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Abstract: This study considers the voice of the narrator in the Paraphrase of the Gospel of John,
written by Nonnus of Panopolis in the fifth century, focusing on his self-presentation as both
Johannine and Homeric narrator. The Paraphrase of the Gospel of John lacks explicit
statements of poetic intent similar to the prefaces of other poetic paraphrases, such as Juvencus’
Evangeliorum libri quattuor and the Metaphrasis Psalmorum, but a close reading of Nonnus’
poetic version of the so-called ‘Hymn to the Logos’ and the gospel original (Jo. 1:1-18) reveals
similar strategies at work. The paraphrastic narrator incorporates to his reading of the gospel
later exegesis, reserves John’s characteristic repetition of vocabulary for significant terms, and
signals his ambivalence towards Homer through his avoidance of Homeric vocabulary in the
first lines of his poem.
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Epic paraphrases of biblical texts were popular in the Western' and Eastern’ halves of the
Mediterranean in Late Antiquity and pose a number of narratological questions. One that is
particularly thorny is that of the identity of the narrator. A poetic paraphrase of a Bible text
implied transforming the original prose narrator into a vicarious poetic one. The poet could then
claim this new voice for him-/herself, for instance in a preface in which s/he vindicated his/her
own poetic authority, or he could pretend that the narrator of the poem was still that of the base
text. The choice was complicated by the fact that writing epic hexameters was always a gesture
of continuity with Homer in the East and Virgil in the West: Quintus of Smyrna, to name just
one example, toyed with the notion that the narrator of his Posthomerica was still (but not quite)
the poet of the Iliad, before he proceeded to write the Odyssey.® The voice of the narrator, no
matter its assumed identity, was meant to be heavily intertextual in literary terms. In the case of
the Christian paraphrasts, the new poetic voice responded at the same time both to the originator

of the content of the narrative (Biblical narrators) and the originator of the form of the new

! Juvencus composed a Latin epic based on the Gospels (Euangeliorum libri quattuor) under Constantine,
and Sedulius a Carmen Paschale under Valentinian III (425-55) and Theodosius II (408-50). Arator’s
Historia Apostolica was recited in public in Rome in 544. Paulinus of Nola Carm. 6 (Laus sancti
Iohannis) is essentially a paraphrase of Luke 1.

2 The Paraphrase of the Psalms attributed to Apollinaris and Nonnus’ Paraphrase of the Gospel of John.
3 For how Quintus addresses this notion in his programmatic spaces, see Bir (2007). See also Maciver
(2012, 7-38) on how Quintus tries to be Homer later, and the rest of the book on descriptions, gnomai and
similes.



narrative (Homer, Virgil), offering further opportunities for narratorial enrichment by means of
heavily layered intertextual overtures.

Narratorial tension featured in different ways in Christian epics. Juvencus fitted his
Evangeliorum libri quattuor (ELQ), an epic based on the four gospels, with a preface in which
he addressed the question of his relation with Virgil. He starts by stating that nothing on earth is
immortal (Praef. 1) and everything will perish in the final conflagration determined by the
Father (4-5), including vain poetry such as that of Virgil that reported fame to its authors (6-16).
In contrast, Juvencus’ song will bestow on him eternal glory (17-20). The subject of his work,
Christ’s deeds, a source of life (19 Christi vitalia gesta),* and Juvencus’ own firm faith (17
certa fides), are the ones without guilt or deception (20 falsi sine crimine), in opposition to the
falsehoods of the deeds of men of old sung by the ancient poets (15-16). Virgil and Juvencus
share poetic language, but Juvencus is superior to Virgil because of his faith and the immortal
topic of his poem.’

Juvencus does not pay so much attention to the transformation of the gospel narrative
(Matthew is his basic text, but he intersperses a few passages from Mark, Luke, and John): what
matters to him is that the topic is Christ himself (Praef. 19-20), but in the conclusion of the
poem he notes that his only addition to the divine text is earthly ornament, and that in his
addition he is guided by faith, fear of God, and Christ’s grace.® This means that the narrative is
still that of the gospels (all treated with the same reverence) and is only different in form.
Juvencus prizes the combination of respect for the matter and beauty of earthly ornament and
Jerome actually claims that Juvencus rendered the four gospels ‘almost verbatim’,” implying
that the narrative of the ELQ can be still attributed to the evangelists. Consequently, it can be
stated that the preface introduces Juvencus as the narrator of the poem and disavows an
ideological connection with the Virgilian narrative otherwise notably influential in the ELQ.
Juvencus’ authority does not derive so much from the intertextuality with the Gospel texts as
from the direct connection with their main character, Christ.

In the East, the Psalmic Metaphrast portrays himself in the protheoria of his poem as a
blind bard like Homer, but one who tries to convey another light (3 gdog &A\Ao).* The Christian
inspiration of the poem emphasises both its prophetic content and the distance from Homer’s

poems.’ The universality of the Christian message allows the presentation of the Psalms in Ionic

4 Green (2004, 214-16). Edition Huemer (1891); Translation McGill (2016).

5 Compare Nonn. D. 25.253-60: Homer sang of mortal Achilles and is inferior to Nonnus who extols
Dionysus.

® ELQ 4.802-5, to be read with Jerome’s reflection in Ep. 70.5, on which see Green (2006, 7-8).

7 Jerome On Famous men ch. 84: “Juvencus... rendering the four gospels in hexameter verses almost
word for word composed four books”. After Green (2006, 2-3).

8 Edition Ludwich (1912). Translation: my own.

 Met. Ps. 1 éBavdrtoto 0g0d kekopvOuévog oiun (“armed with the song of immortal God”), 110 Xpiotov
aelmovrta Aaymv Enapmyov ot (“having secured Christ as constant helper of my song”).



language because this too was created by God in the beginning (105-6a).'® In the Metaphrasis of
the Psalms the relationship with the original text is more complicated because the paraphrast
attempts to redress the ‘injustice’ of the previous rendering of the Hebrew text in the prose
translation of the Septuaginta, which retained the true words of the base text but lost the grace
of metre (18-21)."" As a ‘literal’ translation, the Septuaginta was still the Psalms, but the loss of
the original poetic form discredited the result. From this preface we can anticipate that the
poetic translation of the psalms that follows will be closer to the original, and therefore closer to
the original narrator.

Both Juvencus and the Metaphrast present their poems as faithful versions of the
original (still the Bible) and at the same time as their own poetic work, influenced by Homer
and Virgil, respectively, but not subdued by the supposedly pagan bias of their models. A proof
of the importance of the chosen forms is the fact that the wrong formal choices can devaluate
not only the aesthetic appreciation of the poem, but even the perception of the structural fidelity
to the original. All this reflects the process of the paraphrasis (a preliminary ‘exegetical’ phase
of interpretation of the base text and a stylistic reworking of the skeleton produced in the first
step), and its aim of trying to surpass the model, in terms of content and style.

In what follows, I will consider the voice of the narrator at the beginning of the
Paraphrase of the Gospel of John, written by Nonnus of Panopolis in the fifth century, and how
it presents itself qua Johannine and Homeric narrator. The Paraphrase of the Gospel of John
lacks explicit statements of poetic intent similar to the prefaces of other poetic paraphrases.'
Nonnus’ poem begins, like the Gospel of John, with the so-called “Hymn to the Logos” and
follows the gospel narrative faithfully, incorporating along the way a number of theological and
ornamental additions.'”* The fictional narrator of the Paraphrase is still John, which is
compatible with a heavy Homeric imprint, frequently in the form of an evocation of a passage
or well-known phrasing without actually citing a Homeric line."*

The fourth gospel uses a third-person anonymous narrator who never refers to himself
by name, but in the final chapter (21:20-23) Peter asks Jesus about the destiny of the disciple he

loved,'” and the gospel comes to an end with the attribution of the narrative to this disciple.'®
gosp p

10°Agosti (2001, 89) notes that ‘lonic’ here means ‘Homeric’ (the epic verse was considered of divine
origin) and emphasises two programmatic lines: poetry in the Homeric style is chosen because it is a
universal medium, i.e. it is understood by all (not only the Christians), and it is as ancient as God.

' See Faulkner (2014, 204-205).

12 There is only a certain authorial self-awareness in the final lines of the poem (21.139-43). Agosti
(2001, 95-6) reads Nonn. P. 21.142 Bifrovs... veotevyéag as self-referential to the composition of the
poem in the ‘new style’. Faulkner (2014, 107-8) is sceptical. The only complete edition of the P. is
Scheindler (1881). Translations are my own.

13 Detailed catalogues in Agosti (2003, 149-74); Livrea (1989, 54-7); Accorinti (1996, 45-55); Livrea
(2000, 92-105); Greco (2004, 28-35); Caprara (2005, 59-64); Spanoudakis (2015, 68-87).

4 Overview of Homer’s influence on the P. in Spanoudakis (2014, 5-9).

15 The “disciple whom Jesus loved” is mentioned a number of times: Jo. 13:25, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 21:20.



The ancient sources consistently refer to John, son of Zebedee, as ‘the disciple Jesus loved’, the
author and narrator of the fourth gospel, the seer of the book of Revelation and the ‘elder’ of the
Johannine epistles.'” Because antiquity supposedly lacked a strong sense of ‘the narrator’ as
distinct from ‘the author’,'® the ancient readers of the Gospel linked the figure of the apostle
John in the Synoptics and the ‘beloved disciple’ of the fourth gospel to the particularities of the
narrator of the fourth gospel: John’s closeness to Christ'® effectively meant that his gospel,
unlike the Synoptics, was written from closer to God, less focused on human affairs and details
and more intent of the depths of God revealed by the Spirit.** John Chrysostom and Cyril of
Alexandria went as far as to attribute this narrative depth to John’s desire to counteract the
heresies caused by the failure of heterodox teachers to grasp the concept of the Incarnation.”'
The prologue of the Gospel (1:1-45), the so-called “Hymn to the Logos”, which has attracted
much contemporary discussion for its differences with the rest of the Gospel,”* was considered
paradigmatic of his narration of these ‘things of the Spirit’.*

In what follows, I will compare the narrative voices of the first three sections of the
Hymn to the Logos: the origin of the Logos (Jo. 1:1-5, Nonn. P. 1.1-13a), the introduction of
the Baptist (Jo. 1:6-8, Nonn. P. 1.13b-23) and the incarnation (Jo. 1:9-14, Nonn. P. 1.24-45), to

explore how Nonnus behaves gua Johannine and gua Homeric narrator?

1. Hymn to the Logos I (Jo. 1:1-5, Nonn. P. 1.1-13a)
A comparison of the first verses of the gospel (Jo. 1:1-5) and the beginning of Nonnus’ poem
(P. 1.1-13a), the definition of the Word, gives us an immediate clue of the similarities and

differences between the two narrators.

P.1.1-13a Jo. 1:1-5

"Aypovog Tv, dxiyntoc, &v dpprte Adyog dpyi,
100QUNC YEVETT|POG OUAAIKOG VIO ApTmP,

Kol Adyog avTo@vToo B0d (Aog, £K PAE0g PMOG!
TaTpOg NV AUEPLETOC, ATEPHOVL GUVOpOVOC E6pT:

5 kai 0£0¢ Vyryévedhoc Env Adyog. ovTog 4’ GpyTig
devam cvvéhoume Bed, TEXVNHOVL KOGLOV,

npecPiTePog KOGRO10* Kol ETAETO TAVTO 61" v TOD,

1 "Ev apyfi v 6 A6yog

Kai 6 Adyog v Tpog TOV BebV
kad 080G v 0 Adyoc. 2 0DTOC TV &V dpyi
TPOG TOV OedV.

3 mavta 8U avtod Eyéveto

16 Jo. 21:24 “This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we know that

his testimony is true” (NRSV).

17 Overview in Wiles (1960). The ‘other disciple’ known to the high-priest of John 18:15 is also assumed
to be John: e.g. Jo. Chr. Hom. 83 (in Jo. 18:1-36); Cyr. Comm. in Jo. 18:15 (I11.29).

18 Whitmarsh (2013).

19 Jo. 13:25 “One of his disciples—the one whom Jesus loved—was reclining next to him”.
20 Busebius HE 6.14.7; Jo. Chrys. Hom. 1 In Jo. (Goggin [1957]).
2L Jo. Chrys. Hom. 4 In Jo. (Jo. 1:1-3); Cyril Comm. in Jo. Preface book 1 (1.14-15, Pusey [1872]; transl.

Maxwell — Elowsky [2013-15]).

22 See van der Watt — Culpepper — Schnelle (2016).

2 Jo. Chrys. Hom. 4 In Jo. (Jo. 1.1-3); Cyril Comm. in Jo. Preface book 1 [1.15].




dmvoa kai tveiovta kai Epyomovov diya phbov Kol Yopig o0Tod
00d&V Eu, Tomep Eoke: kol EUQVTOC eV &v adTd £YEvETO 0008 EV. O yéyovev 4 &v avTd

10 o mooipélonsa, Kol OKLHOPOV OAoC GvopdY Lom v, xod 1) {of qv 10 9d¢ TV avOphdrwy.
Lom TévTpopog Rev. 8v dyAvdevTt 88 kKOG

ovpavioig oeldyle foAaic younoxog aiyin, 5 kol T0 PAG &v T oKoTiQ Paivel,

Kol {0pog ob pv Epapye. Kol 1] okotio odTO 00 KotéAafev.

P. 1.1-13a “In the ineffable beginning was the Word, timeless, unattainable, / a motherless son, of the
same nature and age as his father, / and the Word was the light of the Father self-born, light of light. / He
was indivisible of the Father and sat with him on the same throne without end. / [S] And the Word was
God on High. He, from the beginning, / shone together with God eternal, artificer of the cosmos, / older
than the cosmos. And everything came to be through him, / what is lifeless and what lives. And without
the laborious word / nothing would exist, of what came to be. And inborn with him was / [10] life dear to
all, and the life that nourishes all / was the light of short-lived men. In the gloomy cosmos / with heavenly
rays shone the light, protector of the earth, / and the darkness did not seize it.” (Greek: De Stefani 2002;
transl.: my own).

Jo. 1:1-5 “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was
in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came
into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (NRSV)

The paraphrastic narrator is clearly more expansive than the evangelical one: nearly fourteen
lines against five verses of the Gospel. The difference is particularly glaring in the first lines:
where the Gospel only has 1:1 'Ev épyfj v 6 Adyog, Nonnus takes three lines (P. 1.1-3). At first
look these lines are the product of deductive exegesis,”* a stretching to the limit of the implied
meanings of the words &pyfj, v and Adyog: the Word becomes icoguig yevetiipog Opfiikog
(‘of the same nature and age as the Father’) because it was with God the Father in the
beginning, and is &ypovoc (‘timeless’) because he existed (fv) from the beginning and therefore
has non-finite temporality. However, some of these additions match what late antique
commentators say on the gospel passage: in particular, Cyril explains the connotations of fv*’
and Gregory of Nazianzus uses dypovog to describe poetically Christ, the Spirit, and the Father,

meaning that they are all ‘timeless’ because they existed before the creation of time and are

24 Young (1997, 208) on deductive exegesis. Note Faulkner (2014, 196): “one must perhaps be careful of
the term ‘exegesis’, for what is meant by most scholars who use the term of Nonnus’ style is theological
exegesis in line with the commentary of St Cyril of Alexandria on St John’s gospel. Less narrowly
defined exegesis as explanation and interpretation of a text is an element of almost all translation”.

25 Cyr. Comm. in Jo. 1:1 (1.18). Analysis in De Stefani (2002, 103); Franchi (2016, 245-246). On the
influence of Cyril’s commentary on the P., see De Stefani (2002, 20-24); Agosti (2003, 52-70, 145-147);
Livrea (1989, 41-2); Spanoudakis (2014, 18-22); Franchi (2016, 243-244). Generally on the influence of
patristic exegesis, see Simelidis (2016).




therefore not subjected to it.** Nonnus thus incorporates to his paraphrase previous exegesis on
the base text, just as late antique epic poets reworking Homeric motifs incorporate earlier
exegesis on relevant Homeric passages.”’

Nonnus also invokes an extra-Biblical text, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed:*®

IMotevopev €ig Eva Beov Hatépa movtokpdropo, TOMTY 0VPavoDd Kol yig, OpatdV T€ TAVI®MV Kol

aoparov. Kai gig éva koplov Tneodv Xpiotdv, tov viov tod 0god tOv povoyevii, Tov €k tod Iatpog
vevwn0éva mpo TAVIQV TOV aldvev, Mg Ek emTdc, Oeov aAndvov ék Beod dindivod, yevvnBévia

ob momBévia, dpoovslov 16 Matpi- &1’ oD té mhvta Syéveto (“We believe in one god, the father

almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is visible and invisible. And in one lord Jesus Christ,

the only begotten son of God, born of the Father before all ages, light from light, true god from true

god, begotten, not made, consubstantial with the father; through him all things were made™)

P. 1.2 icopurg ~ Creed opoovciov @ motpi

P. 1.3 éx pdeog pdg ~ Creed pdG £k pmTOG

P. 1.6 deva... 0ed, teyvipovt ké6opov ~ Creed Iatépa mavtokpdropa, TOU TV 0VPAvVOD Koi YTig

P. 1.7b-8a xoi &mieto mhvta 81 adtod / dmvoo kai mveiova ~ Creed 81 oD t6 mdvta &yéveto
When commenting on the references to the Creed, De Stefani (2002, 14-15) concludes that
Nonnus needs to establish his position regarding divisive issues, such as the nature of the Son,
his rapport with the Father and the mystery of the Incarnation, from the beginning of the poem.
This may be a personal choice, but we have noted that both John Chrysostom and Cyril of
Alexandria read the fourth gospel, starting with its very prologue, as an orthodox exposition to
counteract heresy: Nonnus replicates their approach and explicitly presents an orthodox
Johannine that refers to the cornerstone of orthodoxy in his period, the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed.

More generally, Nonnus proceeds along the usual Christian lines of interpretation of the

Bible: Gospel commentaries sought to go beyond the story narrated to enhance the
understanding of the text by revealing dogmatic conclusions (the ckondc or main aim of the
Scripture was to reveal Jesus as Messiah)*’ and its moral and spiritual meaning (i.e. a paraenetic

reading of Scripture).’® Nonnus, qua Johannine narrator, behaves like the Christian

26 Christ: Greg. Naz. Carm. 1.1.2.7, 1.1.5.55, 11.1.11.649. The Spirit: 11.1.14.48. The Father: 1.1.2.18-19,
21. Overview of parallels in De Stefani (2002, 104), who suggests that the adjective may be derived from
the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed (tov €k 100 Ilatpog yevvnBévta mpo nTavimv 1@V aidvov).

7 E.g. on Triphiodorus, see Miguélez-Cavero (2013, 42-44). On the P. as heir to the tradition of exegesis
and spiritualisation of Homer, see Agosti (2009, 331-332); Spanoudakis (2014, 3-5).

28 For the adaptation of the creed in the P., see De Stefani (2002, notes ad loc.); Franchi (2016, 246).
Sieber (2016, 310-312), is sceptical.

2 Young (1997, 181-184, 211). On Cyril, see Keating (2004, 14-17); Young (1997, 263); Kerrigan (1952,
87-110). Cf. Franchi (2016, 243): “From Cyril Nonnus takes a symbolic exegesis combined with an
orthodox Christology, which underlines the divinity of the Son of God”.

30 Overview in Young (1997, 203-5, 209-10, 219, 235-7, 285-99). The marked theological context of the
poem implies that even if the paraenetic aim is not explicit, at least Christian readers would have taken it
for granted: Young 1997, 237.



commentators of his day and implements, in poetic form, what would have been perceived as
the dogmatic and theological potential of the gospel text.

Regarding Nonnus qua Homeric narrator, Nonnus gives his poem an unhomeric
beginning, by filling his first lines with vocabulary that eludes a connection with the //iad and
the Odyssey: dypovog (P. 1.1), icopung, auntop (P. 1.2) and avtopototo (P. 1.3) never feature
in the Homeric poems; for dxiynroc, dppntog, Adyog (P. 1.1) and opniwkog (P. 1.2) there are not
enough parallels nor a clearly Homeric phraseology that establish a clear connection with the
Homeric poems.’' However, Nonnus positions two characteristically Homeric words in line
1.10 ({on maciélovsa, Kol GKLHOP®V (Aaog avopdv). Taciuéiovoa recalls the only reference
to the ship Argo in the Homeric poems (Od. 12.70 Apyo mdiot péhovoa),*® contraposing ancient

myth and Christian transcendence by means of Kontrastimitation.*®

OKLHOP®V... AVOpDV are
Achilles in the /. (1.417, 1.505, 18.95, 18.458) and Penelope’s suitors in the Od. (1.266, 4.343,
17.137): none of them will be redeemed,** whereas the mortal men of the gospel can acquire
eternal life granted by God and transmitted first by the Gospel and then by the Paraphrase.
Nonnus’ double movement, away from Homer and highlighting Homer’s spiritual irrelevance
against the salvific power of the gospel and his own poetry, is similar to those exhibited by
Juvencus and the Metaphrasis.

However, the defection from Homer in the first lines of the Paraphrase does not
automatically imply the choice of a ‘Christian-only’ vocabulary. These first lines are packed
with terms popular in oracles similar, for instance, to the description of the self-generation of
the inhabitants of Beroe in Nonnus’ Dionysiaca:

Nonn. D. 41.51-3 £&vOade pdteg Evatov opuniikeg Hpryeveing,

obg DVG1c avToYEVEDLOG AVLUUQEEDTE TV BEGU®

ipoce VOGP YWV, AdTmp, GAOYELTOG, AUNTOP

“Here dwelt a people agemates with the Dawn, whom Nature by her own breeding, in some

unwedded way, begat without bridal, without wedding, fatherless, motherless, unborn” (Greek

text from Vian 1976-2006; translation from Rouse 1940)

Nonn. D. 41.51 opgdkeg 'Hpiyeveing ~ P. 1.2 yeverijpog opnikog; Nonn. D. 41.52

avtoyéveblog ~ P. 1.3 adtopvtolo; Nonn. D. 41.53 dunitop = P. 1.2 dunitop (same sedes). Also

the existence from the beginning of time (D. 41.51 ~ P. 1.5b-7a).

31 For P. 1.1 éxiynrog (only 1. 17.75-6), apprjte (only Od. 14.466), Aoyog (only 11. 15.323, Od. 1.56, in
both cases in plural); P. 1.2 opnqiwog (I1. 9.54; Od. 15.197, 16.419, 24.107).

32 The expression is a Homeric unicum, but relates to well-known Homeric phrase: /1. 6.493-4 molepog &’
Gvopeoot peinoey maot, pohota & €uoi, with variations in Od. 1.359, 11.353, 21.353.

33 See also P. 6.136-7; 15.50-1; 19.178-9. Also D. 4.92 (mapBéve w.), 5.128 ("Hpnv m.), 19.195 (viknv m.),
31.94 (m. ®dmg), 40.351 (& mom.), 48.709 (mépow macyérovcay SANV metpddeo Ivd®). On
Kontrastimitation, see Thraede 1962, 1039-40.

34 See especially the Nonnian take on the Homeric comparison of the human generation and the leaves in
D. 3.349-55. The adjective recurs in the D. to describe humans condemned to have short lives: 7.35;
8.150, 8.385-6; 26.19-20; 32.219-20 Adonis; 38.432 Phaethon; 44.201-2; 46.302 Pentheus.



Both the beginning of the Paraphrase and the oracular passage of the Dionysiaca refer to
widespread notions of the divine that would ring a bell beyond Christian circles. These
expressions developed in the so-called ‘theological’ oracles which reflected on the nature and
epithets of the divine, creating a pool of poetic vocabulary that could be invoked in all creeds.*
For instance, the beginning of the Paraphrase and the oracle of the Dionysiaca share some
vocabulary with an oracle of the Theosophia Tubingensis, a Byzantine epitome of a collection
of oracles supposedly gathered in the late fifth century in Alexandria, to prove that pagan
prophecies supported the existence of one god and predicted Christian doctrines such as that of
the Trinity:*®

AvTtoQLNG, AdId0KTOC, AUNTOP, AGTUPEMKTOC,

obvopa undE AOym Y®POVUEVOG, £V TUPL VaI®V,

todto B¢0c... [1.2.27-9 Beatrice = §13.14-16 Erbse]

“Self-generated, untaught, motherless, undisturbed, / whose name cannot be held in words, who

dwells in the fire, / this is god”

Avtoeung ~ P. 1.2 icogung yeveriipog, 1.3 avtopitolo; auntmp = P. 1.2; dotveélktog ~ P. 1.1

"Ayxpovog, axiynTog.

At least some of the oracles of the Theosophia were chosen precisely because their wording was
similar to the Christian naming of God,”” and the fact that Gregory of Nazianzus refers to this
particular oracle®® suggests that orthodox Christians felt comfortable with its wording.

The main conclusion we can extract from comparing the first lines of the Paraphrase
with its evangelical and Homeric backgrounds is that Nonnus choses to remain a Johannine
narrator, informed by the orthodoxy of his time, and brings early attention on the differences
between his paraphrastic narrator and the Homeric one. Nonnus’ narrator does in practice in the
first lines of the Paraphrase what other paraphrasts such as Juvencus and the Psalmic

Metaphrast theorise in their programmatic passages.

2. John the Baptist (Jo. 1:6-8, Nonn. P. 1.13b-23)
The fourth gospel is the only evangelical narrative to include a lengthy treatment of John the
Baptist.*” The Gospel only states that a man appeared, sent by God, whose name was John and

whose mission was to give testimony of the light to all, not being the light himself (1:6-8).

35 Lane Fox (1986, 168-261); Salzman (2007).

36 On the D. and the Theosophia see Miguélez-Cavero (2008, 182-186); Gigli Piccardi (2016, 434-435).

37 Busine (2005, 51): “some oracles of Apollo describe pagan gods with epithets that are not dissimilar
with the Christian way of naming God and for this reason were used in the Theosophy. For instance, in
Clarian and Didymean oracles, Zeus is often presented as the supreme god by terms such as Dyédwv
vevétng (‘begetter ruling on high’, in Theosophy I 37 Beatrice = § 41 Erbse); mavdepkng (‘seen by all’, in
Theosophy I 19 Beatrice = § 22 Erbse); Boddtwp (‘furnishing a livelihood’, in Theosophy I 20 Beatrice
= § 23 Erbse); Lwodotng (‘giver of life’, in Theosophy I 21 Beatrice = § 24 Erbse)”. Note Nonn. P. 1.5
0e0g Lyyévebrog, 10 Lo Tooipuélovoa, 11 {. mavipogoc.

38 Greg. Naz. Carm. 2.2.7.253-5 = PG 37.1571 (Apollo forecasts the destruction of the oracle).

39 The narrative on him in the Gospel of Mark (1:2-11, 6:17-29) is shorter and less elaborated.



Nonnus elaborates the introduction of the Baptist with information about his life in the desert,
and develops the Gospel’s brief description of John’s mission:
...uEMGGOPOTE 8 EVi Adyun
£0KE TIG OVPEGIPOLTOG EPNUASOG AOTOG EPITVNG,
15 Kfjpv apyeyodvov Panticpotog: obvopa 8 avtd
0cioc Twdvvng Aaocc60c. 00Tog EmEGT
Gyyehog Eumedopvbog, g mePl MTOC EViy
poptupiny, tva Tavteg £VOG KNPLKOG 1mTj
opOnV TioTV EYOteV, ATEPUOVA PUNTEPA KOGHOV:
20 00 pEV KEIVOG ENV vogPOV pGog, GAL’ Tva podvov
nacw avantvéete Oenyopov avhepedva
Kol pdeoc Tpokérevoc dxnpdKTolo Pavein,
Euvnv paptopiny événmv Beodéypovi Aad.
“But from a thicket which feeds bees / came one mountain-dweller, citizen of the deserted crags,
/ [15] herald of the primeval baptism. His name was / John, divine saviour of the people.*® He
was / the messenger steadfast to the word, because he gave testimony / of the light, so that all by
the voice of a single herald / received the true faith, eternal mother of the cosmos. / [20] He was
no light intellectual himself, but [he came] only so as to / open for the sake of all his god-
inspired mouth / and to appear as forerunner of the light not previously heralded, / giving public
testimony to the people willing to receive God.” (Greek: De Stefani 2002; transl.: my own).
Nonnus transforms the Johannine narrator by homogenising the narrative with that of the
Synoptics:*!
1.13b pehoocoPfote &’ évi Aoyun (“from a thicket which feeds bees™) is a reminiscence of the
comment that John lived on wild honey (Mt 3:4 1 82 tpogn v adtod dKkpidec Kol uéh
dyprov; Mk 1:6 6 Twdvvng... éaOimv... uéh dyplov).
1.14 &oxe T1g 00peGiPOITOG £pNIAdOG AoTOG £pimvng (“came one mountain-dweller, citizen of the
deserted crags”) develops Mt 3:1 mapayiveton Twdvvng... év i épnue tiic Tovdaiog
(“John appeared in the wilderness from Judaea”) and Mk 1:4 &yéveto Tmavvng... &v Tij
gpnuw (“John appeared... in the wilderness”).
1.15 «fjpv§ apyeyovov Pantiopotog (“herald of the primeval baptism”), transforms the verb of
speech with which the Synoptics describe the beginning of John’s mission (Mk 1:4
Knpovocwv; Mt 3:1 knpvcscwv) into a noun.*?
1.17a &yyehog Eumedopvbog (“messenger steadfast to the word”),** after the quotation of Mal. 3:1
in Mk. 1:2 (KoBag yéypomton &v 1@ Hoolg @ mpoentn, 1600 dmoctéA® Tov dyyeldv
LoV PO TPOGHTOV GOV, OG KATAGKELAGEL TNV 080V cov “As it is written in the prophet
Isaiah: ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you [Mal. 3:1], who will prepare your

way [Is. 40:3]7).

40 Or “stirrer of the people”. See De Stefani (2002, 120).

41 See De Stefani (2002, 118-19).

42 Again in 1.60 motog Todvvng éTopddpoog... kijpuE, 67 kfipvs; 3.130 TpwTd0pos KFpvE.
43 Again in 1.46-7 mpotdyyehog avip / yvog Twdvvnc.



Nonnus’ incorporation of details from the Synoptics is a reminder of the general reflection

among ancient Christian scholars that the four evangelists tell the same narrative.* It is

therefore not surprising that Nonnus often reinforces his narrative with information from other

books of the Bible,* which has the effect of turning the Johannine narrator into a micro Biblical

narrator, just as the Biblical commentators transform the reading of a particular passage into a

pattern of Biblical citations. Indeed Nonnus’ micro-Biblical John is also a Cyrillian John:

1.14 &oxe T1g 0VpecipoIToc EpNuUadoc dotog Epimvng, seems to refer to Cyril Comm. in Jo. 1:8

(1.94) “The Baptist preferred spending time in the desert to living in the cities”.

The Gospel only defines John’s action as poptopia ‘testimony’ of the light (1:7-8) — Nonnus

develops this concept and does not eschew for stylistic reasons the repetition of the term
(17b-8a émwg mepl ewtoOg &viyn / paptopiny, 23 Euviiy paptopiny événwmv Bgodéypovt
Ao®), which matches the emphasis on the legal context of the witnessing in Cyril’s

commentary (Cyril Comm. in Jo. 1:6-7 =1.89-91).

The presentation of the Baptist as God’s messenger (yyehog — Nonn. P. 1.17) was discussed by

John Chrysostom (Hom. 6 in Jo. [1:6-8]) and Cyril (Comm. in Jo. 1:6-7 = 1.91-2), who
both insist that the Baptist did not have the nature of the angels, but that he was only
God’s messenger, not speaking his own mind, but reproducing the word of God (as in

Nonn. P. 1.20b-1 gAA’ iva podvov / mdcv avarntvéete Oenyopov avhepedva).

The Baptist’s objective in the Gospel is that all come to believe through him (1:7 tva mévteg

motevowoty 01’ avtod), which in Nonnus’ hands becomes a call for orthodox faith (18b-
19 iva mavteg £vog kNpukog iwf / opONv oty Exotev, dtépuova untépo kOcpov). This
follows on Cyril’s presentation of the evangelist as a champion of orthodoxy and of his

gospel as a correction of heretical teachers (Comm. in Jo. Preface book 1 = 1.14-15).

The contradiction in Nonnus’ text between a broad target audience for John’s words (18-19 iva

Nonn.

mhvte EVOG KNPLKOG 1mT / 0pBny TioTv £yotev) and a more restricted one, limited to those
willing to receive God (23 &uvilv poprtopiny événwv Beodéypovi Aad), is absent in the
gospel text. In contrast, Cyril (Comm. in Jo. 1:6-7 = 1.93) claims that John’s intention is
that all believe, but that because each person has the power over their own choice, only
those who chose to listen hear and are converted.

P. 1.20 o0 pév keivog Env voepov eaog (“he was not light intellectual”) — the adjective is
neither prompted by the gospel text nor by the parallels of the Synoptics. De Stefani
(2002, p. 122, n. to 1.20) notes that the cluster @®dg/Péyyog voepdv/vontov has
Neoplatonic connotations. Nonnus may have chosen it by taking them into account, but
Cyril is his most probable source, as ‘the light of intelligence’ and ‘the light of

understanding’ recur frequently in his commentary.*6

4 Jo. Chrys. Hom. 4 In Jo. (Jo. 1.1-3). Cyril Comm. in Jo., preface to book 1 (1.12).

4 E.g. for the

healing of the paralytic of Bethesda, in P. 5.6b-56, Nonnus takes into account other

miraculous healings (see Agosti [2003, 107-10]).

46 Cyril Comm.

in Jo. 1:9 (I1.113); 6:68 (1.574); 8:12 (1.711-12); 9:5 (IL.155).
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Nonnus insists on the divinity of John’s mission (16a 0giog Todvvng Aaoccdog, 21 Benyopov
avOepedva),’” matching one of the central lines of argumentation in Cyril’s theology, the
deification of the believer.*

The pervasive influence of Cyril’s Commentary on the narrative voice of the Paraphrase would
not have meant a diminution of its ‘Johannine-ness’ in the eyes of late antique readers. Just as
Homeric criticism informed the creative approaches to epic, the Cyrillian veneer would have
been interpreted as the orthodox approach to the gospel text.

Nonn. P. 1.13b-23 also testifies to the doings of Nonnus qua Homeric narrator. The
presentation of the Baptist as ‘herald’ (xfjpv&) and ‘messenger’ (dyyeioc) would be at home in
the Homeric tradition that called the heralds “messengers of Zeus and of men” ({I. 1.334=7.274
Knpukeg A dyyehot M8 kai avdpdv),” and considered them illustrious (/I 3.268
Knpukeg dyovol = Od. 8.418) and divine (/. 4.192 Biov knpvuka, 10.315 kMpukog OBeioto). Also,
theirs, like the Baptist’s, is a public trade (Od. 19.135 knpOkwv, ol dnuoepyoi Eacwv).

Homeric appearances are thus well kept, but the differences between the Homeric and
the evangelical context are glaring. In Nonnus’ times, the word &yyelog maintained its original
meaning (‘messenger’) and at the same time referred specifically to God’s messengers, the
angels. As Cyril and John Chrysostom’s commentaries make clear, the Baptist was considered
an angel of God, either in nature (he was not a man, but an angel) or for his mission (he was a
specific type of messenger, God’s messenger). To complicate the picture further, imperial
officials and monks were often compared with angels and angels were seen as heavenly
administrators.’® This meant that some angeloi were figures of the imperial court, which would
be at odds with their Homeric variants who served households of some standing, and with the
figure of the Baptist, who announced God’s message not in a war, or in the houses of the
powerful, or in a town setting, but in the desert, where people flock to listen to him.

Nonnus highlights the differences with Homer with his presentation of John the Baptist
as O¢loc Twdvvng Aaoccsoog (1.16). In the Homeric poems Aaoccodoc is applied to the pagan
gods stirring war,”’ but could also be interpreted as ‘saviour of the people’.?> The
Kontrastimitation between the pagan usage of this particular word (and a more general
interpretation of pagan divinity) and the Christian one draws a line between the two faiths: John

the Baptist is Aaoccoog like the pagan gods, and a Ogiog dvnp (1.16, 129) like the Homeric

47 Also 1.94 Béokerog aviip, 103 dryvog Todvvng, 113 otépa Oeiov, 133 &ytog Todvvng.

* In Cyril’s writings humanity is recapitulated in Christ and the Sacraments enable the believer to
participate corporeally in Christ and to live with the divine life (the deification of the believer is
correlative to the incarnation of the word): Russell 2000, 18-21; Keating 2004.

49 Zeus’ messenger, Iris, is always called &yyehoc: II. 2.26=24.133, 2.786, 18.182, 24.296.

S0 Kelly 2004, 232-9.

5111 13.128 AOnvain aoocodog, 17.398 Apng Aaoccdog (~ Nonn. D. 32.173, 34.125), 20.48 "Epig...
A006660¢, 20.79 Aaoccdoc... Anddwv; Od. 22.210 Aaoocoov... ABrvny.

52 Lith. Orph. 10.58; Theod. Prodr. Carm. Hist. 3.1, 84. Indeed of Jesus’ voice (P. 8.1 A0ocG60v 00Ny —
see also D. 13.506=43.69, 27.166) and of Christ (P. 7.117, 11.217-18). According to De Stefani 2002, pp.
119-20, n. to 1.16, “il parafraste... si sarebbe poi appropriato del valore anfibolo di -cooc”.
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heralds (7. 4.192 Bsiov kipuka, 10.315 kipukoc Osioto) and the pagan saints,” but he is only
the pdeog mpoxérevBog (22), the precursor of Christ the 0eog avnp (1.39, 157).

The paraphrastic narrator is thus both distant from the Johannine narrator and the
Homeric narrator, but in different ways. The incorporation of the Synoptic gospels and the
readings of Biblical commentators (especially Cyril of Alexandria) would not have been
perceived by late antique readers as a form of discontinuity from the Gospel text. In contrast,
the distance from Homer is more visible, not only because of the use of Kontrastimitation
(highlighting the gap between the Christian and pagan versions of things), but also because of
the distance between the pre-classical world of the basileis at war and the late antique Empire.
And the Homeric herald is aesthetically commended for his voice,” whereas there is no hint of
aesthetic enjoyment in the description of the voice of the Baptist, only the serious intent of
giving human voice to the orthodox faith. As in Juvencus’ case, the ornamenta... terrestria

linguae (4.805) come second to firm faith (Praef. 17 certa fides).

3. “Hymn to the Logos” II (Jo. 1:9-14, Nonn. P. 1.24-45): the Incarnation

After the presentation of John the Baptist comes the second part of the “Hymn to the Logos”,

which describes the Incarnation:
Jo. 1:9-14 "Hv 10 ¢d¢ 10 dAn0wov, d gotilel mdvia dvlpmmov, pxduevoy €ig TV koGpov. 10
&V 1 kOoUE MV, Kol 6 koopog 81’ avtod dyEveto, kai 6 k660G adTdV 0K Eyve. 11 €ig Té o
AA0ev, Kol ol 1101 ovtdv 0 mopéraPov. 12 dool 8¢ EhaPov ooy, Edwxev avtoig éEovaioy
tékvo, Ogod yevéabat, Tolg mioTeEvovoY €l TO dvopa avtod, 13 ol ovk €€ alpdtmv ovdE €k
el pnotog capkog 00dE £k Bedpatog Avopog GAN’ €k Beod EyevvnOncav. 14 Kai 6 Adyog capé
€y£veTo Kol EcKNVeGeY &v Ny, kai €0sacauebo v d6&av avtod, d6&av ig povoyevols mapa
natpoc, TAPNG xaprrog kol aindeiog (“The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming
into the world. He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world
did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to
all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God,
who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. And
the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a
father’s only son, full of grace and truth”) (Transl. NRSV).

I will compare the gospel passage to its poetic equivalent, focusing on the strategies of the

paraphrastic narrator to create his own narrative style, both similar and different from the

Johannine and Homeric way of narrating.

Nonn. P. 1.24-45 ol yap €00 PETA TOTPOG ETHTVLOV GAPYEYOVOV PADG
25 Hovvoyevig Adyoc Tiev, d¢ dvépa mavta koboipet

TVELHATIKOIG GKTIOL KOTAVYAL®mV UGV AvEpaV

53 De Stefani (2002, 28). In general, Agosti (2003, 102-127).
54 Homeric heralds are ‘clear-voiced’ (1I. 2.50 knpokecot Ayveddyyoist = I1. 2.442, 9.20, 23.39, Od. 2.6),
or ‘loud-voiced’ ({I. 18.505 knpOkmv &v x£pc’ £xov NEPOPOVAOV).
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30

35

40

45

EpYouEVQV €l yoiav: Env &’ €v amelfél kOouw

ATPOIdNGC, Kol KOGLOG ameiptTog Eoke S’ avToD,

Kol Adyov 00 Yivwokev ETNALON KOGHOG GANTNG.

€yyvc énv 18imv, 16101 8¢ pv depovi Adoor

¢ EEvov ovk gyépatpov: 6cot 6 v Epgpovt Boud

amhavéeg §6Eavto kol o VooV elyov GV,

ovpaviny Taviecot piov dmpHeaTo TV

Tékvo, 0D yeveti|pog Aell®ovVTog GKOVELY,

odg PUo1g 00K MAVE Aeywidg, ov Piog Eyvm

avdpopéov Praotnua BenuaTog, ovdE Kai avTh

o0pPKOG EPWTOTOKOL0 YOUNAL0G TPOGEV €0V,

aAAG Bg0D yeydooty AVIIPOTO TEKVE, TOKTOGC.

Kol Adyog avTtotéAeaTog E6apKmOn, O0¢ avip

oyiyovog Tpoyévebrog, &v apprto Tvi Oeoud

&uvmoag Labény Bpotoetdél culuya Lopev.

Kkai 0£0¢ oliov Evaie GOV avdpdaot, koi kKAEoc odtod

gidopev Avdpopéolsty &v UGV, 01d TE TNV

110D povvoydvolo map’ VYIGTO10 ToKTOG!

Kol xaprtog TEmAN0e Kol ATPEKING YEVETTPOG.

“And in fact, together with his Father, the authentic primeval light / was the only-begotten Word,
who purifies all men / illuminating with spiritual rays the nature of men / who come to the Earth.
It was unforeseen in the unbelieving world / and the immense world came into being through
Him / and the vagrant world did not recognise the word nearby. / [30] It was close to his own,
but his own people with senseless madness / did not receive him, as if he were a foreigner. To
those with sensible mind / who received him unerring and did not have a vagrant mind, / he gave
a celestial honour, / to be called children of God, the ever-living Father./ [35] To these nature did
not give birth in childbed, life did not recognise / as offspring of human desire, nor did that /
marital bed of flesh that produces love plough them, / but they were the unploughed children of
God the Father. / And the Word self-begotten was made flesh, God, man, / [40] late-born,
engendered earlier, in an ineffable manner, / bringing together the divine form and the mortal. /
And God set his home among men, and we have seen / his glory with human eyes, such as the
honour / to the only-begotten son from the Father on high. / [45] And he was full with grace and
truth from the Father.”

The comparison of the gospel and the Paraphrase reveals in the first place how the paraphrast

refers to earlier and subsequent verses of the gospel in order to build a more cohesive narrative,

clearly different from the disjointed Johannine one:

P. 1.24-5 xoi yap €od petd matpdg ETHTUUOV ApYéyovov edG / povvoyeviic Adyoc fev (“And in
fact, together with his Father, the authentic primeval light / was the only-begotten
Word”), reminds us of Jo. 1:2 obtoc fjv &v dpyxf| mpog tov Oe6v (“He was in the

beginning with God”).
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P. 1.25 povvoyevig Adyog Nev, anticipates the attribute from Jo. 1:14 §6&av g povoyevodg mopd
matpog (“the glory as of a Father’s only son”).

P. 1.40 dyiyovog mpoyévebhrog, prepares us for the following verse: Jo. 1:15 O onicw pov
gpyopevog EumpocOév pov yéyovey, Tt pdTog pov fv (“He who comes after me ranks
ahead of me because he was before me”).

Secondly, one of the salient stylistic features of the Gospel is the penchant for word repetition
as a means of narrative advancement. Nonnus does not replicate the majority of the repetitions
of the gospel passage:

Jo. 1:9 "Hv 10 @d¢ 10 dAn0wvov, 6 potilel mévia dvOpomov — Nonnus reproduces the first gidg
(1.24) and gives a longer paraphrase for the verb (25b-6 0g dvépa mavta xabaipet/
TVELHOTIKOIG GKTIOL KOTAVYALmV UGV AvipdV)

Jo. 1:11 &ic o 110 NAOev, kai ol 18101 otV 00 TapéhaPov — this can be retained as a polyptoton
(30 &yyvg &nv diwv, id1ot 8¢ pv depovi Avoon)

Jo. 1:11-12 xoi ot idto1 avtov o mapérafov. oot 8¢ Edafov avtov — substitution of both verbs
(31 ovk &yéparpov, 32 déEavto)

Jo. 1:13 ol odk &€ aipdtmv ovdE €k Belnuatog copkog 0VdE €k BeAnuatog avdpog GAL’ €k Beob
&yevwnOnoav. The P. has again three periods on the birth from the flesh, but now each with
its own subject and verb (35a obg VoI 0Ok BSve Agymidg + 35b-36a ov Piog Eyve /
avopopéov Prdomua Bedfpatoc + 36b-37 008E kal avTr / GoPKOG EPOTOTOKOL0 YOUNALOC
fipocev govi — note the avoidance of the repetition of OgAfjpatoc) and one on God (GAAX
00D yeydaowv avipota Tékva, Tokfog). Nonnus introduces a new verbal repetition (000E. ..
|pOGEV Vs. AvIpoTa).

Jo. 1:14 é0gacdaueba v 36&av avtod, d6&av m¢ povoyevods Topd matpdg — the repeated word
disappears altogether (42 kAéoc, 43 Tipunv)

However, repetition is retained to highlight key concepts. In particular, the repetition of the
noun k6cpog becomes a standard stylistic feature of the Paraphrase.”

Jo. 1:9-10 &pyduevov &ic 1OV kOGHOV. 8V 16 KOoU® v, Kol 6 kdcuog St odtod &yéveto, kol O

Kkdopog avtov ovk £yve becomes P.1.27-9 épyopévav €mi yoiav: €nv 8’ &v dmnebél kdouwm /
Ampoidng, Kol KOGuog dmeipitog oke 61 avtod, / kol AGyov oV yivookev EmNAvdo KOGLOG
aAnTNG.

Finally, one of the most notable features of the “Hymn to the Logos” is the
contraposition of God’s light and darkness outside of God, which Nonnus develops further by
adding an extra link between darkness and the kosmos:

Jo. 1:5 xoi 10 @@dg &v T okoTig Paivel, Koi 1 okotia avtod ov katélafev “The light shines in the

darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it”), expanded by Nonnus: 1.11b-13a &v

ayAvdevtL 8¢ koouw / ovpaviog celdyle Polaig yarnoxog oiyAn, / kai (6@og ob v

55 Already 1.6-7 teyviipovi kdopov, / mpecPotepog koopoto and subsequently 3.87-8 (x2), 8.51-4 (x3),
9.23-4 (x2), 12.123-4 (x2), 15.73-9 (x5), 16.107-8 (x2), 17.14-16 (x3), 17.48-50 (x3), 17.70-1 (x2),
17.78-9 (x2), 18.169-70 (x2).
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gnapye (“In the gloomy cosmos / with heavenly rays shone the light, protector of the earth,
/ and the darkness did not seize it”)
Nonnus develops the opposition between light (p&dc) and world (kdécpoc) already present in the
gospel. The light (as the word and the Son) is associated to truth (24 émrtopov... pidg ~ Jo.
1:9 10 ¢dg 10 dAnOwov), purification (25 8¢ dvépa mavta kabaipet), illumination (26
TVELHATIKOIG AKTIoL KaTanyalmv evoty avopdv ~ Jo. 1:9 & ewtilel mdvta GvOpwrov), and
creative action (28 kdopog dmeiprrog £€oke 61" avtod ~ Jo. 1:10 6 kdopog 6 avToD
£Y£VETO).
The contraposition of light and darkness occurs in a few other passages of the fourth gospel,*®
but is recurrent in the Paraphrase: it becomes the articulating motif in the episode of the healing
of the blind man in book 9°” and occurs systematically when the narrator mentions the transition
from disbelief to belief, often through baptism.’® Indeed, the polarisation of opposites is a
standard stylistic trait of the Paraphrase. They are introduced when the gospel does not mention
them:
Jo. 1:3 mavta 6 adtod €yéveto (“all things came into being through him”), in which Nonnus

introduces the opposition: 1.7b-8a kol £mhero mavta 61" avtod, / Gmvoo kai mveiovra (“And

everything came to be through him, what is lifeless and what lives”)
When the gospel displays an opposition, it is often emphasised and elaborated. For instance, the
gospel mentions, but does not elaborate on, the opposition of believers and non-believers (Jo.
1:11-12 “he came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But all who
received him ...”) as the paraphrast does (29-32):* disbelief (27 dmedé1), instability (29 dAqne)
and madness (dppovt Aoon) lead to lack of recognition of the Incarnate Logos (29 Adyov ov
yvivookev) and the opposite qualities enable listeners of Jesus to accept him (31-2 6cot 8¢ v

Euopovt Bupud / dmhavéeg SéEavto kai ov voov eiyov dAnmy). The contrast between believers

and non-believers is elaborated in these terms throughout the poem.*

Similar strategies of stylistic homogenisation seem to inform Nonnus’ choices of epic
vocabulary. The disbelievers are governed by a madness (30 dgppovi Avcoon) that causes them
not to recognise one of them (idot .../ @¢ E&vov ovk &yépatpov). Avoca is not present in the

Gospel text, and has epic connotations, as it is associated with the extreme behaviours of Hector

36 Jo. 3:19-21 after which Nonn. P. 3.98b-109; Jo. 8:12, after which Nonn. P. 8.2-5; Jo. 9:4-5, after which
Nonn. P. 9.19-24; Jo. 12:35-6, after which Nonn. P. 12.138-46; 12:46, after which Nonn. P. 12.181-3.

57 The reference in the introduction of the scene in the gospel (Jo. 9:4-5) becomes a leit-motif in the
Nonnian episode: 9.28-9, 39-40, 42, 43, 65, 71b-2, 74a, 91b, 97, 102, 127b-8a, 155b-7a, 177b-80a, 184-6.
58 1.124-5 (after Jo. 1:33); 3.5-7 (after Jo. 3:1-2 Nicodemus visited Jesus during the night); 4.4-5a (after
Jo. 4:1 the Pharisees found out that Jesus was baptising more disciples than John); 4.60b-1 (after Jo.
4:13); 4.245-6 (after Jo. 4:53 the noble man and all his household believed); 14.65b-6 (after Jo. 14:17);
17.15-16 (after Jo. 17:6), 18.18-24 (description of a lamp in the darkness of the garden where Jesus is
arrested — after a brief reference in Jo. 18:3 to the soldiers carrying lanterns, torches and weapons).

59 The antithetical characterisation or technique of dual polarity, i.e. the setting up of agents of action one
against the other, occurs in the gospel text and is elaborated by Nonnus, see Spanoudakis (2015, 78-81).
0 E.g. for non-believers: 5.57 ‘EBpdiot paviddesc dopovt Bopd (“the Hebrews, frantic with senseless
anger”); 8.43-44; 8.141-2; 15.93-4. For believers: 7.174-5.
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and Achilles in the /liad,"' and in the Dionysiaca with Dionysus’ influence, especially on the
members of his thiasos.*> In the Paraphrase Moco. explains the poor behaviour of the Jews,* of
the disciples in bleak moments®* and of those who will refuse to believe in the future.®®
Conversion is described as an abandonment of Avcca.®

When the Word is made flesh (1.39-42b), those who believe do not contemplate the
d0&a of the gospel text (1:14 é0eacdipedo v d0&av adTod, d0EAV MG LOVOYEVODG TOpd TATPAC),
tainted by deceptive connotations inherited from Parmenides into Platonic thinking and then
Christian apologetics.”” Nonnus has instead proper epic xAfo¢ and T (1.42b-4), which,
together with kddog, are the leading notions of the discourse on glory in the Paraphrase,’
constantly commenting on the interdependence of the glory of the Father and the Son. This is
most appropriate as in the Homeric poems Zeus is the owner and dispenser of the ultimate
glory.®

These strategies for narrative cohesion leave behind the disjointed style of the fourth
gospel (lack of connectors remedied; excessive word repetition suppressed, while significant
concepts are highlighted by repetition) and help create a new narrative style characterised by the
systematic contraposition of opposing concepts and the systematic choice of relevant Homeric
vocabulary. They reveal the narrative voice of the Paraphrase as stylistically less Johannine
than in terms of content. The adoption of a Homeric veneer, especially in cases such as the basic
gospel concept of doxa, is an invitation both to appreciate the epic potential of the gospel (as
narrated by the paraphrast, it is as epic as the Homeric poems) and to realise that changes in the

form of the gospel do not distort its content.

4. Conclusions

Although its lack of programmatic spaces has traditionally discouraged metapoetic reflection,
the Paraphrase emerges from a close reading of the “Hymn to the Logos” as a text that has
much to contribute to studies of narratology, intertextuality and generally late antique
(Christian) poetics. The narrator of the ‘Hymn to the Logos’ presents himself as a new literary

voice who inhabits and illuminates the interstice between the classical tradition and the

1 Hector: 11. 9.239, 305. Achilles: /1. 21.542.

02D, 15.152,21.64,29.319, 32.137, 43.267, 46.124, 46.189 (Pentheus).

63410, 5.114b-15, 5.173, 10.109b, 10.117, 18.114 (Caiaphas).

64 6.182-3a. Jesus of those who will betray him: 6.197-201. On Judas: 13.10, 13.124. The disciples can be
affected by similar suffering when Jesus is not with them: 16.1-2. See further Franchi (2016, 257).
8516.9-10.

62.114, 17.64-5.

7 Smolak (1984, 9-10); De Stefani (2002, p. 139, n. to 1.42); Agosti (2003, pp. 488-9, n. to 5.120).

8 P, 2.58 (Jo. 2:11); 5.119b-23a (after Jo. 5:30-1); 5.169-71 (after Jo. 5.44); 7.64-6 (Jo. 7:18); 11.16-19a
(after Jo. 11:4); 13.128-9 (after Jo. 13:31).

8 71 1.278-9 (and 8.216, 11.300, 12.437, 19.204, 21.570); 2.197; 5.33 (and 12.174); 5.225-6; 8.141-2
(also 17.566); 16.84-5; 17.251. For «Aéog, see Od. 8.74 (19.108); 9.20.
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‘unlearned’ Gospel text: he claims at the same time to be still a Johannine and Homeric
presence but both older voices are reconfigured and transformed to suit a late antique context
that necessarily (in chronological and aesthetic terms) goes beyond a simple intertextuality with
the classical tradition and the gospel text. The paraphrastic narrator is ‘still” Johannine in the
faithful rendering of the gospel text, while at the same time reflecting the late antique perception
of John as an orthodox, present also in contemporary exegetes such as John Chrysostom and
Cyril of Alexandria. In terms of style, the new voice retains some characteristically Johannine
repetitions (especially of kK0cp0g), but generally avoids them, and develops the contraposition of
light and darkness characteristic of the Gospel to become a stylistic trademark of the new poem
within a broader strategy of polarisation of opposites.

Nonnus’ first lines are conspicuously unhomeric, thus illuminating the distance with the
‘pagan’ classical tradition, in a similar way as the programmatic passages of Juvencus and the
Psalmic Metaphrast. Beyond this first appearance, the narrator of the Paraphrase is presented
using a number of Homeric concepts alien to the Gospel (dyyeiog, kfjpvs, KAEog, Tiun, KDSOC)
that elevate the gospel text into what late antiquity still considered to be the highest literary
category: Homeric epic.

Multi-layered intertextuality is the key stylistic trait of the narrator of the Paraphrase.
In this, he is not different from earlier poets who attempt to find their own epic voice vis-a-vis
Homer, or indeed from the narrator of Nonnus’ other poem, the Dionysiaca. What is significant
is that he is trying to create a Christian narrative voice that speaks a similar language, and that
he is not alone in this, as Juvencus and the Psalmic Metaphrast testify. The Christian element

brings intertextuality to an entirely new level.
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