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The University of Calgary
Abstract
Nonnian Perversions

by Meaghan Rondeau

This thesis is a study of three sections of Nonnus’ Dionysiaca, each of which.
exemplifies Nonnus’ practice of perverting genres, motifs, and prior works of literature.
In the first chapter, Nonnus’ six references to Homer are consideregl’“in-'ihe light of their
surrounding context. The resulting conclusion—that Nonnus wishes his epic to be
everything Homer’s poems are not—is then applied to four significant passages of
Dionysiaca 24 and 25. The second chapter is centred upon a passage of foreshadowing at
the beginning of Nonnus’ Pentheus episode whose close verbal and thematic ties to
Euripides’ Bacchae deceptively suggest tha’; Nonnus will follow the play closely when he
later narrates the foreshadowed events. The final chapter is a discussion of the Aura
epyllion, in which Nonnus takes his predilection for perversion to the extreme, inverting
a common literary motif and inflicting it upon a character who cannot tolerate its

consequences.
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INTRODUCTION
b3

The Dionysiaca of Nonnus is an audacious,’ tasteless,? and ambitiously
loquacious® epic. Nonnus himself, I suspect, would not only agree with this statement but
take it as a compliment, an indication that he had successfully accomplished what he set
out to achieve. Critics who write.off his poem because it has these qualities are making a
mistake, but an understandable one. Homer taught the Greéks and Romans what an epic
was supposed to be, and, today, he teaches scholars the same thing, He is, and always
has been, the standard of measurement for writers and readers of epic. When measured by
the Homeric yardstick, Nonnus is quite likely the most incompetent epic poet of all time,
because it appears that, compared to Homer, he is woefully terrible at everything. He
fails at creating a brave and wise hero. He fails at constructing a smoothly-flowing
narrative.® He fails at maintaining proper epic seriousness. And beneath each of these
glaring failures lurk countless sub-travesties. (His,characters don’t talk to each other!’
There is an awful lot of lechery!®) If we tried hard enough, reading this poem with a
stern Homeric eye, we could probably find a problem with every line.

But that would be a misguided and unhelpful approach to the poem. Nonnus is
not an incompetent attempted imitator of Homer. He did have Homer’s yardstick with
him the whole way through—not because he wished to write a proper (i.e. imitation

Homeric) poem, but because he wished to do the opposite. And Homer’s standard was

! Chamberlayne (1916) 42.
2 Rose, in Rouse (1940) vol. 2, 274, note b.
3 Hopkinson (1994c) 122.
4 Vian (1976) XVIIL: “On ne doit donc pas s’attendre & trouver dans I’oeuvre une architecture
harmonieuse.”
5 Wlfstrand (1933) 142.
§ Enough, in fact, that Winkler wrote an entire Ph.D. dissertation about it.



not the only one that Nonnus had in his line of sight as he worked: perversions of nearly
every ancient genre of writing, literary motif, and poet can be found in the Dionysiaca. It
is as an 1inverter of his sources, primarily but not exclusively Homer, that Nonnus shows
his cleverness and originality, producing antiquity’s most unexpected epic.

The poem is also, of course, a product of its time. Writing in the fifth century,’
Nonnus had access to works written in a wide variety of literary genres and was

influenced by the popular writers of late antiquity.® Much of the Dionysiaca’s self-

professed TO1K1A10 is a result of Nonnus’ enthusiasm for incorporating the

characteristics of so many types of writing, and the work of so many writers, into his
epic.

Nonnus and Homer: not only the title of an important article by Neil Hopkinson,
but also the most discordant of the Panopolitan’s paradoxical pairings. Nonnus mentions
Homer six times in his poem, and there are many scenes therein which earlier scholars
view as imitations of passages from the Zliad or Odyssey. Hopkinson, however,
interpreting Nonnus’ references to Homer as indicative of desire to emulate and surpass
his poetic predecessor, goes on to argue that this desire is exerhpliﬁed in certain
significant passages of the Dionysiaca. Viewing Nonnus’ method from this angle gives
the reader a much more enlightening and accurate perspective on the poet’s policy, and
gives Nonnus some well-earned respect. But I do not support Hopkinson’s view that
each of the epic’s references to Homer contains emulation or rivalry. When viewed in

their surrounding contexts, all six of them prove to be uncomplimentary and hint at a

" Vian (1976) I-XVII, discusses this, hypothesizing 450-470 (XVII) as Nonnus’ likely floruit. See also
Shorrock (2001) 1; Rose in Rouse (1940) vol.1, vii; Hopkinson (1994c) 121.

8 Cf., Vian (1976) XLV-XLVI for a list of these. :
? Dion. 1.12 Towkidov buvov dpdoc®. Cf. Hopkinson (1994b) 10-12, Shorrock (2001) 21-22, Vian
(1976) XXX.



practice of perversion. Throughout the poem, Nonnus does everything Homer does not;
his goalais to be the anti-Homer, and the most noticeably Homer-inspired passages of the
poem tlfat have been viewed as imitations of Homer, or (as Hopkinson suggests)
emulative attempts to surpass him, are in fact inversions of their Homeric counterparts.
Chapter 1 is an explanation of how each of Nonnus’ six references to Homer is anti-
Homeric by virtue of its content, context, or both, followed by an analysis of how
Nonnus’ relationship with Homer plays out in four important Homer-inspired passages in
books 24 and 25, his epic’s centre.

Another poet with whom Nonnus has complicated connections is Euripides.
Books 44 through 46 are Nonnus’ tragedy-lengthw reworking of the Bacchae. Nowhere
else in the epic does he make such extensive, continual use of one poet’s work, and that it
is the work of a playwright, though perhaps an unexpected move from the reader’s
standpoint, does make sense: firstly, the Bacchae is by far Greek literature’s most famous
Dionysiac work; and secondly, Nonnus has a fondness for writing in a variety of genres.
But, as with Homer, Nonnus does not merely retell Euripides’ story. Chapter2 isa
detailed look at one very small part of “Nonnus’ Bacchae,” lines 44.46-79 and the
subsequent péssages of book 46 to which they are linked. I selected this material for
discussion because it is an excellent demonstration of Nonnus® typical approach to
another writer’s work. What we learn from analyzing it is applicable not only to many
other aspects of Nonnus’ Pentheus episode but also to his use of other authors (including
Homer).

In lines 44.46-79, Nonnus describes a prophetic dream Agave has had years ago.

There is, of course, no such dream in Euripides; in Nonnus, however, these occur

19 As Hopkinson 1994¢ (121) has noted.



frequently. But although the dream itself is a new addition to the story which the reader,
by the time she has arrived at book 44, will recognize as another manifestation of a
popularﬁNonnian motif, its content, while foreshadowing Pentheus’ death to Agave,
seems also to foreshadow to the reader that Nonnus’ version of Pentheus’ death will
happen just as it does in the Bacchae. Lines 44.46-79 contain copious verbal and
thematic echoes of the play, which, taken together, give the impression that Nonnus
intends to imitate Euripides. As it turns out, however, the real-life versions of the dream
events earlier recounted by Agave, which occur in book 46, are invgr‘se’,‘ Nonnian
variations of the Euripidean scenes on which they are based. Nonnus shows his
familiarity with the Bacchae’s language and themes in book 44, in order to set up what
proves to be an effective and surprising contrast between Euripides’ version of the story
and his own.

The final chapter is a discussion of the Dionysiaca’s final book, in which Nonnus
creates the ultimate perversion. Her name is Aura. ,She is a follower of Artemis' and
mythology’s most determined virgin; Nonnus turns her into a “rapist” of Artemis and
mythology’s least maternal mother. The story of Aura is a disturbing reversal of a
common ancient literary motif, in which a girl progresses from maidenhood to
motherhood in five steps. Homer’s Nausicaa (Odyssey 6) and Tyro (Odyssey 11),
Aeschylus’ Io (Prometheus Bound), and Moschus’ Europa, despite their widely-varying
circumstances and attitudes about marriage/motherhood, all experience this five-step
transition, and they all accept their fate once they have given birth.

But Nonnus has intentionally created a character who cannot accept hers. She has

a dream that foretells the loss of her virginity and reacts with a verbal and visual assault



on Artemis as the two bathe in a river: she fondles the goddess’ breasts, accuses her of
having 8 maternal appearance, and provides her with a list of potential husbands. As
punishnient for this strange sacrilege, Aura is raped and impregnated by Dionysus.
Whereas most maidens in myth are able, even despite having been raped, to settle down
and raise their children, Aura, upon giving birth, becomes even more adamant in her
refusal of maternity, and the story descends into chaos, ending with Nonnus’ final insult
to Aura: her metamorphosis into a fountain.

The inverted echoes of Homer’s epics in books 24 and 25, the tfagic Pentheus
episode of books 44-46, and the Aura epyllion of book 48 may seem too unrelated to
belong together in a single thesis; this is why I chose them. Regardless of which author,
genre, or motif Nonnus is employing at the moment, his policy remains the same. This
consistent, unconventional use of his sources makes the Dionysiaca the unique,

wandering, tongue-in-cheek behemoth of a poem that it is. It is the common stylistic

thread that links together the diverse elements of his TotkiAov LUvov.



CHAPTER ONE

Nonnus, the Anti-Homer

Nonnus’ relationship with Homer is one of the most frequently discussed topics
among both the Dionysiaca’s critics and its admirers. The problem is a long way from
being solved. Though it was acceptable and even expected for an epic poet to borrow
words and ideas from his predecessors, and from Homer especially, it is rare for an epic
poet, however obviously influenced by Homer’s poetry, to mentionéﬁis-"‘name.ll Virgil
has often been considered the Roman Homer,'? but he does not label himself thus in the
Aeneid. The Posthomerica of Quintus “I Can’t Believe It’s Not Homer” Smyrnaeus
picks up where Homer’s Iliad leaves off, and though it is a large-scale rip-off of Homer’s
style and subject matter, Quintus, who could have claimed Homer as his main influence
without causing so much as a raised eyebrow, does not mention his predecessor’s name
either. .

In light of this, it is even more peculiar that Nonnus, of all people, draws the name

of Homer into his poem with such insistence. It features the protagonist and plot than

! Vian (1991) notes that both Nicander and Ennius did refer to Homer in their epics.

2 This is not the place for an extensive discussion of Virgil’s use of Homer, but a brief one will be useful to
highlight the contrast between what Virgil does and what Nonnus does. Virgil, writing a distinctly Roman
epic, alters and modifies his Homeric models, simultaneously paying homage to the Greek poet and
Latinizing him. For example, Virgil’s Aeneas is a Romanized composite of Homer’s Achilles and
Odysseus, and the whole poem is scrupulously organized into an “Odyssey” component (books 1-6) and an
“Iliad” component (books 7-12). Virgil immediately defines his relationship with Homer in the epic’s first
two words, arma virumque, and establishes that the focus of his poem will be Rome (tantae molis erat
Romanam condere gentem, 1.33). This is not inversion or parody of his predecessor, but rather
modification, the specific purpose of which has been clearly explained in the proem. Virgil respectfully
Romanizes Homer, while Nonnus insolently inverts him. Virgil is capable of using his sources in a way
similar to (but not quite the same as) the way Nonnus uses his; Thomas (1999) argues that there are six
categories of reference in the poems, among which is “correction,” in which “the poet provides
unmistakable indications of his source, then proceeds to offer detail that contradicts or alters that source”
(127). In fact, this is what Hopkinson thinks Nonnus does with Homer. I think it is important, however, to
distinguish between contradiction/polemical alteration and consistent, intentional inversion.



which no more unhomeric could be conceived, and its style, as many scholars have noted,
is both ?nodern and original.”> Some passages in the Dionysiaca are reminiscent of, or

4
based dn, episodes from the /liad and Odyssey, but these are few and far between. They
do not hold the poem together.'* An attempt to make a thorough comparison between the

Dionysiaca as a whole and the Iliad or Odyssey or both would fail, which is perhaps why

no one has undertaken the task."> Shorrock has suggested that Homer is a father figure to

Nonnus, just as Zeus is a father figure to Dionysus,'® and Hopkinson’s V'(iew is that
Nonnus’ predominant desire was not to imitate Homer but to surpasé hiﬁ.17 Were it not
for his name-dropping, would so many scholars be so certain that Nonnus wanted to
imitate Homer? They seem to have little else in the way of evidence for this position.
Nonnus, in my view, treats Homer and his poetry no diff:erently than he treats
other authors, genres of literature, and themes—which is to say, he consciously perverts
him at every opportunity. Nonnus is not Homer’s clone, son, or rival; he is Homer’s
opposite. Nonnus is fond of creating bonds between contrasting ideas, themes and
characters, and his references to Homer are the ultimate extension of his practice of

yoking opposing notions together and forcing them to make the most of their

1 Chamberlayne (1916) 42: “[H]is merits...are quite invisible to any modern reader who applies a Homeric
standard to him. So far from its being Nonnus’ intention to reproduce the Homeric atmosphere as Quintus
Smyrnaeus endeavored to do, he seems to have been far less an archaizer than a most audacious
modernist.” Braden (1974), arguing that the Dionysiaca has both classical and modern characteristics,
writes, “There is much in Nonnos that seems to look forward to a rewriting of literary rules, a reforming of
genres and classical possibilities (879). Fauth (1981) 153 makes similar remarks.

" Duc (1990) 191: “Ce qui, dans les Dionysiaques, subsiste de I’épopée pure, ¢’est surtout la conquéte de
I’Inde et le nombre de 48 livres qui annonce une concurrence ouverte avec les chants homériques. Mais la
chronologie est repousée et refoulée a tel point que des contradictions évidentes n’ont pas I’air de géner
’auteur.”

15 There are studies of the Homeric features of some very small parts of the Dionysiaca, but no one has ever
argued for the existence of any large-scale structural, stylistic, and/or thematic resemblance between the
works of the two poets. This is interesting, considering there is certainly no shortage of scholarly
references to Nonnus’ alleged “slavish imitation” of Homer. Collart (1930) for example, declares, “Nonnos
est ’esclave de ses sources” (51), and later that “Nonnos a suivi docilement ses modéles” (256).

' Shorrock (2001) 197-205.

'7 Hopkinson (1994b), passim.



uncomfortable situation.'® Nonnus is the anti-Homer. In order to establish himself as
such, hé’ must draw as much attention as he can to the poet, and invert his work as much
as poss;ble. He begins this task by choosing a protagonist who receives a mere six lines’
mention in the liad (6.132-7) and a total of seven lines’ discussion in the Odyssey
(11.322-5; 24.73-5), a god"® of virtually no importance to Homer but a protagonist very
well suited to the literary tastes of late antiquity.”® Nonnus does seem to admire Homer,
but he has no desire to follow in his predecessor’s footsteps. Rather, he makes a path of
his own, in the opposite direction.

Books 24 and 25 are the Dionysiaca’s core, and within them is a concentration of
Homer-inspired material. (I) In book 24 (68-108) there is a theomachy in which each
fighting god is saved by another divinity intent upon protecting him/her; this seems to be
a direct, deliberate contrast to lliad 16.426-455, where Hera convinces Zeus that he must
not save his mortal son Sarpedon. (II) Later in book 24, a feast is followed by a song

about Aphrodite (218-326), which are perversions of the Odyssey’s banquet at the palace

of the Phaeacians and the song of Demodocus (8.55-70 and 265-366) respectively. (III)

¥

18 Winkler (1974) notes, “When unexpectedly juxtaposed, familiar phrases jolt the reader into a new
perspective” (2). Also, cf. Wifstrand (1933) 81: Nonnus’ epithets describe their subjects either particularly
well or particularly poorly.

'% That he is a god is in itself a perversion of the epic tradition. In the article “Dionysus as an Epic Hero”
(Hopkinson [1994b] ed.,156-66), Bowersock writes that the Dionysus of Nonnus’ time was not the same
Dionysus Homer had known, and that the elements of the god that developed over the course of the
classical and Hellenistic periods led to his being a suitable epic hero for Nonnus. “Fortunately Dionysus
ultimately found an epic poet who could do for him what Homer long ago had no interest in doing. Not
that we should blame Homer: one could hardly have written a poem about a serene old gentleman. The
ancients needed the rejuvenation of Dionysus, his rampant sexuality, and his exuberant travels, to put him
in the way of an epic poet” (157). What this does not explain is why an epic poet would have selected a
divine protagonist, and in what sense Nonnus’ Dionysus, ineffectual immortal immoral cowardly sniveling
rapist that he is, is a hero in any sense of the term.

2 Roberts (1989) likens the late antique literary tradition to the visual art of the same period. He cites
“certain general stylistic trends that come to the fore in the tetrarchic period and recur throughout the period
of late antiquity: emphasis on the typical, rather than the particular, and on the underlying significance of a
figure or object rather than its individuality, represented stylistically by a certain uniformity of
presentation...and a tendency toward flat, two-dimensional treatment of space and thematic organization of
detail” (69).



Book 25 begins with Nonnus’ second proem and another invocation of the Muse, which
seems Ii’omeric, but what Nonnus asks the Muse to help him recite is distinctly late
antique ‘in style, and its content is a clever reversal of Homer’s catalogue of Zeus’ lovers
(1471.315-28).21 (IV) At the end of book 25, Dionysus receives a shield made by
Hephaestus (310-567), in a passage which is in many aspects an inverted Iliad 18. The
inspiration for all of these scenes clearly came from Homer, but they are not imitations;
they are perversions of the most deliberate kind.

Before discussing these scenes from the Dionysiaca, it is ne_g:ésséry to inspect
each of Nonnus’ references to Homer. Neil Hopkinson has provided important insight
into this matter in his own analyses of the references, but I do not agree entirely with his
view that Nonnus is a rival of Homer; whefe Hopkinson sees emulation and competition,
I see Nonnus trying to be everything Homer is not. When he begins a passage in a
Homeric way, as he does, for example, in the case of the shield of Dionysus, he is not, as
Hopkinson suggests, engaging in emulation that gradually metamorphoses into rivalry;22
rather, by first creating close verbal and/or thematic ties between a Homeric passage and
one of his own, he is able to make his subsequent antithetical Version of the Homeric
scene all the more effective and apparent. Nonnus is not confused about Homer and his
treatment of the poet is not hesitant.

His first reference to Homer is in the second section of his first proem:

"Akaté pot vdpemca; MipaAAOveg, dpadiny oe
vePplda moltkiAdvmTOV EBNHOVOG GVt Y1TAVOG
colyEaté por otépvolst, Mapavidog éunieov Oufig

VEKTOPETG, Pubin 8¢ map” Eidobén kat  Ouripm
poKdov Papd dépua uAACCEGHD MevEra®. (1.34-38)

2'Vian (1990) 16.
22 Hopkinson (1994b) 23.
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Hopkinson calls this a “jocular and self-confident polemic”,* noting that Callimachus

8 . -
often wrote in a similar tone “to advocate a new aesthetic for poetry”.2*

A
aesthetic that Nonnus is here advocating is not just a late-antique version of Homer’s: he

The new

is neither telling Homer’s stories in a new style nor telling untraditional stories in

9525

Homer’s style; so it is neither “old wine in new bottles”* nor “new wine in old

bottles™?®

). Itis a late-antique perversion of Homer’s. This accounts for the
characteristics of the episodes of Dionysiaca 24 and 25 discussed below. Hopkinson is
right to call the poets’ relationship “uneasy”,*’ but wrong to view Ndnﬂus’ first reference
to Homer as an indication that he considers Homer a rival whom he wishes to surpass.?®
To call the two rivals is to imply that they have a common goal. In faét, though they
begin from the same line, their respective Muses send them in opposite directions.
Nonnus does not say that he intends to compete with Homer. He says that he is going to
be what Homer is not: he will wear a wine-scented fawnskin instead of the usual chiton
(35-7); meanwhile Homer will continue to reek of sealskin (37-8). His tone is playful,
but he means what he says. What Nonnus is saying in the first proem is that he is a new
kind of poet who intends to write a new kind of poem altogetlier, not thét he has any
desire to do Homer’s job better.

This reference to Homer, like the other five, appears in a perverse context.. The

content of the second part of this proem is superlatively unhomeric. Nonnus invokes the’

Muses in line 11, as a good epic poet should, but then he quickly rejects them for

% Ibid., 9.

% Ibid., 10.

% Ibid.

% Shorrock (2001) 139, note 99.

u Hopkinson (1994b) 11.

2 Ibid., and passim. Hopkinson comes back to this point often; the ﬂrst time is on p. 9; “Although his
poem is influenced by many forms of writing, it is chiefly moved by the desire to refashion Homer, and by
the desire, openly professed, to surpass him.”
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Maenads, adding insult to injury by invoking them in an identical way

¢ Aé‘;a’c% pot vaplnka, 11 and 34). After all, Maenads must be more naturally suited
4

for the challenge of helping Nonnus write about Dionysus. That Nonnus commands the
assistance of Maenads shows just how unhomeric his epic will be. He further distances
himself from Homer by continuing to refer to Dionysiac things: fawnskin (35), wine (36-
7), tambourines and goatskins (39), claiming that his Apollo (PO1Bov ENdV, 41) might
become agitated if he were to take up the aulos (40). Nonnus knows thét Apollo and the
Muses are usually in charge of these productions, but by indicating ro‘uti‘*)ight that he has
chosen different sources of inspiration, especially in a passage that began as an
invocation to the very Muses he soon sets aside in favour of the Maenads, he leaves us no
doubt that this poem will cut a path through territory Homer nev~er explored. He
considers and rejects the Apolline, Homeric road; he will not be a second Marsyas (41-
44). Already in book 1 Nonnus indicates that he is the anti-Homer, an inverter of the epic
tradition. g

Nonnus’ next mention of Homer is in book 13:

ob yap Eyd téca edha dExa YAMOOTGLY deicnm

obdE 8K OTONATESOL Y€V YaAKOBpoOV T,

onmoéca Bdxyog dysipe dopvocdog, ALY Alyaivav

Nyepdvag kot “Ounpov dooomnrfipo xKoAEcow

gbeming Olov Opuov, enel mAwthpeg arfitol
TACYKTOOOVNG KAAEOLOLY dpnydva Kvavoyaitny.  (47-53)

According to Hopkinson, “This image of Homer as safe resort and helper in time of need

is reminiscent of the protective role implied in the notion of Homer as poetic father.”?

And it does appear to be a reverential reference to the poet: the “lost sailor” Nonnus with

? Ibid., p. 27.
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what seems to be self-deprecation calls on “Homer, the helper, the whole harbour of
eloquen%e” to assist him with his catalogue of the Dionysiac army.>® However, it is
A

misleading to consider this passage without looking carefully at its context. What

precedes it is:
"AAMAG moAvoTmepéy Tpopdymy hpwida @OTANY

Kol Aaciov Zatopav, Kevtavpidog aipe yevéding,

ZelevAV 1€ PAALYYQ SACLKVILOLO YEPULOD

kol otiya Bacocapidwv Kopvpavrideg einate Modoat:

(43-6)
And what follows it is a catalogue of an army of these creatures, th; likes of whom
Homer would never have allowed to brandish weapons in the Iliad. The worst soldier in
that epic is Thersites, and, though remarkably unattractive (2.216-19), he is at least
human. Nonnus introduces Satyrs and Centaurs (44), Seilenus and his phalanx (45), and
Bassarids (46).

This second reference to Homer, then, is as perverse and irreverent as the first.
Nonnus brings up satyrs, centaurs, Seilenoi, and Bassarids, and then invokes not Homeric
Muses but, once again, goddesses more suited to his Dionysiac purposes. Nonnus is
mentioning Homer at the least appropriate of times; having preceded his invocation with
an army of women and weird creatures, and a group of unhomeric but very Nonnian
Muses, he assumes an attitude of humble deference in order to call upon Homer for
assistance in the composition of an upside-down version of his own poetry. This is

neither emulation of Homer nor an attempt to surpass him. Rose claims that lines 13.49-

52 indicate that Nonnus “will imitate the Catalogue of Ships, the beginning of which,

30 Book 13 is generally agreed to be the place where Nonnus’ Indiad starts. Hopkinson (1994b) suggests
that this catalogue, as well as that of book 26 (38-365), “are so placed as to recall the structure of the liad”
(28).
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Hom. /1. ii.484 ff., he has just paraphrased.”' But it is not an imitation either; Nonnus
has justt'explained what kind of soldiers the Dionysiac army consists of, and now, by way
of undei‘mining Homer further, he is forcing the poor man to be present as he and his
frenzie_>d Bacchic Muses catalogue them. Viewed separately from their context, 13.43-6
and the catalogue of soldiers (13.53-568) might seem to be reverence and imitation
respectively, but in fact they are not. When Nonnus refers to Homer, or
paraphrases/quotes him, one can be almost certain that the surrounding context of the
supposed imitation will cast a shadow of perversity over it.

Nonnus’ third reference to Homer appears at the beginning of the second proem
of the epic, within his invocation of the Muses (discussed below). Explaining how he

will set up the remainder of his description of the war, he says: -

ob pev delow
TPWTOLG €€ AvkdpovTag, Ote 6TPUTOC EvE0Bt THpYmV
"Ivdog Env- telécag 8¢ TOTOV HUNAOV Ourpov
botatov LUVHoW ToAEL®Y ETog, ERSOMATTG Ot
bopivny odpidpov Ut otpovboto yapdEm: (25.6-10)
This is Nonnus’ only indication that he intends to imitate Homer.** But it is not a general
i
reference to the structure of the whole epic: Nonnus limits it very clearly to his intention
to follow Homer in narrating just the last year of the war, and while he is undeniably
setting up a parallel between Homer’s narration of the [liad and his own Indiad, he

- immediately diminishes its Homeric character by linking the seven sparrows

(EBSOUATNG...0TPOLOAOLO) to the seven gates of Thebes (BTN &' ENTATOA®

3! In Rouse (1940) vol. 1, 432.

32 Specifically, verbal imitation of 2.308 ff. But there is some important variation in Nonnus’ version: he
refers to 'OAVUTLA8eg Modoat (. 2.491), where Homer’s are KopuBavtidec..Moloat (46); he
wishes the Muses to tell of Bacchus (49), not Ilium (2.492), and his line 48, while a verbal parallel of
11.2.490, is made liquid with the word Y€V, and contains the word YA KOOPOOV, which is unattested
elsewhere in ancient literature (Cf. Peek [1968-75] s.v. %A K68p00G). -
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KePAcw UEAOGC, 11), a city of particular importance in the Dionysiaca, and to

&
Pentheus, whose story is told in books 44-46 (see Chapter Two).33 The number seven is
%

also particularly Nonnian.>* The comparison with Homer’s structure is there, undeniably,
and while it cannot and should not be disregarded, it must also be viewed for what it is
and no more. It is not an announcement that Nonnus is fashioning the whole poem, or
the whole Indiad, after Homer’s /liad. (Even if he were to say he was doing this, it would

not be true!) It is Nonnus’ only emulative®® mention of Homer, and he limits it to one

specific aspect of the Dionysiaca’s composition.*®

The fourth reference to Homer appears near the end of the second proem, again in
book 25:

IMapeagg vie Méinrocg, * Ayatidog debite kfpvg,
1Kol c€o BifAog dudyxpovog fiptyevein
Tpmddog bopivng ob pvroopatl ob yap Elokw 255
Aloxidn Awdvoucov i “Extopt Anpradfia.
buvfoely pev 6peiie 000V K01 Tolov aydva
Modoo ten kot Bdxyov axovtiethipa I'iydviwv,
daloig & buvomdroict wovoug "Axiafog tdoat,
gL un todto ®ETig vépag Npracev. AL Alyaively 260
TVeELOOV EOL TEOV dobo fedocutov: LUETEPTIS YOP
devopat ebeming, 0T TnAikov “Apeo LEATDV
" Ivdoopdvoug Wpdtag apaiddve Atovicov.

?3 It also connects Nonnus to Pindar, Hopkinson (1994b) points out: “Already Nonnus has dropped to the
wise hints of his inspiration from Pindar: TO1K1A0V ORLVOV (1.15) is a phrase found twice in the epinicia,
and KEPAC® WEAOG is another Pindaric echo redeployed to describe the heady Nonnian brew...The
music [of Amphion’s lyre, 25.18-21] is said to belong to Pindar; and the joint Boeotian origin of Pindar and
Dionysus is seen to be a further reason for Nonnus’ importation of the lyric stance into epic” (13).

> Nonnus uses 14 compound words featuring the prefix ET0. or EB30, and all together there are 75
occurrences of these words in the epic (cf. Peek [1968-75]).

35 Hopkinson (1994b) 12.

36 I am not saying that Nonnus never fashions anything in his epic after anything in Homer’s, or that
Nonnus does not use Homeric words and phrasing frequently. But on the whole, Nonnus goes out of his
way to go his own way. This poem resembles the work of Homer far less closely than Quintus’ and
Virgil’s epics. When Nonnus uses Homer for more than just a word or a line, he tends to put it into a new,
unexpected context, and almost always perverts the Homeric passage somehow. For example, he takes the
Iliad’s famous speech of Glaucus (“Tv8eidn peydbope, 1in yevenv Epeeiveic;/

oin mep OAL®V Yevem, Toin 8¢ Kol AvOpwy...”, Il. 6.145-6 ff.) and has his Cadmus recite a
variation of it for Queen Electra in Dion. 3.248-319).
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"ANNG, Ogd, pe KémCe 10 Sst'nepov 8’1g pnécov Ivédv,
sunvoov gyxoc Exovta xal domida maTpdg  Ourpov,
uapvauevov Moppfit katl dopovt Anpladi
cbv Aul xol Bpopio kekopuduévov: (253-67)

Here is a perverse invocation if ever there was one. Nonnus begins by invoking

Homer as though he were the very sun in the sky, using the same word (TQULQAECS, 253)
with which Dionysus invokes Heracles Astrochiton at Tyre (TOUQOEG A10EPOG
Oppa, 40.379). These are the only two occurrences of the word ’Itau(pjotég in the

epic,”’ and they are both used in invocations. Nonnus’ description of ﬁomer’s book as
opoypovog hpryeveln (254), “contemporaneous with the morning,” further connects
this passage to Dionysus’ prayer in book 40. For Nonnus, here, as Homer is the sun,
Homer’s poetry is the sunlight itself. |

But, of course, Nonnus wastes no time knocking down what he has set up with
such apparent reverence. Why he invokes Homer is to let his predecessor know that he
will not follow the Iliad’s lead in his own epic. Hé will not talk about the Trc‘>j an War,
his Dionysus is not comparable to Homer’s Achilles, and the same goes for Deriades and
Hector (255-6). Furthermore, Nonnus continues, Homer should have sung of Dionysus,
“had Thetis not snatched this prize from him” (260). The meaning of this remark is
uncertain, but its point comes through nonetheless. In commenting on what Homer ought
to have done, Nonnus draws the reader’s attention to two facts: one, Homer did not do it;

and two, Nonnus is doing it. When he asserts that his own subject matter is more worthy

than Homer’s, he forces us to notice that there are deliberate differences between his own

37 Cf. Peek (1968-75) s.v. TOLQOES.
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work and his predecessor’s. He is not trying to beat Homer at his own game, as
Hopkinson suggests; he is playing a different game entirely, and he wants us to know it.
4
While he believes Homer’s subject matter leaves much to be desired, Nonnus

here, as in book 13 (discussed above), confesses great and apparently sincere admiration

for Homer’s ebEMELQ, eloquence. It is this, when it is anything at all, that receives praise

in Nonnus’ references to Homer. But the reason why he so badly desires Homeric
eloquence is so that he may effectively pervert everything Homer does. To wish for
Homer’s inspiration in achieving his goal of being the anti-Homer of e"p;iC poets is not
emulative but twisted: Nonnus desires eloquence as Dionysus desires Aura.

Nonnus uses Homer’s name twice more in this passage. In 25.264-7, he writes as
though he is himself a participant in the battle he is creating on I;aper, asking the Muse to
“bring [him] for a second time into the Indians’ midst, bearing a living sword and the
shield of father Homer” (264-5). Both Hopkinson and Shorrock take

TaTPOG “OUTpov as evidence for the position that Nonnus views Homer as his

father.® But what Nonnus actually says is “father Homer”, not “my father Homer”. This
phrase foreshadows the upcoming (25.310-567) shield ecphra:s,is, one of Nonnus’ most
elaborate perversions of a Homeric episode. The “shield of father Homer” is, among
other things, that which Achilles receives from Hephaestus in [liad 18. The “living

sword” may well be Nonnus’ stylus, and if the shield is Homer’s poetry, then 25.264-5

? “Nonnus pictures himself as springing from T0TpOg” OUTPOL as Dionysus is born from the UMpOG of
Zeus, his TaTNp Kol wdTVIO UHTNPe (1.7)” (Hopkinson [1994b] 13). Shorrock (2001) discusses this
idea extensively (197-205); also, interestingly, referring to the story of Tylus and Moria (25.451-552), he
remarks, “The theme of perverted paternity is fundamental to Homer’s epic” (176), and in a note on the
same passage, comments, “[T]his disturbing exemplum of perverted paternity, set in such an emphatic
position, must give us pause for thought” (176, note 133). However, he neither elaborates on this nor
investigates its effect on his subsequent discussion of Homer and Nonnus. If Nonnus does in fact view
Homer as his father, this is perverse paternity indeed.
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are a reference to what is coming up in this book. There is no doubt that Nonnus sees
Homer gs the most important of his predecessors, but it cannot be claimed, on the basis of

%
this phfase, that Nonnus views Homer as his own literary father.

In 25.279, Nonnus once more involves Homer in something particularly
unhomeric. The “ceaseless sound of Homer’s wise trumpet” (269) will be heard only at
the same time as the “army-leading echo of Bacchus’ syrinx™ (268). It is indeed in his
battle descriptions that Nonnus’ poetry comes closest to Homer’s,*® but; even here,
Homer will have to contend constantly with Dionysus and the cacophoﬁy of the god’s
loud army. Nonnus’ references to Homer are always somehow qualified. They are made
either at the least appropriate time, or in the least appropriate way, or both.

Nonnus’ next Homer reference is in book 32. He says:

‘Ounpideg, eimate, Moboat,
Tig Bdve, Tig dobmnoev LT Eyyxer Anpradrog (184-5)

This brief invocation of the Homeric Muses precedes an extensive list of the victims of

, ‘
Deriades’ spear—in other words, members of Dionysus’ army, which, as has been
mentioned, is a perversion of the Homeric army. Their various connections to Dionysus,
and, where applicable, their bestial bodies, are emphasized throughout the passage. An

unnamed soldier looks for “evil-averting Dionysus” (198) as he dies; Echelaos dies
clutching the 0GTI00 TEVKNV (206); Morrheus decapitates Erigbolus the dancer
(223), and then, instead of continuing to fight, the army of Dionysus, as cowardly as

Homer’s soldiers are brave, runs away: Nonnus mentions a Satyr (255), a Seilenus (258),

book 5’s Aristaeus (268-9), the Corybant Melisseus (270-1), some Cyclopes (273) a Pan

* See, among others, Hopkinson (1994b) 19; Vian (1991) 15; Schmiel (1997), unpublished article on Dion.
37. ' .
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(277), and others. Nonnus specifies that he wants the assistance of the Homeric Muses
preciselgl because this is a particularly inappropriate time for them to show up. This is

%
not emulation. In the light of what follows it, this invocation of Homer’s Muses appears
downright satirical.

The final mention of Homer is 42.180-1. Here Nonnus interrupts his narration of
the story of Dionysus and Beroe to make an observation.*® He explains that Dionysus,
waiting for her,

Noekev €16ETL pipvery: .

VIOV Yap KOpoc £0Tl map’ dvdpdorv, f15€og HTvov

poArnfic T ebkelddoro xal OTMOTE KAUTTETAL AVTP

€15 dpoupov dpynothpa: yovailpavéovtt 8 podvy

ob xOpog £otl TébwV: Eyevcsato Pifrog Ounpov.  (42.177-81)
This passage highlights once more the dissimilarities between N.onnus’ subject matter
and Homer’s. Here Dionysus is pining with desire, as so many people so often do in this
epic, and it is in his commentary on the nature of ocular gratification that Nonnus
suddenly brings Homer’s name into the poem for the last time. The activities Nonnus
lists in this priamel-esque passage are taken from Iliad 13.636 f£.,*! but they are all of
thematic significance to the Dionysiaca, and, specifically, to lSionysus himself: sleep and

dreams (178), song (179), dance (180), and, most importantly, desire. A person can

experience satiety with the first three, but not with TO60G. Reading this epic, especially

the last eight books, one notices that this remark is as applicable to Nonnus himself as to

his characters’ endless infatuations—is it that his womanmad characters never tire of

“ He does this quite often; e.g. his comments about the nature of women’s desire (42.209 ff.) and dreams
(42.322 ff.).
4l Rose in Rouse (1940) vol. 3, 240-41, note a.
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looking at the objects of their desire, or that Nonnus himself never tires of writing
variatiofis on this theme?

in any case, this is an inappropriate place for Homer and the I/iad to make an
appearance—which means that, for Nonnus, this is a perfect place for Homer and the
Iliad to make an appearance. Firstly, Nonnus is placing Homeric words into a context
Homer never would have created for them; and secondly, he is calling Homer a liar.
Hopkinson says that, in lines 13.46-537and 32.184-5, “Homer is the poet’s ally; but at
42.181 he takes on the role of opponent as Nonnus scores a direct h‘_i’c'”.‘-12 By balancing
this uncomplimentary mention of Homer against two that he considers favourable,
Hopkinson supports his view that Nonnus® relationship with Homer is ambiguous. While
I do agree that 42.180-1 is a negative reference, I do not see a collection of positive ones
against which to set it. Nonnus’ desire for Homeric eloquence and references to the
earlier poet turn up at the least appropriate moments; Nonnus drags Homer into the most
Nonnian situations and forces him to put up with the Dionysiac craziness he creates.

Here, then, what we have is not a checkmark for the “rivalry” column, to offset

those in the “emulation” column, but rather another instance of Nonnus treating Homer as

he always does. He puts a Homeric speech into a strange—#1|0T\G—new context, then

shoots it down. Where most epic poets are content to tacitly and tactfully make changes
to their predecessors’ poetry, Nonnus, to whom subtlety is of no importance, draws
attention to what he considers to be falsehoods in earlier literature. This is his firmest

application of that policy.*

“2 Hopkinson (1994b) 14.
* 1t has the directness and succinctness of Stesichorus’ Helen palinode, whose first line is
obk €07’ €Tvpog Adyog olToC.
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O In lliad 16, as Patroclus and Zeus’ son Sarpedon advance on each other, Zeus,

watchirﬁg the fight (431), shares his thoughts with Hera:
§

“@ pot Eyddv, & 1€ pot Zapmndova, eidtatov avipdyv,
poip’ bmo Ilatpdkiolo Mevortiddao Sapfvar.
otyba 3¢ pot kpadin pépove gpeotv dpuaivovrt,

k4

f ptv Loov Edvta pdyxng dmo dakpuoioong
Belw avaprdEag Avking &v miovi dMpw,

Lo

7 MOM Lo yepol Mevortiddao Saudoon.” (Il. 16.433-8)

Thisisa deadiy serious matter, and Hera’s response to her husband is p}ofound. She
provides two firm reasons why Zeus ought not to follow his paternal instinct to save his
son from slaughter. Firstly, she says, Sarpedon is “a mortal man, long doomed by fate”
(@vépa BvnTov EOVTO, TAAOL TETPMUEVOV 0i0T), 441) to die. Secondly, she
continues,

“al ke (v mEPYNG Zapmndova dvde d6uovde,

ppdteo pu1 tic Enetta Oedv EBEATIOL Kal GANOG

TEUTELY OV @ilov VoV and xpatepfic bopivng

TOAAOL Yap Tept dotv péya IIpidpoto pdyovtot

vigeg Gbavatwv, Toioly KOTOV EVNGELS.” (445-9)
Zeus, if he saves his mortal son from death in the war, will sef a precedent for the
numerous other gods with mortal sons to do likewise. Hera recommends to Zeus that,
“el to1 @ilog £oTi, Tedv & OAOPVpeTAl T)TOP” (450), he ought to allow
Sarpedon to die before having his body brought to Lycia to be given a proper burial (451-
7).

In Dionysiaca 24, Deriades and the Indian army are preparing to ambush

Dionysus and his soldiers (68-72). As in lliad 16, Zeus is watching the proceedings;

here, though, Homer’s 10V is replaced by the more verbose and Nonnian
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0bSE ALdC MdBeV SUUA TOVOWIOV (24.73). And rather than taking a moment to

8
philosophize about the appropriate course of action, Zeus wastes no time in zooming
5

down to the scene of the battle, TPOUGTIL®Y ALOVVUGOD (74). As Zeus hastily
(EcOVUEVMC, 73) speeds down to protecf his son, the reader becomes aware that

Nonnus is taking her in a decidedly unhomeric direction. Furthermore, Dionysus is a
god. The gravity of Sarpedon’s situation in the Iliad is attributed by Hera to his mortality
(16.441). Zeus, though not faced with mortality himself, must struggle"'to accept that his
son will die, and his decision not to intervene in Sarpedon’s fate (4523) 1s not easily made.
In the Dionysiaca, on the other hand, Zeus does not ponder anything when he sees that
Dionysus is in danger (if in fact an immortal can face real danger in war); he merely acts.
Nonnus is making a travesty of a serious and genuinely sad scen.e from the lliad.
Homer’s Zeus philosophizes about his mortal son’s situation but reluctantly decides to let
fate unfold as it must; Nonnus’ Zeus without a minute’s thought rushes to protect the
immortal Dionysus. '

But Nonnus, though he has already gone too far, does not stop here. He actually
turns the perversion up a notch, by continuing his story thus: ’

Kal o@etépototy 10vteg dpnydveg, AAAOG e AN,

obv Al mdvteg Tkovto vaetfipeg ‘OAOUTO

AALOTL TOTNEVTL . (75-77)
Apparently, if Zeus jumps off a mountain, everyone else does too. Once again Nonnus
declines to explain the gods’ motives for helping their own offspring—it is likely because
Nonnué’ motive in writing this episode is to be everything Homer is not. This is what

happens when Hera’s warning about Zeus setting a precedent comes true. It is ludicrous

enough that Zeus shields his immortal son; that all (RA.VTEG, 76) the immortals follow
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his lead emphasizes the ludicrousness to a point where it cannot be viewed as
inadvert%ntly tasteless.

étill furthermore, lines 75-77 are followed by a typically Nonnian over-the-top
catalogue of who saved whom: Zeus, after protecting Dionysus, turns into an eagle, snags
his son Aeacus in his talons, and carries him not away from but, inexplicably, to
Deriades’ army (77-82); Apollo saves Aristaeus (83-5); Hermes snatches Pan (86-7);
Urania saves Hymenaeus (88-91); Calliope saves Oeagrus (92); Hephaestus snatches up
the Cabeiroi (93-4); Athena saves Erechtheus (95-6); a variety of ggds I'Sreserve the lives
of the Hamadryads (97-8); Leto helps Apollo to protect the nymphs of the laurel (99-
101); finally, Cydnus’ daughters save Maenads (102-4). (At this point, are there any
soldiers left, besides Aeacus, to fight the Indians?) Nonnus begfns with Zeus protecting
an immortal son, then writes of the same god bringing a mortal son into the battle, and
follows this up with a veritable rainshower of gods swooping down to grab their own
progeny or favourites. In this passage alone Nonnus has found three different ways to
pervert Homer’s account of Zeus’ decision not to save his mortal son.

(I)  The tale of Ares and Aphrodite in book 8 of the Odyssey is one of the epic’s
lighter moments. In the L€y dMO. (8.5) of Alcinous, after everyone has eaten and
participated in various athletic events, Demodocus sings the amusing story of Aphrodite’s
initially secret (AAOPT), 269) but later very public affair with Ares. The song is 101 lines
long (8.266-366), and I will not recount it in detail but will rather draw attention to those

elements therein employed by Nonnus in his own original story of Aphrodite inverted.

There are many similarities in the two stories; Hopkinson points out the most significant
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ones. As stated earlier, the interpretation of the relationship between Nonnus and Homer

8 . T .
that Hopkinson sets out in this article is that the former emulates and competes with the

A

latter. It seems, then, that the following is to be viewed as indicative of emulation:

“Nonnus’ tale, which is unattested elsewhere, has many similarities to and echoes
of the song of Demodocus. Both are sung in the evening as part of the
entertainment at a banquet; both are performed in response to a request, and are
preceded by a summary of another song by the same bard; both bards are given
food; both songs are introduced with G, and then merge into the voice of the
narrator. Both feature Aphrodite; but whereas in Homer she is mocked for the
sexual excess of adultery, in Nonnus she is taunted for abandoning her
responsibility for sexual matters. In both tales Aphrodite is a mute character who
features in a tableau to which other gods react with amusement. Both tales
involve handiwork, but in contrast to the AeTTd chains of Hephaestus
(0d.8.280), which are so fine as to be invisible, Aphrodite’s fabric is
embarrassingly 700G (246). Both tales have humourous speeches by Hermes;
and in both the denouement is Aphrodite’s departure for Cyprus.”**

But in this paragraph are listed—seemingly indiscriminately—not only similarities
between the stories, but also differences Nonnus has woven into his own after-dinner
song. Nonnus must establish that he is modeling his bard Leucus’ song after Odyssey 8
, .
before he begins to turn it upside-down. Hopkinson is cérrect to note the similarities
between the introductions of the two songs. However, that Nonnus’ Aphrodi’ée abandons
the role she performed with amplified enthusiasm in Homer, and that Aphrodite’s thick
thread is a contrast to Hephaestus’ invisible netting, are inversions, not emulative
modifications, of Homer. Where Homer’s goddess is, as we would expect, driven by
desire, Nonnus’ is goaded by ambition. This is particularly notable because Nonnus’
characters tend to be peculiarly susceptible to desire, and Aphrodite ought to be most

susceptible of all to the very force she embodies. Nonnus’ story of an ambitious,

abstinent Aphrodite both inverts the nature of the goddess and demonstrates that the

“ Hopkinson (1994b) 21.
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crucial differences between his Aphrodite and Homer’s are no accident. She is the

oppositeb of her counterpart, and the opposite of everything a reader would expect her to
A

be.

In contrast to Demodocus, who sings in the most opulent of surroundings,
Nonnus’ Leucus performs outside, in the forest (Aot 8¢ Adyuac / Bdkyog £oic
Zotoporot xal Tvdopdvolot uaxﬁtoﬁg / gLhamivny €oTnoey, 218-20),
after a banquet which reads like an out-of-control version of Homer’s.** As Hopkinson
notes, not only does Nonnus’ song, like Homer’s, begin with ¢ (Oci.81268, Dion.
24.243); the line preceding Homer’s @G—AbTap O Qoppilmv dvefdAAieto
Kompiy Geideiv—is one word away from being identical to ’{he line that precedes the
&¢ in Nonnus, which replaces KOmpiv with KaAOV (267).* But Nonnus, having

recalled the reader to Homer’s story with this close verbal echo, immediately launches
into a reversal (not an emulative variation) of the Homeric version. Where Demodocus,
as Hopkinson notes, tells of an Aphrodite who takets her role (desire and procr'eation) to
the extreme, Leucus reverses the idea and sings of an Aphrodi}:e who, for reasons
unexplained, takes up weaving, the task for which she is least suited, thus causing
extensive harm to humanity. Homer’s bard sings of Aphrodite falling in love with Ares

(Gpe’ "Apeog grAdtnTog ebotepdvov T TA@PodiTng, 267), whereas

Nonnus’ Aphrodite falls in love with the loom of Athena (K€VTpOV EYOvoQ

% The gore and excess of the slaughter and wine consumption are emphasized in 25.220-29, with the words
and phrases £00.LTPELOVTO (220),

dapdAal otoyndov EULGTVAAOVTO paxaipn / Betvopeval medekéooty (221-2),

domeTog olvog (227), and dmeipovag apeileopfiag (228).

% cf, Hopkinson (1994b) 38, note 85, in which are listed the verbal echoes between the introductions to the
two songs.
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QLAnNAaxdTolo pepipvng, 243). This is not a variation; it is a deliberate inversion

s
of Homer. And before she begins to weave, Nonnus® Aphrodite even becomes, briefly, a
5
parody of the Odyssey’s Penelope:*’
N 0¢ mavnpepin kol mavvoyin mérog 16Tod
ITaAAddog Epyov €tevye maAAilvtov: (250-1)
The Graces, too, abandon their usual tasks to engage in ungraceful incompetence with the
new Athena (261-5).
Before Nonnus tells of the amusement this causes on Olympus;amusement quite
unlike that which Homer’s gods enjoy—he relates the lethal consequeﬂces that

Aphrodite’s inverse role causes on Earth. The actions of Homer’s Aphrodite affect only

herself and a few others, and give the male gods a good laugh, but the TG VOG of Nonnus’
goddess is harmful to mortals, and &' YEAQGTOG (256) for her:

Kol pHepOT@V AAdANTO YAu®v Plog dppovinv o6& 265
gotevev QypNLOTOV AVOUEELTOV DUEVAinY

hvioyog Biototlo vépwv dedovnuévog Aldv:

Kal eLoyepnyv ayépactog "Epwg dvelboato vevpny,
TOnTOivey AASYXEVLTOV GVTPOTOV AUANKC KOGLOV.

ob 10Te QOpUiyywV Epdelc KTOHTOG, oL TOTE GVUPLYE, 270
ob Aybg abAog Epedmev, “ Yunv ‘ Yuévaie” Ayoivov:

aAra Blov pLvbBOVTOG THAGCOUEVTS TE YEVEDATC

ocvluying dAvtolo petwyricdnoav Oyfec. (265-73)

The importance of fertility and procreation for humanity®® are stressed here: if Aphrodite
is not performing her allotted function, people cannot survive. The world depends on
her, even if, on Olympus, the gods are either unconcerned or unaware that the extent of

the harm being caused by Aphrodite’s whim is so great. Athena’s reaction to the

situation is jealousy (Bapv{NAw 8¢ pevolwvf) / Evveme, 277-8); she gripes to Zeus

T Hopkinson (1994a) 276.
“ Winkler (1974) 71: In the Dionysiaca, “[t]he threat of cosmic disorder is seen as a sexual one.”
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that her allotted role has been stolen, and by “f] tapin 6aidpwv, dnait) 6ed¢”
(285), o:f all people. As Aphrodite destroys the human race, Athena’s complaint is that
she is out of place.

Even without lines 265-73, and their resolution at the end of the song (325-6), the
tale would have been an inversion of Homer’s, but the contrast between Nonnus’ serious
tone and Homer’s light one is clevgply echoed in the contrast between the catastrophe
unfolding on Eartil and the Olympians’ predominantly trivial reactions {jealousy,
amusement) to what Aphrodite is doing. Nonnus’ story is not only..p'efglerse in its
portrayal of an anti-Aphrodite but also in its tone, and, though the gravity of the situation
Aphrodite has created escapes the notice of most of the Olympians, it cannot escape ours.

Hermes does mention the state of earthly affairs at the er;d of his speech to the
weaving goddess: “dpyEYOVOG Yap,” he says, “ TAALETOL €16€TL KOGUOG,

Emg &1t mémAov Leoivelg” (319-20).° But the remark that Aphrodite has inverted

the very order of the universe puts a smile on every god’s face (321), and despite
Hermes’ serious remarks, Aphrodite gives up weaving not because she is concerned
about the welfare of humans but because she is in awe of, or a:shamed in the presence of,
Athena (CLOOMLEVT] YAQWKADTLY, 323).

While Homer has Demodocus tell an amusing story of Aphrodite doing what she
does best, Nonnus’ bard sings a predominantly serious song of an Aphrodite doing what

she apparently does worst, and hurting humankind in the process. While the behaviour of

Homer’s goddess can be explained as extreme manifestation of her usual character, the

 Cf. Hopkinson (1994b) 21-22 on the significance of the distinction between the AETTOGC handiwork in
Homer and Aphrodite’s T 0G creation in Nonnus: Hopkinson sees the song of Leucus as “an exemplary
exercise in the combination of Homeric and Alexandrian poetics.”
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actions of Nonnus’ Aphrodite are extremely senseless when viewed in the same light.
What th%y are is an extreme manifestation of Nonnus’ desire to invert the Homeric
Aphrod;te and her story. The serious tone of Nonnus’ tale is a reversal of the light tone
of Homer’s. Everything, then, points to the same conclusion: that Nonnus is intentionally
being anti-Homeric.

The lighfheartedness and exuberant sexuality of Demodocus’ song would make a
modified version of it an appealing and appropriate part of Nonnus’ lighthearted,
exuberantly sexual epic. But instead, Nonnus’ song is a somber story dbout an abstinent
Aphrodite. In other words, Nonnus has passed up an obvious opportunity to imitate
Homer. The point he makes through Leucus’ song is that even (or especially) on those
rare occasions when he is fully aware that something distinctly Homeric, yet also in tune
with his epic’s theme and mood, could be inserted seamlessly into the Dionysiaca, his
policy is to pervert it.

:
() Inthe Dionysiaca’s second proem, Nonnus invokes the Muse (25.1). Homer, the
poet of concern to Nonnus in book 25, calls on the Muse at thé beginning of his poems,
and at particularly challenging points in his narrative, such as long lists or descriptions of
warfare.’® Nonnus leads us to believe that his invocation fits both of these criteria: book
25 is not, of course, the beginning of his epic, but it is the beginning of the second 24-
book section; and the poet says he requires the Muse’s help in singing the remainder of
the Indian War (25.1-3), in addition to a selection of Theban stories (11-21). In lines 22-

27 Nonnus reiterates his intention to describe the war. And, later, in line 264, Nonnus

addresses the goddess for a second time. Despite his two invocations and multiple

O E.g Il.2.484 and 761, 11.218, 14.508, and 16.112.
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declarations that it is time to narrate the war, however, there is not a single line of battle
narrativé in book 25. Instead, Nonnus follows the first mention of the Muse with a
lengthy rhetorical discussion of Dionysus’ alleged superiority to the heroes Perseus (31-
147), Minos (148-73), and Heracles (174-252). This style of rhetoric was popular in late
antiquity,”' which makes it all the more perverse for Nonnus to have inserted it into his
epic after having—supposedly—set up a Homeric battle scene. Similarly, Nonnus’
second invocation precedes not the anticipated war stories but rather a description of
Dionysus’ army sitting around doing nothing (271—3), Indian wongén’-’é lamentations
(273-6), and two strange anecdotes set at a literally wine-dark river (277-80, 281-90).%

Having called on the Muse at the beginning of book 25 and given her twenty-one
lines’ worth of instructions, Nonnus enthuses:

"AAAG Ay xTelvopey 'Epvdpaiov yévog Tve@v:

od mote yap péBov dAiov duoitov Edpakev aidV

Heov mpd poéboro, kot ob petd @vromiy Tvedv

dAATY by itédecTov 166ppoTov €idsv Evud, 25

obde 1é00¢ otpatdc HAbev k¢ TAov, ob 6TtdAog AvipdV

TNALKOG. dAAG vEOolol xal Gpyeydvoioty gpilwv

ebkapdtovs Wphtac dvaotrio® Alovicov,

Kpivov hvopénv tekéwov A1dg, 6ppa vorow,

Tig kdpe tolov dydva, tig elkelog Enieto Bdxyov.

(25.22-30)

It is as though the more interesting battle, for Nonnus, is not the fighting between the two
armies but the rhetorical battle he sets up between Dionysus and three other sons of Zeus.
In the above passage, Nonnus seems to claim that the Indian War’s superiority to the

Trojan War is directly linked to Dionysus’ superiority to other sons of Zeus. But,

ironically, Nonnus is making a point that seems a criticism of his own poem: Dionysus is

3! Rose in Rouse (1940) vol. 2, note d, 252; Vian (1990) 16ff.
52 This is followed by the shield ecphrasis, discussed below.
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a god, and Deriades merely a man; therefore, we know from the beginning that the
Indians %re at an insurmountable disadvantage in the war, and we wonder why it takes
Bacchu; and company seven years to defeat them.>

Furthermore, Nonnus compares Dionysus to three mortals.”* How can the god
fail to win this contest? Zeus has plenty of immortal offspring to whom Dionysus could
be fairly and, since the poet is attempting to build up his Bacchus, favourably compared.
But, inevitably, Nonnus chooses the most perverse approach to the genre of rhetoric,
whose placement after an invocation of the Muse and an exhortatiop‘to’.battle is itself a
strange surprise for the reader.

The heroes to whom Nonnus compares the god were not selected at random. As

Vian notes in his introduction to book 25:

“Homere avait ouvert la voie en dressant la catalogue des aimees de Zeus en
=.315-328. Sil’on met a part I’epouse d’Ixion et les déesses Deméter et Létd, le
poéte énumeére dans cette ordre Danaé (Persée), Europé (Minos et Rhadamanthe),
Sémélé (Dionysos) et Alcméne (Héracles) et certaines exégétes semblent avoir
voulu découvrir dans cette liste une classement selon les preferences de Zeus. Il
n’est pas douteux en tout cas que Nonnos s’est souvenu de ce passage célébre
quand il a congu son triple paralléle.””

4

Nonnus, then is inverting a passage from the Zliad, and placing the inverted version into a
new context. In Iliad 14.313-29, Zeus is coming on to Hera with smooth (?) talk, telling

her that of all the women he has loved—here follows a condensed list—she comes out on
top. Zeus concludes his speech with the verdict that Hera is the one he most desires (313-

14, and 328). Nonnus, inverting this pattern, concludes each section of his rhetorical

53 Lindsay (1965) 393: “[A]t worst [the Dionysiaca] is a dull farrago of interminable Bacchic onslaughts
which lack all drama because we know the wretched Indians cannot defeat the god.”

5 Vian (1990) writes, “Le procédé de la syncrisis, voisin du genre des «vies parallélesy, a joui d’une
grande fortune chez les rhéteurs et Nonnos le pratique avec predilection dans toute son epopee. La
confrontation entre les quatre grands demi-dieux est un theme traditionnel” (16).

%5 Vian (1990) 16.
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interlude with a declaration that Dionysus is greater than his competitor (140-7, 167-73,
244-52)? And thus Nonnus manages to pervert not only the Homeric use of the Muses
and the Agenre of rhetoric, but also a passage from the Iliad, in Dion. 25. 1-263.

Nonnus invokes the Muses once again, with overwhelming enthusiasm, in lines
264-70. He begins the invocation with a request that the goddess “bring [him] back into
the Indians’ midst” (264) and ends with the bold claim that he will “destroy the
remainder of the Indians with his living spear” (270). Réading this impassioned
proclamation leads to an expectation that Nonnus is finally going to launch into war
narrative.

But he does not. In fact, the Indian army does not make it into book 25 at all. We
are told what Dionysus’ army is doing: nothing whatsoever! Nonnus describes this lack
of activity in lines 271-3:

“Qg 6 pgv Tvddoto mept pdyiv edfotov HANG

éCeto Bdxyog Outhog Epnuddog dotog Epimvng,
aupoiin moAépoto :

There are Indian women mourning on the streets (273-6), but no men in sight.
Deriades, too, is dejected, and a trademark Nonnian sidelong glance (278-9) reveals to
him that the Hydaspes river has turned into wine (280),>® which saddens him further.
Here follows a very strange story indeed. An old blind man comes to the river and
regains his sight upon sprinkling his eyes with the wine-water (281-91); then a group of
unattended hunting dogs drink from the river and become intoxicated (292-6). As

Nonnuspoints out, the vinification of the river predicts Dionysus’ victory (ViKTV

56 The textual difficulties in book 22 brought to light by this passage are discussed in Vian (1990) 27-29
and Collart (1930) 153-4.
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Tvdopdvolo mpobeomifovce Avaiov, 299). These are particularly Bacchic,

%
unhomeric events, not at all out of place in the Dionysiaca, but in striking disharmony
5

with the enthusiastic, if perverse, invocation of the Homeric Muse that precedes them.

(IV)  So far, we have seen an astonishingly variegated proliferation of Nonnian
perversions in books 24 and 25, but the shield ecphrasis (25.310-572)°" perhaps tops
them all. The notion of providing divine armour 'to his hero and describing it elaborately
is, of course, not unprecedented. But Nonnus’ by now familiar techﬁiciﬁe of producing
material that is a 180-degree rotation of Homer’s gives originality to the Dionysiaca’s
version of Homer’s motif. As Nonnus has told us (256), his Dionysus is no Achilles; and
the armour Bacchus receives is anything but “the shield of father Homer”. In the first
place, Dionysus, being divine himself, has no need of divine protection. Secondly,
whereas it is his mother Thetis who brings the shield to Achilles in the I/iad, Dionysus
receives his shield from Attis, the individual than whom no less motherly could be
conceived.’® Here, as elsewhere, Nonnus alters an established literary motif to suit his
OWn perverse purposes. '

Achilles, in Iliad 18, hears of Patroclus’ death and is shattered. Thetis hears his
lamentation and comes to him, and the two have a long, moving conversation in which

death is the prominent theme. Achilles weeps, “My dear friend Patroclus has perished”

(18.80-81), and goes on to speak of his own mortality: since Thetis married a mortal

" Homer is not Nonnus’ only source of inspiration for book 25. On the structure and events of book 25,
Vian (1990) provides a list of eight “points communs” (30) outlining the similarities between Dion. 25 and
Triphiodorus® Capture of Troy, concluding, “Il est manifeste que Triphiodore a fourni 2 Nonnos le canevas
de la premiére parti de son chant.”.

%8 Another thing separating Nonnus® shield from Homer’s is that the former’s is engraved with scenes of
great significance to the Dionysiaca. But there is not time to discuss that properly here.
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(BvnTR, 87), he will someday die and be mourned by his mother (86-90). Returning to
Patroch;s, Achilles says that he cannot live among men until he has caused Hector’s
death (96-92). The discussion continues to feature morbid words and thoughts; here, as
in the Sarpedon passage, Homer emphasizes the finality and inevitability of death, the
one obstacle Achilles cannot overcome.

As Thetis points out, her son has lost his armour: “GAAG TOV EVTE0, KOAY
netd Tpdeooty &xovrat” (130). Achilles wishes to return to the war in order to

avenge Patroclus’ death, but he has nothing to wear. Thetis, then, ha;s ’Ewo very good
reasons for requesting that Hephaestus provide her son with divine armour: his mortality,
and his current lack of protective gear. The former necessitates the latter. But neither of
these is a problem for Dionysus. Whether he fights fully armed or in his birthday suit,
there is no danger that he will lose his life. Dionysus is indeed no Achilles; consequently,
Dionysiaca 25 is no Iliad 18. The divinity of Nonnus’ hero precludes any profound
discussion of death, and the lack of battle in book 25 further removes from Dionysus’
situation any need for armour.

Rose remarks that “Nonnos is more than usually tastel;ss in providing divine
armour for Dionysos, who is divine already.” Nobody would disagree that Nonnus is
often tasteless. But he is never just tasteless; there is a method to his modifications of
prior works, motifs, and themes. A scene in which “the mortal Achilles...at the crisis of
his fortunes needs and receives supernatural help”60 becomes, in Nonnus’ hands, a scene

in which the immortal Dionysus, angry because there is a pause in the war (303-310),

receives superfluous supernatural help...delivered by a eunuch.

% Rose in Rouse (1940) vol. 2, 274 note b.
60 Rose in Rouse (1940) vol. 2, 275 note b
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In the lliad, Thetis brings the shield to Achilles. The scene of a mother bringing
divine armour to her son became, following Homer, a traditional motif in epic poetry. In

the Dionysiaca, Nonnus (tastelessly) perverts the motif while also demonstrating his

awareness that this is not how the story generally unfolds.

Dionysus is miserable (KA.TTP1O®VTL, 310), and lamenting (E0TEVEV, 309)
when he sees a man in a chariot approaching him. Kai L1y 10V, Nonnus writes,
A16vG0G avESpape, UT oxeddv EAON / Peinv mavdapdtéipayv dyov
gml eoAomiy ‘Tvé®v (322-3). Dionysus—it seems he has read t£1e }liad—is
expecting his mother, but instead, he gets Attis, a male follower of Cybele, whose

colourfully-described self-castration has made his body feminine (3€pLac OMAvVe
GLONPW, 318). With or without male genitalia, this individual could not be less like

Rhea. He is an uncaring male stranger, the antithesis of the expected concerned female
relative.

Nonnus’ characters rarely converse.®! Whil; Homer’s characters are constantly
speaking and addressing and answering one another, Nonnus’ ‘prefer yelling long
speeches that seem aimed at no one in particular. Consequently, a loving dialogue like
that of Achilles and Thetis is out of the question here, and Nonnus writes its opposite
instead. Attis stops his chariot and yells a speech at Dionysus, reproaching him for not
yet having defeated the Indians (327-35) and commanding him to accept a shield from

Rhea and Hephaestus (336-8). Interrupting Attis (339), Dionysus yells back that Hera,

Ares and Zeus are preventing his victory; “2x€TA101 Elol Oe0i, {NANUOVEC,” he

8! Wifstrand (1933) 142.
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gripes, satirizing Odyssey 5.118.5 Having informed Dionysus that, with the shield, he

will have no reason to fear gods or the army of Deriades (352-6), he satiates himself at a

%
A

banquet to which he was not invited and which seems to have materialized out of

nowhere (368-70), and drives away.

The Dionysiaca’s six references to Homer repeatedly confirm the exceptional
nature of Nonnus’ relationship with his predecessor. He invokes the poet by name, which
is unusual in epic poetry, with insistence; but the Dionysiac c.ontex‘g éurfounding the
invocations, and often the content of the invocations themselves, indicates that he has in
fact gone out of his way to be the anti-Homer of epic poets. Every epic composed after
the Iliad and Odyssey owes a substantial debt to Homer; all of them contain passages,
themes, and characters which are clearly imitations or modifications of Homeric ones.
But Nonnus is not an imitator, and his modifications of Homer are consistently,
intentionally perverse. His protagonist is a god, one in whom Homer apparently had little
interest; his army is a grotesque, effeminate, and cowardly collection of “warriors” who
are inversions of Homer’s handsome, manly, courageous soldiers. When Nonnus invokes
Homer, it is to draw the reader’s attention to the fact that he is being as unhomeric as he
possibly can. Ironically, he inverts and undermines Homer’s poetry by means of that

very Homeric €DEmeELQ which he has requested from Opunpideg Modoat.

The theomachy and the song of Leucus in book 24, and the proem and shield

ecphrasis of book 25, are episodes that show Nonnus’ policy of perversion in action.

62 This is how Calypso begins her diatribe to Hermes when he informs her that she must let Odysseus go
(Nonnus replaces Homer’s £6t€ with €101; the sentences are otherwise identical). Calypso says that the
gods are jealous because she has a mortal lover (119-20). There, they are interfering with love; here, with
war.
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These episodes were inspired by Homeric ones, but they are not, as Hopkinson suggests,
emulatiVe or rivalrous modifications. If he really wished to emulate Homer, Nonnus

5
would riot write inverse versions of Homer’s most memorable stories, and if he were
merely rivaling Homer, there would be no explanation for why his episodes are always
precise reversals of Homer’s. The rivalry argument accounts for differences, but not for
constant perversions. When Nonnus closely ec:hoes Homer at the beginning and end of
his passage, he is showing familiarity with the Homeric story and signaling to the reader

that he is about to write its opposite. If Homer had composed an epic about Dionysus,

Nonnus’ protagonist would have been Achilles.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Tragedy of Epic Proportions: Dionysiaca 44-46 and Euripides’ Bacchae

In books 44 to 46 of the Dionysiaca, which tell the story of Pentheus, Nonnus
releases himself from his strange bond with Homer and demonstrates that his ties to
Euripides are no less tangled. That Nonnus’ Pentheus episode frequently echoes
Euripides’ Bacchae is neither debatable nor surprising.®> What is less abvious and rrlore
interesting is the way Nonnus plays with Euripides. He disassembles, extends, contracts,
rephrases, and inverts so rﬁuch of the Bacchae’s language and content that a reader,
recognizing Nonnus’ relationship with Euripides, finds it very similar to that which he
has with Homer. Nonnus’ Pentheus story, though clearly dependent upon Euripides’
version for its very existence, is at the same time—Ilike everything else in the epic—
deliberately unconventional. Nonnus nearly always goes out of his way to both avoid
following the Bacchae too closely (or at all, in many cases) and to draw attention to the
fact that he is not imitating the Bacchae. This policy requires him to show his familiarity
with this or that element of the play before he undertakes to tirn it on its head.**
Consequently, a reader often finds Nonnus alluding to the Euripidean account of an event
before replacing it with his own, rearranging the pieces of the Bacchae’s plot, or nearly
quoting Euripides without going so far as to actually use any of Euripides’ words.
Through these devices, Nonnus makes evident his knowledge of Euripides, and, while

assuring the reader that he is quite aware of how the plot would unfold were Euripides in

83 This has been noted and discussed to various extents by, notably, D’Ippolito (1964) 164-177; Shorrock
§2001), 194-7; Heath (1992) 136-141, Fauth (1981) 124-31.

* This policy applies not only to Nonnus’ treatment of Euripides but to his relationship with every author
on whose work he draws in the Dionysiaca.
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charge, leaves her with no doubt as to which poet is in charge now. Nonnus clearly does
not feel%bligated to chain himself to the plot of the Bacchae or heap predictably-placed
quotatigns upon his readers until they suffocate under the weight of so much uninspired
imitation. Nonnus is above all an innovator; he pays homage to no end of literary
predecessors, but he is well aware, as his readers ought to be, that homage is not
imitation.

One must also keep in mind that the three books of the Dionysiaca devoted to
Pentheus are part of a much greater whole.® The Bacchae is a self;éonfained script,
whereas Nonnus’ Pentheus story is infused with themes that flow outward from it in both
directions, making appearances in many other episodes within the epic.66 Many of these
themes, as shall be discussed, do not appear in the Bacchae at all. By employing them,
Nonnus brings to the plot of his own Pentheus episode a variety of un-Euripidean, and
distinctly Nonnian, motifs, emphases, and events, the presence of which contributes
further to the originality of books 44 to 46. As to plot, Nonnus’ Pentheus story is self-
contain«ed;67 thematically, however, it is certainly not.

Nonnus’ propensity to innovate and his enthusiasm for' themes not used by
Euripides are what make his version of the story original. From the beginning of book

44, he shows both his familiarity with Euripides and his unwillingness to copy the

Bacchae. Where this practice produces its most interesting and unusual result is in book

85 Newbold (1993) concludes his article with the opinion that “the Dionysiaca does not exemplify
successful revolution but, rather, defective narrative and the splintering of the epic into a series of
ecphrases and miniatures” (110). While there are a great deal of ecphrases and miniatures in the epic, this
does not prevent it from being a cohesive unit with a single protagonist and thematic continuity, the product
of a consistent compositional practice on Nonnus’ part.

6 To name the ones most relevant to the Pentheus episode: Dionysus’ conversion of disbelievers, prophetic
dreams, perverse portrayal of Artemis, sparagmos, voyeurism. There are undoubtedly others.

§7 Collart (1930) 59, viewing the poem as a gigantic piece of ring composition, says book 5 complements
book 44, and indeed he may be correct. Nonetheless, this does not affect my point that a reader of Nonnus’
Pentheus books would not find the story incomplete or incoherent on account of not having read Dion. 5.
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44—specifically, 44.46-79, in which Agave recalls a prophetic dream she had years
68

%

clarify some of the uncertainty surrounding the little-explored subject® of Nonnus’

earlier.” By examining this dream’s convoluted relationship with the Bacchae, 1 hope to

relationship with Euripides.
Nonnus skillfully leads us to Agave and her dream, introducing book 44 with a

-wide shot of the Boeotian landscape (1-15), dwelling on two of his favourite things,
bodies of water (6-10) and Hamadryads (11-14), before zooming in on 4 wrathful
Pentheus attempting in vain to bar Maenads and Seilenoi from his giiy"(16-26). Then, his
palace begins to shake: in the Bacchae, this does not happen nearly so soon, but only at
line 585, a third of the way into the play, as a consequence of Pentheus’ attempt to bind
and imprison Dionysus, as the god explains (616-19). Nonnus’ much earlier introduction
of the event with the word 10T (35) draws attention to his innovation. By introducing a
version of this critical scene from the middle of the Bacchae at the start of his own
Pentheus story, he gives it a very different significance than it has in the play. In

Nonnus’ hands it becomes an effective means of foreshadowing (T JLATOG
4
EGGOLEVOLO TPOdYYEAOG, 38). He goes on to establish it as an omen aimed very

pointedly at the entire city of Thebes, describing the wobbling altar of Athena Oncaia, a

88 D Ippolito (1964) writes, “Una lunga parte iniziale (XLIV-XLV 51) ¢ la conclusione (XLVI 356-367)
sonno i tratti che piu si distaccano dal modello euripideo” (166). It is true that the beginning and end of the
story are the places where most of Nonnus’ plot innovations are located. But, as [ will show, the beginning
of Noanus’ Pentheus episode, though original in its plot, does contain many close verbal echoes of the
Bacchae: the dream passage is the Pentheus episode’s best (but not its only) example of Nonnus telling his
own story in Euripides’ words. D’Ippolito seems to want to see the epyllion as Nonnian at the beginning
and end, and Euripidean in the middle, whereas I see it as Nonnian and Euripidean from beginning to end.
Where there is Nonnus there is Euripides, and vice versa.

% Shorrock (2001) comments, “These books have received little critical attention, with the exception of
those scholars keen to restore a section missing from the end of Euripides’ play” (195).
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local goddess,” whose statue then begins to sweat (43-44).”" And the statue of Ares, the
3

god directly associated with Cadmus’ foundation of the city, begins to ooze gore,
QYYEAOG EGCOUEVMV (44-45). It could not be clearer that the earthquake, along with

the (characteristically Nonnian) strange oozings of the statues of Thebes’ patron gods, .
foreshadow the arrival of Dionysus and the downfall of Cadmus’ descendants. The

Thebans, imitating their city’s gates, begin to tremble (0€00V™TO, 37 [gates] and
0e6OVNVTO, 46 [Thebans]).

Enter Agave. Having foreshadowed doom for the Thebans By uprooting and
replanting a Euripidean episode, Nonnus introduces her thus:

Kol vaétat 6ed0vnvo: @ofp & EAeAileTo pnInp
ITevBéoc adynevrtog, Efakyevbn 8¢ pevolvi,
LUVNOQLEVT] TPOTEPOLO dAPOLVTIEVTOG DVELPOL
TKPO, TPobeoTilovTog, ENel mdpog LYOOL AEKTP®V
EE Ote xolpavinv matpdiov fiprace Ilevoeis,
ndvvoyov bLrvaléolg ddpotg ebdovoay "Ayavnv
edopato WENAoio dtemtoincev dOveipov,
andavéog Bpdoxovta S ebkepdov TLAEDVOG: (44.46-53)

™ Cf. Chuvin’s ([1976] 82) comment on Athena Oncaia. Nonnus refers to her more than once, but Rose (in
Rouse [1940] vol. 1, 169) in his note to 5.15, her first appearance in the poem, says only that Oncaia is “[a]
local title of Athena (meaning unknown), given later [5.70] to one of the Gates of Thebes”. Nonnus’ own
explanation is that Mene is allotted this gate because the name Oncaia is a reference to “the honk of cattle
[Ex B0OG OYKMOUOLO PePVULHOV, 71], because the Moon herself, bullshaped, horned, driver of
cattle, being triform is Tritonis Athene” (71-3, Rouse’s trans.). Nonnus, then, seems to be equating this
version of Athena with the Moon, although Rose says, in his note to line 73 (vol.1, 172-3), that this “rare
explanation of Tritonis...is purely fanciful”. It should be noted that in book 45, Pentheus says to Cadmus,
“Oyxeaing & avdeipe cadppova xalkov 'AbNHYNG(69), thus creating direct apposition
between the thyrsus of Dionysus and Athena’s bronze.

" Winkler (1974) discusses extensively the variety and significance of the liquids that are forever spurting
and dripping from the Dionysiaca. In discussing the poem’s widespread references to lactation, he writes,
“Qther kinds of moisture are just as spontaneously born or ejected: honey, nectar, semen, venom, olive oil,
wine, dew, and all may be denoted by the single word ££po1)” (70). He does not mention book 44’s sweat
and blood, to which his point is equally applicable.
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Prophetic dreams like Agave’s are one of Nonnus’ favourite literary devices; they affect
many of the epic’s most prominent characters, mortal and divine.”* Unless Nonnus
speciﬁc;lly states that a dream is deceptive (as he does in the case of Morrheus, 34.89-
91), a reader may be certain that its content will soon be realized. Though the use of
dreams as a method of foreshadowing is not an exclusively Nonnian or late antique motif
(the classic classical example is that of Clytemnestra)”>, no author uses them more
extensively, and no audience would have appreciated them to a greater extent.”* By
introducing his Pentheus episode with a dream, Nonnus immediatelj establishes that it
will be original (that is, not an imitation of Euripides’ version), while also sparking in his
reader’s mind reco}lections of the Dionysiaca’s many other prophetic dreams. A reader
who has arrived at this scene in book 44 will have come to recognize the dream-as-
foreshadowing motif as a significant recurring feature of the poem.

Though one occasionally catches a glimpse of Euripides in the above passage,
one’s attention is always quickly drawn back to its peculiarly Nonnian character. The :
description of Pentheus as a usurper of his power (44.431f.) is likely a deliberate implicit
reference to, and reversal of, the Bacchae’s portrayal of Penthéeus as the city’s lawful
ruler; Robert Shorrock has called this “[o]ne prominent and distinguishing feature of

9375

Nonnus’ version of the Bacchae.”"”” Nonnus’ use of the word £Baxy €061, like so many

other words and phrases in lines 35 ff., is foreshadowing, a reference to the imminent

72 Aristaeus, Actacon’s father (5.415-32); Semele (7.136-54); Nicaia (16.282-301); Dionysus himself
(18.169-94 and 42.323-35); Lycurgus (20.256-61); Deriades (26.6-35); Ares (29.325-61); Morrheus (34.89-
98); the people of Tyre (40.440-500); Erigone (47.148-86); Ariadne (47.320-35); and Aura (48.258-86).

7 Stesichorus, fr. 219, Aeschylus, Agamemnon, 523-39; Sophocles, Electra, 410-30.

™ patricia Cox Miller’s Dreams in Late Antiquity (1994) is a study of the most well-known recorders,
interpreters, and dreamers of dreams. In her introduction, she writes, “This book focuses on a type of
imagination that was deeply embedded in the culture at large” (12).

7 Shorrock (2001) believes there is “heightened emphasis placed on the theme of paternity and the.rites of
succession” (195) in Nonnus’ version. [ do not find this argument compelling, but I do think Shorrock’s
note about Nonnus’ reversal of Pentheus’ role is an important one.
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madness of Agave.”® A word still more popular with Nonnus, HILNAOL0, occurs in line

52. Fraudulent/deceptive perceptions are one of Nonnus’ many obsessions, and he

almost always describes dreams with formulae containing HLUNAOG (copied, imitative)
or ATTHALOG (deceptive), even when they are in fact true and accurate prophecies.”’

By introducing the plot of the Pentheus episode with a prophetic dream, Nonnus
links it securely to the other occurrences of these dreams in the epic, while as hastily and
unsubtly as possible distancing himself from Euripides’ plot and chronc;'logy.
Furthermore, he attributes the dream to Agave, who does not appear ‘in)the Bacchae until
line 1168, as a raving, bragging Maenad. Nonnus’ Agave comes into the spotlight
immediately, and in full control of her mind.”

Already the reader should realize, as a result of the featu;es of Nonnus’ version of
the story discussed above, that Nonnus feels no more compelled to imitate Euripides than
he does to imitate Homer. Rather, he makes the reader aware of his familiarity with the
Bacchae by making alterations to its structure, content, and language, such that, while we
see Euripides everywhere in these books, we cannot help but notice that most of the time

we see the tragedian standing on his head, or making use of peculiarly Nonnian words

and concepts. One cannot help but think that Dionysiaca 44-46 would cause the

76 Nonnus later (45.158) uses it in the same way to describe the Tyrsenian pirates, who are themselves, like
Agave, about to experience the full power of the god (but have not yet). The word does seem to imply that
those to whom it is applied are already mad, but that is not true of either the pirates or Agave (see note 16).
7 B.g. 18.171 brvarénc...amatiiiov €ikdva xdpung; 26.7 Lunin doiioto..Syig

OVelpov; 29.326 pdopate. TolkiAlovoo dolomAdkog Syig Ovelpov; 47.334

amatiilov Oyiv Ovelpmv; 42.334 LIUNAD mtepdevta, vOov TOUREVEY OVELPW®. See Peek
(1968-75) vol. 3, s.v. OveLpOG. Cf. Riemschneider (1957) 57-61 on Nonnus® preoccupation with things
feigned, false, etc.

™ That is, she has not become a Maenad yet. Euripides’ Agave is explicitly a Maenad: Dionysus
announces upon his arrival that he has made all the women into Bacchants (32-38), and makes it clear that
the daughters of Cadmus are with them (35-38). Nonnus’ Agave is obviously upset and afraid, but
Dionysus has not yet made her a Maenad: he does this, with the help of the Furies, in 44.260-4. Fauth
(1981) chapter 7 discusses the madness of Nonnus’ Maenads.
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tragedian neither to applaud Nonnus’ work, nor to write him off as a mere imitator, but
rather tg spin in his grave.

i3ut the description of the dream further complicates matters: it is Euripidean in
both language and content, as shall be explained below. In lines 54 to 79, Nonnus tells of
the three @AGHIATO of which her dream consisted: firstly, Pentheus dressed as a Maenad
(54-7), secondly, the dismemberment of Pentheus (58-67), and thirdly, her boastful
speech to Cadmus (67-79).

It is important to note that Nonnus’ lines 44.54-79 are modeiieé’i‘ on the Bacchae.
Not only are many thematic parallels immediately apparent, but there are, as shall be
shown, verbal echoes of Euripides as well. Nonnus’ very Euripidean accounts of the
three visions lead a reader to expect that he will follow the play\;vright’s lead in his own
depictions of these events. But one discovers instead that all three play out in ways
which are deliberately unlike the episodes of the Bacchae to which they correspond. This

is a clear example of Nonnus’ method of showing familiarity with an earlier version of a

story, then producing a perversion of it. »

()  The first of the @ACLLOTA is recounted as follows:

grmeto yap IlevBfa yopoitvmov Gfpodv Oditnv

dpoeva KooUNoAVTO Yovalkel® ypoo TETAQ

piyatl Topeupdvatov Emt yBdva eapog dvdkTwy,

fvpoov Erappifovta kal ob oknmTporo popfia: (54-7)

This condenses Bacchae 912-42 and also contains reminiscences of 821-36. The latter is

Dionysus’ discussion with Pentheus concerning the necessity of his cross-dressing in

™ A method which at times he condenses into one step: showing familiarity with something by producing a
perversion of it.
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order to spy on the Maenads; the former, which more closely resembles Dionysiaca
44.54-7? is the scene in which Pentheus is dressed as a Bacchant. These are very
signiﬁc;nt moments in the Bacchae;* and Nonnus® version of them is equally
outstanding, if for different reasons. Agave’s recollection of her dream in the Dionysiaca
calls the Bacchae to mind. In Agave’s dream, just as he does in the Bacchae

(Evdov mpooeilwv adtov avaceiov T Eyd / kol Baxyldlov EE E8pag
pedappioa, 930-1), Pentheus dances like a Maenad, xopoitonov aBpdv 0ditnv
(44.54). Euripides’ Pentheus asks Dionysus, “€1G YOVAiKoG £& (1%/8})(‘)9 TELD;”
(822); Nonnus, echoing the playwright’s use of symmetry in this line, has Agave dream
of Pentheus PGEVA KOGUNOUVTO YUVOLKELD ¥pd0 TETAWD (55). Both

Pentheuses enthusiastically bear thyrsi—in the Bacchae, Dionysus informs him that this

will be one of his outfit’s accessories (BOPCOV...XELPL, 835), and, sure enough, once he
has dressed up, he asks Dionysus’ advice: “ndtepa 8¢ 80poov de€1d Aafav
xeptl / f Thoe, Bdxyn paAlov €1xaconcopat;” (941-2). Nonnus® Pentheus
appears in Agave’s dream 00poov EAlaopilovta (57). .

In Nonnus’ brief description of the first A.GLL0., there is not as much close verbal

reminiscence of Euripides as there is in the longer and more elaborate accounts of the
second and third ones. What we do find, though, is that even in Nonnus’ four-line
passage, the thematic parallels to the Bacchae are thickly packed together, producing an
effect of “Euripides from concentrate.” And the four lines give no hint of the Nonnian

havoc that is to come: as far as one can tell from this morsel of foreshadowing, Pentheus’

% As Dodds (1960) remarks in his commentary to the play, the interaction between Pentheus and Dionysus,
“in its three stages [343-518; 642-861; 912-76] is the dramatic kernel of the play: everything else leads up
to it or flows from it” (131).
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cross-dressing, when it occurs, will happen the way it happens in the Bacchae. (This is
not to sdy, of course, that anyone who has made it this far into the epic could seriously
believe that Nonnus’ version of the story would be unoriginal. All I mean to assert is

that, in his account of the first part of Agave’s dream, Nonnus gives nothing away.)

The scene in which Pentheus fulfills the first @dopa’s foreshadowing occurs at

46.81-138. Dionysus persuades Pentheus to dress like a Maenad (and not just any
Maenad, but his own mother), he does so, and they head out. The scené is certainly
based on the Bacchae, but Nonnus is not content merely to imitate Eﬁribides. Several
very un-Euripidean happenings in these lines produce an effect quite unlike that of the
Bacchae. The most notably Nonnian aspects of Dion. 46.81-138 are:
(1) the greater physical presence of Agave, and the emphasis on Pentheus’
becoming her (83, 110);

(2) the reference to, and perversion of, the story of Actaeon and Artemis,
which is one of Nonnus’ preoccupations throughout the epic, and
particularly within his Pentheus episode (87-88);

(3) the presence of Mene (99-105); and ‘

(4) the spying of the Thebans (128-138).

Agave, as has been discussed, is introduced without delay into Nonnus’ story. In

the Bacchae, however, we do not hear her name until Pentheus utters it in line 229,%' and

81 If even then: Dodds (1960) 98 notes that “Collmann rejected the lines [229-30] on the pedantic ground
that Oo0l ATELOLY includes other women besides the daughters of Cadmus. A stronger objection is the
form 'AKT01OVOG: elsewhere in the play (337, 1227, 1291) the oblique cases have o as they have in
Aesch. (fr. 241) and in Nonnus.” He goes on to provide arguments for the other side of the case, and to
state that he himself thinks “the lines are appropriate enough dramatically.” The next occurrence of
Agave’s name in the Bacchae is 682; there is nothing in Dodds’ apparatus or commentary to suggest that
this occurrence is contentious. Perhaps, then, this should be considered the first certain instance of Agave’s
being mentioned by name. '
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she does not come onto the stage until the play is two-thirds over. This does not imply
that she’is unimportant to Euripides’ story, but the reader does notice that Nonnus gives
her a miﬁlch greater presence in the Dionysiaca. She is the first character Nonnus dwells
upon in book 44, whereas she is the last to appear in the Bacchae. Furthermore, because
she had the prophetic dream whose content is now playing out in book 46, one is
reminded of her whenever something from the dream is realized, as occurs for the first
time in 46.81-138.

Not only is Agave’s dream coming true, but Pentheus—and‘this'is a completely
Nonnian innovation—becomes his mother. He is not dressed up as some generic
Maenad; Dionysus instructs him, “yiveo 8fAvc "Ayadn” (83), and he complies:
POl TOIKIAOV®TOV EdVCATO TEMAOV “Ayovmng (1 10). The god’s exhortation
in line 83 stands out because it seems almost redundant; he has just finished urging

Pentheus to exchange his @dpea...factAr|ia (82) for ONAea mEWAQ (83). Thus, we

know that the latter half of line 83 is not merely Nonnus’ way of having Dionysus tell
Pentheus to dress up in women’s clothes—the god has just finished doing that. “Put on
women’s clothing” and “Become your mother” are far from synonymous utterances.

Apparently, Pentheus views this matter as I do; he takes the god’s command literally and,
OlOTPOUAVTG (106), dresses in his mother’s peplos.

Few possibilities excite Nonnus more than that of Artemis as a wife and/or
mother. Classical literature offers the unfortunate end of the would-be rapist Orion as
evidence that attempting to rape the goddess is a terrible idea, and the death of Actacon
as a warning against even accidental interference with her modesty. No author presents

her as anything other than the archetypal militant virgin. None but Nonnus, that is. In
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the Dionysiaca, the notion of Artemis taking a husband arises often. Hera suggests that

‘f'. . . . . |14 4 k] 4 ”
she will join Artemis to Alcyoneus in marriage (0T€...0elo® / ebvETLV.. ApTEULY

L)

"AAxvoviog, 48.21-2); Aura, while she herself ogles and fondles the goddess (48. 341-

50), tells her to sleep with Hermes and Ares (358); Pentheus remarks that he will marry

her (44.177), citing aversion to incest (“UAOUOV GAVCKALOLGE KOUGLYVITMV
i);,LSVOL'lCOV”,J 179)—not devotion to chastity—as her reason for having refused to marry

her brother Apollo (177-9); and Dionysus tells Autonoe a disturbing taI; of Artemis and
Actaeon living in marital bliss (44.283-318). Even by his own starfdaréls, Nonnus’
persistent fascination with the notion of Artemis playing a role which she has persistently
refused to consider playing, one which would require her to relir}quish the very essence
of her character and become an inversion of herself, is extreme.%

Nowhere does Nonnus indulge his passion for the perversion of Artemis’ nature
more thoroughly than in the Pentheus episode. This is where we find Pentheus proposing
(sarcastically, yes, but it is alarming that he would propose it even sarcastically) to take
her as a wife and, more significantly, Dionysus telling Agave that the goddess has in fact
married Actacon. The story of Actaeon is another of Nonnus’ preoccupations, and, whilé
Nonnus does follow Euripides’ lead in including Actaeon within his Pentheus episode,

we find that the extent to which he discusses Actaeon and the context into which he

places the deer hunter tend not to be Euripidean.

82 Nonnus plays the same game with Aphrodite in book 24 (242-326) and Aura in book 48. The Aura
episode is particularly disturbing because it is presented not as a possibility (as with Artemis here) or a
fictional story (as with Aphrodite) but as an actual event. It is the ultimate in Nonnian perversion,
appropriately located in the ultimate book in the epic.
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Unless lines 229-30 are an interpolation,® the Bacchae’s first mention of Actaeon

Y o . .
occurs in Pentheus’ first speech, as he explains his intention to chain the Maenads (231):

A

doar & dmelory, EE Gpovg Onpdoopat,

Tve T "Ayadmy 8 f) W Etkt 'Eylovt

‘Axtaiovdc te pntép’ Abtovony AEym. (228-30)
Throughout the play, Euripides presents Pentheus as a second Actaecon.®* All we are told
here is that Actaeon is the son of Autonoe, which is not news—hence, perhaps it is of no
particular concern here that lines 229-30 may not be genuine.®* In any case,
approximately 100 lines later, Cadmus does say to Pentheus:

opdg tov 'Axtaimnvog doAov pdpov,

Ov dpocttor cxvAakeg 0g EOpéwato

deomdcavto, kpelooov' Ev kuvayiailg -

"Aptepidog €ivarl xopmdoavt, v Opydoty. (337-40)
Like Actaeon, Pentheus makes sacrilegious (QUGGERELAC, 263) claims which offend a
god and lead to his ironic death at the hands of murderers who do not realize who he is.

Furthermore, in the Bacchae, when Agave asks where her son died, Cadmus replies,

“odmep mpLv 'AkToiove dtEdayov kdveg” (1290)—not only have they both
died in the same way (01€06TdG0VTO, of the dogs’ mangling of Actaeon [339];
dreondpa&ev [1127]; omapayUoic [1135] and 10.0TAPAKTOV [1220] of

Pentheus’ death), but they have both met their fates in the same place. The analogy is

now complete.

8 Cf. note 25 above.

8 Dodds (1960), commenting on Bacchae lines 337-40, says, “The parallel [between Pentheus and
Actaeon] is closer than Cadmus knows: Pentheus too will suffer sparagmos in the same place [as Actaeon
did]. That seems to be the reason why Actaeon crops up so often in the Bacchae (230, 1227, 1291)” (113).
% 1 would argue that their being spoken by Pentheus in his first speech may be evidence to support their
legitimacy. Pentheus’ being the first character to mention Actacon would be appropriate, and would add
strength to the bond Euripides creates between the two doomed young men.
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In the Bacchae, Cadmus says it was Actaeon’s claim to be a better hunter than
Artemishthat led to his death. Euripides’ association of Pentheus with Actaeon is
extremfgly effective, yet equally concise; he uses only seven lines to make the
comparison. With Nonnus, however, it is, not surprisingly, a different story. First, it is
told in great detail. Book 5 is devoted to Actaeon, and within the Pentheus books the

story comes up repeatedly. One instance of this occurs in Nonnus’ description of the

real-life events which correspond to Agave’s first @dGpLa: Dionysus, just after ordering
Pentheus to become his mother, encourages him to become a hunter,‘séifing,

“Baxym podvog Epile, kai, €1 BEpig, woyeaipn, / dppa Agoviopdvov
oe UeT 'Axtoi®va KaAECC®” (87-88). Like Euripides, Nonnus associates
Actaeon with both Artemis and hunting proficiency, but, from b;)ok 5, we know that
Nonnus’ account of Actaeon’s transgression follows a different tradition than
Euripides’.¥ Dionysus’ comment may well remind a reader of Actaeon’s fate in the

Bacchae—especially considering the €1 0ELLLC he throws in; this strange burst of

propriety on the god’s part provokes a reader’s recollection of the Euripidean tradition

4

and points her directly to the obvious conclusion that it is not O€L1¢ whatsoever—but it

is an illusory allusion: Nonnus’ Actaeon is punished not for conceit about hunting
prowess but for leering at Artemis as she bathes (5.303-315). Thus, 46.87-8 cannot mean
in the Dionysiaca what they mean in the Bacchae. Nonnus’ comparison of Actacon and
Pentheus does not include their having committed a similar crime against a god. Nonnus,

not surprisingly, favours the erotic explanation for Artemis’ wrath, not only because he is

8 Heath (1992) discusses both the Euripidean (10-18) and Nonnian (135-56) accounts.
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preoccupied with sex and nudity®” but because he is especially preoccupied with these
matters when it comes to Artemis, as shall be discussed later. Dionysus’ exhortation to
Penthells in Nonnus serves the function of recalling the reader to Euripides while drawing
attention to the important differences between the playwright and his perverter.

Another thing these lines recall to the reader’s mind is the disturbing, ridiculous
tale of Artemis and Actaeon at the end of book 44 (283-318), arguably the most
gratuitously perverse passage in the whole epic. Deeply strange in itself, and a blatant

contradiction to what has occurred in book 5, it is as purely Nonnian as it is un-
Euripidean. Dionysus VOXTIQANG (279) creeps into Autonoe’s bedroom,
0pPvaiols... TOdecot (278), and launches a characteristically Nonnian soliloquy in
her direction, intending to incite her to run into the hills (297) aé his newest Maenad. He
tells Autonoe that Actaeon and Artemis are married (285-6), that Actaeon is still alive
(287), that she herself ought to become a YULOGTOAOC (309), and that it is or;Iy a
matter of time before Artemis gives birth to a child (312-14). All of this is shocking and
absurd, and becomes even more so in the light of the fact that, in book 5, Actaeon has not
only died a meticulously-described death (332-69) and appeaxjed to his father in a dream
to tell him where to find the scraps of corpse (520-22), but is mourned by Autonoe and
the rest of his family (370-87). There is no doubt that Actaeon is quite dead. When
Dionysus makes his speech to Autonoe in book 44, then, we wonder how the woman
could believe that Actaeon is alive, let alone that he is living a pleasant domestic life with

Artemis, of all goddesses. This defies even the lax standards of logic to which Greek

87 Cf. Winkler (1974), esp. 4-17; 70-128, but also elsewhere.
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mythology typically holds itself accountable. Nonnus’ mythology is clearly bound to no
standards whatsoever.

Eonnected to the strange and inexplicable story Dionysus tells to Autonoe is
Mene,*® who does not take part in the Bacchae but who makes a handful of cameo
appearances in the Dionysiaca, beginning in book 1 when she, a Titan, battles against
Typhoeus in the Typhonomachy (213 ff.). Within the Pentheus episode, Mene appears in
book 44 and again in book 46, and her presence in both cases is of a very dark nature.
She is one of the gods to whom Dionysus, though a god himself, p;gysi—he is also

devoted to Heracles 'AcTpoyit@V, as we see in book 40 when the god is in Tyre (369

ff.); this Heracles has mythological connections to the sun®®, who, in Nonnus, is the
moon’s father (40.375-7, 44.191). Mene’s being the night sky’s.brightest body logically
associates her with darkness (and dreams); Dionysus invokes her at a point in the
Pentheus story when he believes sinister assistance is required (44. 201-216)

In book 46, Mene helps to drive Pentheus mad:

kot Bpopie cvvdedrog Enéypae Ilevoér Mrivn

datpovin pdotiyt cuvepyopHévng 8¢ Avalw

Aootielg Bpaodg oloTpog Apepolvoolo ZeAvng

edopate TolKiAdpopea pepunvott Ilevoér dei&ac

epiktov ‘Extovidnv mpotépng petédnke pevorviig,

Kkal opaiepf) Ilevbfjog Emeopapdynoev dxovf,

datpoving odAmiyyog dAdotopa dobmov apdocmyv:

avépa & EmToince: (46.99-106)

8 Cf. D’Ippolito (1964) 168. According to Fauth (1981), Nonnus’ Mene is a “uranian and nether-world
source of this diffuse radiation of insanity (KOl Having Hedém kol AVocav Eyeipw, 44,229); for

just that reason she is ‘like Bacchos’ (44,226 f.) and Bacchos is ‘companion of Mene (44,218)” (115). Cf.
also 107 ff., 125 ff.
% Cf. Rose in Rouse (1940) 181, note a.
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This happens because Dionysus asked her to do it in book 44. Mene’s presence in
the two books parallels and emphasizes the dark power of Dionysus himself, who, like

Mene, is associated with darkness throughout this episode.” In the Bacchae, Dionysus

drives Pentheus mad himself; in the Dionysiaca, however, Mene is a crucial and
compelling part of the story. In book 44, she calls Dionysus her GOVOPOLLE (218); she
allies herself with him completely (“COV GOl SUGUEVEEGGT KOPVGCOUAL,” 226);

she even claims a powerful position in the madness provocation business:

U

oo 8& Bdxyw- °

KOlpavED paving Etepdovos. gt 8¢ Mrjvn

Baxytdg, oby Ot podvov kv o1bépt ufijvog Elicow,

aAl” Ott kol paving puedém kot Avcoav Eyeipo.

ob yBovinv cébev UPpLv Eywd vrmolvov Edow: (226-30)
And, after making this speech, she insinuates in lines 231-252 that she helped to bring
about the unpleasant fates of Lycurgus, Deriades, the Tyrsenian pirates, and Orontes, all
of whom have prominent roles in the Dionysiaca. :l“he association of Mene with
Dionysus’ evil schemes is a Nonnian innovation, and the nocturnal scheming of Mene
and Dionysus in book 44 thus connects Agave to the other victims of their sinister
devices.

Spying is another pervasive motif within the Dionysiaca.”® As in the story of
Artemis and Actaeon, there is spying in the Bacchae, but Nonnus, telling the story in his
trademark predictably unpredictable way, does not imitate Euripides in his narration of

the events that follow Pentheus’ dressing up. And, because peeping occurs not only in

his Pentheus episode but in almost innumerable other places throughout the epic,

% E.g., Dionysus is v0KkT0, dokebmv, 44.189; vokTeAie, 203; VOKTIPAES, 218 and 279; Op@vaiolg
TOOECTL, 278.
*' Winkler (1974) devotes the entire first chapter of his dissertation to the epic’s instances of voyeurism.
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recollection of the most outstanding of these past instances shapes one’s understanding of
the presént one.

in the Bacchae, there is less voyeuristic spying than one might expect. Pentheus
does talk about spying (K0.TOOKOTTV, 838) on the Maenads: “Kal PNV 80k® @G
Ev Aoyualg Opvibag dg / AExTpwv £xecbol GIATATOLG BV EPKEGLY,” he
says to Dionysus (957-8). Later, the Messenger reports that, “®¢ OpdeV oby
OpdpLeEVOL” (1050), the small group of spies tried first sitting in a Valléy (1048), but
Pentheus, complaining of his inability to see them, said, “Oy0ov 8”‘ ’8%8“[3&@
Nl EAdTNV Dyavyeva / ol v 0pbdc Matvddmv oioypovpyiav”
(1061-‘2). However, as the Messenger himself points out, the Maenads attacked him

almost immediately upon his ascension to the treetop (0cov yap 00mw dHAog
fiv 8doocwv dve, / kal Tov E&vov uev obkét glooplv mapfiv, 1076-7);
thus, he did not have much of an opportunity to engage in the voyeurism to which he had
been so enthusiastically looking forward. In the Bc;cchae, then, voyeurism is discussed
and anticipated, but is never said to actually occur. ,
Not so for Nonnus: he never passes up a chance to tell of someone secretly
sneaking a peek at someone else, especially when it is such a perfect opportunity as that
presented by the Pentheus episode. His version of Pentheus’ transformation kills two
birds with one stone: it perverts Euripides and, in so doing, provides a very effective
instance of spying. In 44.128-38, thé Theban citizens stare at Pentheus from various
lookout points as he (all gussied up in his own mother’s clothing) and Dionysus head for

the hills (46.116-127). These lines are vintage Nonnus. Within the description of the

peeping Thebans is a proliferation of words designating roundness—OULLQ1,
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0TePAVNOOV and EKVKAMCOVTO (128); TpoxdeVTa (129); ‘sx’tE_,a_g and again
G’CS(pOL;/T]S(‘)V (135). Riemschneider has noted that roundness is one of Nonnus’
fondnesses,’* and he is also partial to using clusters of nearly synonymous terms within
short passages like this one.”® In addition, 46.128-38 contain an abundance of words and
phrases related to seeing, another of Nonnus’ favourite topics: DY 1pav1|g (130),
doKeEV@V / dOYULOV Supa Titaivev (133-4), tomtaivoy (137). This produces
an effect of visual enclosure/entrapment of Pentheus. He is surrounc‘ied?'on all sides,
being watched from every direction. It is a particularly unsettling iﬁsta.nce of spying
because of the encirclement: typically, Nonnus presents a single watcher,” whereas here,
the whole city is watching. Furthermore, the word éKUK?xd)GOL}/’C O appears in Agave’s
dream (44.61), where its subject is not spying Thebans but 67peg (61) about to attack

him. There are also many references to roundness/encirclement—often in words
identical to those which appear in the spying scene—in the passage of book 46 in which
this part of Agave’s dream is realized: GpQL, G’CS(;JOLVHSOV and EKVKADCAVTO
(180), EXNYVVAVTO (182), TEPLCPIVENTQ. (183), ADTOEALKTOG (187),
KEKVAIOUEVOG (188). The Thebans’ visual feast upon Pentheus’ body foreshadows

the Maenads’ literal one.

Euripides’ Dionysus claims that he will prevent such a thing from occurring, in
the following exchange (841-2):

Pentheus: Kol TTdG 3’ dotewg it Kadueiovg Aabdv;

%2 Riemschneider (1957) 53.

» Ibid. 48.

* Winkler (1974) 2-3 lists 23 instances of voyeurism in the epic, and all of them have a single watcher.
Strictly speaking, the Thebans’ spying on Pentheus is not voyeurism, but it is curiosity-driven peeping that
Pentheus does not notice happening, and Nonnus does present it as sexually charged; he dances like a
woman (46.116-120), he releases his hair to let it flutter in the breeze (122), he is “fluttering his veil” (138).
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Dionysus: 0600g Epnfpovg ipev: Eyd § hynoouat.

Soon after this, Dionysus claims a desire to make Pentheus YEAWTO. (854),

2 kA

YOVOLKOUOPPOV GYOUEVOV 81 AOGTEMG (855), but, when the god is leading

Pentheus through the city, there is no evidence to indicate that they are being watched.”
Thus it is almost certainly not the case that Dionysus in lines 854-5 refers to an actual
situation in the play—there would have been no spying Thebans onstage, though it could
be argued that the play’s audience took on that role. In any event, nothi.'hg is certain with
respect to the Bacchae’s references to spying, whereas Nonnus malc‘e:s z;. great unsubtle
production of the staring citizens. Not only does it foreshadow Pentheus’ demise, it
strengthens the parallels between Pentheus and the Maenads (and, hence, Pentheus and

Agave): like the Maenads, Pentheus, dressed as a Maenad, is watched. Pentheus in the

Dionysiaca is both object and subject of peeping.

(II)  Agave’s second vision is the dismemberment of Pentheus:

kai piv 18€lv 836knoe mdiv Kadunic "Ayadn

ECOUEVOV OKlEPOLO UETAPOLIOV LYOBL dEVOPOL:

Kol Qutov byikdpnvov, Ony Bpacvg €leto Ilevleng, 60
0fipec ExvxkAmdoavto, Kal dyplov glyov Epomnyv

0évopov ameldntipt petoyxAifovteg 0dOvTL,

TPNYAAEALG YEVOEGGL: TLVAGGOUEVOLO JE OEVOPOL

KOUPayoc abToxOAloTog EAE Stvebeto Ilevhevc,

Kkal pv EdnAncavto dedovmdta Avcoddeg dpxTor 65
aypotépn 868 Aéaiva KATAIGGOVGO TPOGHTO
TPVULVODEY ECTACE YELPQ... (44.58-67)

% It is true that part of the watcher’s titillation results from his subject’s unawareness of what is happening.
Thus, one may wonder if in fact Euripides’ Pentheus is unknowingly watched as he proceeds from the city.
However, given that there is no indication in the Bacchae that anyone really does spy on Pentheus, we must
conclude that it does not happen. Had Euripides wanted the audience to know about the occurrence of such
a thing, he would have written it into the play.
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Once again, thematic and verbal similarities abound between Dionysiaca 44.58-67 .

and %he passage of the Bacchae on which it is based. This passage is a reworking of a
%

substantial section of Euripides’ messenger speech (1020-1151).
Thematically, as with the first vision, similarities are evident. Lines 59-60 of

Agave’s dream describe Pentheus sitting high up in a shady tree—&{OpLEVOV

OK1EPOLO peTdpoiov by dotL 6€vEpov, 59—and are reminiscent of Bacchae 1070
([evbéa § W¥pdoug Erativov 8lov Em), 1076 (boov yop obmw §HAog
fiv 8docwv dvw), and 1095 (g &’ €18ov EAGTY 58071:(')’!:1’]\/“ é‘(pﬁuavov).
Nonnus’ line 44.61 recalls Bacchae 1106 (p€pe, meploTdoal KOKA®...—and Agave

says this, just as it is she who dreams it in the Dionysiaca); in both cases, Maenads
surround the tree. Lines 44.61-3, in which the Maenads hoist the tree as though with

levers (LETOYALLOVTEG, 62), recall Bacchae 1104 (piLag &veomdpaccov
ao181poLg HOoYXAOLC). Nonnus’ Maenads use their teeth and jaws
(ametdnThpl...000vTL, 62; TP AAEALS YEVUEDGH, 63), while Euripides’ use
3pLivove...KAAO0VG (1103), but both authors refer to levers of an atypical sort. Dion.
44.63-4 restate Bacchae 1111-13 (byod 8¢ 6docwv Lyobev YAUAITETTS /
nintel ©podg oddag pvpiolg owudypag Ilevledc); both versions describe
Pentheus’ fall from the tree. Nonnus, as we would expect, emphasizes the somersaulting
descent of Pentheus, using d1VEVETO (64) where Euripides uses mimtel (1112) and

leading up to the verb with ADTOKVOA10TOC and EA1E. Dion. 65 condenses the

Bacchae’s attack of the Maenads, while also, as shall be discussed, foreshadowing what

is to come in book 46. And Nonnus’ lines 44.66-7 restate Euripides’ 1121-8: in both
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versions, a raving Agave wrenches Pentheus’ arm from its socket. Undoubtedly, Nonnus
has modeled Agave’s second vision upon lines 1020-1151 of the Bacchae’s messenger
speech. ﬁ

Nonnus tends to reword his predecessors’ stories as he reworks them;
consequently, there are fewer close verbal echoes of Euripides within this section of
Agave’s dream than there are thematic ones. Nonetheless, it is evident that Nonnus knew
well the Bacchae’s words, and had them in mind no less than he did the plot as he wrote.
Even in reviewing the thematic parallels to Euripides listed above, ghe*’ﬁnds similarities
which suggest, if not prove, that this is the case: Bacchae 1104 and Dionysiaca 44.62
both feature very unconventional levers; both versions have references to Maenads
encircling Pentheus’ tree; both contain specific references to Pentheus falling. In all of
these cases, Nonnus uses words different from, but often synonymous with, those of
Euripides. Nonnus employs this technique throughout his epic, not only when playing
with Homer but with all of the authors to whose work he refers. His most noteworthy
and extensive near-quotation of Euripides occurs in lines 46.125-7, within the full
account of Agave’s first vision. Hefe, Pentheus is dancing crdzily (114-24), and, right
before introducing his innovation of the voyeuristic Thebans, Nonnus writes:

Kol 01ddpovg Patbovrac E6EPKETO KAl dvo ONPag:

ElmeTo O Gxapdtov Emikeipevov dydbev duwv

ONPNc EnTanOpolo HETOYALLELY TLUAEDVA (125-7),
which echoes Bacchae 918-19 (and recalls 945-6):

KOl Uty opav pot dvo pev hiiovg doxd,
dtocag o0& ONPag kat molicy EMTAGTOMHOV: (918-19)

(and) 4p’ av dvvaiuny toc KiBaipdvog mruydg
abtdict Bdxyolg toig Epoic dpolg eépety; (945-6)
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It is a strange Nonnian echo, however. Lines 918-19 are especially crucial to our
8 . . . .
understanding of Nonnus’ literary practices, as they feature the Panopolitan’s most
4
calculated use of synonyms.

In place of Euripides’ Op@.v, Nonnus uses £3EPKETO;

« HAilovg “  doagbovrag
“ 000 “  S1dvpOovG

« d1000G “  dvo

“ ENTACTOMOV “  EMTUMOPOLO

This is Nonnus’ predilection for verbal variation at its mostﬂextr'eme. He is
deliberately rewording Euripides’ sentence, in most instances choosing synonyms of
Euripides’ wofds not for any obvious stylistic reason but rather purely for the sake of
originality. Euripides’ 000 modifies NA10VG; Nonnus’ modifies @1)f0.G. Euripides’
OnBag is modified by 51660G. Nonnus’ 31001LOVG modifies PaéBOVTAC. The three
words designating “two” or “double”—dV0, 61660.G, and 6150LOVG—are virtually
synonymous; each could modify the city or the suns just as effectively as either of the
others. Nonnus plays with Euripides’ words not because he is attempting to change or
improve the content of his predecessor’s sentence in his own version thereof, but
because, when he does imitate a prior work of literature, he is insistent upon infusing it
with originality. However, whereas Nonnus’ use of 61001LOVG and 800 adds no original
meaning to his sentence, but merely draws attention to the fact that he is cleverly going
out of his way to state Euripides’ idea in different words, his @0£BOVTAG is not really
synonymous with Euripides’ NA10VG. The latter is precisely the word one would expect
to see for “suns”, while Nonnus’ ®aEO0vVTOC would stand out even to a reader

unfamiliar with the Bacchae: Phaethon, commonly, is not the sun at all; rather, he is the
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son of the sun, who perishes in a doomed attempt to drive his father’s chariot.”® Thus,
CI)(lé@O’;V’COLC_; is an unusual choice in itself, not merely by virtue of its being used in this
particulér sentence. It draws even more attention to these three lines.

This sentence reveals Nonnus’ plan of attack, or at least a very significant aspect
of it, and it explains why there are not as many precise verbal parallels between Nonnus
and Euripides (or Nonnus and anyone whose work he reworks) as we might expect. At
times, he uses synonyms simply because it seems he cannot stand to imitate another poet
too closely: when he uses the same words as a predecessor, he tends fo"{lse them in a very
original context (e.g., he includes verbal echoes of Euripides’ Bacchae within his
description of Agave’s dream, which is entirely his innovation), and when he is quite
tightly adhering to some part of a predecessor’s plot, he does so }n different words. Even
when eager to imitate an aspect of a prior author’s work, Nonnus refuses to compromise
his originality.

Though they by no means run rampant through Nonnus’ description of Agave’s

dream, close verbal echoes of the Bacchae do exist. They are:

D. 44.58 xoi pv 138y Ed6kmoe maay Kadunic "Ayaon

B. 918 Kal unyv opav pot 8vo pgv hilovg dokd
D. 44.61 Ofipeg exvkAdoavto

B. 1106 pépe, meptoTdoal KOKAM

D. 44.67 TPLULVOOeY ECTOGE X EIPQ

B.1125-7  AoPoboa & mdAEvalg dpiotepdv xEPA...
ameondpatev dpov

% Buripides, Hippolytus 735-41; Ovid, Metamorphoses, 1.750-2.400, and Dionysiaca 38.105-435.
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This adds to the Euripidean character of Agave’s dream. We must keep in mind, though,
that thede Euripidean themes and words are occurring within a Nonnian, un-Euripidean
context:?

The first of Agave’s visions, as has been shown, plays out in a very different way
from its corresponding scene in the Bacchae, and the second, too, is shaped by its
peculiarly Nonnian aspects. Once again, Nonnus reshapes and perverts crucial events
from the play, producing a version of the death of Pentheus which, though similar to that
of Euripides, is original and unusual. The most notable Nonnian d@;iaféures from the
playwright in 46.145-216—the lines in which Agave and her co-Maenads spot and
dismember Pentheus—are:

(1) the emphasis on the differing perspectives of Agave and Pentheus—
the theme of humans as lions and vice versa arises in Agave’s
recollection of her dream and recurs in 46.176 ff;

(2) the reversal and perversion of Agave’s role in the murder ({16. 192 ff.;
esp. 209-11); and

(3) the long, unanswered speech of Pentheus (46.192-208).

Nonnus has a persistent fascination with the notion of faulty perception, of things
not seen for what they are, or seen for what they are not.’ In Agave’s second vision, and

the occurrence of its corresponding events in 46.145-216, the theme of perceiving beasts

as humans and vice versa arises frequently. This theme appears in the Bacchae, too—the

%7 Cf. note 79 above. E.g., Europa seeing a bull who is really Zeus (1.46-50), Cadmus appearing to be a
shepherd (2.3), the dogs’ failure to recognize Actaeon (5.364-5), Actacon’s dream exhortation to his father
to look for a deer, not a man, with its repeated suggestions of “If you want to find x, look for y” (5.421-9),
Hera appears to Dionysus as Ares (189-95), Heracles crushes Periclymenos, who has the ability to change
his form, when he appears as the counterfeit shape of a bastard bee” (43.249), Aura looking at Artemis and
seeing the body of a lactating mother (48.351-69). There are many other examples of this Nonnian
preoccupation.
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chorus calls Pentheus a beast’s, perhaps a lion’s, son, thus implying that Agave is also

. s
inhuman

]

(ob yap &€ dipatog yovark®v &pu / Aeaivag 8¢ tivog 68 1
T'opydvav / AlBocclv vEvoc, 988-90), and, later, Agave herself calls Pentheus
AeovToQUT| (1196). There is also, of course, the scene in which Agave carries her

son’s impaled head to Cadmus and announces that she has killed a lion (1211-15 ff)). A
similar scene occurs in Nonnus’ Pentheus episode, and it is discussed bélow. But Nonnus
takes this scene from Euripides and runs with it, using it not only w%;eré Euripides does
but in many other contexts in books 44 and 46. The effect of Nonnus’ repeated use of
this theme is an increased sense of confusion and chaos for the reader of (and participants
in) his Pentheus story. .

In book 46, Pentheus is noticed by Agave, who has just made a speech to the
Maenads (162-75). Then,

“Qc oapévn okormiale kadfuevov dydoL d&vdpov,

dypiov ola Aéovta, Benudyov vido pitnp:

kol piv dyetpopévalc emedeixvoe duidor Baxyoig:

viéa & Euppova Bfjpa KaAECGOTO AVCCAdL @V  (176-9)
These four lines contain a reversal of something Agave has perceived earlier, while
recalling her dream: in lines 44.60-1, she remembers Pentheus sitting in a tree,
surrounded by beasts (KOl QLTOV LYIKAPTVOV, OTY Bpacdg ELeTo

IIevBeig, /' BRpeg EKLKAWOCOVTO...), and in lines 44.64-7, Agave recalls that:

drveveto IlevBevc,
Kol piv EdMANcOVTO 8€60VTOTA AVGCAdEG APKTOL
aypotépn 08 Aéaiva KaTaiooovoH TPOGHTO
Tpouvobev Eomooe Eipo (64-7)
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When the events foreshadowed in Agave’s dream are realized, her role and her son’s are
reversed. Agave had dreamt specifically of Pentheus—his name appears at the end of
lines 44?60 and 64, so there is no ambiguity about what she is seeing—surrounded by
wild animals (Bfjpeg, 61; GpKTO1L, 65) and dis-armed by a lioness (AE0LVQ, 66). When
recalling her dream, she perceives the situation as Pentheus, her human son, being
murdered by beasts, in particular a lioness. This perspective is reiterated in her third
vision: kol doyeta paitvopévn 6np / hurtdpov Ilevofog Epeicopévn
TOdQ AQpd /...Edelkvve pdptopt Kdaduw (44.67-71). Hére"éhere is no
ambiguity; the beast is clearly Agave, and Pentheus’ name appears once more. Agave, as
she reflects on her dream, perceives its content in a way opposite to how she perceives it

when it occurs in reality. Unlike Euripides, Nonnus, through the device of the dream, is

able to have Agave view these events while she is still E.Lopova,”® and react to them

with horror (44.80-3) before they happen, as well as after. Nonnus’ Agave here plays a
role similar to that of the messenger in the Bacchaé, but, perversely, she tells the story
prior to its occurrence, and she is not a third-party observer but the murderer and mother
of her victim. ’

Before she goes mad, Agave not only seeé herself kill Pentheus, but also sees
herself gloat about it in a speech where, again, the issue of who is a beast and who is
human arises. It is packed into 44.73-7. The sane Agave, reflecting on this vision of

what the reader knows to be her future actions, recalls having said to Cadmus:

“Eiut ten Buydtnp 6npoxtdvog: €ipt 8¢ UnTnp

% Nonnus’ application of this term to Agave is another indication that his use of £Bok €001 (discussed
above) implies not that she is mad, but rather that she will be.
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[levBtog OABIoTO10,” Tefy @rAdtekvog "Ayain.

gniixov dieca Ofpar Aeoviopdvoro 8¢ vikng

JEYVLGO TOVTO KAPTVOV...

Tniikov ob mote Bfjpa katékTOve ovyyovog Tvd..” (73-7)

The Agave in the dream views the situation from the Maenad’s perspective, emphasizing
what she believes is the truth of the matter: she is BuydTnp, pfiTnp, 'Ayadn; sheis a
beast killer (BpOKTOVOC, AEOVTOPOVO10), she has hunted down something inhuman
(6fpa., 74 and 77). A similar scene, and a similar speech, occur in the Bacchae; they are
discussed below. By having this terrible misperception simultaneopély'kforeshadowed
and recalled by a sane Agave, Nonnus perverts both Euripides’ chronology (as he often
does) and Agave’s function and personality. While Euripides’ Agave has no idea that she
is soon to slay her son, Nonnus’ Agave must experience the added anguish of seeing
herself do it before she actually does it.

Lines 46.176-9 articulate both perspectives. This is the moment when Agave’s
perception undergoes a reversal, and in this sentence, Nonnus combines her former sanity

with her current madness. In 176-7, the mother sees her son, who is like (01Q) a lion; in
178-9, Agave shows the other Maenads what she sees, calling4her viEa ELopova.

(Nonnus calls Actacon ELOPOVL GO, 5.333) a beast in a crazed voice. Whereas in

her dream she sees Pentheus encircled by beasts and attacked by a lion, when the scene
occurs in reality, she, crazed, sees her son as lionlike and beastly. The reversal of
Agave’s perception is artfully articulated in the construction of lines 177 and 179. In

177, the 010, acknowledges Agave’s misperception while emphasizing the truth, and the

placement of U1€d beside UT|TT|P draws attention to the familial bond—if not identity—

% Nonnus uses this word perversely throughout the Pentheus episode, always forcing it upon those to
whom it is least applicable. Cf. Wifstrand (1933) 81.
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between the two, thus stressing the horror of what is to come. Line 179 is a misperception

h . » . . . L4 2 b4
neatly enclosed within two halves of a contrast: it begins with V1€0 6" EUPPOVA and
4

ends with Agave’s AVGOAdL MV, effectively expressing the dichotomy of sanity and
madness, and the perspectives of Pentheus and Agave respectively. In the centre is
Bfipa KaA€ECCWTO, a phrase which captures both Agave’s faulty perception and the
truth—she calls him a beasf, but we know that he is not one. The location of 8f)pa.
beside V€@ &' EUQPOVA is yet another instance of contrast, but Nf)nr._;us’ seamless

side-by-side placement of these words blurs the dichotomy he has established in 177: the

line’s caesura in fact falls after 07)pa, and this in conjunction with Nonnus’ familiar habit

% could certainly cause confusion to the

of doubling or tripling synonyms in a sentence'
reader of this line.

Were it not for the device of the dream, 46.176-9 would not be nearly so effective.
That Nonnus has Agave view the situation from two opposing perspectives allows him to
create instances of misperception that could never ;1ave existed in the Bacchae, and
reverse those which are reminiscent of the play. ,

Sparagmos is never pleasant. In the Bacchae, there is horrible irony in the fact
that Pentheus’ dismemberment is spearheaded by his own mother. The messenger
explains: TpdTN O& mﬁmp fp&ev ‘tepio edvou / kal mpoomitvel viv
(1114-5). Euripides’ Pentheus, in his short pre-mortem outburst, tries to get Agave to
recognize him as her son, drawing attention to their family ties in a failed attempt to

avoid being ripped to shreds (1118-21), but she who has begun the murder continues to

play a dominant role in it (1125-8), and her sisters receive an “honourable” mention for

g o paotiipog dAnovog dpyeo Kdduov, 1.45. Cf. Riemschneider (1957) 69.
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their own participation in the festivities (1129-31). In the Dionysiaca, Nonnus creates a
unique t&wist on Euripides’ already grotesque version of the event by inverting the

3
Bacchae’s irony. Whereas Euripides’ Pentheﬁs experiences agony because his mother is
leading the slaughter, Nonnus’ Pentheus is similarly anguished for the reverse reason: he,
like his predecessor, cites Agave’s maternity when trying to keep her from attacking him
(192-4), but, upon realizing that she is not listening (204-5),'°" decides that, at the very
least, he wants Agave to do the honours herself:

€1 8¢ xartokteivelg pe yapiiopuévn Atoviocw, .

povvn maida. ddpaccov, dydotove, unde dapfjvat

Boocapidwov tedv via vodolg maAdunocty £4ongs.
(46.206-9)

Pentheus knows what is going to happen, and his last pathetic request is that his death
come at the hands of his mother alone. But Nonnus will not grant him this favour;
instead,
“Qc eduevog Attdveve, kol obk fikovoev "Ayadn:
apoet 8¢ piv daomAfiteg Emeppdovio YOVEIKEG
YEPOLV OHOLMAOLGL KUALVIOUEVOD B Kovif
7 nev omieBidiovg mddag gipvceyv, f 6 Aafodoa

de&itepnv mpobédvpvov avéomacev, Abtovorn o6&
Aainyv dvtepvecke: (46.209-14)

The irony in the Bacchae is that Agave plays the leading role in her son’s death; the
perverted irony in the Dionysiaca is that vyhen Pentheus begs her to do just that, she
ignores his plea, and the Maenads attack him X€po1V OLOLNAOLG1L; two strangers and
Aunt Autonoe get to him before Agave does. Euripides’ Agave is not persuaded (009’

EMELOE V1V, 1124) by Pentheus’ request that she stop the madness; Nonnus’ Agave, on

11 of Wifstrand (1933) 142: the Dionysiaca is full of speeches that appear not to be heard, or at any rate
are not acknowledged, by their intended recipients.
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the other hand, 0bk 1jkOVGEV when he asks her to lead it. Nonnus takes an already

abhorreglt state of affairs and, through perversion of Euripides, manages to make it worse.

i\Io disturbing scenario in the poem would be complete without a long,
impassioned, ignored soliloquy. Nonnus’ use of such speeches is unprecedented in
ancient literature, and the proliferation of rhetorical speeches like that of Pentheus
contribute greatiy to the poem’s tone and to its uniqueness.'® The result of Nonnus’ use
of speeches is profound detachment between many of the Dionysiaca’s characters—
particularly at times when it is particularly inappropriate, as Nonnus ‘off‘en combines his
fondness for these speeches with his fondness for perversion and excess in his plot lines.

Pentheus in the Bacchae greeted death laconically, according to the messenger,
who reporfs that Pentheus, after his mother began the attack, sai;1:

Eyw tol pfjtep, €t moic cébev

ITevbebc, Ov &tekeg kv ddupotg ‘Eylovog:

olktelpe & & puftép pe, unde tdic Epdig

apaptiaiol moida GOV Katathvng. (1118-21)
Pentheus in the Dionysiaca, however, is different. First, he makes his speech before the
women pounce on him, unlike Euripides’ Pentheus, who pleads with his mother after she
has already begun the attack (1114, she falls upon him; 1118-21, she speaks). Second,
his speech is over four times longer than his predecessor’s, and, while it appears initiéllly
to be an imitation thereof, as the speech goes on, it becomes progressively less

Euripidean and more Nonnian. In fact what it most resembles is not the final speech of

Euripides’ Pentheus but that of his own Actaeon in book 5. The speech establishes

192 Roberts (1989) discusses the characteristics of late antique literature but (a) focuses on Latin authors and
{(b) does not discuss any Latin author whose style with speeches resembles Nonnus’. It seems that over-
the-top, emotional, rhetorical speeches are the only kind Nonnus’ characters know how to make (as
Wifstrand has noted; see note 41 above). It is hard to imagine anyone in the Dionysiaca participating in
what we would call a discussion.
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Nonnus’ Pentheus as knowing and accepting of his fate. Whereas the Bacchae’s Pentheus
simply gegs his mother not to kill him, Nonnus’ Pentheus progr‘esses through a variety of
mental ;tates until he arrives at the one discussed above: acceptance of his imminent
death, combined with a desire to have it carried out by his mother, which, as has been
shown, leads to perversion of one of the Bacchae’s crucial events.
Pentheus’ speech can be divided into stages:

(1)Plea for assistance (192)

(2) Plea for his mother not to kill him (193-4)

(3) Rhetorical questions (195-8)

(4) Farewell to his homeland (198-200)

(5) Another attempt to get Agave to recognize him (201-4)

(6) Acknowledgement that she is not listening (204-5)

(7) Plea for his mother alone to kill him (206-8)
Of these, only the second, third, and part of the fifth resemble what Pentheus says in the

Bacchae. Euripides’ Pentheus does beg his mother to let him live (1120-1), his reminder

that she gave birth to him is similar to Nonnus® Lg, TOV ETPEPES (197 and 204), and
his use of ufjtep (1118, 1120), maig cébev (1118), Herst’)g (1119) and o160,
o0V (1121) certainly resemble Nonnus’ To1d0QOVOLG (193), PrAdTEKVOG (193),
pufitep EUN (194), pe TOV vika (195), madoktdve pfjtep "Ayavm (200),
7080 (207) and TeOV Vi (208).'” Both Pentheuses do repeatedly come back to the

theme of their status as Agave’s son and attempt to convince her not to kill them. This is

to be expected, under the circumstances. But the brief speech of Euripides’ Pentheus is

'% One ought to note the profusion of Nonnus® distinctive compound words, however.
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entirely focused upon this theme, while Nonnus’ Pentheus rambles for a long time and
brings ui) many things which his predecessor does not.

}n book 5, the complement to book 44, Actaeon, the complement to Pentheus,
receives a complimentary sparagmos courtesy of his hounds. As the dogs, thinking that

104

their master is merely a beast, ~ attack him, Actacon manages to retain not only his

human mind but also his rhetorical speechmaking style, uttering a 28-line lament much of
whose language and content closely resembles that of Pentheus in book:46. Line 190 of

Pentheus’ speech contains the phrase @pEvaAC E07Y€E, which recalls the use of
EYEPPOVAG in 5.368. Line 192 of Pentheus’ speech, YeiTOVO TOTUOV EY®V
KLVOPTV EQPOEYEATO QWVT]V, resembles Actacon’s TOTLOV E0V GTEVAY WOV
Kivopf) Ppuxnoato @wvi) (5.336). In line 193, Pentheus u;es the phrase
TOB0POVOLG TAAGUTGLY, which echoes 5.359, EUOIC TAAAUTIOLV ELOVG
g0peya QOVTIaG. The latter in turn is a contrast to line 46.208°s VOBQ1G
TOAGUNOLY (“my hands” vs. “false/bastard hands”’). The word AOGGTG ap.pears in
46.194,' while AOGGT|EVTL appears in 5.353. In 46.197, Pentheus says,

“ObKETL YIVAOOKELS UE, TOV ETPEQPEC, OLKETL AeDCGGELS,” which resembles

Actaeon’s “ODKETL HOPOTY, / ODKETL YIVAOKOLGLY EUT|V E£TEPOOPOOV

19 Yere, too, Nonnus plays with the notion of beasts, humans, and who seems what to whom. This
situation is a sort of inverse of Pentheus’ situation, in that Actaeon, unlike Pentheus, really does have the
shape of a beast, and the dogs, unlike the Maenads, really are inhuman. Actaeon says,

“@AAOPUNG Yap /

LopOT| BNpog Exel Ke, kal avépog flPog aEEw. / cowitépe TOTE BRPEG
EMLOTEVAYOVOLY OAEDPW ...OALOpEVOG BE / dPpUGCL Onpeinoiy Exéppova ddipua
AEiPw” (5.346-51).

1% Nonnus ends line 46.197 with AE0OGCELC; this is probably an intentional play on words.
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N (5.364-5). The phrase TEOV OLLLC. in 46.198 recalls book 5°s

buaté;;;cov 08 / OPBaAU®V (341-2) and SppactLy eTéEPOLoLY (345). Also at
the end of line 46.198, Pentheus says, “y0ipe, K18a1pav”, which recalls the end of
5.355, eumé, K1Baipadv. Inbook 46 Pentheus says, “3BEPKEO LOPOT|V /
avopopénv-..ob Bfpa doxedels” (201-2), while in book 5 Actaeon laments,
“LopeT BNPOg Exet pe, kal dvépog N0og GEEW” (347). Nonnus® two uses of
©€10€0 in line 46.203 echo his use of APELOEAC in 5.358 and d(pS_lS{éGl in 5.362. In
46.207, Pentheus uses dGLOCCOV and UNdE dapfjval, while Ac;taeon uses
S&HOLGGEV in 5.360 and UNoE...0ALOCGAY in 5.364.

It is evident from the quantity of verbal parallels between these two passages, and
the thematic parallels they imply, that Nonnus intended for them to complement each

other. Itis no accident that Nonnus uses the phrase TEVOddt @wVT) (5.267; it reappears

in 46.241), and the phrase TEVOEL UNTTP in 5.374. They are puns designed to make

the reader think of Pentheus. And while Pentheus’ speech in book 46 does contain
reminiscences of its corresponding speech in the Bacchae, the similarities between
Pentheus’ speech and that of Actacon are much more pervasive and significant.
Furthermore, in addition to the verbal and thematic parallels, Nonnus establishes an
ironic contrast between the two passages: Actaeon in 5.360-4 laments that he wished
some other animal, instead of his own dogs, had killed him, while Pentheus, as we have
seen, wishes for his own mother, not someone else, to kill him (46.206-8). In the latter
passage, then, Nonnus is not only perverting Euripides’ plot but inverting one of his own

motifs. In this linking of the two characters and the similarities in their final speeches,
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Nonnus demonstrates that he is less concerned with imitating Euripides than with

creating thematic continuity in his own poem: the description of Agave’s vision leads us
%

to think Nonnus will follow Euripides, but when the scene occurs in reality, we find
instead that he has stopped following in the playwright’s footsteps and stepped back into

one of his own well-worn paths.

(XII) Nonnus narrates Agave’s third vision thus:

Kol doyeta palvopévn Onp
huttopov Ilevliog Epetoapévn ndda Aaipd
anyaréolg dOviyeoot di€bpioev bvbepedva,
ALHaAEOV O KApMVOV EKOLQLoEV GpTayl TapPcd 70
OlKTPa datfonévov, kol Edeikvoe paptopt Kddpum
TOAAOUEVT, BpoTény & dALTHipova PNECTO POVIV:
“Elul ten Buydnp Onpoktovog: €Ll 68 piTnp
ITevBéog OABicTOl0, TEN PLAOTEKVOG AYadn).
TnAlkov dieca Bfjpa: Agovtopdvolo 8¢ vikmg 75
0&xvuoo TobTo Kdpnvov Eufic mpotdyplov dAkfg
tnAixov od mote Ofipa katéktave cdyyovog Tva,
ob xtdvev Abtovon ol 3¢ cdufora matddg "Ayavmg
nhEov 4ploTonOVolo TEOD MPOTAPOIBE UEAABPOL.”  (44.67-79)

Like the first two visions, the third, 44.67-79, contains both thematic and verbal
echoes of the Eacchae. Thematically, everything in this passage corresponds to
something in the play. The lioness’ detachment of Pentheus’ arm recalls Bacchae 1125-7
(Aopovdoa & dAEvalg dplotepayv Yépa, / TAELPOioty avTiface Tod
dvcdaipovog / dnecndpoev MROV). The exulting lioness’ presentation of the
head to Cadmus recalls Bacchae 1238-9 (¢épw & Ev dAévaioiy, dg Opgc,
16.0e / AoPodoa TePLoTELY), and her triumphant speech, too, is based closely on its

Euripidean counterpart (but we should keep in mind that in the Bacchae it is not uttered
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by a talking lion). She draws attention to the fact that she is Cadmus’ daughter, as she
does in %he Bacchae (D. 44.73, B. 1233-7). Both Agaves also call themselves the mother
of Pent};eus (D. 44.73-4, B. 1212—note that this is not a line from Agave’s first speech to
Cadmus). Each brags about her hunting skills (D. 44.75, B. 1236-7, 1241-2), declares
herself more outstanding than her sisters (D. 44.77-8, B. 1234-7), and commands
Pentheus to hang the head on the wall (D. 44.79, B. 1239-40). Once again, all the themes
from Agave’s dream correspond closely to Euripides’ plot. Once again; Nonnus is
creating the illusion that he intends to imitate Euripides.

Verbally, there are fewer parallels. The reason for this is that Nonnus has
reversed Agave’s perspective in the dream such that she and her companions are beasts
attacking a human Pentheus. This has no effect on the presence.of thematic parallels,
because, despite the reversed perspective, themes from the corresponding Euripidean
passage are nonetheless equally employable and appropriate, whereas direct echo is less
likely to occur between two passages with such significant dissimilarities. H.owever,

Nonnus does use Euripides’ words in Agave’s speech, in the following lines:

D. 44.76 0y vooo TodTo Kdpnvov Eufig 'mpwtdyplov dAkfg

B. 1240-1 oV 3¢, mdtep, dEEAL YeEPOLV:
YOLPOVUEVOG dE TOIG EMHOlg dypedpact..

D. 44.78-9 oV 8¢ obpfora Taddg "Ayavng
wREov aplotondvolo Te0d mpomdpolfe PeAdOpov

B. 1213 TNKTAV TPOG 01KOLG KALUIK®DV
1239-40  AoBoboa TAPLoTELN, GOt TPOG SOUOLG...
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In addition to direct echo of the Bacchae, Nonnus is here again playing with Euripidean

synonyrrﬁs, using the phrase T€0D mpomapode peAdBpov (79) where Euripides uses
3

TPOG 6’11(00@ KAIPUAK®V (1213) or 60ic1 PG dSpOLG (1239).

In 46.213-264, the final installment of the dream comes true. Agave decapitates
Pentheus and heads home to Cadmus. Nonnus once more demonstrates that he is
uninterested in merely following Euripides’ plot, and creates more links between the
three Pentheus books and the rest of the Dionysiaca. The most notably Nonnian aspects
of this section are: |

(1) the continued mistreatment of Artemis (221-24);

(2) Agave’s claim that Artemis, the Dryads, and Ares were watching her
(223, 225-9); and ‘

(3) Agave’s (as opposed to a messenger’s) announcement of the
slaughter to Cadmus (221-38 f£.), and the replacement of Euripidean
stichomythia with a long speech by Cadmus (239-65).

Perhaps the only point upon which all of Nonnus’ fans and critics would agree is that
he is superlatively shameless. When Agave presents her son’s‘ head to Cadmus, she says:

“Kddpe pdxap, KaAéw o€ pHokdpTepov: EV 0KOTEAOLS VAP

xepoiv Gbwpnkrotoly dptotebovoay "Ayavnyv

"Apteulg Eoxorniale, kol € méie deonmdTig dypng,

EAAov broxAETTTOVOE AEOVTOPOVOL GEO KOVPNG'™” (221-4)
Nonnus has brought Artemis back to be the recipient of more sacrilege. In the Bacchae,
Agave does brag, extensively, about her “accomplishment” (1233-43), but there is né
mention of Artemis in these lines. As if it is not enough to have linked the goddess

romantically to all manner of gods and mortals, here he has Agave claim that Artemis

was jealous as she watched the Maenad skewer her son on a thyrsus. This is reminiscent
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of the version of the Actaecon myth that Nonnus rejected: just as Actaeon, in the alternate
traditioﬁ, brags that he is a better hunter than Artemis, so Agave makes a similar claim,

N
perverse not only because it is she, not Actaeon, who makes it, but because she is
bragging about having slaughtered her own son, not a wild animal. Every time Artemis
appears or is invoked in the Dionysiaca, Nonnus further perverts her role. Here he has
Agave’s first comment to Cadmus relate directly to Artemis: Cadmus is blessed because
(YG.p) Artemis has seen Agave’s activities. He builds up suspense by waiting for a line
and a half before revealing her, the subject of the sentence, and then -hai; Agave
immediately add that this goddess who is so consistently infuriated by mortals’ claims of
superiority or offenses against her (Niobe, Actaeon, Agamemnon, Aura, Orion, etc.) and

who never fails to act on her rage in a powerfully destructive way against her offenders,

will make an exception for Agave and hide (DTOKAETTOVCQ) her alleged jealousy. The

Artemis of ancient literature with whom we are familiar hides nothing. The Artemis of
the Dionysiaca is constructed entirely of inversion$ and mockeries of her usual éharacter,
and is constantly a victim of the poet’s, or his characters’, gleeful sacrilege.

Agave is bragging, as she does in the Bacchae, but he; speech in Nonnus’
Pentheus episode is not Euripidean. Her opening line seems to confirm what the dream
passage hints at—that Nonnus intends to follow Euripides. But at the offensive,
unconventional mention of Artemis, we realize we are back in Nonnian territory.» The
realization is confirmed as Agave continues:

Kol Apvddeg Bdupnoav Epdv mévov: fiuetépng 6

“Appoving yevétng xexopuBuévog f0ddt AdYYN
maida Tenyv aocidnpov EbduPes ydAkeog Apng

80poov Gxovrifovoav drointhipa Aedvimv,
KUOLOMV. (225-9)
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Agave says Artemis was not the only one watching her performance. She seems at least
as preoécupied with who saw her take down Pentheus as she is with the act itself. How

4
she knows (or why she thinks) there were gods and Dryads spying on her is not
explained, but she appears certain about it and the reader is given no reason not to follow
her lead. Furthermore, having told her father who was watching the deed, she goes on to

say:

oL 0, Kddue, tedv emBmopa STOIN Y :
IIevBéa debpo kdAieooov, onoac; @Govspnow OTWTALG
INPoPovovg WOpdhTag OMITEDGELE YVVOLOL. . (22931)

Here again we see Agave’s fixation with sight and eyes. Like Artemis, Pentheus too will

be jealous of her (pBOveEPTIOLY OTOTALS). The use of OTOTMALS in line 230 and the
similar-sounding, linguistically related OT1ITTEVGELE in the next line draws our attention

to Agave’s (and Nonnus’) desire to have eyes upon her. Two things contribute to the
perverse Nonnian irony of this remark. Firstly, it was Pentheus’ spying that led to his
death, and secondly, his eyes are in fact upon her as she speaks; she is, after ail, carrying
his head. Whereas Euripides’ Agave brags about her achievement and ability, as
discussed above, Nonnus’ Agave, before doing the same (232-8), presents a catalogue of
her spectators and ironically demands that Cadmus call Pentheus to come and behold this
sight with his eyes. This focus on vision and spying, in addition to the perverse portrayal
of Artemis, makes Agave’s speech Nonnian and connects it thematically to the rest of the
Dionysiaca.

The importance of Artemis to the epic has been repeatedly noted. Agave’s other

alleged spectators, the Dryads and Ares, have significance in the Pentheus episode and

throughout the rest of the poem. Dryads, and their metrically variant equivalents
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(Hadryads, Hamadryads) are found in the Dionysiaca wherever there are trees to inhabit
(hence tiaeir name). Because they live hidden in the woods, Nonnus occasionally has

5
them witness one of the epic’s disturbing or unpleasant acts, which very often occur in
forested areas. Nonnus also capitalizes on their fear of defloration repeatedly in the epic,
most notably in 2.98-162, where two displaced Dryads express their concern about being
found and raped, now that their trees have died due to Typhaon’s drainage of the world’s
water. Euripides’ Bacchae has a disturbing forest scene, but no Dryads.: In the play, it is
only the messenger who views the sparagmos and repoﬁs itto Cadmﬁs"‘(1043 ff)). When
Nonnus’ Agave says that Dryads were watching her, she distances herself further from
Euripides while linking herself to the other points in the epic where someone’s actions
are seen by spying Dryads.

Ares is not completely excluded from the Bacchae: in line 302, Teiresias,
referring to Dionysus, says, APewg T€ MOipav UETAAAPAV EYEL TLVd. Dodds
comments that “the reason for this slightly artificial introduction of Ares is perhaps the
special position which he held in Theban legend”.'% He is likely correct; even in a play
about Dionysus, Ares’ connection to Cadmus’ foundation of the city cannot be forgotten.
In his book 44, Nonnus similarly includes a tribute to Ares—the god’s statue oozes blood
(44.44-5). This is so explicitly connected to Thebes and its inhabitants that we cannot
doubt Nonnus’ intention to link the god to his city. But Ares appears or is mentioned
frequently in the Dionysiaca; he is neither exclusively nor even primarily the god who
had a hand in Thebes’ foundation. Above all else, he is the god of war and slaughter. Of

the more than 30 Nonnian epithets and descriptions of Ares listed in Peek’s lexicon,'?’

19 Bacchae, 110.
197 peek (1968-75) vol. 1, s.v” Apng.
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most relate to war, while only Atpxaiov (2.671) connects him to Thebes—and

b
ironically, as Rose notes, “It is rather too soon to give him that epithet, for there was no
A

Thebes as yet and no Dirce.”'? Furthermore, he is @p1ik10¢” Apng in both 27.313

and 48.227:'% Nonnus, then, does not present Ares as particularly or solely Theban in the
Dionysiaca, though in books 44 and 46 he does, appropriately (for once), attribute special
significance to Ares. Of course, being Nonnus, he does this as inappropriately as
possible. Making him a spectator of Agave’s activities is, like many other things in
Nonnus’ Pentheus episode, unprecedented. Agave’s description of:.A..ré:s as

huetépng de /* Appoving yeveérng... 1.xdAkeog “Apmg (46.335-7) combines

his Theban connections (Harmonia’s parent) with his usual role (brazen), all within a
context that is novel and Nonnian. ‘

Messenger speeches and stichomythia are common stylistic devices in Greek
tragedy. The former are, among other things, a playwright’s way of narrating violent acts
which he had no means of staging. The latter is uséd to create intensity in the dialogue of
two characters; it can also, as Dodds notes,1 19 serve as a sort of literary drumroll, leading
up to a moment of particular significance''! or a character’s d;parture from the stage.''?
They are two of the most defining formal features of tragedy.

Both of them appear in the Bacchae after Agave has killed Pentheus. A

messenger comes to inform the chorus, and the audience, of Pentheus’ death. As soon as

198 11 Rouse (1940) vol. 1, 93, note d. See note 49 above.

199 peek (1968-75) vol. 1, s.v’ Ap1G.

10 Bacchae, notes to lines 651-3 (p. 157), 836 (p. 178), 842 (p. 179), 927-9 (p.194), 1268-70 (p. 230).

" Dodds (1960), commenting on 1268-70: “The decisive moment is marked, as at Ale. 1119, by a breach
of stichomythia: after 1269 we may suppose a pause of hesitation, during which Cadmus waits in
expectant silence. Cf. El. 965, which is similarly followed by a pause while Electra gazes at the
approaching figure, and /T 811, where Orestes pauses to think of a test” (230).

12’ As perhaps in Bacchae 836 (Dodds [1960] 178) and certainly in 842 (179).
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he has finished his 109-line speech (1043-1152), without waiting for a reaction to his
shockin§g announcement, he leaves. Later, Cadmus enters the stage, where Agave and the
chorus have been discussing Agave’s recent “hunting” expedition (1153-1215). He and
his daughter soon begin an exchange in stichomythia, Cadmus slowly leading Agave
back to reason and forcing her to recognize the truth of what she has done (1263-1300).
The Dionysiaca is of course not a tragedy; even the Pentheus episode, which, as
Hopkinson notes, is of approximately the same length as the Bacchae,''® and contains
reminiscences of the play’s content, does not resemble it stylisticallj. I;c is a tragic story
told in epic style—specifically, in Nonnus’ epic style. And this is nowhere more
apparent in the Pentheus episode than in 46.221-38. a'nd 239-65. There is no messenger
speech (nor is there a chorus to hear it—Nonnus narrates the events o us himself, 145-
218), and, unlike in the Bacchae, where Cadmus discovers from unspecified passers-by
what has happened to Pentheus (1222-4), Nonnus’ Cadmus learns it from Agave herself.
Her speech, though reminiscent of a speech of Euripides’ Agave (1234-43; see above), is
more horrifying than its model in that Nonnus, unlike Euripides, has not eased Cadmus’
shock by allowing him to hear about his daughter’s crime before having to see his
dismembered grandson and hear Agave brag about the murder. The speeches are similar,
but their context is significantly different. As a result of his altering this part of
Euripides’ plot, Agave’s words are more shocking, and Cadmus’ grief is more intense.
As with the dream in book 44, Nonnus gives Agave a more prominent, active role in the
story than she has in the Bacchae. Just as her dream is, as has been discussed, a perverse,
inverted messenger speech, so here her bragging and explanation of the day’s activities

make her a messenger to Cadmus.

' Hopkinson (1994c) 121.
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In Bacchae 1233 ff., Euripides’ Cadmus and Agave speak to each other in
stichorrfythia, the former gradually coaxing his daughter toward revelation of her true
actions ﬁand recovery of her sanity, the latter paying careful, active attention despite her
madness. In Dionysiaca 46, however, in response to what he has seen and heard,
Cadmus makes a long, rhetorical speech (239-64), which is followed (it would be
incorrect to say answered: the intended recipient of the speech does not acknowledge it)
by a stylistically similar speech from Agave (283-319). Again, Nonnus'is inverting
Euripides. Cadmus’ speech is 22 lines long, and it is a typically No_rini"én outburst—it is
long, repetitive,'* emotionally intense,'" pithy, and full of uneasy unions of mutually

116

exclusive or discordant notions;''® it contains a catalogue;''’ and it is ignored by the

person to whom it is directed. ''®
The description of Agave’s dream is, of course, only a very small piece of

Nonnus’ Pentheus episode, but it is the most intriguing and enlightening instance of

something that Nonnus does again and again in books 44 to 46. Further study of other

' L ines 242-4 all begin with 010V 6fjpa. SAACCAC; 245, 246 and 250 all have TOV after the caesura;
245 and 246 begin with 3EpKEO GE10 AEOVTQ; 250 and 252 contain KAAEC® and KEAEGOW
respectively; 253 and 254 begin with K0AQ,; 254 and 256 end with Kpoviwv. Cf. Schmiel (1998), esp.
pp. 326-328 on Actaeon’s speech in book 5, which is most similar to Autonoe’s in terms of its subject
matter and emotional intensity (both situations feature a parent grieving for a murdered child).

!5 Of course the exclamation points with which Rouse ends most of Cadmus’ statements do not appear in
the Greek, but I suspect Nonnus would have used them just as frequently had they been available to him.
16 Most notably: a sensible beast, 242; a beast from the womb of a woman, 243; a lion cradled in a man’s
arms, 247; a lion nursed by a human mother, 246-8; a son’s life ended by the one who gave it to him, 252; a
breathing corpse, 260.

" Here, of Cadmus’ children and their misfortunes: Ino lives in the sea (256), Semele has been incinerated
(256) Autonoe laments Actaeon {257), Agave has killed Pentheus (258), Polydorus is an exiled wanderer
(259).

'8 See note 41 above. Cadmus has not drawn Agave out of madness; Nonnus reports that Dionysus

voov petédniev 'Ayadng (270). Though Cadmus has made a speech so powerful that inanimate
Cithairon and its trees and fountains, and a group of Dryads, lament on account of having heard it (265-
8)—it has even brought tears to the ungrieving/Pentheus-less ((7TEVOTOV, a tasteless pun if ever there
was one) Dionysus (269-70), but Agave is oblivious. What causes her immense grief is the sight of
Pentheus’ head, when she recognizes it as such for the first time (274), after Dionysus has returned her
sanity.
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such scenes in these books would, I think, yield the same conclusion: that Nonnus does
not wan§c to imitate Euripides, that he wants to do everything Euripides does not, that the
most crucial themes and motifs in the Pentheus episode simultaneously connect them to
the Dionysiaca and distance them from the Bacchae. Nonnus very consciously, very
deviously sets up the illusion that he intends to imitate the playwright, but in the end he
always veers off the Euripidean path into his own literary world of inversion, misquoted
quotation, disassembly and strange rebuilding of plot details, and increased or decreased
emphases on characters and events. When he does imitate Euripides, ke does so within

contexts that Euripides would (and, in some cases, could) never have created. In short,

Nonnus’ version of his predecessor’s work is a perversion, and a successful one.

IS
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CHAPTER THREE

The Final Insult: An Inverted Plot Pattern in Dionysiaca 48

Prophetic dreams feature prominently in Greek literature. Often, their recipients
are girls of marriageable age, and their function, ostensibly, is to plant into these girls’
minds an awareness that the next phase of their lives, which will include defloration and
motherhood, is imminent. It is not the case that the dreams are causingithe girls to think
about marriage, but it is no more true that the dreams are always sygr.lbd'lic representations
of thoughts the girls have already begun to have. For many of Greek literature’s most
famous females, a prophetic dream of this sort tends to be the starting point of a very
specific chain of events which occur in the same way to every gfrl regardless of her
reaction to her dream, or her willingness (or lack thereof) to take an active role in its
fulfilment. For Homer’s Nausicaa and Tyro, Aeschylus’ Io, and Moschus’ Europa,
though they are the products of different poets, time periods and literary genres, a dream
sets off the same sequence of events, which plays out as follows:

1. Dreamer reacts strongly to what she has just dreamed;

2. Dreamer removes herself from the place where she has been sleeping, and

usually goes outside, often with a group of friends;

3.Dreamer goes somewhere where there is water—a river, ocean, or fountain;

4. Dreamer is separated from her friends (if necessary) and then deflowered by a

god; and,

5. Dreamer subsequently gives birth.
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That the personalities of Nausicaa, Tyro, Europa, and Io have little in common is
irreleva%t: the five experiences listed above will occur to all of them, with the exception
of Nausicaa, whose story ends halfway through the fourth, and in the same order for all of
them, with the exception of Tyro, in whose story there are a few explainable variations.

After the similarities in the stories of these four girls have been identified,
Nonnus’ Aura will be considered. Like the others, Aura has an experience that follows
the pattern, but, unlike the others, she is a devotee of Artemis obsessed with preserving
her virginity. In the final book of his epic, Nonnus takes this well-lgﬁoviln pattern from
Greek literature and perverts it as much as he can. He creates a new literary character
(this is Aura’s first and last appearance in Greek literature), establishes beyond a doubt
that she h;as neither the inclination nor the ability to deal with sex and motherhood, and
then proceeds to inflict those things upon her anyway. It is both the Dionysiaca’s
greatest disaster and Nonnus’ greatest success—horrifyingly destructive for Aura and

many of the people (and animals) around her, but also a fitting climax to an epic infested

with perversions and preoccupied with its own originality.

1. REACTION

In Homer, dreams are most often objective.“9 That is, Homer’s dreamers, upon
awakening, are not usually confused and do not usually have to spend a great deal of time
interpreting what they have dreamed. And for the Greeks, dreams, or at any rate the ones

121

in which they were most interested,'2° were thought to be predictive.'?! We see this view

"9 Dodds (1951) 104-106.
120 Not all dreams were thought to be predictive: according to Artemidoros, probably the most well-known
ancient dream analyst, there are “two types of dreams: only one, the oneiroi, points forward, while the
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reflected in Greek literature: dreams reveal the futﬁre, and a character may run into a
problerr? when (s)he fails to interpret the dream correctly, but there is always a single

j
correct 'interpretation which is a prediction of something to come.

Homer’s Nausicaa dreams that a friend of hers, who is in fact Athena in disguise,
is standing before her and speaking to her. Luckily for Nausicaa, and luckily for us,

Athena does not mince words: “GOtl 0& YANOG OYXESOV EGTLY,” she says (Od. 6.27).

This is the message in four of the five girls’ dreams, though they do not'always receive it
in an explicit and straightforward form. Nausicaa receives detailed: instructions from the
goddess: she is told what to do, when to do it, where to go and how to get there.'?? She

has been careless (LEAMLOVQ, 6.25) up to this point, but when she awakens she will be

so no longer.

Nausicaa, of all these dreamers, is the happiest and most willing to accept the
impliéations of her dream. She does not try to resist; rather, she runs to her father first
thing in the morning and ecstatically begs to be alléwed to do laundry. Is her father

confused or disheartened? No; he knows exactly what his daughter is thinking

(mavta vOEL, 6.67) and is as happy to let her go as she is to be allowed to go. For

other, the enhypnia, holds no interest because they are indicative merely of a present state of affairs” (Price
[1990] in Halperin, Winkler and Zeitlin, eds. [1990] 371).

12! According to Price (1990) 366, unlike certain relatively modern dream analysts, those of ancient Greece,
notably Artemidoros and Macrobius, based their analyses on a conception of dreams as predictive as
opposed to retrospective. Four of the literary girls in question are explicitly described as having oneiroi:
Nausicaa, 0d.6.49; lo, Prometheus Bound 655; Europa, 1; Aura, Dionysiaca 48.263. I cannot recall ever
having run across the word gvOnviov in Greek literature, where the vast majority of dreams are predictive.

122

“0AN” 1opev mhvvéovsor dp’ Hiol gatvopévnet 1.0AA" Gy’ ETdTpuvov TaTéEPR KAVLTOV
W&t mpd / Hwdvovg kal dpadav gpomAioat, 1 kev dynot / {dotpd Te Kol
TENAOVG KOl Priyed olyaddevio” (Od. 6.31-38).
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Nausicaa and her family, the dream and its inevitable result are unproblematic. But not

0
everybody can be as easygoing and cheerful as a Phaeacian....
%

Homer’s Tyro, who speaks to Odysseus in the underworld, describes experiences
quite different from those of Nausicaa (and, as we shall see, of lo, Europa and Aura as
well). Tyro’s story, though brief, does include all five of the above elements, but in her

123

case they occur in a different order. She goes to the river (3),"“ then receives a divine

deflowering (4),'** then has her dream (1),'? then goes home (2) (as opposed to away

126

from home, as the others do), “” and then gives birth to the children, Po’s:eidon has

promised to her (5).'%

And so her dream is different from those of the others, because it
serves a different purpose: Tyro has departed from childhood already,'?® and so needs no
reminder or warning that she is not a little girl anymore. Tyro’s‘dream comes from

Poseidon, and she is informed not that she will soon become pregnant but that—

surprise!—she already has: “Xdipe, yOvail..Té€elg dyhad TEKVO,” announces
the god (11.248-9; how convenient for Poseidon that X 0ip€ means both “rejoice” and

“soodbye”). Tyro’s dream is the typical virgin’s worst nightmare.'”® But Tyro, like
Nausicaa, seems to accept her circumstances without complaint; she does not in fact

rejoice, but she does not become despondent or murderously psychotic either. The

brevity of the Tyro story prevents it from giving much attention to Tyro’s psychology,'*

2 0d.11.238-40.

124 11.245.

' 11.247-52. 7

126 11.251 (“vdv & Epyev mpdg dQua,” Poseidon instructs her).

12711.254.

128 The significance of her falling in love with a river, and spending her days in its waters, will be discussed
later.

129 Especially in the pagan world, where the notion of immaculate conception is inconceivable. Virgins
who are impregnated by Greek gods are not worshipped as exemplars of holy chastity. Defloration, for the

Greeks, is defloration; whether it comes from a mortal or an immortal does not matter.
13% As is noted by Schmiel (1981) 268.
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but, presumably, if she had been inordinately excited or horrified by Poseidon’s
announ'?:ement, we would have heard about it.

i\eschylus’ Io has not one dream but rather a recurring dream which haunts her
nightly for some unspecified period of time; Io describes it to Prometheus thus:
“oitel yap Oyelg Evvuyor mwledpeval / E¢ moplev@vag Todg EpodE
TAPNYOPOLV” (Prometheus Bound, 645-6), later adding, “TO10160e TAGAG
ebepovag dveipact / cuvelryouny d0GTNVOC” (655-6). Like Nausicaa, To gets
instructions about where to go."*' She is even told who is in love Witﬁher.” > Thisisa
very straightforward dream. Io may not like what it tells her, but what it tells her is not
unclear in any way. Why, then, when Io tells her father Inachus about the dream (thereby
taking a step further than does Nausicaa, who does not reveal the cause of her happiness

to her own father), is he so confused, and why, when he consults oracles as a result of his
confusion, are their pronouncements “0‘lOAOGTOUOVS / QLOTLOVG dLGKPLTOC

T EPMUEVOVS” (661-2)? Inachus is like Nausicaa’s father in reverse: Wher'e the former
“understands everything” despite Nausicaa’s embarrassment tf) tell him anything, the
latter understands nothing despite the fact that Io tells him everything.

It is with Jo that we first see clearly one problematic aspect of these prophetic
marriage dreams. While Nausicaa is ready for her future and plays an active roie in
bringing it (or, at least, some of it) to fulfilment, and Tyro responds to her pregnancy with
indifference if not glee, Io has no desire to leave her home, be a cow, or enter

motherhood. She has not chosen this; Zeus has chosen her, and he is going to have her in

Bl «gEehde mpdg Aépvng BadLV / Aeludva” (652-3).
12 «Zgbg yap épov BEAEL / TPdG oD TEBOATTOL” (649-50).



84

133

whatever way he can, at whatever price to her and her family. > With the Io story, it

becomes evident that prophetic dreams are not necessarily indicative of readiness or
willingr;ess, on the dreamers’ part, to be departhenized and become mothers. It happens
that some of the dreamers are ready, but this is by no means always or even usually the
case. These dreams do not imply consent on the dreamers” part to the occurrence of the
prophesied events. If a god becomes smitten with a girl, he will inflict his smittenness
upon her without giving her well-being a second (or first) thought.

Unlike Io’s dream, Europa’s is allusive and symbolic. It reqliire's decipherment, if
not by Europa then by the reader of Furopa. Aphrodite is the harbinger of this dream,
but it is not explicitly about marriage,** and Europa, upon awakening, does not have a
clue what it means (24). However, she is unsettled by it; her reaction is timid and fearful
(delaAENV, 20), and she does ask, very perceptively, “Tig pLol TOldde QAGHOT

gmovpavionv TpoinAe;”(21). As Moschus describes it, there is nothing particularly

pleasant about the dream; nevertheless, it is described in the very first line as

Y?LDKI‘)V and Europa, once she has expressed her confusion, ends her speech with a wish

that the gods fulfil the dream “EG G'y00OV” (27). She is behaving, though she is not

aware of it, as though she does in fact understand and has in fact accepted the dream’s

implications.

13 Eventually, an intelligible oracle comes to Inachus: he must choose between forcing his daughter out of
his house or the equally enticing option of having himself and all his family killed by the most destructive
available lightning bolt (663-6).

134 Europa’s dream is an allegorical representation of her migration from her homeland; Moschus is
aetiologizing. The dream of Atossa from Aeschylus’ Persians may be the dream’s primary thematic
influence, but Atossa’s dream serves a completely different function and consequently bears little verbal
resemblance to Europa’s (Schmiel [1981] 267).
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2. REMOVAL TO OUTDOORS

Once ’Fhe girls awaken, their fates are sealed. They can run—and they do—but
they car;’t hide. In fact, as we will see, they all run toward the very thing they think they
are fleeing. Each of the girls, immediately after opening her eyes and reacting to her
dream, leaves the place where she has been sleeping and goes elsewhere, usually
outdoors, and often gathering her friends first. In her discussion of erotic pursuits
represented in Greek pottery, Sourvinou-Inwood writes: “The scenes atre undoubtedly
perceived as happening outdoors—either in a specific outdoor spacge'kﬂbwn from the
story and read into the scene by the viewers...or in an unspecified outdoor space”.'*> The
situation is the same in literature. Deflorations do not occur indoors. Dowden refers to
“the sense of marginality and the outside that is so prominent in the liminal stage of
passage rites”."*® None of the authors of the stories in question make explicit reference to

ritual, but in all of the stories there are elements thereof, '’

which makes sense, as they
are old myths which may well have been explicitly,connected to some initiation ritual in
their original conceptions (if any story is truly original).

Nausicaa, having obtained permission to air her family’s dirty laundry, is
surrounded by her handmaids as she leaves her house--her father has gladly provided
transportation (6.68)—and makes her way to the river (84-5). Tyro, who wakes up
pregnant, does the reverse and, as per Poseidon’s instructions (11.251), goes from outside

to inside, from the river to her house; her transition from girl in the house to woman

outside the house has occurred prior to the events described in the story, and is referred to

135 Sourvinou-Inwood (1987) 141.

136 Dowden (1989) 160.

137 Not only the inside-outside transition and the family/friends-marriage transition but also, as discussed
below, the prominence of water, are concepts which take centre stage in rituals performed by maidens on
the brink of marriage.
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obliquely by means of the reference to her having fallen in love with the river Enipeus

(23 8-403. Tyro is not accompanied by her friends; this is, again, evidence that she has of
A

her own accord crossed the threshold which separates girlhood and adulthood. Io, unlike

all the other girls, is driven out of her home by her father dKovo0V dK®OV (671), and

will wander to her fate alone, metamorphosed, mooing, and miserable, traversing no end
of foreign lands until at last she reaches the place where Zeus will restore her shape and
impregnate her (790-815; 846-52). Europa finishes her speech, leaps out of bed

(literally—the word Moschus uses is .VOPOVGE, 27), and locates-her closest friends, all

in the same line; then out they all go to pick flowers.'*

We know what will happen next.
3. WATER

The girls all go outside, and, very interestingly, they all go to a river, a stream, a
fountain, or the ocean—proximity to water is a prerequisite for engaging in the sacred
transaction.'® Once again, we seem to be dealing with an element of Greek ritual which
has, probably unintentionally on the authors’ part, been incorporated into this collection

i

of stories. As Sissa points out,'* AOelv means both “to yield” and “to melt"—this
etymological connection between water and the loosening of the maiden’s girdle is likely
not a mere coincidence. And Dowden discusses in detail the importance of water to the

nuptial rituals of girls, citing many examples of such rituals. “Washing or passing

138 This is a bad idea. A girl near flowers is bound to be deflowered. Sourvinou-Inwood (1997) 137 notes
that girls on the brink of losing their virginity are often depicted as holding flowers; Hopkinson (1994c)
201 notes that this is a common theme in literature, adding that Europa’s fate is very similar to
Persephone’s.

1% As Archilochus so eloquently calls it, First Cologne Epode 15.

140 Sissa (1990) 345, note 14.
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through water,” he writes, “is the archetypal transitional ritual.”'*! It makes sense that
water sBould be associated with eligible virgins, as “moist, lush sites display natural
sympatliy with maidens’ initiation rites”.'*? Rivers are both marginal and sacred.'**
Water is the harbinger of offspring for the land, and so it is thought to promote fertility in

4

women.'*  Redfield, who claims erroneously that “rivers do not seem to have played

145
l”,

much of a part in ritua goes on to cite two, one described by Pausanias (2.7.8)

»146 and another from Ps.:-Aeschines,'’

“where the boys and girls supplicated the river
who discusses “the spring rite in the Troad where brides bathed in the waters of the
Scamander and called upon the river to take their virginity”.!*® Girls bathed ritually at
Brauron as well.'*® This, I think, is enough evidence to suggest that the connection
between maidens, defloration and water is as meaningful as it is pervasive. And in the

stories of our five mythological girls, it plays out as follows.

Nausicaa gathers her handmaidens and they proceed to the river (01 & O7T€
0T} TOTALOLO POOV TEPIKUAAE 1KOVTO, 6:85). Homer tells the story as though
Nausicaa is going to the river in order to do laundry, but in the story pattern as I see it the
cause-effect relationship is in fact the opposite: Nausicaa is dc;ing laundry in order to be
at the river. In case we haven’t got the point despite Homer’s bluntness, he throws in an

epic simile to help us out, comparing Nausicaa and her entourage to Artemis and the

goddess’ friends (102-9), ending the comparison with a description of Nausicaa as

' Dowden (1989) 171.

"2 Ibid. 160.

"3 Ibid. 102.

1 Ibid. 123.

145 Redfield (1994) 121. He discusses only two such rituals. Dowden’s list is substantially longer; in a

?j?gle paragraph he lists ten (123), and these and more are discussed in detail throughout the book.
Ibid.

147 ps.-Aeschines, Epistles, X.3.

18 Dowden (1989)123.

"9 Ibid. 190-1.
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“mapBEVog AOUNC” (109), the latter word meaning both “unwedded” and “untamed”.
The plo%c thickens.

Precocious Tyro is in love with (fpdocat’, 11.238) the river Enipeus. She has
been visiting her beloved frequently (TMAECKETO, 240). We can now see the deeper

implications of this state of affairs. Loving a river symbolizes Tyro’s willingness to
make the transition from girlhood to womanhood. Had we not already seen what is going
to happen to Tyro, we would have guessed. And though Tyro’s story is; short, it contains
no sﬁortage of words related to water; in just seven lines (238-44) w;e Iiave
Totapod, Totapdyv, péedpa, tpoxofic motapod, TopPHEEOV... KDL, and
Kl)p’tOD@%':V.15 % One can hardly take one’s mind off water when reading this passage.
And apparently neither can Tyro.

We see the same fixation on water in Io’s tale. She, as a cow, goes—
EUHOVEL OKIPTUATL (PB 675)— 1tpOg evmotdv te Kepyvelog péog /
Aépvng te xp1fvn (676-7). Here we have thre; water words in a line and a half of
text. If this is not enough for us, we can read on; Prometheus.tells Io, “€0TLV
noAlg Kdvwpog goydtn y8ovde / Neilov mtpog abtd otopatt Kal
TPOCYKWOHATL / Evtadla../ ..TtéEelg kehalvov “Ema@ov” (846-51). Childbirth

and water are repeatedly, explicitly, linked in this play.

10 According to Liddell and Scott, the verb KUPTO® very often refers to the arch formed by a breaking
wave; hence my inclusion of this verb with the water words.
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Europa’s story echoes Tyro’s verbally and, to a lesser but still very noticeable
extent, thhematically.15 ! There are water words too numerous to mention, from the

%
moment Europa and her friends, Tepmopeval podén te euf] kol kdpoTog

W (36), as naively as possible, begin to gather flowers. And within Europa’s story is
the flower basket ecphrasis about Io, which, though only ten lines long, itself confains
eleven words pertaining to water.'>* As the Io story parallels Europa’s, some water
words are to be expected, but it is surprising, and helpful td my argumeﬁt, that they are
packed into the ecphrasis so densely and, it seems, deliberately. Perfxaf;s the most
interesting detail of all, though, is that the bull-Zeus’ first words to Europa are

“@dpoet mopbevikt un deldift ndvtiov oldpo” (154). Of all things, why
should Europa fear the water? She has just been abducted; she ;nay never see her
homeland again; she is riding on a swimming bull; she senses what the bull is going to do
to her—the water is the absolute least of her worries, or ought to be. Perhaps Moschus’

description of the water as 0TETOV (128) makes more sense than we thought, given the

implications of its overwhelming prominence in the story.

4. SEPARATION AND DEFLORATION

The fourth stage of the maidens’ post-dream experiences is separation from her
companions, if necessary, and defloration. This does not apply to Nausicaa, as she will
not be accosted by a god; rather, she encounters seaweed-encrusted briny Odysseus. And

while it may be acceptable for a god to sow his wild oats in all manner of shapes and by

15! Schmiel (1981) footnote 25.
52 Europa, 44-54. We find GALLOPCL...KkEAEVBO. (46), VITXOUEVT], KUA VOV and 8GA0CCO. (47),
LY LACLO (48), TOVTOTOPOV (49), ERTOTOP®..NEIA® (51) and NelAov pOOG (53) in these lines.
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means of all manner of deception, men in Greek mythology are less inclined to behave
this wafl’, although there are, of course, instances of men raping women. But we all know
a girl wAho encounters a mortal man is more likely to escape with her hymen than a girl
who runs into Zeus of the immortal libido. Nausicaa is ready for marriage, and her
family is ready for her to be married; suitors have already begun to pay attention to her
(6.34-5). But her story is left incomplete in the Odyssey. Her trip to the river does not
have immediate consequences.

Tyro’s separation from her friends, as I have mentioned, has épparently occurred
before the action of the story as narrated by Odysseus. She is alone with Enipeus when
Poseidon comes along; he surrounds himself and his woman of choice with a wave,
deflowers her, and puts her to sleep (Od.11.243-5). Tyro is the only one of these five
lucky virgins to be impregnated right in the water. And this is understandable, as she has
been the most ready and willing of all these girls to experience the next phase of her life.

Aeschylus’ Jo is not pregnant; Prometheus fells her that she will be, eventually,
but that she has plenty more aimless lonely wandering to do first. She is definitely as

alone as can be, having been cast out of her house and forced to roam to Egypt.
Prometheus, who has that name for a reason, says to Io, “€vtavfa 01 6€ ZelC
tionowv Euepova / Emap®dv aTopBel yeipt kol Biydv LOvov?(PB 848-
9). Perhaps bored with the usual method of impregnation, Zeus is going to try something
different with Jo.

Europa is with her friends when the bull comes onto the scene and seduces her.

The girl immediately changes her mind about her priorities; we have seen Europa and her
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friends delighting in the flowers and the water, but once the bull has made its appearance

§ . ~ 1 )4 L Y \ ~ [3 r7 7
Europa says to her friends, “6eb0"...00p" EMl T@®de / E{OUEVAL TAVP®
3

TepTAOefn(103-4). She has, it appears, discovered something more interesting than

flowers. But in her infuriating nescience she does not realize what that something is, and
in a shining display of (more) unintentional perversion invites her friends to mount the
bull with her. But Zeus is too quick for Europa’s friends and absconds with her as soon
as she climbs onto his back, hauling her directly into the water and sepa"rating her from
her companions all at the same time (109-10). Zeus tells Europa, a -lc;ac'i‘of bull riding

through the sea, that they are on their way to Crete, “OntT] VORL@TQ G€i0 / €0ceTO”

(159-60), and as soon as they arrive, he loosens her maiden belt (164).

5. MOTHERHOOD
With the exception of Nausicaa, whose story has ceased to follow the pattern of
the others discussed in this paper, the girls become pregnant. As Poseidon so eloquently

informs Tyro (0d.11.249-50), “Obx amo@@dAlol gbval / aBavdTwv.” Tyro is

]

promised children and she gives birth to Pelias and Neleus (254). Io will give birth to

Epaphus, conceived by the touch of Zeus (PB 849-51). Europa in the last line of her self-
titled epyllion (remember that the first line introduced a YALKDV OVELPOV...) bears

children to Zeus and becomes a mother (166).

It is clear that all of these stories resemble each other structurally. From a
prophetic dream to childbirth, they progress in the very same way regardless of their
protagonists’ reactions to each event in the sequence. The Greeks took great interest in

dreams and were most interested in those which told the future; besides which, dreams
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are an excellent literary device, and these two factors explain the occurrence of prophetic

dreams in so many ancient works of literature. They are especially interesting to late

5
A

antiqueﬁreaders. Aspects of ritual, in particular the transition from indoors to outdoors
and the promine;lce of water in defloration, feature in all of these stories, and this
accounts for much of the resemblance between them. Sex with a god leads to offspring,
and this is why four of the girls become pregnant (and, given the absence of a lecherous
god in Nausicaa’s story, why one of them doesn’t). All of the above factors combined

allow for four extremely different girls to have very similar lives.

Was Nonnus aware of this pattern in Greek literature? Given that throughout the
Dionysiaca he perverts nearly every imaginable literary genre and motif, and does the
same to the individual authors on whose work he bases his own versions of myths, it is
probably safe to say that he was. Nonnus’ book 48 is, among other things, a disturbingly
perverse story. Its perversion stems from the fact that Aura, undoubtedly the least
suitable candidate for motherhood ever to appear in literature, has motherhood forced
upon her. While the girls discussed above do occasionally have difficulties with certain
aspects of their new lives, they all manage to put up with them; they give birth and
ciisappear from the mythological scene. This is not the case for Aura, however. Aura’s
personality and circumstances, as Nonnus well knows, cannot be reconciled, and it is
precisely this unbearable tension that drives the plot of book 48.

Nonnus makes it more than clear that the huntress Aura is a militantly

unmaternal and chaste girl (48.241-4) who bears more resemblance to a lioness than to a
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human being.'*® Only Nonnus would think to bring “a desirable vision of a dream
foretellfng impending marriage” (262-3) into such a person’s life and document the
horrifyiéng consequences with enthusiasm. Aura is our only example of a girl who has a
prophetic dream, rejects its message furiously, and destructively resists every one of the
ensuing results. She dreams that she is a lioness, and that Eros drags her to Aphrodite

and makes her slavishly bow to the goddess as he mocks her virginity (263-283). Her
reaction is, as we expect, pure rage; she has taken care to sleep under a1 QUTOV
QLAOTAPOEVOV (294), yet the laure]l Daphne, a fellow hater of int,ércéurse, has betrayed
her. How unfortunate for Aura that Nonnus of the incessant paradoxes is writing her
story.

Aura, being a huntress, is already outdoors; she has all aiong been leading a
liminal life. Like the other women, she leaves the place of her dream, in this case the
laurel tree, in outraged disgust, and we next find her driving Artemis’ chariot,
accompanied by the daughters of Oceanus (48.310:14). Both of the rapes in book 48
occur in or near water. The first, in which Aura is the aggressor and Artemis the victim,
occurs at the bank of the river Sangarius. We know somethin:g unfortunate is about to
happen when Artemis and her servants, Aura among them, stop at the place
Onn xeAddovtl petfpe / Zayyaplov motapolo Aumnetéc EAketal HOwP
(48.326-7). To refer to Nonnus’ writing as overstatement is an understatement; here we

have a line and a half in which all but two words refer to water. Not only that, but it is

13 She is a lioness in her dream (48.277-8); she is a lioness in labour (788), and she is a lioness when she
eats her child (918).
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noontime,** when the sun is hottest and people, especially those who are sweaty and
thirsty from hunting, have water on their minds. No good can come of this.

iater, after the episode with Artemis, Aura is wandering around outdoors as
usual, and Nonnus takes care to tell us again and again and again that she is looking for a

drink. Nonnus is many things, but subtle is not one of them. He describes Aura as

T100KO HACTELOVGCO, VK(I’CO'LGXS‘COQ aifomt dlym (572), then dSuyaAén (574),
then a bit later 01y hOLGQ (590), and finally she comes to the place that will be the
beginning of her end, looking to discover €1 1001 d1aydovoa ALOQ pANIAY

i Twva Tnynv/ §| pdov dbpnoetev OpeccLyHTOL TOTAUOLO (592-3). Since

there is no naturally-occurring water where Aura is, Dionysus has to create some.
“Teleootydpolo de mnyfg / €1g otoua d€E0 péehpa, Kol €1g GEO
KOATOV GKolTny,” Peitho then says to Aura (598-9). No good can come of this
either.

The first “rape” in Dionysiaca 48 is perhapé the only instance in Greeic literature
of a mortal woman raping a goddess. It is not a literal deﬂora’fion, but what Aura does to
Artemis is undoubtedly a verbal assault accompanied by invasive and unsolicited
physical contact, and the goddess reacts to it as though it had been even more than this. It

is pointless to try to find a motive in Aura’s actions; Nonnus’ primary concern here, as

elsewhere in the epic, is not cause but effect. Aura, Ho.{oVg [[ApPTEUO0G]

APPSO (350),' as she speaks, begins by informing the unclothed Artemis that
He

she is a virgin in name only (351), then tells her she bears more physical resemblance to

154 The participle LEOTIUBPILOVGQ. appears in lines 262 and 335; HEOTUBPLAG in 590.
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Aphrodite than to Athena (352-5) and therefore ought to be a wedding goddess with the

former f356). Aura then offers Hermes and Ares as suggestions for husbands (358). She
5

devotes the rest of her speech to comparing herself with the goddess, who is by now irate;

most notable here are Aura’s comments that Artemis’ breasts look like they are full of

milk (365-6) and that Aura’s breasts, unlike those of Artemis, are “abTOUATOL
KMPLKEG ACVANTOLO KOPEING” (369). What these comments add up to is that, as

far as Aura is concerned, Artemis is not a virgin at all. And the speech of Nemesis, to
whom the enraged immortal turns for assistance in devising a punishrriént for Aura,
begins with a catalogue of all those who have attempted to rape Artemis (392-413).!%

(Never mind that they are men: Aura has been ascriBing masculinity to herself all along.)

This is no accident. When Nemesis says, “A0pn / wapbeviknv freyée, kol
obkéT TapdEvog EoTOL” (445-6)," we cannot fail to see the irony, the reversal, and

the connection between what has happened to Artemis and what will happen to Aura.
Now this state of affairs must be righted; therefore Aura must be wroﬁged. Aura’s

second rape experience is a reversal of the first; this time, she is the victim. Nemesis

arranges for Dionysusl to fall in lust with the huntress (470-4),‘who, thanks to her

treatment of Artemis, has cut herself off entirely from the goddess and Oceanus’

daughters and is now, like the other girls under discussion in this paper, alone. Once

55 This is the same verb Moschus uses to describe what Europa does to the bull (bpoapdacke, Europa,
95.).

136 Nemesis mentions Tityos (who tried to rape Leto, Artemis’ mother), Orion, Otos, and Ephialtes, and she
expresses concern that Zeus might be trying to force Artemis into marriage.

157 Note that )L&Y€ means both “has disgraced” and “has disproved”. Nemesis may be saying that Aura
has disgraced Artemis’ virginity (this translation implies that Aura’s words have been false), or rather that
Aura has disproved Artemis’ virginity (this translation implies that there is some truth in Aura’s
comments). Given Nonnus’ propensity for questioning Artemis’ militant virginity (several times in the
Dionysiaca there are references to Artemis as a wife or mother, on which see Chapter Two), the ambiguity
here is not surprising.
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again, it is noon (590); once again, Aura is near water, or rather the fountain of wine
Dionysfi"s has caused to spring out of the ground. The next part of the story writes itsel‘f:
she bec:)mes crapulent, he finds her unconscious on the ground, and she is raped (599-
644). Aura, of all five of the characters under discussion, is the least inclined toward sex
and motherhood; none of the others have rejected those things outright, though none of
them have wished rape upon themselves either. Aura’s story, like Tyro’s, features sleep;
Tyro falls asleep after departhenization (Od.11.245)"*® and Aura before; It would have
been impossible for Dionysus to rape a conscious or sober Aura; Ngﬁniis had to render
her utterly incapacitated in order for this event to happen. Alcohol-induced sleep makes
the impossible possible for the lecherous divinity.

Very appropriately, Aura is dequivered before she is deflowered; throughout the
story the quiver is a prominent symbol whose significance becomes especially interesting
during the rape and continues to the very end of the episode. Given Aura’s interest in
hunting, along with the obvious (yet, curiously, not often exploited in literature) sexual
connotations of the quiver and arrows, dequivering makes perfect sense. Before raping
Aura, Dionysus X€1PL...pEO0UEVT] YAQQLPTV ATEOMKE QapETPTY /
TapOeVIKTG (625-6), and after he is finished, A0 CKOTEAOV...QUPETPTV /

xepl AoPdv kal T6&a TAAMYV TapaKATOSTOVOULOT) (648-9)."° His removal

and hiding of the quiver symbolize his “removal” of her virginity; his replacement of the
quiver is a useless attempt to cover up his actions. Aura of course realizes immediately

that something is wrong, and before her story is over we hear Artemis say,

188 «<Adoe 6& mopdevinv Lwvny, kotd & Hmvov Exgvev’—this might be an example of
hysteron-proteron, but who’s to say? In any event, it doesn’t matter; the association is there regardless of
the order of the events.

1 Aura is now called VOLLON; a few lines ago she was Ta.pBeViIKRG.
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(o8 . .
Bdxyov” (773-4), we hear Nicaia’s story of her own dequivering (824-5), and we see
4

Aura launching €1G TPOY0GG her AKOUIGTOV QUPETPTV (932) before she herself
leaps into the water. This maniacal sacrifice of a “neglected” quiver to the river is more
‘meaningful than we may have thought.

Not even after she has given birth does Aura show the slightest hint of maternal
instinct; in fact, if anything, the birth of her children makes her angrier ind crazier than
ever. In lines 892-909 she makes a homicidal speech, in 910-916 shé tr)ies to get wild
animals to eat her babies, and, finally, in 917-24 she tosses one of the babies into the air
and eats it. Artemis herself is terrified when she sees this and rescues the second baby:

-Tad0KOU® KOoVQLLev nPel kobpov AyooTd (927). éWas Aura right all along,
then, about her being more virginal and less motherly than Artemis?) Nonnus is
consistently perverse: throughout the story, his Aura wants nothing to do with
motherhood, and the further into that realm he pusﬁes her, the more she resists. She
simply cannot live with it, and she kills herself—Nonnus adds insult to her injury by

[3

having her metamorphose into a fountain.

There is a clear pattern in ancient literature which, incited by a prophetic dream,
takes girls from maidenhood to motherhood. Nausicaa and Tyro accept it quite happily;
Europa’s reaction is ambiguous; Aeschylus’ Io is devastated but accepts her fate in the
end. Nonnus, however, will not let his Aura off so easily. He is aware of the pattern, and
in the final book of his epic he inflicts it upon a girl who, as he v;fell knows, cannot

tolerate it. The consequences are horrendous, not only for Aura herself, but for her
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cannibalized baby and for the mass of shepherds and flocks she massacres upon

discove"%ing what Dionysus has done. Furthermore, Aura’s rape occurs as a result of her
5

victimization of Artemis, an event more shocking and unprecedented than the retributive

punishment it brings upon Aura. This epyllion is a clear manifestation of Nonnus’

enthusiasm for paradox and perversion.
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CONCLUSION
!

A
One need not enjoy reading the Dionysiaca to recognize and appreciate that it is a

great accomplishment. Nonnus employs two unprecedented stylistic methods in the epic:
he uses his predecessors’ words and themes perversely rather than respectfully, and he
narrates the poem in an unusually wide variety of genres, many of which were at the
height of their popularity in late antiquity. This epic is unlike any other, primarily
because it is a product of those two compositional concepts. It is n_p'm'ére useful to gauge
Nonnus’ success by Homeric standards than it would be to gauge Homer’s success by
Nonnian standards. They are both good poets. By using prior literature in a way that is
novel for a writer of epic, Nonnus successfully avoids being a hemipygeal Homer, while
simultaneously showing that he is familiar with both Homer’s poems and his readers’
expectations. Nonnus knows what Homer says, and he knows in what way epic poets are
supposed to write. He is simply not interested in being an epigone. The Dionysiaca
proves that, even for an ancient epic poet, rivalry and deference were not the only options
when it came to their sources. )

Nonnus’ inclusion of different genres in the poem allows him to treat a variety of
other writers and works as he does Homer. The Pentheus episode of books 44 to 46,
composed of inversions of Euripides’ Bacchae, is the most prominent and extensive of
these. The most important point that the episode brings to light is that Nonnus’ treatment
of Euripides is no different from his treatment of Homer. We ought not to isolate the
latter and analyze it as something Nonnus does specifically and exclusively with Homer.

Because Nonnus is writing an epic, he naturally has no end of opportunities to work with
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(or, rather, against) Homeric material, but the Pentheus episode shows us that Nonnus’
method’remains the same, regardless of the genre or source he is using.

ABook 48 features a character so tormented by Nonnian inversions that she self-
destructs, and even then Nonnus cannot resist burdening her with one final, eternal
indignity. In telling her story, he inverts a common literary motif which, when employed
by Homer, Aeschylus, and Moschus, takes their maidens from childhood to motherhood
quite smoothly. Some of them suffer minor, or even major, distress at various stages of
their journeys, particularly if they are unwilling travellers. But Aura, fiercely obsessed
with virginity is another story, one that only Nonnus would tell. Her dream is
humiliating as well as prophetic, and it has terrible consequences, including the “rape” of
Artemis (a pervasive theme in the Dionysiaca, one of Nonnus’ strangest obsessions), a
massacre of flocks and herdsmen, écannibalized baby, and, finally, Aura’s suicide and
metamorphosis. Aware of the elements of the story pattern through which mythological
maidens become mothers, Nonnus attaches it to the character to whom it is least suited,
inverting several authors’ work in the process. Nonnus’ use of this poetic plot pattern on

the most inappropriate conceivable character is a fitting and clever conclusion to an epic

whose deliberate perversions are what holds it together.
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