before confronting Harmonia] tricky-minded Aphrodite girt her body in the heart-
bewitching cestus-belt”) and 177-178: Appovinv puyodéuviov fiace keot® / €ig m6Bov oictprcaca dSOA®
nelnpova kovpny (“and with her girdle drove bedshy Harmonia / to her voyage, stung as with a gadfly
and now obedient to desire”), and more generally: 8.175: Iaping opevobeiyéa keotdv; 15.210-212;
24.245, 297, 317-318; 31.201: keotov... md0ov Oed&ippova pitpny, 273: KeotOV 1pavta, Teny TaviElyea
pitpny; 32.4-8; 36.59-61a; 42.369-370a, 379; 47.276b-277; 48.690b-692.

% 31.199-32.8 (Aphrodite lends the cestus to Hera who wants to charm Zeus), with the description of its
effect (32.38-40) and how Zeus recognises its influx on him (32.63-64). Apate (Deceit) keeps a similar
girdle she lends to Hera to deceive Semele (8.109-177; description of the girdle in 121-123).

1 A parallel for this is the treatment of Jason’s cloak in Apollonius Rhodius: the women of Lemnos
admire the beauty of Jason’s clothes (1.774-186), unawares that they do not only enhance his appearance
but also advertise his destructiveness. See Harrison (2001: 81-83).



which he summarised,”? and could have been available to Nonnus, but in any case the
serpentine necklace is part of a tradition of serpent-related destructive gadgets.

In early epic, serpents adorned weapons, such as Agamemnon’s cuirass (ll.
11.19-28) and a shoulder belt sporting a three-headed serpent (11.38-40), designed to
inspire terror on the enemies.”® The serpentine girdle of the Gorgons emblazoned on the
shield of Heracles ([Hes.] Sc. 233-236) has a similar function. In Euripides’ lon (1412-
1436), Ion’s birth tokens include her mother’s first weaving adorned with a gorgon
edged with snakes, a golden necklace decorated with two snakes’® and an olive garland.
These tokens counteract the earlier reference to Erichthonius’ golden bracelet keeping
two drops of Gorgon’s blood (one for healing, one for killing) with which Creusa plans
to poison Ion (999-1038).

To add to this, the description of the necklace is unusual in not reflecting on the
sinister overtones of the serpents and in presenting them in harmony with an eagle,
when their encounter is usually presented as a fight. Natural history treatises put their
traditional enmity down to practical terms (eagles eat snakes),” and their fight is a
confrontation between the forces of light and air (the eagle as Zeus’ bird) and chthonic
powers, represented by the snake. As such, eagle and snake feature from an early date in
mantic texts, starting with the Iliadic portent of an eagle dropping a serpent on the
Trojan army to predict the lack of success of their initiative (1l. 12.200-210).%

The image had a long tradition in Greek art and Christian contexts.”” Both pagan
and Christian images are designed to reflect on the fight of evil and good and an
optimistic outcome (the eagle is presented defeating the snake).’® For instance, in a
sarcophagus of San Lorenzo fuori le Mura (fig. 6), decorated with vintaging Erotes as a
Bacchic celebration of life after death, this motif features on one of the corners of the
laterals. In the fifth-sixth century mosaic of the Imperial palace in Constantinople (fig.

7), it appears in conjunction with a deer killing a snake and a griffin eating a lizard, all

2 Vessey (1973: 138-139). In Verg. Aen. 7.341-358 the Gorgon Allecto poisons Amata by throwing at
her one of her snakes, which glides around her limbs and becomes a golden necklace around her neck.

% Harrison (2001: 73) notes that Agamemnon’s armour represents his character and intentions.

% After the Athenian custom, in memory of Erichthonius: Eur. lon 24-26.

% Arist. HA 609a; Aelian, NA 2.26; Fable 395 Perry (Aphthonius 28).

% In S. Ant. 110-126 the fight of eagle and snake is a simile for the fighting armies. Aristophanes’ parody
(Eq. 197-198) of an omen with a serpent and an eagle attests to its popularity in predictions.

97 Overview in Wittkower (1977: 26-35).

%8 The motif was attributed healing powers: Kyranides 1.9.12-16 (a jasper engraved with the image of a
kite biting a snake improves the digestion of the bearer). An example of this is a jasper gem from the
Hermitage, St Petersburg (Inv. no. XK.6673), for which see Nagy (2011: 76).



of them interpreted as allegories of the struggle between good and evil, light and
darkness, Christ and Satan.”

Fig. 6. Dionysiac sarcophagus, made in Athens (Third century AD), now San Lorenzo fuori le Mura

(Rome). © Ekaterina Averina.

Fig. 7. Eagle and snake, fifth-sixth AD, mosaic flooring Constantinople, Imperial Palace. © Livius.org.
What these images have in common with the decoration of the necklace is

revealed by two passages featuring the eagle and the snake: the omen sent to Dionysus

% Trilling (1989: 59). In the context of the mosaic they represent the natural dangers disturbing an
essentially idyllic rural life, connecting agricultural and political issues: Trilling (1989: 62 f.).



at a moment of stalemate of the war (38.26-29) and the foundation myth of Tyre
(40.469-500).1%°

The founders of Tyre are requested to reach the place of the ambrosial rocks,
where they will find an olive tree on fire and an eagle, a bowl and a serpent on its
branches (40.467-477). The sight is unnatural because the fire does not consume the
wood, the eagle and the snake do not attack each other and the bowl is not destabilised
by the gusts of wind (478-492).'°! The future Tyrians must catch the eagle and sacrifice
it to Poseidon to fix the ambrosial rocks at the bottom of the sea, and found Tyre at the
site (493-500). All elements play a role in the narrative with the exception of the
serpent:!%? the ambrosial rocks become the ground on which the city is built, the olive
tree represents Athena and the fire is Hephaestus (the two patrons of the new
foundation), the eagle is used for the sacrifice and the cup for the libation. The serpent
is introduced to emphasise the strangeness of the phenomenon, and at the same time
highlights the oddity of the decoration of the necklace.

Regarding the omens at the end of the war, Dionysus and his army witness two
prodigies sent by Zeus: a solar eclipse (38.15-25) and an eagle dropping a serpent in the
river Hydaspes (38.26-30). The soothsayer Idmon (46-72) interprets the second omen as
a sign of their future victory over the Indians, with Deriades being swallowed in the
river like the snake. Dionysus takes the shape of the eagle like his father Zeus. Hermes
then reads the eclipse as a sign of Dionysus’ victory (75-102): light-bringing Bacchos
will defeat the dark Indians, just as the sun defeats the shadows. The two omens are
complementary and add up to the double equivalence of Indians/darkness and
Dionysus/light pervasive in the narrative of the war.!%

Read from the end of the poem, Harmonia’s necklace is an emblem of the fight
of her grandson Dionysus against the Indians. The eagle of the ekphrasis does not attack
the serpent and the serpent of the omen gets loose from the eagle’s grip and sinks in the
river, just as Dionysus will avoid being harsh on the Indians, dark and impious though

they are: he defeats them with wine (14.411-15.168), Orontes commits suicide (17.262-

100 More vaguely related: D. 25.4-10 omen of the snake that eats several chicks and their mother as a
prediction of the end of the war (after Hom. 1l. 2.308 ff.).

101 Grotanelli (1972: 56-58) and Accorinti (2004: n. to 40.478-91) suggest that the eagle and the serpent
coexist peacefully because they symbolise the complementarity of the earth and the sky. See also Gigli-
Piccardi (2003: 402-403, n. to 5.171-174).

192 Simon (1999: 153-155).

103 OQverview: Gerlaud (2005: 238-243); Frangoulis (2009).



289), Morrheus is tamed by a woman (35.98-222), Deriades drowns in the waters of the
Hydaspes (40.82-95).

However, the ekphrasis describes an eagle and a two-headed amphisbaena, not a
simple snake. This could represent Cadmus and Harmonia, who become serpents,
joined by a common destiny.!® This happens beyond the chronological boundaries of
the narrative, but the episode is anticipated several times in the poem.!% Right before
the description of the necklace, Cadmus and Harmonia enter their nuptial chamber
under the constellation Draco (5.121-125) and references come back at the end of the
poem: when Agaue tries to avert the ill omina about her son with a sacrifice, two
serpents creep around Cadmus and Harmonia, a presage of their future shape (44.107-
118); after the death of Pentheus, as the whole family mourns, the narrator refers again
to the future metamorphosis of the couple (46.364-367).

The two serpent heads hold the eagle,!?® just as the union of Cadmus and
Harmonia holds the future of Dionysus, son of Zeus and whose symbol in the poem is
sometimes an eagle.!”” The necklace is a reminder that the marriage of Cadmus and
Harmonia makes the birth of Dionysus possible and as such it can be treated as a
jewelled encomium of the new couple’s future achievements. Further on, just as the
necklace was designed to celebrate the birth of a son (Eros) who was unlike his father
(138-145), it could celebrate here that the grandson was unlike his mortal grandparents.

Two of the gems adorning the necklace, the pearl and the agate (167-170), are
related to India, and could prefigure the treasures of India, a plentiful booty for

Dionysus and his troops at the end of the Indian expedition (40.255-257, 266-268, 277-

104 Compare the description of the metamorphosed couple into two intertwined snakes in Ovid Met.
4.600-601 and Stat. Theb. 4.553-555. See Gigli Piccardi (2003: 270). See also Nonn. D. 48.458b-463a
(serpents as a prediction and cause of madness): Dyivoov 8¢ / avyéva dethaing dELmOET TOWEV 1UAGOAY, /
Kot pv aveotupéMEe dikng Tpoyoedél kKOKA®, / kal voov dppova Kapyey axapméog apel o6& pitpny /
napBevikiig EAEMCev €dvieocay indoOAny / Apyolic Adpnotela (“She [Nemesis] flicked / the proud
neck of the hapless girl [Aura] with her snaky whip / and struck her with the round wheel of justice, / and
bent the foolish neck of unbending will. Argive Adrastea / let the whip with its vipers curl round / the
maiden’s girdle”).

105 I the initial collaboration of Cadmus with Zeus to defeat Typhoeus, Zeus warns Cadmus against
offending Ares killing the Dircaian serpent and advises him to appease him with two common remedies
for serpent bites (2.669-678) -to be read with Gigli Piccardi (2003: 254, n. to 672—-676). Later, when
Cadmus is about to sacrifice the cow that leads him to the future site of Thebes, the serpent kills several
of his companions and then curls around him (4.356-388). Only when Athena gives him instructions to
attack the animal (4.389-408a), does he kill it (409a-416a), thus bringing onto himself Ares’ anger and his
deferred transformation into a serpent (417-420). On extradiegetic prolepsis, see Harrison (2001: 85).

106 Compare Philostr. Imagines 1.18.4 Cadmus and Harmonia are described being transformed into
serpents, embracing each other, as though holding to what is left of their human bodies.

107 Omen foretelling the result of the Indian war: 38.26-28, 61-69. Eacus asks for a similar prophecy,
interpreting the eagle as a symbol of Zeus both as his father and Dionysus’ (39.153-164a).



279).19% Along these lines, the image of the sea would predict the final naval battle, in
which Dionysus defeats Deriades.!” The dolphin is the most popular fish of the
Dionysiaca, featuring as a carrier of marine deities (1.72-79, 6.296-297, 13.435-443,
43.281-285) and the final shape of the Tyrsenian pirates (44.245-249, 45.165-168,
47.629-632 -in this episode the dolphin becomes a Dionysiac animal).'!® In the final
battle, Deriades fails in his attack against Dionysus and hits a dolphin instead (39.335-
338). The colourful birds flying over the sea (5.186: yopdc dpvibBwv Etepdypooc) would
prepare us for the exotic birds of India (40.279: dpved " aioldpopea), in particular the
orion and catreus, described in the paradoxographical catalogue of Indian curiosities
(26.201-211).

A more general interpretation of the decoration is possible. The sophisticated
reader may choose to interpret ekphrasis and necklace as representations of the
cosmos,!!! in the wake of the interpretation of the Homeric ekphrasis of Achilles’ shield
(II. 18) as an image of the cosmos, which Nonnus replicates and subverts elsewhere.'!?
Particularly significant to this regard would be lines 158-161: the cosmos could be said
to have a round (snake-like) shape'!® in which the beginning and the end are one and the
same thing (158: 6mn téhog €oti kol apyn). The interpretation would be further
reinforced by the frequent connection of Aion (“eternal, cyclical Time”) and the
serpent: in Nonnus’ poems Aion is usually referred to as having circular shape''* and
only once compared to a snake,'!® but the snake is one of the regular attributes of Aion

in visual representations of the type called Aion-Chronos.!'® Furthermore, the pendant is

108 On India as a country of precious stones, see Karttunen (1997: 233-252).

19 Nonn. D. 39.123-40.95.

110 Dolphins are supposed to retain part of their former human intelligence (e.g. Opp. H. 1.649-653).
Nonnus reflects this notion when referring to the dolphin (13.442: &ueppova Bopov €ywv), and reverses it
in the story of the pirates (44.245-247).

I For a cosmic reading, see Gigli Piccardi (2003: 398, n. to 144 sg.; 402-403, n. to 171-174).

12 1n his descriptions of the shield of Dionysus (25.384-567: the earth and the sea at the centre of the
shield, surrounded by the sky and constellations) and Harmonia’s weaving (41.294-302: the earth and the
sea at the centre, then come concentrically the sky and constellations and the Ocean on the outer rim).
The chiton of Heracles is also a cosmic image (40.416).

13 Also the constellation of the serpent, i.e. the Milky Way, on Dionysus’ shield (25.402-409).

14 Nonn. P. 3.78-79, 6.146-147, 8.93-94, 8.155-157, 10.101-102, 12.198-199, 13.37-38; D. 3.254-255,
26.422-423. More generally on Aion: D. 6.371-372, 7.9-10, 7.22-75, 12.25, 24.265b-267, 40.430-434,
41.83-84; P. 6.178-179, 9.8-9.

115D, 41.178-182: yepoi 68 ynparénow &¢ dptitdrov ypda kobpng / ondpyove mémhio Alkng dvekodpios
oLVTpoPog Ailmv, / pavtg éneccopévav, 6tL yHpaog dxbog aueifov, / ®g de1g Adpavié@v QOAId®Y
oneipnua tva&ag, / Eumaiv 1pnosie Aehovpévog oidpact Oeopudv (“Time, his coeval, with his aged hands
swaddled / about the newborn girl’s body the robes of Justice, / prophet of things to come; because he
would put off the burden of age, / like a snake throwing off the rope-like slough of his feeble old scales, /
and grow young again bathed in the waves of Law”).

16 T e Glay (1981: nos 17, 20, 21, 30, 35-41 and comm. in pages 410-411).



decorated with an eagle, the symbol of Zeus, hanging in the air (159: éte TAatOv Mépa
éuvov, 161: dyrpavig),'!” attached to the cosmos by the four elements (161: tetpdluyt
Knu®), which feature in other cosmic passages of the Dionysiaca.!'®

The phrasing could also support a Christian reading of the motif. Line 158 (67
TéAOG €oTl Kol apyn) is similar to the definition of God as the beginning and the end,
often found together with the image of Alpha and Omega.'"” Christian parallels can be
invoked for the combination of the eagle with Alpha and Omega, as a Christological
image.'?’ In a Christian context the snake often represents evil and the devil, and the
fight of the eagle and the snake can be a symbol of Christ defeating evil (see figure
9).121 Of course, the ekphrasis does not define the relationship of the two animals as a
fight, there is no indication of prevalence of one animal over the other and the Christian
symbol is not an amphisbaena. If a reader identified the Christian overtone (or thought
of the eagle as a representation of John the Evangelist, the author of the gospel Nonnus

)122

had paraphrased)'“~ he would probably interpret it not as an image for the poem, but as

a reminder that only Christ is the real beginning and the end -this is only a necklace.

Conclusions

As defined by Harmonia’s necklace, ekphrasis involves the textual creation of an image
combining real-life elements (analysed in section 1) and rhetorical strategies to make
the image alive (analysed section 2), and the subsequent superseding of this image in
pursuit of a more abstract (and learned) form of enjoyment. Both movements, firstly
towards lively representation through detail and secondly towards abstraction, have

consequences in the way the (poetic) narrative is conceived and developed: fake realism

17 Note 1. 12.201=219 aietog dyiménc.

118 6.99 (~ 12.169): tetpéloyt KOGU®, 7.6: TeTpaloyt Seoud, 41.54: dropmv teTpbloyt deopd.

119 Egp. Rev. 21:6: &yd [eipt] 10 Adgo kai T Q, 1 dpy kai 10 téhog; 22:13: éyed 10 Akgo kod 10 Q, O
TPATOG Kai O Eoyatoc, 1 apyn Kol T0 TELOG.

120 A rampant eagle with the A and Q features in a medallion on a mosaic of the Church of Deacon
Thomas in Mount Nebo (Jordan), dated to 540s/550s AD: Piccirillo (1989: 222-223); Talgam (2014: 201-
202). There is a numerous group of Coptic funerary stelae from the Thebaid (esp. Armant/Hermonthis
and Esna/Letopolis) with a bird sometimes accompanied with the A and the Q (Pelsmaekers [1982: cat.
nos. 7, 9, 38, 41, 42, 47, 48]). The bird has been variously identified as an eagle or a dove, and the
frequent presence of the cross allows Christological parallels: see Pelsmaekers (1982: 155-156, 160-161,
166-168, 175-179). Pelsmaekers (1982: 161) quotes as a parallel a fifth century mosaic of cubiculum 3 in
the catacombs of St Gaudiosus in Naples, where a rampant bird stands upon a cross with the A and the Q
(Rotili 1978: fig. 5 and p. 32). Also (Pelsmaekers [1982: 166, no 34]) a mural painting in chapel 27 in the
monastery of Bawit, picturing a dove-like bird surrounded by vegetation with the inscriptions AETOC
and A Q (three times): see Clédat (1904-1906: pl. XCIII.2, page 150).

121 For their use as Christian symbols, see Ciccarese (2002-2007: 1 109-38 ‘aquila’, II 253-83 ‘serpente’).
122 The equivalence is mentioned in Irenacus of Lyon Adversus Haereses 3.11.8 and Aug. De consensus
evangelistarum 1.9 and becomes canonical in Jerome Comm. on Matthew (Pref. ch. 3).



and interpretative open-endedness complicate the decoding of the text even to the eyes
of their contemporary learned viewers and readers, who had been trained from
childhood to understand and replicate rhetorical mechanisms of communication.

When inset in a longer narrative (in this case the Dionysiaca) ekphraseis like that of
Harmonia’s necklace add to the ontological instability of the text as they give evidence
of the porosity of the boundaries between reality and fiction, image and text, and leave
behind a series of clues to the development of the plot which the reader needs to decode
as s/he advances in the narrative. Especially in a 48-book narrative, the full unravelling
of the “consequences” of the ekphrasis is difficult to appreciate in the first reading: the
narrative complexity ekphraseis entail forces the reader to apply all of his/her rhetorical
(and fictional) training to the appreciation of the text and in all probability to re-read the
whole poem several times to fully apprehend their meaning. As they seep into their
context ekphrases play on the reader’s capacity to appreciate counterpoint and
polyphonic plot development. Clearly this is not literature for the feeble or those in
search of easy entertainment: it speaks of a poet and an audience with time and

erudition to spare, and an educated taste for brilliance and narrative challenges.








