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IV. THE MIRACLE BABY.
ZAGREUS AND THE POETICS OF MUTATION

Emma GREENSMITH

1. Introduction

In Book 6 of the Dionysiaca, Dionysus, not yet born, appears in proto-form in
the figure of Zagreus. This baby ascends to Zeus’ throne, brandishes his weap-
ons, but is torn to pieces by the Titans, transforming into a kaleidoscopic range
of figures as he attempts to escape (Dion. 6.155-205). This is not, however, the
end of Zagreus’ story. Nonnus tells us at the end of this episode that he will
soon begin again, finding new life as Dionysus (6.175).

The episode takes up fifty lines of poetry. In less than a fifth of the book,
a story smaller than an epyllion, this tiny section of Nonnus’ gargantuan epic
is over. Although Zagreus ‘finds new life’ as Dionysus, it seems that in his own
existence he is rather minunthadios. He is mentioned again only in passing in
the poem, for instance, as various characters recall his challenge to Zeus
(Hermes at Dion. 38.209-210; Deriades at 39.70-71) and his violent death
(Hera at 31.47-48; Gaia at 48.41-43) or summon and honour him in prayer
(48.962-978). As a result, the figure has attracted scant attention from scholars
concerned with the Dionysiaca as a whole. In the most extensive recent discus-
sion, Rob Shorrock has suggested that Zagreus, like the monstrous usurper
Typhoeus, should be read as a foil for Nonnus’ own early ambitions as a poet.
Just as Typhoeus steals Zeus’” weapons and stages a book-long attempt to reign
over the cosmos (Dion. 1), before he is ultimately defeated by the lyric power
of Cadmus, so too can Zagreus’ momentary power and rapid demise represent
an image of the prior failed attempts of Nonnus to assert his literary authority:
his arrogance and errors, his anxious grappling to surpass his own poetic
‘father’ Homer,' before he grows to poetic maturity, confident in his own status
and abilities, instantiated in the later figure of the ‘real’ Dionysus:?

This [Zagreus] episode might refer to poetic juvenilia, lacking not in talent but in
experience, which have been cut down to size by Titan critics.

! SHORROCK 2001, The Challenge of Epic, pp. 116-121. A key part of Shorrock’s reading is
to map Nonnus’ Bloomian relationship to Homer, named as ‘father’ at Dion. 25.265, onto
Dionysus’ competitive emulation of his father Zeus.

2 SHORROCK 2001, The Challenge of Epic, pp. 127-129 (both quotations at p. 129).
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What is more, Shorrock goes on to suggest, this infantile first stab at epic glory
may have a specific analogue in Nonnus’ euvre:

One imagines, perhaps, an earlier unsuccessful version of the Dionysiaca, or per-
haps even the paraphrase of St John’s Gospel, a work generally regarded as being
anterior to the Dionysiaca. As Dionysus is born out of the dying Zagreus, it is
possible to imagine the Dionysiaca itself rising up out of the ‘ashes’ of the epic
paraphrase.

A precursor and a prototype, Zagreus is thus largely written out, or written
over, in Nonnus’ poetic story.

In this contribution, however, I focus centrally on this miniature episode, and
on this ‘marginal’, mysterious baby. In this choice of focus, I may seem to be
subscribing to a particular trend in Nonnian scholarship, and since this volume
aims to prompt reflection on our own positions as critics of this epic — our
methods of constructing the ‘roads’ of inquiry into Nonnus’ work — I shall
begin by considering this trend. My ‘episodic’ focus (i.e. my focus on an epi-
sode) may seem to reflect the critical tendency, when faced with the hyperboli-
cally vast, disparate, poikilos poetics of the Dionysiaca, or the ‘Janus-esque’
character of Nonnus’ two disparate poems,? to bifurcate into one of two routes:
either the macrocosmic or the microcosmic — to roam broadly or to zoom in
intensely. As the titles of recent bibliography and the contributions within this
volume readily illustrate, recent writers on Nonnus either take on a large, over-
arching theme and select evidence from across the whole text(s) to analyze it
(in itself, perhaps, a self-conscious marker of paideia; demonstrating the far
from inconsiderable feat of mastering this exceptionally expansive author) or
else focus on one, carefully selected character, episode, or passage, and read it
closely. To take just two contrastive examples, output on the Dionysiaca in the
past five years alone has included a study of direct speech across the whole of
the poem, and a thirty-page article focusing on just sixty lines from Book 35.*
The same pattern is evident in scholarship on the Paraphrase, which has been
the subject of increasing scholarly attention in recent years,’ but very rarely in

3 For this phrase, see ACCORINTI 2016, The Poet from Panopolis, p. 37.

4 Respectively, VERHELST 2017, Direct Speech and GOLDHILL 2015, Preposterous Poetics.
I have selected these two examples from the copious bibliographical output on the poem in the
twenty first century because of the closeness of their publication date and the highly contrastive
nature of their approaches. For further examples of this contrast, see the contents of the recent
ACCORINTI 2016, Brill’s Companion to Nonnus which displays the penchant for both of these
methodologies for the Dionysiaca (compare, e.g. the surveying approach of Hadjittofi’s chapter,
Hapirrrort 2016, Major Themes, pp. 125-151, versus the case-study-based specificity of Fitzger-
ald Johnson’s chapter, FITZGERALD JOHNSON 2016, Nonnus’ Paraphrastic technique, pp. 267-288)
and whose contributions shift from focusing on the Dionysiaca and the Paraphrase, with too few
authors examining in detail both.

5 Editions and commentaries have been prepared on, thus far, eight books of the Paraphrase
(the most recent is SPANOUDAKIS 2014, Nonnus, Paraphrasis XI).
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active dialogue with studies of Nonnus’ earlier(?), ‘pagan’, (post)-classical
poem.® Tronically, the poet who programmatically refuses to be contained —
who evokes Proteus the Odyssean shapeshifter par excellence as the emblem
for his slippery and polymorphous texture; and begins his metabole with the
word dypovog, tearing open and refusing to close John’s foundational ‘begin-
ning’ -7 is approached with moves of dissection: opposing methodologies of
reading which are not only more pronounced for Nonnus than for other areas
of ancient literature, but also more mutually suspicious.®

My suggestion, however, and the central claim of this contribution, is that
this dichotomy between the episode and the entity is a false dichotomy in Non-
nian discourse; and that Zagreus — the miniature episode, the tiny baby — offers
a crucial indicator as to why. Zagreus, I shall argue, represents a major locus
for the ways in which the episodic and the hollistic collide, combine, and reflect
one another in Nonnus’ adamantly alternating poetics. I shall start by close
reading the ‘episode’ in a different way, focusing on its competing intertextual
strands, and showing how Nonnus encourages a programmatic reading of this
baby, as a vehicle for these multiple fabrics woven together in his poem, and
— more deeply and ambivalently — as an image of a poet critically aware of the
complexities and dangers of his task in composing it. I shall then suggest the
ways in which this emblematic figure exerts a continuous presence in and
beyond the Dionysiaca: Zagreus’ ‘new life’ extends beyond the shady, literal
reincarnation into Dionysus — he is reincarnated into Nonnus’ poetics too.
Zagreus, we shall see, thus functions as a programmatic image not for the
poet’s earlier ‘failed’ ambitions, but for the tensional aspirations which con-
tinue to drive both of his works. Zagreus, like the Nonnian corpus itself,
requires a reading which insists on the confrontation of contradiction, the con-
ceit of self-reflection, and the multiplicity of temporality, all embodied in the
paradoxical miracle of ‘beginning again’.

% On the direction of influence between the two works, an open question to which we shall
return from a different perspective in what follows, see the summary of positions in ACCORINTI
2016, The Poet from Panopolis, pp. 37-46. My own stance in this contribution will be not to
venture into the probably unanswerable issue of anteriroty, but rather to consider the interpretative
and literary-cultural imperative to treat the texts as simultaneous, mutually interacting.

7 John 1.1: &v apyij. Cf. Paraphrase 1.1: &y povog v dxiyntog &v apphitom Adyog dpyii. On
this opening line of the paraphrase, see GOLDHILL 2020, Preposterous Poetics, chapter 4, which
offers a lucid account of Nonnus’ transformative moves therein (still, however, not fully embed-
ded with discussions of the Dionysiaca, which the same book also analyses, but in a separate part).

8 T discuss and illustrate this sense of suspicion in GREENSMITH 2018, Brill’s Companion to
Nonnus (Rev.), pp. 269-270.
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2. Source Collisions

Let us first turn directly and in detail to Nonnus’ story of Zagreus. Considered
in full, the passage (Dion. 6.155-205) reveals an intensely intricate texture,
comprised of multiple, competing strands:

napOéve Tlepoepodveia, ob 8 ob yapov edpeg GAOEatL, (155)
aAra dpakovreioloty évopeebng duevaiotg,

Z&bg 01€ TOLALVEMKTOG GUELPOUEVOLO TPOGHOTOV
vopeiog tpepdevVTL dparmy KLUKAOOUEVOG OAKD
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[Mepoepovng yovoevtt TOK® Kvpaiveto yaotnp, (163)
Zoypéa yewvapévn, kepdev Bpépog, 8¢ Atog Edpng (165)
povvog émovpaving énePnoaro, yeipl 6& Porf
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i nev dre Kpovidng 66At0¢ véog aiyida ceimv,
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dALote TOIKIAOHOPPOV ENV BpEog, dALOTE KOVP®
elkehog oioTpnOévTL, véov 6€ ol dvboc iodAwv (180)
GKPOKELULVIOMVTO KATEYPAPE KOKAC TPOGHOTOL*
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Onyarén Tithvag dveotupéhée Kepain.

Kal Yoy g mTpopdyilev, Eog (nAnuovt Aoaipd (200)
Tpnyoréov poknpa 8 Népog EPpepev "Hpn,
untpuln Bopdunvig, icoedyy® 6¢ Beaivn
aiféprov keAddnpa Toratl kovayiov ‘OAvuTovL,
kal Opocvg dxrace Tavpog: Guoifain 6& eoviieg
TavpoeL Atdvucov épiotiilovto payoipn. (205)

Ah, maiden* Persephone! You could not find how to escape your mating! No,
a dragon was your mate, when Zeus changed his face and came, rolling in
many a loving coil through the dark to the corner of the maiden’s chamber, and
shaking his hairy chaps: he lulled to sleep as he crept the eyes of those creatures
of his own shape who guarded the door. He licked the girl’s form gently with
wooing lips. By this marriage with the heavenly dragon, the womb of Persephone
swelled with living fruit, and she bore Zagreus the horned baby, who by himself
climbed upon the heavenly throne of Zeus and brandished lightning in his little
hand, and newly born, lifted and carried thunderbolts in his tender fingers. But he
did not hold the throne of Zeus for long. By the fierce resentment of implacable
Hera, the Titans cunningly smeared their round faces with disguising chalk, and
while he contemplated his changeling countenance reflected in a mirror they
destroyed him with an infernal knife. There where his limbs had been cut piece-
meal by the Titan steel, the end of his life was the beginning of a new life as
Dionysus. He appeared in another shape, and changed into many forms: now
young like crafty Cronides shaking the aegis-cape, now as ancient Cronos heavy-
kneed, pouring rain. Sometimes he was a curiously formed baby, sometimes like
a mad youth with the flower of the first down marking his rounded chin with
black. Again, a mimic lion he uttered a horrible roar in furious rage from a wild
snarling throat, as he lifted a neck shadowed by a thick mane, marking his body
on both sides with the self-striking whip of a tail which flickered about over his
hairy back. Next, he left the shape of a lion’s looks and let out a ringing neigh,
now like an unbroken horse that lifts his neck on high to shake out the imperious
tooth from the bit, and, smearing his cheek, whitened it with horary foam. Some-
times he poured out a whistling hiss from his mouth, a curling horned serpent
covered with scales, darting out his tongue from his gaping throat, and leaping
upon the grim Titan encircled his neck in snaky spiral coils. Then he left the shape
of the restless crawler and became a tiger, his body tattooed with stripes; or again
like a bull emitting a counterfeit roar from his mouth, he butted the Titans with
a sharp horn. So he fought for his life, until Hera with jealous throat bellowed
harshly through the air — that heavy-resentful stepmother! and the gates of Olym-
pus rattled in echo to her jealous throat from high heaven. Then the bold bull
collapsed: the murderers each eager for his turn with the knife chopped piecemeal
the bull-shaped Dionysus.’

The myth of Zagreus, or the dismembering of the first Dionysus, is considered
a central tenet of Orphism, where it is used to explain the origin of humanity

9 All translations of the Dionysiaca are adapted from RoOUSE 1940, Nonnus, Dionysiaca.
*I include an asterisk here to indicate how, as we shall see, this specific part of the translation
can be strongly challenged.
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whilst also implicating a series of ritual needs for the lifestyle of the initiate.'
The presence of Zagreus in the Dionysiaca, therefore, is often heralded as
a firm piece of evidence for Nonnus’ engagement with Orphic theogonies in
his poem (the other two such divinities present are Rhea and Phanes); a reflec-
tion, perhaps, of the prominence of and accelerated interest in the Orphic
‘movement’ during the imperial Period.!! Nonnus particularly appears to follow
the Neoplatonic recycling of the myth; for instance, his choice to focus on the
central role of Hera in Zagreus’ destruction aligns this version with Olympio-
dorus’ commentary which cites the goddess as the central instigator of the
crime (In Phd. 1.3).'? He also, however, notably diverges from a number of
aspects of the so-called Orphic Zagreus. He removes all anthropogonic reper-
cussions from the story: there is no trace here of the idea that the human race
was itself born from the Titans. He is also pointedly reticent about the dismem-
bering event itself. And whereas multiple sources attest to a keen interest in
what happened to this murdered baby’s flesh (according to one popular version,
once he was dismembered, his limbs were put in a cauldron and given to his
brother, who kept them near a tripod; commemorated with a tomb in Delphi)'?
on this topic too our usually-boisterous poet is uncharacteristically silent. Such
deviations have led most scholars to conclude that Zagreus, as with all the
Orphic narratives in the text, does not indicate any strong or coherent adherence
to Orphic discourse on Nonnus’ part, but is rather used “solely for poetic pur-
poses” — whatever exactly we take that to mean.'*

However, within this ambivalently Orphic framework, Nonnus also includes
a number of competing voices in Zagreus’ brief birth, life and death. We may
first note the suggestively — or at least suspiciously — Christian nodes with
which the passage is laced. In the opening of the story, the lead up to Zagreus’
birth, Nonnus addresses Persephone in an apostrophe, as mop0éve (6.155).
Nonnus addresses his own characters a mere seven times in the whole of his
sprawling epic: far less frequently than Homer (there are nineteen such
addresses in the /liad and fifteen in the Odyssey) — the poet who doubles
Homer’s canon shrinks his use of apostrophe — and less even than Apollonius,

10°On Orphism see BERNABE — CASSADESUS 2008, Orfeo; EDMONDs 2013, Redefining Ancient
Orphism; and HERRERO ET AL. 2011, Tracing Orpheus, with further comprehensive bibliography
in BERNABE 2014, Orpheus and Orphism. Discussion of Orphic themes in the Dionysiaca in
BERNABE — GARCIA-GASCO 2016, Nonnus and Dionysiac-Orphic Religion, by whose observations
this section’s analysis has been much informed.

1 Full references in in BERNABE — GARCIA-GASCO 2016, Nonnus and Dionysiac-Orphic Reli-
gion, pp. 98-102.

12 Proclus (In Tim. 1), by contrast simply cites ‘envy’ as the reason for the murder.

13 Sch. in Lycoph. 207, Callim. fr. 643 Pf. (on which see discussion below); Philochorus
FGrHist 392 F 7. See BURKERT 1983, Homo Necans, p. 225, n. 43 and BERNABE ET AL. 2013,
Redefining Dionysos, pp. 109-116.

14" Cf. BERNABE — GARCIA-GASCO 2016, Nonnus and Dionysiac-Orphic Religion, p. 99: “[this]
leads us to affirm that [Orphic] names and episodes are used solely for poetic interests.”
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who calls to his characters eight times. However, as Camille Geisz has shown,
what makes Nonnus’ use of the device so brazen, despite its brevity, is the type
of characters to whom he speaks: ' unlike Homer and Apollonius, Nonnian
apostrophes are almost always addressed to the main character Dionysus, and
in stark contrast to Homer in particular (and his compassionate calls to
‘victims’ like Eumaeus and Patroclus), Nonnus does not just use apostrophe
to elicit pity, but also to evoke more varied and even critical emotions: he
addresses Dionysus “to encourage the narratee to share not only in his compas-
sion for [his hero], but also in his admiration, and even amusement.” !¢

The use of the vocative for Persephone, therefore, is marked in multiple
ways as peculiar: she is one of the few characters in the Dionysiaca to receive
the device,!” other than Dionysus himself (ske, in this sense, is Dionysus ‘first-
called’); she is summoned into the narrative using a technique characterised in
the poem by ambiguity; and, what is more, this is the only time in the entire
epic (and, with one exception, in all surviving epic)'® that the word nap6évog
occurs in the vocative in the narrator’s voice.!” This striking singularity may
point to a deep potential ambivalence in this apostrophe too: the poet calls, and
thus calls attention, to Persephone as definable by this pivotal term. Now, when
and whether napBévoc should be rendered ‘maiden’ in a straightforward sense
of young woman (as Rouse translates it here) and when it carries more loaded
connotations of virginity, chastity and unweddedness can be slippery and dif-
ficult to locate.?’ There is on the one hand no such difficulty in this passage.
In Nonnus’ story, the imminent, violent sexualization of Persephone is clearly
the dominant theme: as the very next words in this line make clear, the poet
“calls her mapOéve just as she is about to be a virgin no more”?' (napOéve
[Mepoepodvela, oL & o yapov evpeg aAvEL, Dion. 6.155). As the two ines-
capable ‘unions’ of rape and marriage are combined and syntactically

15 Grisz 2018, A Study of the Narrator, pp. 231-246.

16 GEisz 2018, A Study of the Narrator, p. 225.

17 The other characters who receive an apostrophe from the narrator are Iolaos, as part of the
syncrisis of Book 25 (25.211); Beroe at 41.143-54 and Actaeon, called Axtaiov fapdnotue at
5.3 10. Geisz herself reads Actaeon and Persephone (the only two characters who share the honour
of narrative-text apostrophe from the poet’s voice) as early foils for Dionysus.

18 A single other occurrence of this vocative is found in epic, in Triphiodorus, in a speech of
Priam to Cassandra (433) (cf. Geisz 2018, A Study of the Narrator, p. 239 n. 30); a mythological
virgin who refuses sex with a god and gets raped by a human; whose parthenos status, therefore,
carries comparably complex connotations.

19 Tts other uses, all spoken by characters and about characters, are: Harmonia, Dion. 4.92, Dion.
4.114 and Dion. 4.119; Nicaia, Dion. 15.264, Dion. 15.277 and Dion. 15.343, Dion. 16.145, Dion.
16.296, Dion. 16.298-299; Chalcomede, Dion. 34.334; Beroe, Dion. 42.114, Dion. 42.297, Dion.
42.363, Dion. 42.369 and Dion. 42.468; Ariadne, Dion. 47.428; Pallene, Dion. 48.205-206; Aura,
Dion. 48.765, Dion. 48.832 and Dion. 48.859. See GEisz 2018, A Study of the Narrator, p. 239.

20 See LSJ s.v. napbévog 1-3. For specifically op. virgin, opp. yovn, cf. e.g. Soph. Tr. 148,
Theoc. 27.65.

21 Geisz 2018, A Study of the Narrator, p. 239.
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juxtaposed, the macabre interplay of map@éve, yépov and £dpeg works to stress
Persephone’s double status as unwedded and unbedded.?

Rouse’s translation is, therefore, clearly unnecessarily reticent. However, on
the other hand, this exceptional use of the term by the Nonnian narrator, in the
context of a virgin not yet married, and to narrate a wayward birth from
a divine father, of a child who is innocent yet powerful, destined to rise again,
may open up another powerful web of associations. One of the driving features
of Gospel teaching is that Mary gives birth to Christ while still retaining her
status as a “virgin” (nmapBévocg). This phenomenon of the virgin mother can be
traced back to the Septuagint: the Hebrew word almah (“‘young woman”) used
at Isa. 7.14 folded into Greek as map0évog. Via a famous move of typology,
“the words of Isaiah were subsequently reinterpreted as a prophecy that finds
fulfilment in the mapOévog Mary.”?3 And, of course, for all of the range of
meanings attested for the term in Greek, it is the specific reading of map6évog
as “virgin” that has dominated New Testament exegesis. As Shorrock well
summarizes, Mary’s dazed question to the angel Gabriel after he has informed
her that she is to give birth to a child, “How shall this be seeing I know not
a man?” (Luke 1.34) provides a neat encapsulation of how “Mary is to be
understood not simply as young, nor unmarried, but above all a virgin — lacking
intimate knowledge of her betrothed.”?*

Now, scholars converted to the possibility of a Christian reading of Nonnus’
‘pagan’ poem (as arbitrary and unhelpful as such short-hands always are) have
been quick to note the heavy emphasis on the nap6évoc in the wider narrative
of the Dionysiaca: how Nonnus seems to go ‘out of his way’? to draw atten-
tion to a succession of TtapBévor throughout the poem, many of whom who are
raped either by Dionysus or his father Zeus; and how his frequent use of the
term itself is a marked deviation from the preceding epic tradition (where
the word barely features at all, in the vocative or otherwise).?® This emphasis
has been read as reflective of Nonnus’ engagement both with ‘the parthenos
debate’ at the heart of the miracle of the Nativity, and with wider contestations
surrounding the body and sexuality within the late antique world. Virginity, in

22 Euripides, a key model for Nonnus as part of his wide reaching tragic inheritance, also uses
the term for Persephone during the choral ode in Helen, where the chorus ventriloquise the speech
of Zeus in his attempts to placate the wrath of Demeter (Bate, ocepval Xapiteg, ite, 1@ nepl
nopféve | Anot Qupocapéve | Arav éEariaat’ drlard, Eur. Hel. 1342-1345) Nonnus here
provides his own redrafting of the links between Zeus, Persephone, virginity and motherhood, this
time moving one branch further down the mythological family tree.

23 SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, pp. 93.

24 SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, pp. 92-93.

23 SHORROCK 2011, Myth of Paganism, p. 93.

26 Cf. SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 94: “Though ... statistics are prone to
mislead as often as they illuminate, it may be of interest to note that 276 out of a total of 383
citations of the word mop0évog (and associated words with the same stem) from the epic canon
on the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae database come from Nonnus.”
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other words, is taken as one of the manifold connections between the myths of
Dionysus and Christ which Nonnus expands and exploits.?” Particular attention
has been paid in this vein to the rape of Aura, the huntress who prized her
virginity above all else before it is taken from her by Dionysus in the final book
of the epic. Liebeschuetz has highlighted verbal connections between the epi-
sode and discussions of Christ’s paradoxical birth in Gregory Nazianzus and
John Chrysostom;?® and Shorrock has suggested a knowing irony in Artemis’
mocking of Aura’s childlessness (Dion. 48.834, odx idov, ov mubounv,
611 mapBévoc via Loyevetl, “I have neither seen nor heard that a virgin
bears a child”) — “since the story of Christ is precisely about the revelation
of a virgin who does give birth to a son. Aura behaves like a Classical heroine,
ironically unaware that she is playing out her role before a late antique audience
in a post-Classical world.”? Virtually no mention, however, in any such dis-
cussions is made of Persephone, who is bestowed not only with the loaded term
parthenos, but in the almost-unique vocative, in tidings from the poet’s own
voice. The role of the Zagreus episode in this Christian-inflected discourse in
the Dionysiaca remains bafflingly under-considered.

We shall shortly return centrally to the role of Zagreus in the Christian reso-
nances of the poem. But my first point here is a simple one. Given the ‘Chris-
tian context” of Nonnus’ world, broadly conceived, such story structures, verbal
cues and narrative themes always already have double significance. In this
telling of this story, our poet makes Zagreus a crucial early contender for this
sort of typological overlapping. In the carefully duplicitous language of
this description, the Orphic story of Zagreus is redrafted through a capaciously
Christian lens, just as the Christian potentiality of the story is refracted through
its Orphic inheritance. These alternative modes and traditions are made to fuse
rather than compete, entwined like the tendrils of a vine.

This fusion continues and intensifies, as running alongside such Orphic and
Christian currents are intertextual moments drawn from the classical world. To
even the casual reader of this passage (if such a reader exists for the Dionysi-
aca...), the prevalence of Homeric language is obvious: Homeric lexica, divine
appellations (patronymics such as Kronides, 6.177) and morphology (pronouns
and uncontracted forms). In all respects, Nonnus’ engagement with the Homeric
idiolect, here as in the whole of the Dionysiaca, is a resounding feature of his
diction.*

27 Other such themes include birth, the vine, illuminations, verbal salutations, and, of course,
and a topic to which we shall soon centrally return, resurrection.

28 LIEBESCHUETZ 1995, Pagan Mythology, p. 206.

2 SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 94.

3 On Nonnus and Homeric language see the syntheses in HOPKINSON 1994, Nonnus and
Homer and BANNERT — KROLL 2016, Nonnus and the Homeric Poems, pp. 484-487, each with
further bibliography.
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However, within this broad Homeric texture, the scene also exhibits some
characteristic verbal innovations, and competing intertextual quotations. In
Dion. 6.180-181, Nonnus gives the image of Zagreus as a teenager, “with the
flower of youth first marking his rounded chin with black”. This phrase dis-
plays two key strategies of Nonnian self-differentiation: one lexical and the
other literary. In terms of vocabulary, the adjective dxpokelaividmvta, a com-
plex, compound participle, is found only once in Homer (//. 21.249, to describe
a river), and is used three times by Nonnus (also at the Dionysiaca, Dion.
18.156 and Dion. 38.377), demonstrating our poet’s penchant for playing with
Homeric hapaxes: “the repetition of rare but exquisitely positioned words to
stimulate flashback literary recollection is [one of his] favourite means of liter-
ary zest.”3! On a poetic level, this whole description is highly suggestive of
Callimachean programmatics. Youth and childhood have long been recognized
as running themes in the Aetia; and when the old poet falls asleep, his young
counterpart meets the Muses in a dream, where, a scholion relates, he is dptti-
vévelog, “sprouting his first beard” (fr. 2d = X Flor. 15-20). The epithet
enjoyed a long literary afterlife and inspired many subsequent imitations; and
as Alan Cameron and Annette Harder have convincingly argued, may well have
its basis in the text of Callimachus itself.3? This chain of imagery has often been
thematically connected to Callimachus’ innovating intentions in Ais poetry — his
aim to create something fresh and new. On an initial reading, therefore, Nonnus
is appropriating this Callimachean symbol of novelty in order to assert his own
agenda of originality.

But a further node in Nonnus’ passage affects the tone of this Callimachean
appropriation. At 165 Persephone is described as Zaypéa yewvapévn. This
phrase contains a very different allusion to Callimachus. It appears word-for-
word in a surviving hymnic fragment of his euvre (Callim. fr. 643 Pf):

Yia Atdvocov Zaypéa yELVOPEVT.

In this fragment, Callimachus himself is discussing Dionysus’ early life as
Zagreus. His version seems to adhere rigorously to Orphic aspects of the myth:
the verse stands as our first identifiable reference to the dismemberment strand
of the story, and its location at Delphi — strands which, as we have seen, Non-
nus pointedly ignores. By using this identical phrase to describe his own reim-
aging of Persephone, Nonnus thus combines Callimachean poetological themes
(the Aetia’s appeals to youth as innovation) with Alexandrian ‘literary’
Orphism. In other words, he points to Callimachus as an ‘Orphic’ source and

31 BANNERT — KROLL 2016, Nonnus and the Homeric Poems, p. 485. A full study of hapaxes
in Nonnus has yet to be undertaken.

32 CAMERON 1995, Callimachus and his Critics, p. 131 and HARDER 2012, Callimachus’ Aetia
(vol. 2), p. 144.
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model too; a model which he follows closely intertextually but whose story-
book he fearlessly casts aside. The passage thus draws attention to the numer-
ous lines of inheritance which inform and lie behind it: just as Orphism and
Christianity are linked via the hinge of Persephone’s ‘virginal’ status, so too is
Orphism twinned with Callimacheanism through alternative verbal echoes. The
different models for the scene are made to speak directly to one another, in
a polyphony of ventriloquized voices.

3. Shape Shifting Poetics and Nonnian Self-Reflection

What these examples begin to show is how in the description of this monstrous
baby, Nonnus creates a ‘hybrid of hybrids’. Dubious Orphism and elicit Chris-
tianity, Homeric lexica and Callimachean allusion: Zagreus contains within
him multiple different parts. Now, this claim could of course be made for
almost any passage of the Dionysiaca. Part of what makes this poem so remark-
able is precisely its enlarged and elaborate mixture of elements — cultural,
generic and literary. However, I now want to consider how Zagreus represents
not just an example of Nonnian hybridity, but an image for it: a guide for how
to read the multiplex poetics of the Dionysiaca as a whole.

Key to this image is a major element of this episode, which I have deferred
from discussing until this point, and which dominates and even derails all of
the more subtle Orphic, Christian and classical echoes, is the remarkable shape-
shifting that Zagreus undertakes (Dion. 6.176-199): first into gods (his father
Zeus and grandfather Cronus), then into humans (a baby and adolescent) —
which together represent the four stages of human life — and then into animals:
a lion, a horse, a serpent, a tiger and a bull. And crucially, these transformations
seem to be an innovation on Nonnus’ part. A substitution for the usual facets
of the Orphic story (the anthropogony, the sparagmos, the burial) this sequence
forms a unique interjection in his take on the Zagreus myth.

The decision to turn Zagreus into a mutating figure clearly aligns him not
only with the shape-shifting tendencies of his heir, the ‘real’ Dionysus, but also
with the bendy, protean aesthetic of the Dionysiaca, heralded in the first proem,
by the programmatic shape-shifter god Proteus, with whom the epic begins
(Dion. 1.13-33):

GALQ xopoL yavovta, Papw Tapd YeEITOVL VIO,
otooté pot [pwtha ToAvTporov, dppa pavein
nowilov eidog Exov, 61t motkilov Huvov éphocm: (15)
el yap Epepndooele SpaK®V KUKAOVUEVOS OAKD,
pEAY® Belov deblov, dnmg Kloomdel BLPo®

QPIKTA dpuKkOoVIOKOU®V £daileto eUAa Tybvimv:

el 6¢ Léov ppitetev Enavyeviny tpiya celov,

Baxkyov dvevawm Procupnc éni el Peing (20)
palov drokAéntovta Aeoviofototo Beaivne:
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el 0& Bueddnevtt petapotlog GAROTL TAPGDOV
nopdaAg difn moivdaidulov eidog dpeipov,
dvRoo A1dg via, TOPeV Yévog Extavey Tvddv
nopdoiiov dyéeoot kabinneboug Elepavtov: (25)
el 8épog iodlotto THmm GvLAC, Lio OvdVNg

deiom mobéovta cvokTdvov gbyapov Atpny,
dyryovou tprrdtoto Kupniide pntépa Bakyov-

el 0& méhotl umAov Béwp, Atdvucov deicm
KOATOV GAOG dvvovta Kopuacopévoro Avkovpyov- (30)
el puTOV aibvoocorto vobov yibvpiopa Titaivay,
pvioopat Tkapioto, mobev mopa Buladt Anvd
Botpug GuIAAN T PL TOdDV £0AIBETO TOPOD.

But bring me a partner for your dance in the neighbouring island of Pharos, Proteus
of many turns, that he may appear in all his manifold form, since I strike
a manifold song. For if, as a serpent, he should glide along his winding trail, I will
sing of that divine achievement, how with ivy- wreathed wand he destroyed the
horrid swarms of serpent-haired Giants. If as a lion he shake his bristling mane,
I will cry “Euoi” to Bacchus on the arm of burly Rhea, stealthily draining the
breast of the lion-breeding goddess. If as a leopard he shoot up into the air with
stormy leap from his paws, quickly changing his many-shaped form like a master
craftsman, I will hymn the son of Zeus, how he slew the Indian people, riding
down the elephants with his teams of leopards. If he makes his body into the shape
of a boar, I will sing of Thyone’s son, love-sick for well-married Aurora, slayer
of boars, mother of the third Bacchus, late-born. If he be mimic water, I will sing
Dionysus diving into the bosom of the sea, when Lycurgus armed himself. If he
becomes a quivering tree and tune a counterfeit whispering, I will tell of Icarius,
how in the jubilant winepress his feet crushed the grape in rivalry.

Indeed, Zagreus’ series of shapes, each (apart from the horse) related to the cult
of Dionysus, are also directly parallel to Proteus’ opening transformations. So,
the “proto Dionysus’ also becomes a posterior Proteus, himself a programmatic
emblem for the yet-to-be-born Dionysus. Here is a dramatic instance of Non-
nus’ ‘preposterous’ use of analogy — “where one narrative [or character] always
seems to have the capability of announcing another proleptically, as well as
echoing another retrospectively.”33

We may note also the repeated presence in this sequence of the word vooc.
Zagreus is attacked whilst looking at his voOov &idoc (Dion. 6.173), and during
his metamorphosis he emits a roar which is voBov (Dion. 6.198) — which inten-
sifies the earlier description of his leonine cry as pipniédg (Dion. 6.182).
Now, vo0og — which means (and we shall come back to this translation) either
“counterfeit” or “bastard” —is a term which recurs again and again throughout

3 GoLpHILL 2015, Preposterous Poetics, p. 156. Goldhill gives a convincing account of
Nonnus’ penchant for this sort of topsy-turvy echoing, which he terms ‘preposterous poetics’, and
connects to typological strategies of Jewish and Christian exegesis. Different but related com-
ments on this aspect of Nonnus’ style in SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 120; AGOSTI
2008, Le Dionisiache e le arte figurative, p. 2; HARDIE 2005, Nonnus’ Typhon, p. 123.
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the poem. Thus, to take just the first book as a paradigmatic example, the
proem’s own shape-shifting series ends by imagining Proteus’ “counterfeit
whispering” (voOov y100piopa, Dion. 1.31) — with yiBvpiopa itself already a
loaded programmatic term from the pastoral world: it occurs in the first line of
Theocritus’ first Idyll as he announces his own ‘rebellious’ venture in this new
bucolic poetics — 3* and the concept is personified and magnified in the narra-
tive through Typhon the usurper, who is described as a Zgvg vé0ocg (Dion.
1.295).% As a result of such applications, the term is often most tightly con-
nected to the poem’s sense of hybridity: part of a series of words related to
imitation, appropriation and mimesis (LPUNMAOG, TOAVTPOTOG, TO1KilOG, all of
which also star in the opening proem).® However, whilst this is undoubtedly
an important aspect of the word’s valence in the poem, v66og exerts a stronger
force than the other mimetic words in this group, because bastardy is also inher-
ently connected to conditions of parentage and birth — and so v66og connects
polyformity of texture with deviance of genealogy. In this familial sense, the
word also functions from the start of the poem as a tag not only for Dionysus’
own dysfunctional birth, and anxious relationship with his distant father Zeus,
but also for the text’s own wayward relationship to its literary heritage — Non-
nus as the ‘bastard’ child of his own errant poetic dad, ‘father Homer.” This
double aspect of voBog is what makes the term particularly emblematic for
Dionysus the character, and for Nonnus the Dionysiac poet. Its application to
Zagreus — to refer, literally, to the ‘counterfeit’ aspects of his transformative
performance, but also, more conceptually, as a nod to his wayward family line-
age — brings both aspects of the term to the fore through him. Zagreus, like
Dionysus, and like Nonnus himself, emerges as a figure who embodies both
senses of vobog, as a driving metaphor for the poem.

Through these programmatic alignments, Zagreus can clearly function as
a figure for Nonnus’ transformative epic ambitions in the Dionysiaca. That is,
he serves to visualize the literary-cultural hybridity of the passage, and, by
extension, the poem: an emblem for this daring, multi-faceted epic undertaking.
However, this straightforward metapoetic ‘match up’ (character as mise en
abyme for poem) is not the end of the reflexive story. In the deeper recesses of
the episode, there are more complex, and indeed more critical, aspects to
Zagreus’ depiction, which begin to suggest his more lasting impact on Nonnus’
conception of his project.

3 On Nonnus’ engagement with pastoral poetry, particularly enshrined in the figure of Cadmus
and the power of his song, see LASEK 2016, Nonnus and the Play of Genres, pp. 406-412, and
AcosTtA-HUGHES 2016, Composing the Masters, each with further bibliography.

35 The same description is applied to Brontes at Dion. 28.199.

3 For example, Hadjittofi discusses the word in her discussion of ‘hybridity’, in her survey
of the major themes and motifs in the poem (HADiITTOFI 2016, Major Themes, p. 141).
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Nonnus’ version of the Titans’ attack also includes some pointed, and ini-
tially baffling, emphases. The Titans “disguise their faces with chalk™ in order
to ambush the baby (GALG & YOW® kepdarén ypiobévieg émiklona KOKAQ
npocanov, Dion. 6.169-170). This on the one hand may be understood as part
of the Orphic material in the scene: precedent for the Titans’ ‘chalk moment’
is found a verse from the Hellenistic poet Euphorion (mévta 8¢ ol vexundov
éAhgvkaivovto mpocnona, “they whitened themselves their entire faces, as if
they were corpses”)?” which corresponds to the information provided in other
sources, like the text of Harpocration, who also describes the Titans “smearing
themselves with chalk, so as not to be recognized”.’® However, we have seen
how happy is Nonnus to dispose of a number of ‘obvious’ Orphic manoeuvres
in his version of the tale. So why retain this particular esoteric strand? The
incident first creates a situation whereby the Titans themselves to take part in
the process of disguise and mutation, later matched and outdone by the drama
of Zagreus’ own metamorphic spectacle. It also concentrates attention on faces,
as the /oci for this dress-up act. This emphasis is picked up by other references
to the same feature. Zeus changes his ‘face’ in Dion. 6.157 (rpoc®nov again)
as he becomes a serpent to rape Persephone. Zagreus the ‘Callimachean youth’
has the down first staining his k0kAa tpocdrov (Dion. 6.181) — a direct repeti-
tion of the wording for the Titans’ disguise. And even the horse (Dion. 6.190)
is described as “smearing his cheek” (mepitpifov yévuv) to whiten it with
foam. Also salient is the presence of reflective surfaces or metals: Zagreus is
destroyed, as we have seen, whilst contemplating his v60ov £idog in a mirror
(Dion. 6.173); he is cut down by the Titan steel (Dion. 6.174 c1dMp®) and,
later, with their knife (Dion. 6.205).

This combination of faces and mirrors works together to create an insistent
focus on reflection: and specifically, reflection on (and of) the self.** In a pro-
grammatic passage which ‘reflects’ the changeable poetics of the epic, self-
reflection itself is also thematized. It is as if Nonnus is being self-conscious
about being self-conscious: visualizing the sorts of metapoetic moves that the
narrative of the episode displays. This is all the more significant because
Zagreus (at least literally) fails in this story. He fails to take over Zeus’ posi-
tion, and to escape from the Titans; and transformation here disables, as well
as enables, such acts of usurpation. Zeus’ metamorphosis into a snake facili-
tates his rape of Persephone. But Zagreus’ shape-shifting awesomeness does
not help him at all — like Homer’s Proteus, he is not able to slip his way out of
capture. In this respect, the Zagreus story enables the Nonnian poet to ‘close

37 Fr. 29 DE CUENCA.

38 Harpocration, Lexicon s.v. drnopdttov (36 Keyney = Bernabé OF 308 1I). On these prec-
edents, see GARCIA-GASCO VILLARUBIA 2011, Titans in Disguise, pp. 113-116.

3 On mirrors and the mise en abyme, see DALLENBACH 1989, The Mirror in the text, who
would have surely loved this passage (and Nonnus).
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read’ critically his own poikilos persona: to consider what is at stake in this
new kind of epic, what it will look like, and even what it will cost. Self-laud-
atory mutability is not always the key to easy superiority — and Zagreus can
contain a warning, even a self-warning, against the smugness of excessive
self-reflection.

4. Zagreus Lives: The Poem Which ‘Begins Again’

Such a line of interpretation may seem to affirm, after all, Shorrock’s negative
reading of the scene. If he works as a vehicle for Nonnus’ critical scrutiny,
surely Zagreus indeed represents the poet’s failed prototype; a catalogue of his
former literary misfires? However, the end of the scene contains the twist to
this Nonnian self-‘close reading’. After Zagreus is torn apart, Nonnus tells us
that his transformative usurpation is replaced by something else (Dion. 6.175):

téppo Biov AtOVuGoc v TaAVAYpETOV ApYNV

The end of his life was the beginning of a new life as Dionysus.

We shall soon return in detail to the crucial paradoxes underscored by every
word in this line. But for now, it must first be noted that as a narrative prolep-
sis, the statement primes the reader to look for Zagreus in the poem again.
And this return comes in a number of different ways. The first, as directly cued
by this prediction, is his ‘rebirth’ as Dionysus, who is born in full in the ninth
book of the epic. And yet such a process is difficult, even discomforting, in its
significations — as the grammar of this verse subtly foregrounds. It remains
true, after all, that it is Dionysus, not Zagreus, who is really the subject of Dion.
6.175 : the téppa Piov is his. Gods are not meant to die, but before he achieves
a new beginning, this divinity ‘has’ a death.*’ So too is the narrative fulfilment
of this rebirth equally murky, almost dark. For despite his frequent appellation
(in the Dionysiaca and elsewhere) as Dionysus ‘first born’, the scene describing
Dionysus’ ‘real’ birth does not feature Zagreus directly at all: the emphasis
instead is on Zeus’ paradoxical status as child bearer — the proxy womb of his
thigh — Hera’s characteristic jealousy, and the attempts to hide the new-born
with a series of surrogate carers: the river nymphs, then lo, then Rhea (Dion. 9).

However, as the poem continues, Zagreus ‘reappears’ more palpably in the
words and memory of the characters. A number of the ‘passing mentions’
which we discussed at the beginning of this contribution in fact provide strong
vocal reminders of Zagreus’ inherent connection to the new star of the

40" This uncomfortable — but crucial — fact that Dion. 6.175 makes Dionysus die and have
a new beginning from Zagreus, not Zagreus dying and having a new beginning as Dionysus, is
obscured by most of the existing translations of the line (as ROUSE’s here, which I have once again
retained in order to critique).



68 E. GREENSMITH

Dionysian show: neither Dionysus, nor his readers, are allowed to forget the
existence of his earlier incarnation. He is used as rhetorical sniping tool for
Dionysus’ enemies, as a means of undermining his divine and heroic status. To
buoy up his troops before the sea battle, the Indian leader Deriades recalls how
Zeus once gave his throne to Zagreus, “the more ancient Dionysus” (Dion.
39.72, nalorotép® Atovion), to deflate Dionysus’ claims to divine parentage:
and by retelling the story of Zagreus’ usurpation as an act of willing benevolence
from Zeus (Dion. 9.73, ddke vépag Zaypit) Deriades also punctures Dionysus’
connection to his heavenly father by establishing a jarring contrast: the baby got
the lightening, Bacchus only the lowly vine (Dion. 39.73, doteponnv Zaypijt
Kal dpmelov oivomt Bakym). Likewise Gaia, who later incites the Giants against
Dionysus, alludes to the death of Zagreus as an earlier instance of how she armed
her ‘slayers’ against Dionysus, and won (Dion. 48.29-30, npecPutépovg Tith-
vog €ml TpotEP® Alovoo®, | Omhotépoug o6& Tiyavtag En’ dyiyove Alovioo,
“the older Titans against the former Dionysus, the younger Giants against
Dionysus later born”). By terming both enemies ‘Dionysus’, Gaia exploits the
potential vulnerability of the god who has died before. In the jibes of his oppo-
nents, therefore, Zagreus is not Dionysus’ failed prototype, but his superior
‘more ancient’ rival, or palimpsestic entity, whose presence can continue to sting
him. What better way to deflate the (ego)centricism of the epic hero than to
remind him that he is always supplementary; his ‘story’ has happened before?

However, in the final book of the poem, the two figures are linked more
positively. Once Dionysus is enthroned on Mount Olympus, the Athenians wel-
come his son Iacchus into the Temple of Athena. As they conduct their Bacchic
ceremonies, they establish new sacrifices for a full cast of ‘Dionysuses’ (Dion.
48.962-968):

kal Ogov 1Adokovto ped’ vica [Mepoepoveing,

Kol epéAng peta moida, Ounmoriag 8¢ Avaim
AY1yOVE GTNGOVTO Kol pyeYovVe AlOVOc®,

Kol Tp1tat® véov duvov énecpopdynoayv Takyo. (965)
kal tehetaic Tplocfoiy éRakyevdncav Adfvar:

Kol 1opOV OYITEAEGTOV GVEKPODLGAVTO TOAITUL
Zoypéa kudaivovteg dpo Bpopio kol Taxyo.

They honoured him (Iacchus) as a god next after the son of Persephone, and after
Semele’s son; they established sacrifices for Dionysus late born and Dionysus first
born and third they chanted a new hymn for Iacchus. In these three celebrations
Athens held high revel; in the dance lately made, the Athenians beat the step in
honour of Zagreus and Bromius and Iacchus altogether.

So, the epic ends its winding journey with Zagreus, who is placed at the heart
of the Athenian ritual, the first of a Dionysian triptych. It is thus in the language
and performance of worship that pre-, ‘full’ and post-Dionysus are experienced
dpa: ‘living’ in the poem at the same time.
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Zagreus therefore exerts a presence on the epic that goes beyond his opaque
manifestation ‘in” Dionysus, and his relationship with the poem’s protagonist
is in many ways a dynamic co-existence: not a palimpsestic write-over. These
verbal combinations pave the way for a final mode of recurrence for Zagreus,
and it is here that his status in the poem achieves its most profound and lasting
effect.

Zagreus ‘becomes’ Dionysus through resurrection: and the framing of that
line Dion. 6.175 makes clear that his final transformation will be in this act:
an ontological revivification, with ‘end’ (téppo) making way for a beginning
(dpynv). Zagreus’ life, death, and future life are all shaped by this concept of
resurrection: it is his re-beginning that is underscored and emphasized; not, as
we have seen, the more terrestrial destiny of his former body. It could be that
in his selective use of Orphic tenets of the myth, Nonnus chose to do away with
the description of what happened to his dismembered limbs or bones precisely
so as to focus attention solely on this aspect of his afterlife. Now, the promise
of Zagreus’ resurrection is of course the first example of a theme which fre-
quently occurs throughout the poem. The Dionysiaca features many examples
of physical as well as metaphorical resurrection. In the two most prominent
cases, in a story depicted on the shield of Dionysus, Tylus is killed by a serpent
but is miraculously resurrected by a life-giving herb (Dion. 25.451-552). And
in Books 11-12 Dionysus’ lover Ampelus dies in an accident, but is brought
back to life in form of the vine.*!

This theme is, unsurprisingly, considered to be one of the most major vectors
of connection between the Dionysiaca and Christian discourse: strengthened
by the presence of ambivalent terms such as parthenos, such scenes can be read
as intersecting intensely with a wider Christian concern with life after death —
an example of the ‘explosion’ of interest in the literature of the imperial period
(also observed readily in the prose romances) with resurrection, often in the
original body.*? In the case of Tylus, such a case can be made with vehemence:
Tylus is restored to life in his original form, thus providing, on the most
Homeric of objects (a re-writing of the shield of Achilles) and most classical
of literary forms (the tool of narrative ekphrasis) “an incontrovertible narrative
of bodily resurrection”.** So much so, that for Spanoudakis, through the inclu-
sion of such themes on the shield Nonnus offers “a universal history equal to

41 For further analysis of this theme in the poem, and these two episodes in particular, see
SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, pp. 97-100 and BERNABE — GARCIA-GAsco 2016, Nonnus
and Dionysiac-Orphic Religion, pp. 104-107.

42 E.g. BOWERSOCK 1994, Fiction as History, p. 99: “Among the most conspicuous features
of the fiction of the Roman empire, not only the prose romances but the mythological confections
as well, is resurrection after death in the original body.” Further discussion of this quotation in
this vein in SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 97.

43 SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 97.
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Christian salvation: from the creation of the world to the installation of the new
world, prefigured, albeit not fulfilled, in Dionysus and Zeus.”

Ampelus, by contrast, does not return in the same bodily form as before, but
rather gains new life through metamorphosis. And yet there remain ample par-
allel possibilities with Gospel narratives through his very name and status as
the vine. Shorrock has shown how such parallels are supported by the corre-
spondence and interaction between the ampelos in Nonnus’ Paraphrase 15 and
the man-cum-vine in the Dionysiaca: “where Christ uses metaphor to describe
his own similarity to a vine, the young satyr called Ampelus is actually trans-
formed into the plant that bears his name; Christ the metaphorical vine will
suffer death, but will be bodily resurrected and will then return to heaven;
Ampelus, the satyr, will die, but will enjoy resurrection and new life as the
vine.”® Through his twin embodiment of these two symbolic and suggestive
themes — the vine and the resurrection — Ampelus thus cements his central
status in the religious duplicity of the text.

These ‘Christian’ layers in the Dionysiac resurrections have been located
most directly through a further, specific set of parallels: the striking overlap,
both verbal and thematic, between these two episodes in the Dionysiaca and
the story of Lazarus as retold by Nonnus in the Paraphrase.*® In the case of
the Tylus episode especially, the essential similarity of a man mourned by his
friends and family who is resurrected from death in his original body is bol-
stered by a number of close intertextual parallels.*” The most crucial of these
connections is the striking compound noAwvéypetov. Meaning “taken back”,
“recalled”, or “coming back again”, it is a rare piece of morphology: found
just once in Homer, in the negative, as Zeus asserts his unbreakable promise
to Thetis (/1. 1.526-527, o0 yap &uOV TOALVAYPETOV OV’ GmaTNAOV | 00’
drelevtnTov O Ti KeV KEQPUAT KaTOVELO®.,), it otherwise appears only spar-
ingly (usually on isolated occasions, once in a text) in a range of works from
Theocritus to the Pseudo-Hesiodic Shield.*® Unsurprisingly, given the lexical
megalomania that we have discussed, Nonnus explodes and experiments with
the term: it features twenty-two times in the Dionysiaca alone, and a further
eight times in the Paraphrase, more uses than any other surviving author. On

4 SPANOUDAKIS 2014, The Shield, pp. 370-371, as discussed in BERNABE — GARCIA-GASCO
2016, Nonnus and Dionysiac-Orphic Religion, p. 107.

4 SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 100.

46 For the connections between the Lazarus story and the Ampelus episode, on which this
argument will not focus, see especially SPANOUDAKIS 2013, Resurrections; SPANOUDAKIS 2014,
Nonnus, Paraphrasis (XI), and SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 100, with full refer-
ences and potential correspondences.

47 List at VIAN 1990, Nonnos, Dionysiaques (XXV-XXIX), pp. 267-268, reprinted by SHORROCK
2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 98. Vian contrary to Shorrock, prefers the anteriority of the
Dionysiaca to the Paraphrase.

4 See LSJ s.v. molvypetog.
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three such occasions, however, he pairs the adjective with apy1.*’ Such a dou-
blet creates a brazen temporal contradiction. A newness that is also a return,
a start predicated by a recall; to begin, this phrase demands, you also have to
go back. By coining this paradoxical formula,® Nonnus thus constructs and
enacts that profound tension of competing motions — the linear versus the cir-
cular — that our own compound ‘re-surrection’ more latently conveys. It is
therefore particularly resonant that this pairing occurs during the corporeal res-
urrections of Tylus and Lazarus; miracles which forcefully express exactly this
doubleness of position in time (Dion. 25.545-549 and Par. 11.160-165):

Kol VEKUG AUeEToV Blothg mahvaypetov apynv (545)
de&itepob pev Emaidie modog BEvap, Auel 8& Aatdv
opbooag otatov Tyvog 6o otnpileto Tapo®d

avdpog Eymv tomov icov, 8¢ év Aexéecoty iabmv
8pBprov olyopévng droceietal Hmvov dnwTNg

The body, busy again with the beginning of life, moved the sole of the right foot,
rose upon the left and stood firmly based on both feet, like a man lying in bed who
shakes the sleep from his eyes in the morning.

amvoov avdpa kdlecos, kal Etpeye vekpog 6ditng (160)
otelywv avtokéAevfog dpomhEKT® XOOVH Tape®

amvoov avdpa kbreooe, kal v eOiLEVoLaLY dKovowg

&€ "Aldog vooTtNnoE QUYAG VEKVLG dyiov GAANY

dbpnoag peta téppa Piov Taivaypetov apynv
Oapparény... (165)

He called the lifeless man; the corpse at once sat up, ran staggering along the
ground on tangled feet. He called the lifeless man among the withered dead, who,
hearing, ran from Hades, fleeing, seeing here a stunning new beginning after the
end of life.

It is remarkable, however, that the third and only other use of the phrase — the
first occurrence in the Dionysiaca (also, like the Lazarus line, with the phrase
téppa Piov), much earlier in narrative time than Tylus, and far deeper in
mythical-chronological history than Lazarus — has not been fully brought in
to this picture.’! And yet the TaAwvéypetov Gpynv of Zagreus is surely of vital

49 Cf. relatedly, Dion. 10.49, ypovinv maivaypetov Tva.

30 Tt is only in Nonnus’ poems that the phrase Taiivéypetov Gpynv occurs anywhere in sur-
viving Greek literature.

31 Scholars have used the phrase to link either the Tylus and Lazarus episodes (in addition to
VIAN as discussed here, see also SPANOUDAKIS 2014, The Shield, pp. 370-371, whose argument
about the shield of Dionysus and the Christian narrative of the cosmos are based in part on inter-
textual parallels between the Tylus panel and the Lazarus section of the Paraphase) or the Tylus
and Zagreus scenes (BERNABE — GARCIA-GAsco 2016, Nonnus and Dionysiac-Orphic Religion,
p- 105): no discussion has, in any depth or detail, joined the three passages together. In his discus-
sion of Tylus and Lazarus, SHORROCK 2011, The Myth of Paganism, p. 98, notes in passing the
recurrence of the phrase in the Zagreus episode, but it is baffling that neither he nor Vian includes
nalvaypetov apynyv in their lists of parallels between the with Tylus and Lazarus episodes (in
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importance to understanding the links between the phrase and Nonnian narra-
tives of resurrection. Achieving a ‘new life’ which is both, like Tylus and
Lazarus, ‘physical’ (he becomes Dionysus) and, like Ampelus, metamorphoric
and symbolic (connected to his series of previous shape-shiftings); a change
which is both linear and (in the poetic memory of the characters) always already
a return, Zagreus best embodies the multifaceted aspects of Dionysiac-Johan-
nine resurrection. So, it is entirely fitting that he is given the loaded first
instance of a phrase which Nonnus uses to capture the paradoxical power of
this process. The intertext thus strengthens the connections between the Zagreus
episode and the (so-called) ‘major’ expositions in Nonnus of life after death
(Ampelus, Tylus, Lazarus, Christ), and affirms this baby’s central, epigonal,
instigative role in the theme of resurrection as explored across the poet’s work.

5. Coda: The Nonnian Whole

‘Metapoetics’ is not a popular word in classical scholarship anymore. Matthew
Leigh has deemed it “the dreariest of contemporary approaches to ancient
verse”? and Pramit Chaudhuri warned against its “overfamiliarity” in modern
readings of ancient poets, which “works against the thrill of [their] gambit”.33
But Nonnus resists such critical resistance: the epic poet who, as we have seen,
uses Proteus as the image for the protean, begins Gospel time by denying time
itself, doubles up on proems, and glosses his own metaphors, actively revels in
the programmatic, and explores new routes for literary self-consciousness
which are surely anything but dreary. Zagreus, I have argued, needs to figure
much more centrally in conversations about this highly reflective, hyper-reflex-
ive poet’s voice.

As a figure in such conversations, it is now clear how the previous program-
matic readings of Zagreus can be overturned, and even reversed. Via his literal,
linguistic and literary resurrection, Zagreus cannot represent an earlier attempt
at Nonnian poetics because he does not end or die: at 175 earliness and current-
ness collapse into themselves. Resurrection, it seems, allows Nonnus to formu-
late an antidote to the pitfalls of ostentatious mutation; to sidestep the idea that
the only kind of succession is the replacement of one generational figure by the
next. It is telling, in this light, that during his shape-shifting show, Zagreus
appears at one time as Zeus and at another as Cronus: he can be son, and father,
and son of the father at any given time. Dionysus, the god who dies, is split

the Tylus scene, both only cite only cite the cuptypov ... naiwvaypetov of the serpent at Dion.
25.536, and ignore entirely the second use of the compound with épy1v, a few lines later in the
resurrection itself. Further noting of the Zagreus reference in SPANOUDAKIS 2014, Nonnus, Para-
phrasis (XI), p. 286 (*Also significant’, but without extended discussion).

52 LEIGH 2006, Statius, p. 238.

33 CHAUDHURI 2014, The War with God, p. 2.
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apart (sparagmos) but keeps signifying through this process of multiplication,
and has a lasting life which is a (series of) beginnings. The notion of continu-
ation inherent to the process of reincarnation thus offers a counterbalance to
the agonism and self-spectacle required for a poetics of shapeshifting. As the
first example of this motif — transformation versus, and via, resurrection —
Zagreus represents the first case of a theme which continues to characterize and
connect the varied strands of Nonnus’ two epics. In this way, Zagreus and his
‘resurrection’ across the Nonnian corpus suggest above all that to consider the
Dionysiaca and Paraphrase as palimpsestic to one another — one ‘anterior’,
first born, short-lived, and the other the fully formed, complete and central — is
a mutation and a misreading. Like the Athenians’ closing dance to the multiple
Dionysuses, so must our driving approach to the poems, as to all of Nonnus’
poetics, be dialogic, open-ended and self-consciously symbiotic: kvdaivovteg
T
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