1 Texts and Context

1.1 The texts
1.1.1 Gregory’s texts

The most important poetic text on the bishops by Gregory is I, 1, 12, titled eig éavtov
Kal epl TV émokonwy, To Himself and on the Bishops'. The poem consists of 836
iambic trimeters, being the longest of the poems on this theme. It treats more or less
all facets of Gregory’s stance on the theme of bishopric, so that all other related poems
can be compared to one or more of its parts. The genre to which the poem belongs
is disputed? It begins as a personal invective, in the tradition of iambic poetry, but it
soon slips into didactic concerns. This tension between a concrete target and a broader
intellectual stance characterises the poem. Because of these multiple influences (iambic
invective, didactic poetry, the diatribe), Meier pointedly compares the poem to a homily
or sermon®. Besides, some interpreters have stressed the apologetic character of this
piece*: the hypothetical dates of the poem vary from the summer of 381 (immediately
after Gregory’s resignation from the see of Constantinople) to Lent 382, in any event
making the poem a response to the incidents of the ecumenical council®. Therefore,
apology was a key motive in the composition of this poem. The apologetic as well as
homiletic genres also influence the overarching structure of the poem, which Gregory
organised as an oration, with its fourfold division of mpooipiov, Sujynotig, miotig, and
¢nidoyog (see below)®.

There are some interesting fluctuations in the addressee and in the self-representa-
tion of Gregory. Regarding the addressee, sometimes the poem seems to address one
bishop: this happens notably at 29-32 and 809-810, where Gregory says that if one
should feel offended by his speech, then his criticism will have cut the offended to
the quick’; but it also happens at 225, 432-434, and 570-574, all of which address an
unworthy bishop®. Yet at 397-401 the discourse slips from a first-person plural to a

1 I am adopting the division of Gregory’s poem featured in the Patrologia Graeca.

2 Meier 1989, 15-16.

3 Meier 1989, 16, repeated in Prudhomme 2006, 68.

4 McGuckin 2001a, 375-383; 2001b, 160-164; EIm 1999; 2000b; McLynn 1997.

5 Meier 1989, 17.

6 For the fourfold division of the oration: Aristot. rhet. 1414b 8-9.

7 Tl todto; 8eigelg &v udyn mpog Tov Adyov, / cavtod mpodiiwg ekavii katiyopog. (11, 1, 12, 29-30);
Tabta mpog Hudg Tovg Kakolg UTEp KaA&v/ O1g &l Tig dy0ed’, ebpev 6v {ntel, Adyog (809-810).

8 Zo0 & éxtpémopat, kdv TL TOV oeuv@dv 0épne... (L, 1, 12, 225); LU & einé pol, BEATIOTE, Kal TPdKTwp
©6pwv/ "H kal otpatod TV’ ekAeronwg d&lav... (432-433); II6G 8¢ oL PAEnwY katw/ Toltov pévovta
700 Oe00 mapactdtnv/ YPavyevels Te Kal Bpovev oTEPYEL KPATOG, / AAN 0Vl OpIloceELg 008’ ETLTPEUELS
Bpovolg, / Mn Bolc édavvng kpeiooovag BonAdtov; (570-574).
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second-person singular and, accordingly, from the bishops in charge of the election to
the bishop elected’. The lines from 709 until the end of the poem are clearly directed to
this collective of bishops, at first at the second-person singular but with clear reference
to the choice of bishops, then from line 797 at the second-person plural'®. Furthermore,
at 98-101 Gregory uses the second-person plural to call to witness people who knew
well his behaviour during his three-year mission in Constantinople'’. These could well
be the bishops, but the sentence is more significant if referred to the Nicene community
in Constantinople, the people who were most faithful to Gregory and who could lend
support to his case before the other bishops. Finally, line 47 refers to posterity'2.

As regards Gregory’s self-representation, sometimes he seems to consider himself
a bishop (for example, at line 136); other times not a bishop (for example, at line 35)**,
These internal clues point to a specific situation: the poem is intended as a fictional last
discourse by Gregory, imagined as being uttered before his departure from Constan-
tinople. In this situation, both the bishops convened in Constantinople for the council
and a group of representatives, mostly priests and deacons, of the Constantinople com-
munity would have been present. The setting is confirmed both by the ambiguous status
of Gregory and by his own words: he considers himself a bishop, as this would have
been his last address as bishop of Constantinople, and on the other side, as a resigning
bishop, he can look on his colleagues as an outsider; moreover, he explicitly defines the
end of the poem as “departing discourse” (¢€L1tjplog Adyog, 812), which points clearly to
the end of the adventure in Constantinople and his departing from there.

The poem has the same setting as or. 42: this speech is a vindication of Gregory’s
actions during his tenure in Constantinople. This genre, the statement of a retiring

9 "H KOWKOV TPOonTov aBpong tebev [ Ty euTeeoTdTwy Te Kal ukp®dv évi — / TIéenvev nuiv 00tog
£00ePNg vEog. / ... X0Eg Roba uipwv kal Bedtpwy &v péow (1, 1, 12, 397-399; 402).

10 AWV e6oTpo@6g TIg 00TOG év TOTG TIPdypacty, / “Ov oUK Emawels, évtelr|g Te mpootatng / TpiBwv
MA@V Kad vEwv kwnpatwv' (11, 1, 12, 709-711); EL 8 00tog Ruiv Kal tpedpog Gv tuyoL... (721); TIdGg
00V &ypnotov, einé pol, Toitov KaAels, / TIpog 6v BAénovteg Bertiovg yevoiped’ &v; / "H midg Eplotov
TpooTaTY Kail 8e€1ov, / TIpog 6v PAENWY oL TG Holg SLamtvelg; (732-735); TodT o0V Op&V EKAUVES
€VPEWY TOLUEVT; [ Q¢ Uikpov €omovSales! EykaAvnTopat. / ‘Qomep AoyLoTiv E0KOTELG TOV TPOCTATNV. /
Kompwv pélet ool, uellovuv & £uot Adyog. (747-750); and then ®@pévoug pev odv £yolte, Kal Tupavvidag
[ ‘Yuelg, énel kal mpdTa Tall’ Huiv Sokel / Xaipotte, VPpiloite, matplapyiag / Kinpodabe, Kéopog vutv
elkétw péyag / Tomoug apelfolr €k Tomwy, ToLG UEV KdTw / BdAAolte, Tobg 8 Upolte: Tad®’ LUV eida.
| Xwpelt'... (797-803). On Gregory’s consciousness and explicit acknowledgement that it is the bishops
who elect new bishops; see §3.3.1.1.

11 Yudg épéaBat Tamidouta Bovdopat / (YUELS ydp £aTe papTLpeS UoXOwv EUdv) / TL oKaLov | TpOoaVTES
i BAGBNV @épov [ H elmov § énpa&a TodT £tog tpitov (I, 1, 12, 98-101).

12 AXyoDvtdg éoTwy E€epebyeabal TaBog / Bed, pilolg, yovedal, yeitoat, Eévolg, / Ei 8 odv, xpovw te kal
Biw Tolg botepov (11, 1, 12, 45-47).

13 AAX ol kaAoi Te xéyaBol ovpnoipeveg (I1, 1, 12, 136) and “Ev éktpénov pot, ToUG KakoLG ENLoKOTOUG,
/ Mn&&v @ofnbeig o0 Bpdvou v a&lav. / ITavtwv 10 Hpog, ovxL TavTwv & 1) XdpLs. / To kwSLov Tdperbe,
7OV AOKoV PAéme. [ MN| Toig Adyolg ue meide, Toig 8¢ mpdypaot. / Mio® 818ayuad’, oig évavtiog Biog. / Ta
¥pwuat aivev tol tagov BdeAvacopal / Tiv £v8ov 68uny Tov ceanmdTwy peAdv (35-42).
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officer, presupposes that Gregory is already certain he will not be bishop of Constan-
tinople anymore (or: 42, 25). Hence, the object of persuasion is not the future course
of actions of the council (as in II, 1 13 and in the speech at II, 1, 11, 1600-1682), but the
goodness of Gregory’s legacy. Even if or: 42 shares themes not only with II, 1, 12 but also
with II, 1, 13 and II, 1, 11, 1600-1682 and 1828-1855, its fictive frame is the same as that
of I, 1,12. Asin I, 1, 12, 812, in or: 42, 25 Gregory wraps up his speech with a “departing
discourse”, a ouvtaktplog Aéyoc's, Moreover, the communication context implied by
Gregory’s use of grammatical persons and phatic expressions is remarkably similar:
Gregory speaks mostly in the second-person plural to the bishops (or: 42, 1; 10; 25), calls
to witness people who knew his pains (or: 42, 2), and presents as a gift to the other
bishops the congregation of Constantinople as if it were present to the gathering (or. 42,
10-11). Occasionally, he employs a second-person singular to introduce contrasts and
objections (or. 42, 8) and addresses the congregation of Constantinople directly with
the second-person plural (or. 42, 26). On top of this, he uses the demonstrative adjective
0070¢ to point the church of Hagia Sophia, setting the speech in it",

And yet II, 1, 12 is consciously fictional, in that, besides the internal audience, it is
addressed to posterity, too. This fictionality has led some interpreters into error: Meier,
following De Jonge, thinks that the poem must have been written immediately after
Gregory’s departure, or at least before he knew of Nectarius’s election as his succes-
sor, for Gregory seems to imply at line 818 that the election has not yet taken place'®.
However, that many of the critiques advanced by Gregory against bad bishops could be
neatly applied to Nectarius’s profile, suggests that the poem was in fact written after
Nectarius’ election®’. Therefore, Gregory is more subtle: he consciously chose to embed
his harsh critiques against his successor in the fiction of his last discourse before the

14 "Y€t pév 00V ToUG TTPOTEUNTN P0G UTY HEAETHOATE AGYOUS £y 88 DUTV ATT08()0W TOV GLVTAKTIPLOV
(or. 42, 25).

15 Address to the bishops: TT@dg Opiv T Huétepa, 6 PiloL Toléveg Kal cuumoLpéve (or. 42, 1); TouTtoug
8wPoEoPOTEY VYTV, () PIAOL TTOLUEVEC, TOVTOUG TTPOGGyoueY, TOUTOLS SeElovUEB TOVG UETEPOUG BiAOUG,
Kal &évoug, xal ouvekdiuovg (10); Tl garte; MeiBouev LG TOTG AdyoLg TOVTOLG, Kal veviKAKapey; (25).
Call for testimony: Tig o0v 1} ctoAoyia; Kal et uév pevdig, eAéyEate: el 8¢ aAnONg, papTuproate LUEIS,
UIEP @V, Kal £v 0l¢ 6 A0Y0G. ‘YUELS yap pot kai arrooyia, Kal paptupes, kai kavyjoens otépavog (2). The
congregation as gift: ToOToUG §wPOPOPOTUEY LUV ... Apov KUKAW ToUG 0QBaAUOUS cov, Kal {8, TG 6 TV
EUOV A0Ywv £¢eTaotic. I8e TOV oTépavov Tov mAakévta Tiig §6&ne... (10-11). Fictitious interlocutor: LU
UEV aplBpels Tag puplddag, Oeog 8¢ ToLg owloUEvoug” Kal oL HEV TOV GuéTpnTov Xobv, £ym 8¢ Td oKevn
Tfig ékAoyfig (8). Address to the congregation: Xaipete, Nalapaiwv yopootacsiat, YaApwdi@v apuovial,
OTACELS TTAVVLYOL, TTaPBEVWY GEUVOTNG, YLUVALKQOV €vKoopia, ynpdv, 6peavdv ouoTHUATd, TTWYXHOV
0@0apol, Tpog Beov Kal Tpog fudg PAEovTeg. Xaipete, olkol @AGEEVOL Kal @AOXPLOTOL, Kal TAG EURS
aoBeveiag avtiimropeg (26). Reference to the Hagia Sophia: ZU € 6 péyag vaog oUtog kai meptpontog,
N véa kKAnpovopia, T0 viv péyag eival tapd tod Adyov AaBav, dv TeBodig pdTepov dvta, Tepovsainu
TETOUKAUEY (26).

16 Meier 1989, 17-18, with reference to AAAov Ttv’ el AdPotte Tpnydplov, giAol, / eidolade pdrrov (I1,
1,12, 818-819).

17 McGuckin 2001a, 375, 377, 382-383; 2001b, 163-164; EIm 2000b, 420-421; McLynn 1997.
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election of the successor, in order to give an impression of impartiality to his remarks
and to delegitimise the choice of the other bishops and the authority of said succes-
sor'®, Nectarius, he is implying, was elected against the clearest indications of the senior
bishop of the council, given on a most solemn occasion, namely the senior bishop’s last
discourse.

Here I give a brief synopsis of the themes treated in this long poem:

1-69: mpooiuov: motivations to write (1-32); the theme of bad bishops (33-42); the moral of the
entire story, that life is unjust (43-69)

70-153: Sujynotg: G. is called to Constantinople (70-92); G.’s tenure as bishop (93-113); his moment
of glory (114-135); G. is dismissed by the bishops (136-153)

154-329: mioTig: criticism of unprepared bishops, divided as follows: against their humble back-
ground (154-175); against uneducated bishops (176-191); the objection of the apostles (192-198);
first answer, apostolic faith (199-216); second answer, knowledge, as a good, was granted to the
apostles (216-244); third answer, the role of charisma (245-264); nature and use of knowledge
(265-287); the form it ought to have (288-308); its contents (309-329)

330-708: criticism of morally unfit bishops, divided as follows: morally unfit bishops (330-354);
their consequences for the church (355-370); first reason is a failing selection (371-396); second
reason is lack of preparation (397-441); first objection: the grace of baptism (442-502); second
objection, the grace of ordination (503-569); the relationship between an unworthy bishop and an
earnest, faithful believer (570-633); the office hinders the moral progress of its incumbent (634—
657); duplicity and imitation (658-708)

709-791: the politician and the monk, divided as follows: Should a bishop be a skilful politi-
cian (709-760)? Should a bishop be a good polemicist (761-775)? The strife for the higgest cities
(776-791)

792-836: émidoyog: renunciation of further action (792-810); last words (811-836)

Beside the long iambic poem, three more pieces refer to bishops in their titles: II, 1, 10,
titled To the Priests of Constantinople and the City Itself; 11, 1, 13, Against the Bishops; and
11, 1, 17, On the Different Lifestyles and against Fake Priests. Among these, 10 and 17 are
in elegiac couplets, and 13 is in hexameters.

Contrary to what one might assume when reading the title, II, 1, 17 is not one of
those confrontational poems between two clearly characterised, and often personi-
fied, choices of life—poems such as Gregory wrote and are collected under the heading
Poemata moralia in the Benedictine edition'®. Rather, this is one of those elegiac laments
so common among the poems of Gregory and collected by the Benedictines, with other
pieces, in the Poemata de se ipso. In this kind of poem, Gregory moves freely between
narration of personal facts and a moralising reflection upon those facts, lamenting his

18 McLynn 1997, 302.
19 An example of the genre has been edited by Werhahn 1953.
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misfortunes and the delusions of earthly experience®. Sometimes there is some form
of prayer or communication with God. However, these texts don’t point unequivocally
to a concrete recipient, seeming to be more of a personal outpouring. This is not to say
that they did not have a concrete audience, but rather that they did not point obviously
to it, thus giving the reader (or hearer) the impression of being engaged in Gregory’s
soliloquies. This is the case with our text, too. Because it has less of that diatribic quality
that pervasively imprinted II, 1, 12, this poem gives a more intimate, reflexive impres-
sion, even when treating the same themes: we are led by the text to locate its enuncia-
tion not in an assembly context, before the gathered bishops of Constantinople, but in
Gregory’s own head; it seems to be his personal communication to us. On the theme,
even if the title has the phrase “fake priests” (YeuSiepelc), it is clear that the bad bishops
are implied, as there are not only references to the office of bishop and Constantinople
but also criticisms similar to those to be found in II, 1, 12%!. As regards its chronolog-
ical setting, the poem seems to represent the whole Constantinopolitan experience of
Gregory as an accomplished fact: therefore, no significant discrepancy can be surmised
between the time of writing and the time implied by the poem. Whence, then, the title
On the Different Lifestyles? The title is justified because the poem doesn’t lack a confron-
tational character; it simply delivers it by means of lyric poetry rather than by iamb or
diatribe. The behaviour of the good bishops and that of the bad bishops are contrasted
by way of not one but two Priamel?’, one made of similes at 1-16, the other, more per-
sonal, listing refused behaviours and concluding with Gregory’s own choice, at 59-95.
In a way, this whole poem can be seen as an amplification and a reflection on II, 1, 12,
49-69, where the bad and the good bishop are contrasted, and Gregory takes notice of
the success of the former and the misfortunes of the latter. After all, those lines in the
longer, iambic poem are more elegiac than the rest of the poem?.

The poems II, 1, 10 and II, 1, 13 are clearly linked, as they begin with the same line.
Both of these poems address priests, but while II, 1, 13 clearly addresses the bishops
gathered in Constantinople for the council, II, 1, 10 could be read as directed only to

20 Demoen 1996, 62 (genres of Opijvol and of “elegiac autobiographical poems”); Prudhomme 2006, 81.
21 Reference to the office of bishops: Ovy €8pn Tioel pe Stkaomorog, ¢ ouvédpw (1, 1, 17, 63); OVSE Tl
70V GLVASOLGLY BUABpOvOg Eaooy’ Eywye (91); "Eupevat avti Bpévwy, @v mépL papvduevol / IxiCovtat
(98-99). Reference to Constantinople: OV 6vntol BactAijog Ou€aTiog, wg TomapolBey, / Tpnyoptog (59-60).
Reference to Gregory’s experience in Constantinople: ‘Qg i8ov aiovia €pya, kakoppaginy T dreyewny, /
AV avayaooapevog ektog onka moda ... Adeg éuol, ketvwvy 8¢ Tpuag, OedTng vednnktog (42—43.46). For
the invective against bishops inII, 1, 17 as well as I, 1, 12, see §5.2.

22 The Priamelis a rhetorical structure typical of (but not restricted to) Greek poetry, especially Archaic
lyric. It consists in a list of elements that are denied or refused, only to affirm the last element, at the
end of the list, more strongly. Famous examples are the incipit of Pindar’s Ol. 1 and Sappho’s frg. 16 V..
See Gartner 2006.

23 See also how they are introduced at 45-48: AAyoOvtdg €oTwy, é¢epevyeabal mdbog /| Be®, piAolg,
yovedal, yeitool, Eévoig, / EL & olv, xpovw Te kal Biw Tolg Hotepov./ Mikpov & avoiow TOv Adyov
noppwTépw. On strong, negative emotions as trigger of the poetic utterance see §1.3.2.
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the priests of the city?%, Furthermore, II, 1, 10 addresses the urban community in addi-
tion to the priests, whereas II, 1, 13 is directed only to the bishops®. The two poems
seem to be set on two different occasions: this guess is confirmed by their different
themes. II, 1, 10 ends as a kind of epitaph for Gregory (35-36), an impression height-
ened by its elegiac metre?. This is easily linked to the idea of a “parting discourse”
(é&Ltplog Adyog), mentioned at the end of II, 1, 12. The elegy presumes that Gregory’s
successor has already been elected (13-15 and 23-24)*". However, the spatial setting is
not clear. At 24, the expression “this tribune” (Bfjpa t68¢) entails the presence of the
tribune in the act of speaking, and so Gregory’s presence in Constantinople. Yet the use
of many aorist participles implies that Gregory has already left the city?. In this case,
it is also unclear whether he has already reached Nazianzus or not, because the verbs
describing his activities in the homeland are in the future®, whereas he says that he
“has dropped [BdAov] the anchor in a steady haven” (33). Regarding this last problem,
it can be resolved in two ways: we can take the image of the anchor as referring to the
decision not to partake in active life anymore, instead of as referring to his current
location in Nazianzus, or we take the future verbs as implying that the activities will
begin right after the writing of the present text, and so Gregory is already in Nazianzus.
The first problem is much more difficult, for both the aorist verbs and the demonstra-
tive T68¢ are very clear. Simelidis proposes a double redaction of the poem, whose first
half was written in Constantinople and the second in Nazianzus, so that “this tribune”
dates back to Gregory’s last days in Constantinople, and the aorist fdaAov (33) to shortly
after his arrival in Nazianzus®. However, BdAov is not the only aorist verb expressing
Gregory’s departure from Constantinople; and, beyond the reconstruction of compo-
sitional stages, this explication doesn’t ultimately give a reason for the text as such.
In other words, Simelidis is implying that Gregory left his poem incomplete or with a
major inconsistency in the setting. This is unlikely both because of Gregory’s attention
to the fictional settings of these polemical poems and because, given the brevity of the

24 cf. Tadta Oeod Bépaneg, / Ot Sfjpv otovoesoav €n’ aAAfAotay Eyovteg, / Xplote dvag, ol pot tadta
vooiaot giAa (11, 1, 10, 15-17) with AvTap €ywv, el kai pe kakov kai avapatov avspa / Ilavteg ouod OeinTe,
¥opod & o TijAe Siotabe / Yuetépov, BaAAovTeg EmacouTépolaty 61oTolg, / Apgadiols, KpunTolg Te, T6
nep Kal @iAtepov vpv' (1L, 1, 13, 14-17) and Eisoot pdbog / Huetépnv kakinv, 6moécol Aaolo mpdedpol
(57-58). The priests at I, 1, 10, 7 are “generous” (Yuéag evyevéac). See Simelidis 2009, 155.

25 cf. 11, 1, 10, 1-4 with II, 1, 13, 1-11.

26 00to¢ Tpnyopioto Adyog, tov Bpébato yala/ Kannadokav, Xplotd navt amodvodpevov (1, 1, 10, 35—
36). Simelidis 2009, 150-151 interprets these lines as “this is my version of the facts”, a disclaimer against
other accounts that probably circulated in Constantinople.

27 ANov 8 ab udxBolowv £uotg Emt Bupov taivewy, | ApBévt é€amivng BdKov &’ GAAGTPLOY, / 0D pe Bedg
T énéPnoe, Oeol T dyadol Bepdmovteg (IL, 1, 10, 13-15); of p’ avénkav / Bijua 168 oUy 00iwg kapobéolat
oidoLg (23-24).

28 Agopunbeig (IL, 1, 10, 26); Tpopuywv (28); Ekpuyov (31).

29 Téppouat atpepin, (11, 1, 10, 26); 60ow Kal oLy, WG 0 Tapolde Adyov (34).

30 Simelidis 2009, 152-155.
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poem, Gregory should have spotted the inconsistency, if there was one. Now, the impor-
tance of the demonstrative 166¢ can be downplayed, since this kind of demonstrative
need not point to objects that are literally near the speaker; rather, it can indicate that
an object is in the emotional vicinity of the speaker while being literally nearer to the
addressee®’. One cannot deny the emotional relevance of the Constantinopolitan pulpit
for Gregory, especially in a poem where his removal from it and its occupation by an
unworthy successor are the declared and lamented theme®”. On the other side, Gregory
can express unity of place by reducing the concrete import of the aorist verbs. This can
work in the cases of “I flew envy” (pB6vov €xeuyov, 31) or “I dropped anchor in a steady
haven” (¢v ataBep® melopa Barov Alpevy, 33), because they clearly entail a metaphor.
However, it is difficult to justify a metaphorical interpretation of “thence departed”
(évBev agopunBeig, 26) or “having left the court, the city, and the clergy” (Baciiela xat
Glotea kal lepfieag/ . . . mpo@uywv, 28). Therefore, it is more likely that these verbs signal
the setting of the poem, while the demonstrative must be read as relating to the the-
matic significance of the lost pulpit in Constantinople. Then, we can describe II, 1, 10
as Gregory’s last letter to the community of Constantinople, written and sent after his
departure from Constantinople, probably when he reached Nazianzus. In a way, it is
also an epitaph, because the city won’t hear from Gregory anymore. From the point of
view of content, it is a lament on the workings of envy against Gregory, which justifies
his departure from Constantinople and his forsaking those that were faithful to him in
the city.

11, 1, 13, which begins with the same line as II, 1, 10, is a longer hexameter poem,
apparently directed to the council. It develops critiques similar to those contained in
I1, 1, 12, above all as it refers to the selection of hishops and their behaviour. At line
141, Gregory refers to himself as retiring, yet towards the end of the poem (196-204)
there seems to be an alternative®: if his discourse persuades the council, then Gregory
will have reached his aim; if not, then he will dissociate himself from the other bishops
as much as possible. This alternative seems to point to a real discourse that Gregory
held at the council, namely when he offered his resignation while hoping to be called
back to his place®. This poem is the fictionalised version of the last discourse he held

31 Kiihner/Gerth 1898, 644.

32 Simelidis 2009, 153-155; McGuckin 2001a, 361.

33 Xplote Gvag, uf pot Tig anavtioetev avin / Xafouévw (I, 1, 10, 140-141); xéabe, eilor Ajiwuev
dracBahin poyéovteg [ OPE moT ebayéeaot Oeog tiotto BunAals. / Ei pev 8i memiBotpev, ovnodued™ i 8¢
KaAOTTToL / MOB0V £uov oAUV Te VEwY Bpacog, i KoAotkv/ OVA0V Emtkpm{ovTes £uol Véog appasdinot,
| Maptupop’ GBavatolo B0l xépa, kai 0 kerawov / Hyap, 6 Ty kodenv mupt BéokeTal Hotatov ANV,
/ 00 pév éyw ketvolay 6u66povog, oy Opoepyog, / OUSE TL GLUUEPASUWY, OV GUUTA00G, 00 GUVOSITNG
(196-204).

34 McGuckin 2001a, 172-173 and in particular 359-362, where the different speeches Gregory pre-
sumably gave in his last days at Constantinople are listed; McGuckin 2001b, 166-167; Simonetti 1975,
533-535. Cf. also the narration at the beginning of this poem (II, 1, 13, 27-58) with the narration at the
beginning of Gregory’s speech to the council in II, 1, 11, 1600-1610; the remark on incompetent bishops
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before the council as rightful bishop of Constantinople. Therefore, its fictional setting
falls before that of I1, 1, 10 and even of II, 1, 12. That this is the case is also suggested by
the manuscript tradition. In fact, II, 1, 10 and II, 1, 13 are transmitted in the opposite
order (13 before 10) in all but one witnesses®. The indication of manuscripts should
not be taken as wholly conclusive, since the modern recensors have shown that the
collections of Gregory’s poems are posthumous, yet it is not impossible that smaller
groups of poems were included in later collections as the author had previously
ordered them®, Again, for this longer poem, II, 1, 13, I offer a brief synopsis:

1-26: mpooiutov

27-74: 8ujynotg: praise of Constantinople and Christianity (27-39); Satan’s plan to destroy the
church, beginning with its leaders (40-58); the church has become a gathering of impurities (59-74)

75-115: The herald’s discourse: call to the worst people (75-88); promise of thrones and grace
(89-99); allowance of incompetent people as well as the spiritually trained (100-115)

116-138: Counterexamples of purity in the Old Testament

139-183: The sins of the church: sins of the leaders (139-163); sins of the people (164-183)
184-195: Counterexamples of obedience in the Old Testament

196-215: é¢midoyog

Its poetic nature notwithstanding, the poem is organised yet again as an oration, with
the same fourfold division found at I, 1, 12. However, the main bodies of the two poems
differ in attitude and concerns. 11, 1, 12 develops in a long mioTig, with arguments, objec-
tions, and counters to those objections, interspersed here and there with invective and
other digressions. II, 1, 13, on the other hand, does not present a proper confirmatio/con-
futatio: instead, the poet alternates between invective and biblical examples, employing
rhetorical devices such as ethopoiia and similes. These different modes of argumenta-
tion correspond to different aims, with II, 1, 12 exposing a reasoned proposal for the
betterment of the church and II, 1, 13 aiming at eliciting an emotional response to the
abuses Gregory denounces (see §3.3.2.2).

atlIl, 1, 11, 1648-1652 is expanded in the central part of II, 1, 13, the invective against bad bishops; the
final peroratio at 11, 1, 11, 1661-1679 finds correspondence at II, 1, 13, 198-217 with the same alternative
between successful persuasion and defeat, the same threat of the final judgement in case of defeat and
the same intention to retreat to ascetic life. The characterisation of Gregory’s opposers is very similar at
II, 1, 11, 1680-1682 and I, 1, 13, 198-200. The main difference of the two discourses is that the one at I,
1, 13 omits completely the casus belli, namely the question of Meletius’ succession to the see of Antioch,
in favour of an invective against bishops. In this regard II, 1, 13 exploits its fictional setting to expand
into a tableau of general validity. Again, atII, 1, 11, 1724-1732 Gregory pronounces before the council a
speech very similar to the herald’s speech at I, 1, 13, 75-115.

35 Hollger/Sicherl/Werhahn 1985, 25.

36 Gertz 1986, 172-173.



22 —— 1 Texts and Context

Therefore, these four poems build an ideal chronological sequence: II, 1, 13 depicts
Gregory’s last attempt to regain control over the council, I, 1, 12 is his last, grandiose
speech before the bishops after he has resigned, II, 1, 10 is his farewell letter to the
congregation in Constantinople, and II, 1, 17 is a later reflection on the whole affair,
“emotion recollected in tranquillity”. 13 is an epic discourse, 12 a long iambic rebuke, 10
a verse letter but also an epitaph and an elegy, 17 an elegiac lament and a moral reflec-
tion. The same occasion—Gregory’s resigning from his post as bishop of Constantinople
and his failure in the council—is presented from different points of view, conveyed by
different genre conventions and determined by different communicative conditions.
The broader, unifying theme of bad and good bhishops offers a lens through which the
historical occasion can be interpreted and become widely significant.

These are not the only poems concerned with Gregory’s experience in Constantino-
ple: almost every poem and prayer Gregory wrote about himself reflects one or more of
the themes developed in these four poems. Among these other poems different catego-
ries can be distinguished. Many poem:s, titled npog 100G @Oovolvtag, Against Those Who
Envied Him, allude, sometimes clearly, sometimes vaguely, to the other bishops: exam-
ples of these texts are II, 1, 7-9; 14; 18; 40. 1L, 1, 7 and II, 1, 9 are brief rewritings of II, 1,
12,797-802 and 811-822, Gregory’s “parting discourse”, here conveniently summed up
in a few lines. In II, 1, 7 Gregory highlights the importance of his doctrine of the Spirit,
a reason that contributed to the hostility against him at the council but that he really
wanted to enforce through a creedal statement. However, the theme is less prominent
in the longer poems, because in the same period Gregory was working on the edition of
his theological speeches (or. 27-31)*. 11, 1, 9 is an instance of comparison between the
ascetic and the worldly bishop, as seen notably in II, 1, 17. II, 1, 40 deserves a separate
discussion: the poem is part of a triptych comprising also II, 1, 39 and 41. The order
witnessed by the manuscripts for these three poems, which are transmitted together; is
actually as follows: II, 1, 39; 41; 40%. They form a polemical cycle against Maximus. II,
1, 39 is an apology for Gregory’s poetry and at the same time an attack against another
writer of iambs (lapBoroldg, 70), probably the same Maximus®®. The following poem, II,
1, 41, is a tirade explicitly aimed at Maximus. Finally, II, 1, 40 is a plea, as before a law
court, in defence of Gregory’s ministry in Constantinople against those who doubted his
skill among whom Maximus was still vocal in 381%°. Poems like II, 1, 8; 14 and 18, with
their sombre tone, can be seen as more similar to those elegiac pieces concerned with
the spiritual side of the Constantinopolitan experience—as, for example, II, 1, 15 and 19.

Among these more intimate poems, a group is interesting for the theme of bhishops.
For Gregory wrote some poems addressed and related to the Orthodox community of

37 McGuckin 2001a, 324, 376.

38 Hollger/Sicherl/Werhahn 1985, 31.

39 Cf. 11, 1, 41, 1-7.15-19.21-25.32.39-40.46-47.54-58 with II, 1, 39, 1-7.68-81. McGuckin 2001b, 161;
McGuckin 2006, 207; De Blasi 2020; on Maximus’ literary activity, see also Hieron. vir. ill. 127.

40 McGuckin 2001a, 315, 324, 350-351.
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Constantinople, the first people supportive of his ministry there. As they used to gather
in a church named Anastasia, the poems are titled mpog t0v Avaataciag Aadv, To the
Community of the Anastasia. In these poems, II, 1, 5; 6 and 16, we see the relationship
between a model bishop, Gregory, and his model community in a time of crisis: it is in
fact a long-distance relationship, due to Gregory’s “exile” (so he likes to present it) from
Constantinople. II, 1, 5 represents this relationship as a loving one, using the language
of desire on the model of Paul’s addresses to the churches (see Rom. 1:11; Phil. 1:8; 2:26;
2Tim. 1:4).11, 1, 6, on the other side, presents the situation on the model of Lamentations
(see Lament. 1:4), with the congregation grieving for the loss of its shepherd. The longer
elegy of I1, 1, 16 is much more elaborated: in it, Gregory relates a dream he had, in which
he reenacted his career in Constantinople up until the council (or Maximus’ affaire);
after the dream, we read a long lament on his removal from Constantinople and from
the Anastasia church in particular, and how this circumstance is very painful to him. Yet
he manages to keep his communion with the congregation through spiritual means. He
subtly casts doubts on the dignity of his successor and expresses his only care, namely
that Anastasia keeps professing trinitarian orthodoxy. In the same group is I, 1, 15,
lamenting Gregory’s misfortunes and explicitly addressed to the Anastasia church.
Among the autobiographical poems, II, 1, 15 is the most concerned with the problem of
orthodoxy and the necessity for a Christian leader to be also an accomplished theolo-
gian. These poems can be linked with II, 1, 10, which, as we have seen, is addressed to
the congregation in Constantinople and not directly to the bishops.

Another interesting text is II, 1, 30, a polemical piece aimed at the priests in Nazian-
zus and the bishops of Cappadocia. It revives many themes already employed in our
poems against the bishops, but in a new context, namely the problems regarding the
choice of a bishop for Nazianzus and the influence of Apollinarist theology among
the priests of the town*!. Finally, the famous poem On his own life (I, 1, 11) features
many parallels to our poems, being for the most part devoted to an account of Gregory’s
ministry in Constantinople. Yet in this case, these features are embedded in an auto-
biographic and apologetic poem, in which the single incident is brought up to paint a
broader spiritual and intellectual portrait of the author.

All these other poems will not be examined here: the shortest pieces entail the
study of the longer ones, which, though significant, would broaden the scope of this
work too much. Sometimes parts or lines from these other poems, most of all II, 1, 11,
will be mentioned for the light they can throw upon parallel passages of our four poems
(I1, 1, 10; 12; 13; 17), as will be the case for some significant texts from or.. However, the
focus will remain on the four poems against the bishops.

41 On this period of Gregory’s life, see McGuckin 2001a, 384—396; Storin 2011, 236-238; Limberis 2012.
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1.1.2 Ephrem’s texts

The situation of Ephrem’s texts is less chaotic but more mysterious. Our primary wit-
nesses are large cycles of texts contained in early manuscripts (fifth to sixth century).
Therefore, we read Ephrem’s poems already divided into collections on the basis of
their themes. These collections are fairly consistent, and the scarce and sparse material
provided by reliable liturgical manuscripts does not challenge the organisation of the
early manuscripts. Philoxenus of Mabbug, in a florilegium attached to a letter dated
between 482 and 484, some 110 years after Ephrem’s death, mentions his Ephremian
excerpts as pertaining to cycles that have the same names as those attested in the man-
uscripts. Moreover, the witness of a later manuscript, containing a guide to the melo-
dies (qale, pl. of gala) to be sung on Ephrem’s poems, does not contradict the ancient
manuscripts*’. Whereas Gregory’s tradition betrays an almost unceasing work of col-
lection and selection, with numerous variations from witness to witness, the fifth-to-
sixth-century collections of Ephrem are an authoritative, but isolated, monolith, which
makes it almost impossible to surmise what was before them. This means that we have
no element, apart from the texts themselves, to decide how much of the order and
division of the texts was intended by the author and how much is a later arrangement.
The situation is complicated by the modular form of these texts, in which single stanzas
or groups thereof may be added or subtracted from a poem without leaving any sign
of reworking®.

Among these collections, the one known as CN contains a cycle of poems about
bishops. Our witnesses are remarkably consistent: the whole collection is transmitted
by one manuscript, which contains only these works and repeats the title of Book of
the Poems on Nisibis (penqita d-madrase da-nstbin) on the heading of each page; but
the same title is given by an old manuscript as an introduction to an excerpt from the
second part of the collection. An old liturgical manuscript, transmitting various pas-
sages of Ephrem’s works, confirms the order of the main witness for CN 15-21, and
then adds CN 34 and the second part of the collection. This, in sum, is the situation of
the ancient collection, sustained by the consensus of our most ancient witnesses: CN is
a collection of seventy-seven poems, of which the first thirty-four are concerned with
historical facts and people and the other poems treat Christ’s descent into Sheol and
the liberation from Sin and Death. Despite the neat division between historical and
theological poems, the whole collection went together under the same name of Poems

42 de Halleaux 1972; de Halleaux 1974.

43 Apartial guarantee against such reworkings comes from the acrostic forms of many poems, although
this criterion does not always apply and can be bypassed by a careful redactor. On Ephrem’s manuscript
tradition, see Brock 1997; Outtier 1975/6; Gribomont 1973 and recently Butts 2017; Hartung 2018. Beck’s
introductions to the single volumes of his critical edition are also an invaluable instrument. A more
optimistic evaluation of the collection of the hymn. fid., as preserving the author’s organisation of his
poems, in Palmer 1995.
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on Nisibis since the earliest known moments of the tradition. However, not even the first
part is totally represented by the title: in fact, only CN 1-21 are concerned with people
and facts of Nisibis, whereas CN 25-34 (CN 22-24 are missing due to a lacuna) refer to
Ephrem’s stay in Edessa in his last ten years of life. The Poems on Nisibis proper are
further ordered in two parts: from CN 1 to CN 12 the poems are devoted to the Persian
sieges and attacks that the city faced before its cession in 363; from CN 13 to CN 21 run
the poems on the bishops of Nisibis. Even though after CN 21 there is a lacuna, we can
assume that the group of poems on the bishops ended with CN 21, because this poem
ends with a stanza one line longer than the others, and that one line seems an appro-
priate ending*.

The nine madrase devoted to the bishops of Nisibis (CN 13-21) seem chronolog-
ically ordered. The poems from 13 to 16 refer to only three bishops in Nisibis, which
means they must have been composed during the tenure of the third, Valgash. Their
comprehensive title is On His Holiness Jacob and His Successors. Despite having the
same title, poems 13 and 14 are in one metre, and 15 and 16 are in another®. To this met-
rical difference corresponds a thematic one, since CN 13-14 are concerned in a rather
general fashion with the three bishops, whereas CN 15-16 clearly react to a moment of
crisis in the authority of Bishop Valgash (see §4.2).

CN 13 is addressed to a female audience, as shown by the feminine personifica-
tion at stanzas 10-11 and by the apostrophe in the last stanza. Thanks to this last
stanza, which caps the whole piece quite well, we can surmise that it is a self-sufficient
poem. The comprehensive title of CN 13-16, On His Holiness Jacob and His Successors,
fits better for this first poem than for the others, since it treats as well the succession
of three bishops in Nisibis (Jacob, Babu, Valgash; see §4.1.1), giving pride of place to
Jacob, the first bishop (see §4.3). CN 14-16, on the other hand, are more concerned with
Valgash than with Jacob. CN 13 has a bipartite structure, with the two parts further
divided in two: each of the two major parts is composed of a statement of the succession
of the bishops and a reflection. Therefore, in the first major part stanzas 1-9 introduce
the theme of succession (1-3), relate it to the history of Nisibis (4-6), and explain it
with the metaphor of the sun (7-9). Then, Ephrem reflects on the relationship between
Nisibis’s history and the history of Israel (10-11). In the second half, stanzas 12-13 intro-
duce again in a generic manner the theme of succession, stanzas 14-17 link it again

44 “Glory be unto thee for thy gift!” (CN 21, 23, 11). This paragraph summarises Beck 1961a, I-V.

45 On the metres of CN 13-16, see Beck 1961a, VI. CN 13-14 have stanzas made of six lines of seven syl-
lables (7+7/7+7/7+7) and a refrain of seven syllables. CN 15-16 have stanzas made of five lines of seven
syllables (7+7/7+7/7) and a refrain of seven syllables.

46 “Who is she, daughter born of vows [barta ba(r)t-nedreé], | enviable by all females [negbatal... It is to
the daughter [ba(r)t-eh] of Abraham alone / that these images are applied, // or even unto you, daughter
born of vows?” (CN 13, 10, 1-2.11, 1-3); “Imitate Nisibis, / O eloquent daughters of Nisibis [mallalata/
bnat-nsibin]” (CN 13, 21, 1-2). More on this at §4.3.
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with the history of Nisibis, and, finally, stanzas 18-21 reflect on the figure of Jacob, the
first bishop.

CN 14 has no clear addressee. If the reference to the countryside around Nisibis and
its clergy in the first stanza has some significance, then maybe the poem is intended
for people coming from the countryside. The last two stanzas are a self-effacing prayer
of the poet, a stock close in Ephrem’s poetry, which assures us that this poem too is an
autonomous piece. The prayer for peace at CN 14, 1, 6 places this poem in the context
of some Persian raids in the countryside of Nisibis*’. Yet the topic shifts quickly to the
features of Valgash’s preaching and his continuity with its predecessors. But what really
stands out in this poem is the long digression at the centre (CN 14, 5-14). The occa-
sion is provided by Ephrem’s metaphor whereby he compares Valgash’s preaching to
adorning his audience with earrings (hSalta, literally “jewel” at CN 14, 4, 6), an expres-
sion of praise for Valgash’s proficiency in this episcopal task. The metaphor recalls
the biblical episode of the golden calf, because in that case Aaron took earrings (here
qdase, as in the Peshitta version of Ex. 32:2-3) from the people to melt and cast the idol.
The details of both situations are compared and contrasted: Aaron took the earrings
from the people and made a calf, which brought spiritual death to the people (stanza
5), whereas Valgash gave earrings to the people made from the nails of the cross and
saved the people (stanza 6). Then the comparison shifts to the calf and the cross, the
first born of fire (feminine) and death (masculine), worse than its parents (stanza 7),
the second born of grace (feminine) and the wood of the tree of knowledge (masculine),
better than its father (stanza 8). In the next two stanzas, calf and cross are compared
first to their fathers and then to their mothers (stanzas 9 and 10). At this point, Ephrem
abruptly asks his tongue to hush on the theme of the cross, as if he had suddenly rec-
ognised he was straying from his theme. Yet, before getting back to praising Valgash,
he spends four more stanzas (11-14) describing how his straying took place and why
he can praise Valgash. The explanation proceeds from the biblical model of Jacob’s and
Esau’s struggle over the birthright. Ephrem’s praise of Valgash as Esau managed to get
out of Ephrem’s tongue before the theme of the cross, but the latter struggled and then
obtained the birthright (stanzas 11-13, 3). In fact, as Jacob was destined to reign (Gen.
25:23), so the cross is the genuine firsthorn (stanza 14). Therefore, it is right to praise
Valgash first, as Esau—though he was not the true firstborn—was born before Jacob
(stanza 13, 4-6). In any case, it is thanks to the cross that Ephrem can praise the bishops.
What is the meaning of this long digression (stanzas 5-14)? From the point of view
of content, Ephrem telescopes Nisibis’s bishop against sacred history, creating a con-
trasting typology between him and Aaron, mediated by the cross. Employing Jacobs
and Esau’s story to portray the struggle in the choice of themes, the poet enhances the
cohesion between the cross theme and the praise of the bishop. In an obvious way, the

47 “Three shepherds / had many musterers, // one mother in the citadel / had many daughters in every
region: // since wrath ruined her folds, / may peace restore her churches! (nebné sayna ‘édata)” (CN 14, 1).
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image suggests that the two themes are brothers; therefore, they are strongly related.
Moreover, Ephrem presents the cross as the cause enabling him to praise the bishop,
so that the bishop’s ministry is brought in closer relationship with Christ’s redemption.
This way, Ephrem forestalls a possible criticism of his main theme—namely, that he
should not praise a living bishop and should stick to praising Christ. From the point of
view of form, the presentation of all these contents as a digression, and then his sudden
realisation that he has strayed and his justification of straying in terms of similarity of
arguments (which in some sense denies the digressive nature of the digression), give a
sense of immediacy to the passage: it is as if the poet was improvising and let himself
go, only to correct himself in front of the audience shortly after. Now, this is just an
impression, for the ten stanzas show a skilful organisation of the themes and a subtle
but effective communication of the content, both characteristics hardly consistent with
someone straying from the theme for lack of preparation. However, it is interesting
that in stanzas 11-14 Ephrem chose to highlight his rambling, because this gives an
oral quality to his poetry. It is difficult to understand why he sought such an immedi-
ate, impromptu-like and oral quality: maybe it made the oral performance of the poem
more convincing; or maybe the piece was never performed but had to simulate an oral
performance. In this case, Ephrem used the same device as Gregory, dropping hints in
his poem pointing to a fictive occasion of performance. Yet no clear intent can be found
for this fiction*®. The length of this poem benefits from a synopsis:

stanza 1: introduction

stt. 2—4: the three bishops

stt. 5-14: digression: Aaron vs. Valgash (5-6); the calf vs the cross (7-10); Esau and Jacob (11-14)
stt. 15-22: the succession of the three bishops

stt. 23-26: eschatological scenes: the community judged by God (23-24); Ephrem’s prayer (25-26)

CN 15-16 must be treated in close relation to one another. Written in the same metre,
both poems are an apology of Bishop Valgash. They do not present a clear beginning nor
a clear end, in the sense that the first and last stanzas of each poem are not particularly
marked and don’t contain metapoetic statements. However, they both begin with an
elaborate image that explains the current situation in terms favourable to the bishop
and unfavourable to the community and the critics we can easily imagine in it*. The
poems then go on for a long stretch reflecting on the situation, often wandering away

48 More on the meaning of the digression on Aaron at §4.2.

49 “If had not been the head straight, / perhaps would have murmured the limbs, // for from a crooked
head / the course of limbs is disturbed, // and they’d find the cause in the head.” (CN 15, 1); “In this is a
mirror culpable, / if its clarity is clouded, // because of its own spots, / because the filth on it became // a
veil before the beholder.” (CN 16, 1).
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from the initial image, which, however, briefly returns in the penultimate stanzas of
each poem®. The poems do not seem to follow any overarching structure, but it must
be admitted that, given the seven stanzas missing from CN 16, it is difficult to evaluate
the structure of that poem®’. There is a fundamental difference in tone between the
two pieces, for, while the first is plentiful in first-person plural forms, the second uses
the first-person singular® In CN 15 Ephrem styles himself as a peer of the community
and calls the congregation “brethren”®, thereby sharing the rebukes he himself makes
with those to whom the rebukes are directed. This functions as a sort of captatio benev-
olentiae. A different mechanism is observed in CN 16, where the first-person singular
must be intended as a personification of the congregation or the city of Nisibis. Perhaps
this rhetorical device enhances the objectivity of the poem’s rebukes, detaching them
from their real recipients. The personification collapses in the last stanza, where the
subject becomes a first-person plural, suddenly involving the audience in the rebukes
of the previous verses®. Maybe this final appeal to the audience, as the apostrophe in
the last stanza of CN 13, acts as a threshold for the poem, providing a close, which from
the point of view of content is lacking. Thematically, CN 15 seems more concerned with
defending the preaching of Valgash (see stanzas 7-8 and 10-12), whereas in CN 16 the
theme is Valgash’s mildness, seen by the community as a sign of weakness.

The group of poems numbered CN 17-21 presents us with a new metre, common to
all the poems®, with a new title, On Abraham, the Bishop of Nisibis, this one also common
to all the poems, and with a new context, for Bishop Abraham was the successor of Bishop

50 CN 15,19 has areprise of the image of the head and the limbs: “If with the head as first/ the limbs had
run as second, // they would have lead the third, / and all the whole body would have // followed them.”
At CN 16, 21, 5, “my adornments (tasbyat(y)) according to my beauties (Supray)”, the mirror comparison
is not explicitly repeated, but the reference to the ornament of the church thanks to the bishop hints at
the analogous development of the mirror comparison at stanzas 2-5 (in part.: CN 16, 2, 1, “Since beauty
(Supra) is not adorned (mestbat) by it”).

51 According to Beck 1961b, 43-44, the main manuscript of CN (R) lost a folium after CN 16, 2, 2 until
what is now stanza 9. Stanzas 2 to 8 have been reintegrated through the liturgical manuscript E. This
witness, however, must have omitted some stanzas, since it gives just 6 new stanzas, whereas one page
of the main manuscript R contains normally 13 stanzas. This means that 7 stanzas are missing between
CN 16, 2 and 9.

52 Examples of first-person plural: CN 15, 2, 2 (tlen hnan sanyat-an); 4, 5 (nespar kull-an ‘am kull-eh); 12,
3 (Cakwat-an); 13, 3-4 (... neda‘zabn-an / hnan-hu l-zabn-an ’etnakréen-an); 15-16. Examples of first-person
singular: CN 16, 14, 2-5 (yubbal(y) / ...da-hwaw It/ ...d-yab 1t/ ...d-manni l1); 16 (mushat(y) / l-talyot(y)... /
la-Timot(y).../ la-hkimot(y) wa-l-parusot(y)); 17, 2-3; 18-21.

53 “Yet, even if we, my brethren (‘ahay Beck, but ’‘ahayn manuscripts) ...” (CN 15, 10, 1). Same vocative
at CN 16, 9, 2, but after a substantial lacuna and apparently without further forms of the first-person
plural until stanza 22.

54 “It is we now, who overthrow / this beautiful succession and order, // since in the time of mildness, /
lo!, we are begging toughness, // which may rebuke us as children.” (CN 16, 22)

55 Ten lines of seven syllables: 7+7/7+7/7+7/7+7/7+7. The refrain corresponds to the last line of each stan-
za and changes for every stanza, so that it is more apt to call it a final acclamation. See Beck 1961a, VI.
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Valgash, so that these poems must follow CN 13-16 by a number of years. But their inter-
nal chronology is far from clear: one would imagine that whoever assembled the collec-
tion with such care must have preserved the same chronological criterion employed for
broader sections also in these smaller ones; however, CN 17 seems written for Abraham’s
inauguration, and CN 19, 3, 1-2 and 20, 3, 1-2 refer to the flock as waiting for Abra-
ham’s tenure or newly experiencing it>%, while CN 18, 5 alludes to the death of Julian the
Apostate during Abraham’s tenure and CN 21, 14-23 to the accession of a new emperor
(Jovian)*’. However, no poem suggests that Ephrem knew of Nisibis’s cession to the Per-
sians (as he does in the hymn. c. Iulian.). Considering that Valgash died probably between
361 and 362 and Julian’s death and Jovian’s accession were hoth in the summer of 363, we
may date the poems after 361 and before the autumn of the year 363,

Fiey’s suggestion that the last poems were written as letters from Amida or Edessa,
after Ephrem had left Nisibis, is highly unlikely, above all because Fiey himself admits
that Ephrem tarried in Nisibis for a while after its cession to the Persians®’. Indeed,
while CN 17-21 must have been written before the cession of Nisibis, in the hymn. c.
Iulian. Ephrem speaks of the Persian treatment of the city and depicts himself clearly
as present in the city as the Persians entered it and the corpse of Julian passed through
it®. Therefore, it is impossible that CN 17-21 were written outside Nisibis. Papoutsakis®
dates the poems on Julian after 365/366, claiming that they show an intimate knowledge
of Gregory’s or. 4 and 5. The only argument given for this dependence is that at hymn. c.
Iulian. 3, 14, Ephrem presents Julian’s death by disembowelment as a contrappasso for
his practice of divination through the entrails of sacrificed victims, an idea present also
in Gregory’s or. 5, 13, 21-25. According to Papoutsakis, Ephrem should have connected
Gregory’s passage to the Greek text of Act. 1:18 and then should have translated it into
Syriac with the same verb as the Syriac of Act. 1:18 for the disembowelment (prat) and

56 “Allow, Lord, my smallness, too, / to cast into your treasury her mite, // like that merchant of our flock,
/ who multiplied the talent of your doctrine, // then parted and went to your haven: / I will speak of his
musterer, // who became head of the flock: / disciple was of three, // he was the fourth chief.” (CN 17, 1);
“Here is your flock, o blessed, / rise and tend it, o diligent!” (CN 19, 3, 1-2); “It is meet for a new shepherd
(ra‘ya he(d)ta) | to inspect the flock anew (ha(d)ta’it)” (CN 20, 3, 1-2).

57 “Twas not enough this, namely / to suppress heathenism [hanpiita] through an old man, // but in
its wisdom old age died / and in its time infancy triumphed, // for a young athlete dared / the heinous
contest, when violence // attacked, perfecting heathenism, / which like smoke overpowered and passed,
// with its beginning found its end.” (CN 18, 5); “Here, the news of a new king / goes thundering through
the lands” (CN 21, 14, 1-2).

58 Abraham must have been already bishop at least for a short time during Julian’s reign (CN 18, 5;
§4.1.2), meaning that Valgash died after Julian’s accession but before the Emperor’s demise; Fiey 1973,
131; Fiey 1977, 33. For Julian’s death and Jovian’s accession, see Amm. Marc. 25, 5, 1-4.

59 Fiey 1973, 131 against 133-134 and Fiey 1977, 34-36.

60 On the Persian administration of the city: hymn. c. Iulian. 2, 22; 27. Ephrem’s presence before Julian’s
corpse and the walls displaying the new banners of the conquerors are an important detail of hymn. c.
Iulian., as highlighted by Griffith 1987, 248-250.

61 Papoutsakis 2017, 135-137 and 2018.
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with b-gaw kars-eh instead of ba-gway-eh of Acts for the Greek omAdyyva, in order to
emphasise Gregory’s idea of contrappasso. If the link with Act 1:18 seems convincing,
the one with Gregory is not: this passage alone is insufficient to prove not only the
late date of the texts but also Ephrem’s much debated knowledge of Greek. Ephrem’s
deviation from the text of Acts with kars-eh may not be a deviation at all, if he read a
different text than ours, and even if it is, and even if it is intended as an emphasis on the
entrail divination, this need not mean that Ephrem was inspired directly by Gregory, as
divination by entrails was practiced throughout the Mediterranean region and as far
as Mesopotamia®2. Ephrem may have come to the idea independently from Gregory;
Papoutsakis himself posits that Ephrem knew of one oracle used in Julian’s propaganda
independently from Gregory®, so that he may well have known of Julian’s haruspicy
by himself. This applies also to hymn. c. Iulian. 3, 15, 3-4 and Gregory’s or. 5, 25, 15-16:
Julian’s gloating remark may come directly from imperial propaganda. Furthermore, as
recognised by Papoutsakis himself%, even though both Gregory and Ephrem employ 2
Thess. 2 to characterise Julian, Ephrem fails to adopt the most resonant element of Greg-
ory’s characterisation, derived from 2 Thess. 2, the moniker anootatng/maraoda, which
would be not conclusive but still very strange, if Ephrem really was reading Gregory.

On this basis, we could tentatively trace a chronology of Ephrem’s poems in rela-
tionship with contemporary history: after the crisis surrounding Valgash and the raids
of 359, prompting the composition of CN 13-16, Ephrem composed the [De ecclesia]
poem when Julian’s reign was a known reality®. During Julian’s reign, Valgash died,
and Abraham became the new bishop of Nisibis. Then there are two possibilities: either
we take CN 17-21 to have been composed at different times and then rearranged in
the order known to us, or we suppose that the poems were all composed in the same
period. If the poems were composed at different times, then CN 17 and CN 19-20 were
composed for the accession of Abraham shortly after Valgash’s death, whereas CN 18
and CN 21 were composed in the summer of 363, after Julian’s death and before the
news of the peace treaty and the hymn. c. [ulian. If, however, we allow for some time to
pass between Valgash’s death and Abraham’s ordination and we suppose that Ephrem
may have written inaugural poems for some months after the ordination proper, then
we may consider the poems as a unit, and so Ephrem’s performances would have coin-
cided with Julian’s death®,

62 Maul 2005, 69.

63 Papoutsakis 2018, 399.

64 Papoutsakis 2017, 34.

65 Beck 1957, 67-70; Griffith 1987, 240-243.

66 In the fourth century, having a serving bishop in a city after the demise of a predecessor could take
quite a time: even beside the cases of vacant seats, cities whose bishop was exiled (as Meletius’ Antioch),
or contested (Constantinople torn between Demophilus, Maximus, Gregory and then Nectarius), or had
fled (the case of Gregory and Sasima, then Nazianzus after his father’s death and finally Nazianzus after
his return from Constantinople), dioceses had to do without their prelate for long stretches of time.
According to McGuckin 2001a, 171, 177, Basil of Caesarea was elected at the beginning of 371, even if his
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CN17is set at the inauguration of Abraham’s tenure. It has two clear literary thresh-
olds: the first stanza states the intention of the poem, and the last stanza echoes the
first, neatly closing the piece. The two stanzas have a clear extratextual hook, the word
“t00” (’ap), with which the poem describes itself as part of a wider context of praises to
the new hishop®. This context of generalised praise, which involved the whole diocese
and comprised the remembering of the previous bishop, must have been the inaugura-
tion of his tenure®. On these thresholds, the poet speaks with his own voice: he styles
himself as the old woman of Lc. 21:2 in the first stanza, and as the “dregs of the flock”
in the last, yet describing his poetry as painting, himself as an “eloquent lamb” and
even God’s harp®. The presence of first-person plural in two stanzas sets the prominent
character of the poet in a larger group of people, likely the congregation of Nisibis’. The
addressee of the communication is shifting: in the first stanza, the poet appeals directly
to God, but the acclamation in the last line has God in the third person; at stanza 3,
God is again in the third person, and in the third person God remains throughout the
poem, and notably in the acclamations closing each stanza, until the last, where the
poet addresses God directly in the second person’. Bishop Abraham, conversely, is in

predecessor, Eusebius, died in September 370. However, the traditional date for Basil’s accession is the
14th of June 370; see Meredith 1995, 23. And yet Gregory relates of the difficulties of the election and
the presence of illustrious men from distant places — a circumstance that must have slowed down the
proceedings (Greg. Naz. or. 43, 37).

67 “Allow, Lord, my smallness, too [’ap], / to cast into your treasury her mite” (CN 17, 1, 1-2); “me too
[’ap], the dregs of the flock, /I did not skimp on what was due” (CN 17, 12, 1-2).

68 The image of the flock to describe the diocese is pervasive, so that, when Ephrem defines himself
“the dregs of the flock” (CN 17, 12, 1), the underlying idea is that, beside his praise, other manifesta-
tions of devotion for the bishop were held by other members of the flock. Another recurrent theme is
the continuity between the bishops, to the point that the old dead bishop is seen as living anew in his
successor (CN 17, 11). This gives the impression that the poem is also meant as a commemoration of the
predecessor, which would have been most purposeful if his demise was recent or, if not actually recent,
at least meaningful to the occasion. The remembrance of the predecessor and the continuity of his suc-
cessor would have been meaningful at the inauguration (on continuity see §4.1). Moreover, the image
of the “horn of election” alludes to the anointing of the leader, and so to his consecration (CN 17, 2, 7-9).
69 “Me too, the dregs of the flock , /I did not skimp on what was due, // I painted [saret] an image of
both, / with the dyes of both, // that the fold may see their ornaments, / and the flock their beauties; //
and since I am an eloquent lamb, [’emra mallala] / you, God of Abraham, // in Abraham’s tenure I praise
you. / Blessed is he who made me his harp! [kennar-eh]” (CN 17, 12). On mallala, see §4.3 nn. 119-120.
70 “may your fasting be an armour to our land [l~’atr-an], / your prayer a shield for our city [la-mdi(n)t-an]”
(CN 17,4, 7-8); “He parted from us [menn-an], while he’s with us [‘amm-an]: / in you we see [nehzé] all three
of them // glorious, who parted from us [menn-an]; / be for us [l-an] a wall as was Jacob” (CN 17, 11, 4-6).
71 Second person: “Allow, Lord [mar(y)], my smallness, too, / to cast into your treasury [b-gazz-ak] her
mite, // like that merchant of our flock / who multiplied the talent of your doctrine (yulpan-ak)” (CN 17,
1, 1-4); third person: “Blessed he [brik-u] who made him our comfort!” (CN 17, 1, 10); “He lifted and
fixed [sqal qab*eh] him as the mind / inside the large body of the church” (CN 17, 3, 5-6); second person
again: “You, God of Abraham [l-ak ’allah-eh d-’abraham], // in Abraham’s tenure I praise You [‘awde l-ak]”
(CN 17,12, 8-9).
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the third person until stanza 4, where he is addressed in the second person, and the rest
of the poem, until the last stanza, speaks of the new bishop with second-person forms’.
So, all in all there are five characters in the poem: the poet, the congregation, the new
bishop, the old bishop, God. If this set of characters reflects a real-life occasion, then it
is surely a religious service: the beginning and end of the piece hint at this setting with
their hymnic address from the poet to the Godhead, and the frequent mentions of the
community imply its presence. The new bishop, too, is addressed as present, whereas
the old bishop, mentioned only in the third person, is clearly absent. It is perhaps not
haphazard that the poet uses the first-person singular when addressing God, and the
first-person plural when addressing the bishop. Thus, he highlights the relationship of
the prelate and his community, presenting himself as their mouthpiece; on the other
side, his role is legitimised by his one-to-one relationship with God, as “His harp” (CN 17,
12, 10). From a structural point of view, the poem can be divided into two halves: CN 17,
1-6 defend the new bishop’s election, stressing continuity with his predecessor and the
new hishop’s outstanding qualities; the remaining stanzas (CN 7-12) are an exhortation
to the new bishop, full of ideal behaviours and advice.

CN 18, like the three following poems, is much less clear about its setting than CN
17. There is no direct intervention of the poet at the beginning, nor at the end, that helps
situate the enunciation. In general, these poems present us with the same dynamic as
the central stanzas of CN 17: the poet speaks at the first-person plural, as mouthpiece of
the community, and the bishop is directly addressed with second-person forms™. The
poem is clearly divided into three parts of equal length: stanzas 1-4 defend the legit-
imacy of the new bishop, comparing him to his predecessor; stanzas 5-8 narrate his
resistance against Julian; stanzas 9-12 are composed of advice given to the new bishop.
The two main themes of this poem are the fight against heathenism, which, however,
seems a thing of the past (stanzas 5-8), and the envy against the bishop for his election.
Since this theme is a recurrent one in these poems, the fact that Ephrem denies so flatly

72 Third person: “he was [hwa l-eh] the fourth chief” (CN 17, 1, 9) and passim; second person: “may your
fasting [sawm-ak] be an armour to our land, / your prayer [slot-ak] a shield for our city // your thurible
[ptrm-ak] may obtain reconciliation” (CN 17, 4, 7-9) and then passim; third person again: “I painted an
image of both [la-tray-hon], / with the dyes of both [da-tray-hon], // that the fold may see their ornaments
[sebtay-hon], / and the flock their beauties [Supray-hon]; // ... in Abraham’s tenure ...” (CN 17, 12, 3-6.9).
73 Examples of second person for the bishop and first plural for the community: “your master didn’t
leave you [rabb-ak menn-ak la Sannil, / in the living we see [hzeén] the departed” (CN 18, 1, 5-6); “May
we be the field of your will, / may we be the vine of your labour, // may we be the flock in your fold, /
and healthy stock under your crook; // may you be a great leader, / and we the gems embedded in your
crown, // may we be fair for you and you for us, / that we may fit, one with another, // people and priest,
in harmony. / Blessed is he who sow harmony among us!” (CN 19, 12); “O virgin that was bridegroom,
/ stir up a bit your understanding [re‘yan-ak] // towards the wife of your youth [talyzt-ak]” (CN 20, 1, 1-3
and see also the expression “my brothers”, ‘ahay, at 6, 1); “In your tenure [b-qawm-ak] may Mammon be
ashamed, / who was master ouf our freedom [l-héruit-an]” (CN 21, 7, 1-2).
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the presence of envious people in the community must reflect an actual uneasiness in
the choice of the new bishop (see §2.1.2.2; §3.1.1.1; §3.1.4.3).

CN 19 is a long moral paraenesis to the bishop, based on typology: it starts, quite
aptly, with Abraham and Sarah (stanza 1), then moves on to David (2), Jacob (3), David
again (5), Joshua (6), Moses (7), and Elisha (8); after some stanzas, the words of Paul are
brought in (13), and finally the three predecessors are the last model of behaviour given
to Abraham (15-16). Interspersed in this intensifying progression, moving from 0Old to
New Testament times and then church history, there are stanzas devoted to the meta-
phor of the shepherd after the manner of Ezekiel’s chapter 34 (4, 10) and another jab on
envy (9). Compared to CN 18, this poem gives us one more clue of a setting: at CN 19, 3,
1 the community seems to be present, as Ephrem uses, in front position, an exclamation
similar to English “here”’. The line gives the impression of the poet presenting the
community to its bishop, but the effect is of no further import in the rest of the poem.

CN 20 is the shortest piece of the collection and stands out for its theme and language.
The poem is addressed to the bishop, in particular to his intellectual side (re‘yana, CN 20, 1,
2),in order to make known to the prelate his doctrinal duties. In short, he must fight against
heresies in the community: this general theme carries with it a language and some argu-
ments similar to those in the larger collection called Against the Heretics (hymn. haer)”.
Moreover, this piece describes the flock as “new”, hinting at the fresh consecration of the
bishop, and uses the apostrophe “my brothers”, setting its enunciation in a public context.

The long CN 21 is divided into two parts. From the first stanza to stanza 13, the poem
resumes many themes already mentioned in the collection. It is another moral exhorta-
tion against the vices, in particular lust, greed, and gluttony. The poem opens with the
example of John the Forerunner and his earnestness against lustful people (stanza 1),
and then there is a reference to Elijah and Elisha’s poverty (stanza 2)®. However, since

74 “Here is your flock [ha mart-ak], o blessed, / rise and tend it, o diligent!” (CN 19, 3, 1-2). For the use
of the exclamation ha, see Payne Smith 1879-1901, 959-960, s.v. <.

75 In particular, the theme of the name of the community, originating in Paul (1Cor 1:12-13), is ex-
tensively developed in hymn. haer. 22-24, in the same metre as CN 17-21. Were the hymn. haer. 22-24
written in Nisibis at the same time as CN 17-21? If we add that, according to the Chronicle of Edessa 18,
23, the bishop of Edessa until the year 361 was called Abraham, this idea seems less absurd. Now, hymn.
haer. 22—24 cannot have been written for Nisibis, for they mention Palut as the founder of the addressed
Christian community. In Nisibis, Ephrem would have mentioned Jacob; the Doctrine of Addai, however,
gives Palut as the first bishop of Edessa. Therefore, hymn. haer. 22—-24 must have been composed for the
Edessan community (Hartung 2018, 320). However, CN 20, 2, 7 mentions “three farmers” (akkara tlata)
as the predecessors of the incumbent bishop. Since the idea of the three predecessors is a key motif in
the poems dedicated to Nisibene bishops, it is highly likely that also this poem was written for Abraham
of Nisibis, and not for Abraham of Edessa. Therefore, CN 20 and hymn. haer. 22-24 were not written in
an unitarian endeavour. Anyway, it is possible (but cannot be proved) that the two groups were written
in a time span of few years, maybe two (363 to 365).

76 “John was a lamp / that exposed and rebuked the perverse, // they hurried and quenched the lamp /
that the whim of their appetites refused.” (CN 21, 1, 1-4); “A great bliss was concealed / in Elijah’s pover-
ty; // Elisha served him and claimed / a double reward for his service,” (CN 21, 2, 1-4).
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stanza 3 sums up the three vices of gluttony, lust, and greed with biblical characters who
have notably overcome them, it is possible that a stanza about gluttony is missing from
our witnesses’’. Now, the examples of chastity and poverty given in stanza 3 differ from
the ones in stanzas 1 and 2: instead of John the Baptist, the chaste Joseph, and instead
of Elijah and Elisha, Peter (see Act. 8:20). Thence we can surmise that the example of
our hypothetical lost stanza was not Daniel, mentioned in stanza 3. Another example
of Old Testament fasting could have been Esther (see Esth. 4:16), whose fasting is men-
tioned by Ephrem in hymn. ieiun. 4, 7-8 and in the second poem of the appendix to that
same collection (app. 2, 5). Yet if we want to preserve the alternation between Old and
New Testament paradigms shown by the other two stanzas (John and Joseph, Elijah and
Peter), then we should choose a New Testament character to pair with Daniel. In this
case, there is little doubt that the paradigm would have been Christ himself, as is often
the case in the poems on the Lenten Fast. Finally, if the summary in the first six verses
of stanza 3 preserves the order of the previous stanzas, then our lost stanza on Esther
or Christ fasting would have been first, before the one on John.

The second part of the poem begins suddenly at stanza 14 with an exclamation
(ha@)’. In this part of the poem, Ephrem reflects upon the end of Julian’s persecution,
rejoicing at the turn of fates that Jovian’s accession caused but also warning against
the mishehaviours Christians may commit when the pressure of persecution is lifted
(stanzas 14-18). After these considerations and some well-wishes to the new bishop, the
last three stanzas compare the roles of bishop and king, drawing a parallel between the
Constantinian dynasty with the latest emperor and the succession of bishops in Nisibis:
Jacob and Constantine as founders, Valgash and Constantius II as sons, Abraham and
Jovian. Now, both the beginning of this section, with the use of the exclamation, and
the end of the poem, with its heartfelt prayer for peace and the extra line after the
acclamation, make for a perfect beginning and end of an autonomous poem’. After all,
the two parts of CN 21 seem very tenuously linked, so that two poems may conceivably
have been confused in this one, with the loss of a little rubric®. If this was the case, then
CN 21a (stanzas 1-13) was very similar to the previous poems of the collection, and it
had no clear ending or beginning, whereas CN 21b (stanzas 14-23), the last piece of the
collection, had a clear beginning and an ending fitting the whole collection.

77 “May gluttony succumb to your fasting, / as with the fasting of Daniel; // may lust be ashamed before
your body, / as when it was ashamed before Joseph; // may greed succumb to you, / as when succumbed
before Simon;” (CN 21, 3, 1-6).

78 “Here [hal, the news of a new king / goes thundering through the lands:” (CN 21, 14, 1-2).

79 The exclamation ha can be found at the beginning of a stanza many times (see, for example, hymn.
parad.9,12; 12, 8; 13, 6; 15, 15), and they are particularly significant in Resurr: 2, 2.3.8, because the poem
has the same metre as CN 17-21. Another poem with the same metre, Crucif. 2, begins with another
exclamation (°0). hymn. fid. 73, 75 and 76 begin with our exclamation ’a. However, this kind of beginning
is not widespread.

80 CN 19-21 are introduced by the brief rubric “from the same, in the same melody” (menn-eh bar qal-
eh), and CN 18 even omits the “from the same” (menn-eh).
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Ashasbheen already said, the different texts in the collection of CN 13—-21 were written
at different times, and chronologically some of them may be nearer to the first part of the
CN (1-12), while others may have been written at the same time as the hymn. c. Iulian.
Were they later collected by the author himself, or is this grouping the result of a later
editorial work? We don’t have material witnesses to support one of these conclusions or
the other, because our knowledge stops at the great fifth-to-sixth-century manuscripts.
However, no one can deny the care with which these groupings have been compiled. The
order of the first half of the CN is neither rigidly thematic nor rigidly chronological: CN
1-12 share the theme of the sieges and the raids, but they are also written between the
third siege, in 350, and shortly after or during the raids in 359; CN 13-21 share the theme
of bishops, but are also written between the accession of Valgash and Ephrem’s departure
from Nisibis (after 363). Moreover, the hymn. c. Iulian., which share roughly the same date
as CN17-21, form a separate group. Smaller subsets of poems sharing the same metre are
not ordered in a rigidly chronological sequence. Another sign of the care and skill with
which the collection has been compiled is the uniformity of themes in different poems:
there are literary and lexical motives returning from poem to poem, creating a sense of
uniformity in the whole group of CN 13-21. We see these themes repeated, adapted to dif-
ferent occasions, elaborated, and combined with each other. It is difficult to attach these
structuring themes to a particular moment of the poems’ tradition: stanzas containing
the themes might have been taken from other poems by an editor to give cohesion to the
groups he was creating out of poems written around the same time, or the editor might
have written some of them himself; or they could be the result of a later work of revision
by Ephrem himself, who collected his poems on bishops and gave them internal consist-
ency in view of a written publication; otherwise they could belong to the first composi-
tion and performance of the pieces, and their consistency can be explained by recurring
themes and problems in Ephrem’s preaching. Of these possibilities, I deem the last the
most likely, as we don’t possess proofs of a later revision by Ephrem himself, and it seems
to me very hard to conclude that a later editor would have interspersed Ephrem’s poems
with his own creations or with patches from other poems in order to create an artificial
cohesion. In any case, whoever worked to build the collection, even if he wasn’t Ephrem
himself, worked very well, so much so that we are drawn to think he preserved some kind
of Ephremian lore to guide him in his operation: in other words, if the collection doesn’t
go back to Ephrem, it must be the work of Ephrem’s “school” in Edessa®!.

81 This is certain as regards smaller cycles of poems, as in this case the poems on bishops. It is doubtful
whether the whole collection of CN or even its first half, is the work of an Ephremic school, though the
very early evidence in this direction may suggest so. Hartung 2018 is way too pessimist as regards these
collections: it is true that Ephrem worked probably on small sets of metrically and thematically related
poems, and that the collections are likely more recent. Yet it is hard to believe that complex and personal
poems such as the CN contain much spurious works, and that the collection are as preposterous as, say,
the Gedichtgruppe in Gregory’s tradition, when as early as a century after Ephrem’s death the collections
seem already well-established.
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The first position in each of the two subsets of poems is given to a poem with a clear
beginning and a clear ending, set on a clear occasion (CN 13 and 17), perhaps an occa-
sion intended to be the setting of the following pieces as well. In contrast to Gregory’s
poem, CN 13 and 17 give no clear hints that these settings are fictional: first, because
as we will see in the next part, the internal settings of the poems fit well with external
sources on their delivery, whereas in the case of Gregory it is clear that he could not
have recited (e.g.) along iambic poem at the Council of Constantinople; second, because
it is difficult to spot in Ephrem’s pieces the same chronological discrepancies Gregory
purposefully put in his poems. For example, in Gregory’s II, 1, 12 the text is set before
Nectarius’s election, and yet it alludes unceasingly to Nectarius’s credentials, so that the
text clearly shows the fictionality of its setting. Yet, if we take, for example, CN 21, where
a parallelism is drawn between the bishop Abraham and the new emperor Jovian, we
could imagine that Ephrem has fictionally conflated the two elections of bishop and
emperor so as to present them as a providential coincidence: nevertheless many other
explications can be given, beginning with the fact that there is no clear hint that CN 21
is set at the inauguration of Abraham; inauguration rhetoric, such as the best wishes
given to the bishop, could well have been used for some months after the inauguration,
which could have taken place in the same year as Jovian’s election; or maybe the part
on the new emperor is in reality another poem. As we have seen, CN 14 contains a
long digression, which gives a sense of orality. If the poem was never performed orally,
then this would be a case of fictional setting. However, there are no certain grounds to
exclude an oral delivery of CN 14, nor is there a clear motivation on the part of Ephrem
to feign orality in a written poem. In any case, chronological fictions—even if present—
are not thematised in Ephrem’s texts as in Gregory’s.

Finally, there is another poem concerned with a bishop, namely CN 31. The poem
dates back to the last years of Ephrem’s life, spent in Edessa. It is a rebuke of the com-
munity in Harran (Latin Carrhae), near the metropolitan see of Edessa, because they
refused to comply with their Catholic bishop, Vitus. From the context of the other poems
of rebuke against Harran (CN 32-34), we can infer that the problem with the city was
the persistence of paganism and perhaps a schism between the community of Harran
and the hishop of Edessa (CN 33, 7-9). However, the poem won’t be studied in this work,
because of Ephrem’s different setting in space and time, his different themes and the dif-
ferent bishops to which it is addressed, and because it would be more earnestly studied
with the other poems on Harran, which would broaden too much the scope of the work.

1.2 The audience

In the previous section, I presented the texts with particular attention to the internal
setting—that is, the time, place, occasion, and audience the poems suggest. As regards
Gregory, his poems are fictively set during true incidents, whereas Ephrem does not
seem to imply such a fiction. His poems, though, suggest real-life occasions. In this
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chapter, I will compare internal data with external witnesses, both from the same
poets and from other writers, in order to delineate the real audience and performance
context of the texts.

Traditional scholarship assigned to Gregory and Ephrem two completely different
contexts: Gregory’s poems would have had a private, almost solipsistic, function and
only a written life, while Ephrem composed for performance, and his poems were sung
during liturgies in front of the congregation. So, tradition presents us with a series of
antitheses between Gregory and Ephrem: written versus oral, private versus public,
poetry as part of liturgy and poetry independent of it®2. However, recent research has
revised these stereotypes, showing a more nuanced situation for both Gregory’s and
Ephrem’s poems. This is partly because past syntheses treated the huge poetic outputs
of the authors as homogeneous in terms of audience and performance. Recent scholar-
ship acknowledges internal differences in the corpora. A consequence of this nuancing
is that Ephrem and Gregory seem less different; one can acknowledge more readily
their belonging to similar contexts and their geographic and chronological proximity.

1.2.1 Ephrem between altar and aisle

As has been noted, scholarship has always attributed to Ephrem’s poetry a sung perfor-
mance in the context of Christian liturgy. This stance goes back to the earliest external
sources on Ephrem’s activity: Jerome (ca. 345-420) and Jacob of Serugh (ca. 452-521). In
his De viris illustribus, Jerome writes: “Ephrem, deacon of the church in Edessa, wrote
much in the Syriac language, and came to such a fame, that his writings are publicly
recited after the reading of Scriptures in some churches”®, This witness is very signifi-
cant because it dates back to twenty years after Ephrem’s death, and if Jerome observed
Ephrem’s recitations while he was in Syria in 373-379 (and not in Palestine, where he
wrote the De viris illustribus), then these recitations spread as far as Antioch shortly
after Ephrem’s death®. Moreover, Jerome’s account refers explicitly to Ephrem’s Syriac,
and therefore genuine, production, for he says, “in the Syriac language” (Syro sermone).
Scholars quote this passage correctly as a witness of the employment of Ephrem’s poetry

82 For Ephrem see: Wickes 2018, 27n6; for Gregory: McGuckin 2001a, 376; Tuilier/Bady/Bernardi 2004,
XL-XLI; McLynn 1997, 299.

83 Ephraem, Edessenae Ecclesiae diaconus, multa Syro sermone composuit, et ad tantam venit claritudinem,
ut post lectionem Scripturarum publice in quibusdam ecclesiis ejus scripta recitentur (Hieron. vir: ill. 115).
84 The De viris illustribus is dated by its author at the beginning and at the end to the fourteenth year of
Theodosius’ reign, which is 394 (Hieron. vir. ill. praef. and 135). In those passages, Jerome declares to be
in Bethlehem, however we know he travelled to the East before, in 373 (the year in which, according to
the Chronicle of Edessa, Ephrem died). Jerome stopped in Antioch until 375, when he went to the Syrian
Chalcis (some 250 Km west of Edessa on the important commercial road connecting the city to Beroea,
modern-day Aleppo) to practise an anchoritic life. He went back to Antioch between 378 and 379. See
Maraval 1995, 35-40.
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in a liturgical context and in public: in fact, Jerome says that Ephrem’s works were
recited publicly (publice . . . recitentur), and he sets them in churches (in quibusdam
ecclesiis) right after the readings (post lectionem Scripturarum), in the place reserved
for the homily®. The scepticism towards Jerome’s witness shown by recent scholars is
ill-founded. First, the twenty-year gap between Ephrem and Jerome’s writing is small
in comparison to the corresponding gap that characterises much of the biographical
information we possess on ancient authors. Moreover, Jerome’s information is detailed,
and there seems to have been no reason to forge it or exaggerate it. Finally, it agrees
with inner clues in Ephrem’s poetry.

Much later (fifth to sixth century), Jacob of Serugh presents an image similar to that
of Jerome. Writing a poetic homily in honour of Ephrem, he comments on the charac-
teristics of Ephrem’s ministry, adding two more elements to the image given by Jerome:
first, that Ephrem’s poems were sung, and second, that the poet instructed a choir of
women to sing them in the church®, Jerome and Jacob together give us the traditional
setting of Ephrem’s madrase: stanzaic poems that were sung during church services in
place of homilies and whose performance was entrusted to a choir of women. However,
the concrete modes of performance are far from clear; in other words, we can’t assign
precisely different parts of the poems—and in particular, the alternating stanzas and
refrains—to different performers. Are we to think that the choir of women sang the
stanzas and the congregation answered with the refrains? Or that the poet himself, as a
deacon, sang the stanzas, and the choir the refrains? Or some mix of these two config-
urations? It is also possible that different poems or cycles of poems featured different
performers or performance practices. Secondary sources give no further hint in this
direction.

The very poems suggest the same setting as later witnesses. Frequent references
to harps, singing, and music suggest that the poems were set to music; there are many
examples among the corpus, but let these lines from hymn. eccl. 30, 10 suffice:
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(Ephrem, hymn. eccl. 30, 10)*” = ) vl

85 The rite of ordination contained in the Apostolic Constitutions (Const apost. 8, 5) requires the bishop
to preach after the readings. This is not only the oldest completely extant liturgy of Christianity, but also
dated to the fourth century and thought to come from Antioch or the area thereof. It is worth noting that,
if Ephrem’s poems took the place usually reserved for the bishop’s sermon, then they were meant as
equivalent to the bishop’s inspired teaching: a clear clue to whose agenda Ephrem’s poetry represented.
86 “Our sisters also were strengthened by you to give praise; / for women [l-nesé] were not allowed to
speak in church [b-‘édtal. // Your instruction opened the closed mouths of the daughters of Eve; / and
behold, the gatherings of the glorious (church) resound with their melodies [b-qalay-hén].” (Jacob of
Serugh, Homily on Saint Ephrem 40—41; transl. Amar 1995, 35). See also lines 96-114 of the same poem.
87 “My harp is poor: / let Your gift sing! // Enrich it with the sweet sounds [galé] / of a praising speech //
and from my harp I'll offer / You an offering of words // I'll sing [’ezammar] what’s Yours to You!”.
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Some form of participation by a group of virgin women is implied by many passages.
Take, for example, two verses from Nat. 4, where Herod is contrasted to God, and the
dance of Salome to “the voice [gala] of virgins”®: here, the word gala can be understood
in its generic meaning of “voice”, but it is perhaps significant that the same word means
also “tune”, “sound,” and “song”. One of the clearest clues to the involvement of virgins
in the performance of madrase comes from two stanzas of Resurr. 2. Ephrem describes
the festivities of Easter, stressing the contributions of “children” (Sabre at Resurr. 2,7, 8
and yallude at 2, 8, 2) and of “virgin women” (nakpata, 2, 8, 4). Yet while children con-
tribute only with acclamations of “Hallelujah” (qale, 2, 8, 2; hullale, 2, 7, 9), the virgins
provide “songs” (qinata, 2, 8, 4). Then, from the description Ephrem passes on to pre-
scription: every rank of the community is called to add his contribution to the festiv-
ity. In this context, from every rank is requested something peculiar to that rank, as is
made clear by the metaphor of flowers that everyone should collect “from his own piece
of land” (men dil-eh, 2, 8, 6; habbabé d-t'aw b-’ar“eh, 2, 8, 7). The bishop, for example,
should provide his sermons, and the deacons their reading, according to contemporary
liturgical habits. Here again virgin women (nakpata) are mentioned, and their proper
contribution is “their madrase”®. This passage shows that madrase, the poetic genre
most practiced by Ephrem and the genre of the poems on bishops, were assumed to be
the province of virgin women, in the same way as the munus docendi and the homilies
were the bishop’s province. In fact, external witnesses agree with this idea: fifth-cen-
tury canonical documents, such as the Canons of Rabbula and the Canons of Marutha of
Maipherkat, assign to the “Daughters of the Covenant” (bnat qyama) catechetical tasks,
and the twentieth canon of Canons of Rabbula, in particular, reserves the task of singing
madrase to the daughters®™. The canons, as well as their reference to the “Daughters
of the Covenant”, mirrored by Ephrem’s use of the word nakpata, “virgins”, hint at an
organised institution, recognised by the community. This is important because it can

widen the scope of Ephrem’s activities, as we shall presently see.

88 “the dance of impurity / pleased the tyrant; // You, o Lord, may please You / the voice [gala] of virgins.
/I You, o Lord, may appease / the voice of virgins // You who kept their bodies / in holy chastity” (Nat. 4,
62-63).

89 “Now too at this festival / does the crowd of children scatter for You, Lord, // halleluiahs like blos-
soms. / Blessed is He who was acclaimed by young children. // It is as though our hearing [has embraced]
[/ an armful of children’s voices, // while songs coming from chaste women, Lord, / fill the bosoms of our
ears. // Let each of us gather up a posy of such flowers, / and with these let each intersperse // blossoms
from his own piece of land, / so that, for this great feast, / we may plait a great garland. / Blessed is He
who invited us to plait it! // Let the chief pastor weave together / his homilies like flowers, // let the priests
make a garland of their ministry / the deacons of their reading // strong young men of their jubilant
shouts / children of their psalms // chaste women of their songs / chief citizens of their benefactions //
ordinary folk of their manner of life. / Blessed is He who gave us many opportunities for good!” (Resurr.
2,7,7-9, 10, transl. Brock/Kiraz 2006, 175-177).

90 On these themes, see Harvey 2005 (in particular 129-130) and McVey 2007.
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The last element of the traditional frame, the liturgical setting, is more difficult to
pinpoint in Ephrem’s own words, partly because of our ignorance of fourth-century
Syriac liturgy. As noted by Wickes, only the Poems on Nativity, Poems on Easter, and
Poems on the Unleavened Bread refer clearly to a fourth-century festivity and to its cele-
bration: the Poems on Easter, in particular, have been thoroughly studied in relation to
liturgy by Rouwhorst®'. However, it would be wrong to extend this setting aprioristically
to all Ephrem’s poems. The presence of a refrain in the structure of the madrasa may
suggest a liturgical employment, because through the refrain the congregation could
be involved in the meditation. This could enhance the assent of the community to the
doctrinal proposals put forth by the poems. Perhaps it is to such a dynamic between
preacher and people that a passage of the Homilies on Nicomedia by Ephrem points:
the tribune (the Bfjua) at the centre of the church is described as a spring, whence the
ears of the community can drink life in the form of doctrine; then, Ephrem switches to
a financial metaphor, saying that the ear got into debt and that the mouth must settle
it, so that praise from the mouth corresponds to the doctrine coming from the tribune
and feeding the ears®2. Palmer interprets this passage as a reference to the perfor-
mance of madrase, with a leading voice exposing doctrinal contents and the assembly
answering with the refrains, often in the form of acclamations and praise®®. Admittedly,
this is not the only interpretation possible: the passage could also describe the ordi-
nary dialectic of liturgy, with the homily coming from the bema and the congregation
singing and praying. What this passage basically conveys is that doctrine and teaching
can come only from a bema, whereas the congregation is supposed to praise and pray.
Furthermore, the refrains, as such, cannot be seen as a sure hint of a liturgical context,
especially since in many cases (such as CN 17-21), the wording of the refrain changes
for every repetition. It would be inconceivable that the congregation could chant the
refrain unless instructed beforehand or, even more unlikely, provided with a written
copy of the refrains. In conclusion, some madrase certainly had a liturgical use; many
more could have had it; but we cannot be sure that all poems were performed during
the liturgy.

In fact, recent scholarship has questioned the liturgical setting of many of Ephrem’s
madrase. Wickes criticises the traditional division of Ephrem’s works into poetic ones,
aimed at the larger audience of a congregation during its liturgy, and prose treaties,
written for a few advanced students, probably ascetics®. He questions the tendency
to compare Ephrem’s poems to John Chrysostom’s sermons, as two corpora set in the

91 Wickes 2018, 38; Rouwhorst 1989.

92 “Le béma que I'on avait construit au milieu / était une source au milieu. // Des oreilles avides ac-
coururent pres de lui, / et y burent la vie // IIs y burent 'enseignement, / ils en recurent et lui rendirent.
/| La bouche paya a la place des oreilles, / la louange en échange de ’homélie.” (Homily on Nicomedia 8,
619-626; transl. in Renoux 1975).

93 Palmer 1998, 128-130.

94 Wickes 2018.
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liturgy and with a similar function of education of urban masses. In particular, Wickes
says that, since Ephrem was not a bishop, his function in the community cannot be
assimilated to that of so important a bishop as Chrysostom. No doubt, Ephrem could not
muster the same authority as Chrysostom in Antioch. However, he may not have been
so far from the authority of a bishop as Wickes assumes he was: Ephrem remained a
deacon throughout his life, and deacons had great importance in many early Christian
communities, often greater than that of priests. One need only remember the examples
of Saint Lawrence and Damasus in Rome and Athanasius in Alexandria, or of Gregory
the Great later, to notice the great power of some deacons. This power usually sprang
from two sources: first, deacons were entrusted with the finances of the congregation,
and hence they were responsible for the almsgiving and could command the support of
urban masses; second, a deacon often served as a sort of secretary for the bishop, and in
this capacity, he could develop a preferential channel to the bishop and his authority®,
If we keep this in mind, we see that Ephrem’s praises for his bishops and his defence
of Valgash against the community in CN 15-16 (see §4.2) demonstrate the poet’s strong
link with the episcopal see in Nisibis and suggest that he acted as a kind of mouth-
piece for the bishop’s agenda. His poetry stood in an ambiguous position: it was not the
voice of the bishop himself, as it purportedly spoke for the congregation, the women,
or the poet; however, it was clearly linked with the bishop’s agenda. Thus, Ephrem’s
poetry represented itself as a spontaneous reaction by the laity, while channeling that
reaction in a way suited to the bishop’s requirements. Therefore, it is true—as Wickes
says—that this poetry cannot be put side by side with Chrysostom’s episcopal sermons;
however, this is not enough to exclude its appeal to the masses or its link with the bish-
op’s authority.

Indeed, there are other reasons to doubt of the uniformity of Ephrem’s poetic
corpus. As Wickes has clearly demonstrated, the hymn. fid. stand out from the rest of
the corpus for their theological sophistication and their lack of liturgical references.
Moreover, these poems often refer to the theme of teaching and doctrine, and in some
cases, they seem to be addressed to someone who will in turn teach other people. As
such, hymn. fid. (and maybe other poems scattered throughout the corpus) would find
their setting not in the aisle, but in the classroom. Since there isn’t any witness in the
fourth century on a formalised Syriac education, in which Ephrem’s poems could be
of use, the setting cannot be a literal classroom, such as the ones in which late antique
children learnt to read Homer and Hesiod*. Ephrem’s poems point to an educational

95 On deacons in general: Symonds 1955; Koet/Murphy/Ryokas 2018; Smeets/Koet 2021. Admittedly,
there is not much on the topic coming specifically from Ephrem’s time and space. A useful document
may be the Didascalia apostolorum, describing the relationship of deacon and bishop as that of the
Father to the Son. For the tendency of the bishop in the Syriac church of the time to delegate teaching,
see §3.1.3.2.

96 Barhadbshabba, in his Reason of the Foundation of the Schools, 63.67, dated to the sixth century,
reports that Ephrem was made head of the school of Nisibis by the bishop Jacob and that, after his
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institution with peculiar characteristics: it was prevalently Syriac-speaking; its students
were meant to teach other; the curriculum was advanced, comprising biblical exege-
sis and theology; and, last but not least, the community had ascetic leanings. Wickes
identifies such a community with the bnay qyama, the early Syrian ascetics, through a
comparison of Ephrem’s ascetic ideals and those expressed by Aphrahat in his Demon-
strations, together with other earlier Syriac witnesses”. Perhaps the link witnessed by
the sources between madrasé and women, and in particular with the female ascetics
of the gqyama, can be brought up in this respect: Ephrem’s teaching, conveyed by the
madrase, was aimed at the bnat qyama in particular. As Harvey has noted, these ascetics
had forms of organisation even before the arrival of Egyptian monasticism. The women
had catechetical responsibilities towards other women and helped to keep communi-
ties alive in villages and peripheral centres, where ordinary clergy could not always
be present. Moreover, the canonical documents of the fifth century require a minimal
hierarchy for these women, with a female teacher and supervisor, who was made dea-
coness®. Perhaps madrase particularly concerned with education and treating difficult
subjects of theology and exegesis could have been aimed at educating the deaconesses,
who were in turn to educate their sisters and the women in the community. After all,
groups of ascetic women interested in theology who were united around a prominent
thinker are found not only in Syriac Christianity but in many other places and times
of the early church: Eusebius relates that Origen had to castrate himself because of
the many women attending his teachings®; Jerome and Rufinus made a living off of
Roman women of senatorial rank, like Paula and Melania; maybe they learnt their busi-
ness from Damasus, who was maliciously known as auriscalpius matronarum'®; the
deacon Glycerius gathered a group of virgins around him as their “patriarch”; so relates
Basil.'™ Assuming this educational context, it is still difficult to define the concrete cir-
cumstances of poetic performance: it is likely that such groups are responsible for col-
lecting and organising Ephrem’s works in the form known from fifth- and sixth-century

move to Edessa, he kept teaching there, forming a school. Sozomen (3, 1, 16) witnesses that Ephrem had
pupils. However, Barhadbshabba could be projecting the scholastic reality of his days onto Ephrem, and
Sozomen doesn’t mention any formal educational institution. These data are interesting, because they
demonstrate a perception of the educational value of Ephrem’s writings and as a historical figure; none-
theless, to argue a fully functioning school from these passages would be too long a stretch.

97 Wickes 2018, 44-51. Palmer 1998, 133-134 recognises a didactic use in the inner circle of the Chil-
dren of the Covenant to Ephrem’s poetry, but he divides the oral performance (aimed at the congrega-
tion at large) from the written collection and organisation of poems for the ascetics.

98 Harvey 2005, 129-130. For a more general assessment of the role of women in the Syriac world,
Harvey 1993.

99 81d 70 véov TRV RAKiav Gvta piy avdpdot uévov, kal yuvaiél 8¢ ta Bela TpocotAely, 0G &v tioav TV
napd 101G amioTolg aioypdg StaoAiig Lmdvolay AmokAeloeley, THY CWTAPLOV YWVIAY EpyoLg émtteréoal
wpunon (Eus. h. e. 6, 8, 2).

100 Coll. Avell. 1,10, 4-5; Fontaine 1988; Rapp 2005, 216; see also: Amm. Marc. 27, 3, 14.

101 Rapp 2005, 202; Basil, ep. 169-171.
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manuscripts, but there isn’t any clue on the poems’ oral performance. One can surmise
that short cycles, like the Poems on Paradise, or the “Poems on the Pearl” now at the
end of the Poems on Faith, were delivered as a series of lectures on a given theme, each
lecture being something between a show and a theology lesson. Though aimed at an
inner circle, performances on hot topics could attract a wider public, even of adversar-
ies, giving rise to controversies. Such, for example, were the conditions under which
Gregory’s or; 27-31 were given, according to McGuckin'®,

To sum up, ancient sources and modern scholarship propose two extreme models
of delivery for Ephrem’s poems: on one side, the liturgical pieces, whose chief examples
are the Poems on Nativity and Poems on Easter, were addressed to the whole commu-
nity and were correspondingly easier, performed during the liturgy after Bible readings,
likely with the involvement of a choir of women and the participation of the assembly;
on the other side, the educational pieces, many of which are among the Poems on Faith,
aimed at instructing an inner circle of lay ascetics, and in particular the deaconesses
leading the bnat qyama, in order to prepare them for their tasks in the community.
For both occasions, the concrete modes of performance are not clear; maybe because
they could change from piece to piece: Palmer, for example, imagines that some pieces
required a male soloist for the stanzas and a trained choir for the refrains; or the con-
gregation, guided by the choir, sang the refrains; or the choir delivered the stanzas and
the congregation the refrains; sometimes a female soloist could be used, or the soloist
could change from stanza to stanza, enhancing the dramatic and dialogic structure of
some poems'®, The question is, To which model do the poems on the bishops belong?
Are they meant for the aisle or for the classroom?

The poems on bishops contained in the CN are very different from the Poems
on Faith that Wickes set in an educative context. In particular, CN 13-21 lack almost
completely the concerns for right teaching and for the right use of words that are so
apparent in the Poems on Faith. They never treat philosophical themes and only rarely
theological ones: the notable exception is CN 20, a short guide to orthodoxy clearly
addressed to Bishop Abraham. Even here, however, the approach is more polemical
than educational. The poems dedicated to Bishop Abraham (CN 17-21) are particularly
clear in their setting: they purport to be the voice of the community; hence their sys-
tematic use of the first-person plural, entreating and praising the community’s bishop
in the second-person singular. Many passages imply this setting, as when in CN 19, 1
and 3 Ephrem presents “his flock” to the bishop, in a way that suggests both the bishop
and the flock are present'®. That this flock is not limited to ascetics is made clear in
stanza 3, where different ranks in the church are listed, and in stanza 6, where it is said

102 McGuckin 2001a, 277-278.

103 Palmer 1998, 128-130.

104 “Aptly your name is Abraham, / for you are father of many; // yet, since you had no spouse / like was
Sarah for Abraham, // here, your spouse is your flock!” (CN 19, 1, 1-5); “Here is your flock, o blessed, /
rise and tend it, o diligent!” (CN 19, 3, 1-2).
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that “the third and fourth part” of the flock is consecrated'®. Then, in stanzas 12-14,
the concern for the whole community is even more apparent, because, after having
associated “people [‘@amma] and priest in harmony” (CN 19, 12, 9), the poet quotes Paul’s
declaration of love for the church in Corinth (CN 19, 13 and 2 Cor. 11:2) and finally
explicitly speaks of “church” (‘édta, CN 19, 14, 4) and of “priest” and “flock” (CN 19, 14,
8). CN 20 has a similar presentation of the flock to the bishop (CN 20, 3), and the flock
certainly comprises the whole congregation, because it is defined by the redemption
accomplished by Christ’s blood'®. After all, in stanza 4, it is clear that this flock is the
church (CN 20, 4, 4)'". It is safe to interpret the word “church” as meaning the whole
congregation, because at CN 21, 5, Ephrem lists again the ranks of a Christian commu-
nity (the bishop, priests, deacons, infants and elderly people, the virgins), and the ascet-
ics are mentioned as “the covenant” (gyama, CN 21, 5, 8), while the last line, clearly sum-
marising the preceding lines, speaks of “church” (‘edta, CN 21, 5, 9)!%. Of these poems,
only CN 17departs from the scheme, because its perspective shifts between the “us” of
the community and the “you” of the bishop, and the “I” of the poet becomes prominent.
Anyway, in the light of CN 18-21, frequent mentions of the flock and the use of the
first-person plural hint at a public occasion where the whole community was present.
One could suggest that the lyrical “I” was not meant to be the poet but a deaconess of the
bnat qyama, but the self-effacing in stanzas 1 and 12, coupled with the self-attribution
of the title of “Harp of God” (kénnar-eh, CN 17, 12, 10), are so much Ephremian that it
is inconceivable to attribute them to another poetic persona. Furthermore, this title of
“Harp of God” gives a hint on the delivery of these poem:s, since it is in a refrain. In these
poems, the refrain coincides with the last line of each stanza, and every refrain is differ-
ent. Given the personal title employed at CN 17, 12, 10 and the lack of repetition in the
refrains, it is more likely that they were recited or sung by the soloist, or by a rehearsed
choir, than by the whole assembly. Regarding the nature of the gathering, there are no

105 “Here is your flock, o blessed, / rise and tend it, o diligent! // Jacob ordered the sheepfolds, / you
order this rational stock, // make the chaste shine purely, / the virgins modestly, // lead the priests purely,
/ the suffragan bhishops modestly, // and the people righteously. (CN 19, 3); “Moses committed to Joshua
/| a sheepfold whose half was wolves, / whereas to you a flock was entrusted // whose third and fourth
part is consecrated.” (CN 19, 6, 6-9).

106 “Itis meet for a new shepherd/ to inspect the flock anew, // to know how great is its number / and to
see which is its need. // This is the flock redeemed by the blood / of Him, Who is Master of the shepherds.”
(CN 20, 3, 1-6).

107 “Here’s the betrothed of your Lord, / keep her from all harms, // and from any man violating her,
calling / the churches by their own names.” (CN 20, 4, 1-4).

108 “Be thou a crown for priesthood/ and through you be glorified the worship, // be thou a brother for
the priests, / a chief for the deacons, too, // be thou a master for the infancy, / a staff and help for old age,
/[ be thou a bulwark for the virgins, / may the covenant in your tenure be splendid, // and the church by
your beauty adorned” (CN 21, 5). In the same way, CN 19, 3 listed the different components of the com-
munity, ending with the “people” (‘amma) as a summary: “make the chaste shine purely, / the virgins
modestly, // lead the priests purely, / the suffragan bishops modestly, // and the people righteously.” (6-9).
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straightforward clues pointing at a liturgical context. One could surmise such a context
by the hymnic nature of some stanzas in CN 17 and the contents treated (§1.1.2). The
image of the bishop’s praise as the offering of a garland recalls similar images in Resurr.
2 and could point to a liturgical context. Moreover, the frequent enumerations of the
ranks of the community (priests, deacons, ascetics, old and young, rich and poor) pre-
suppose their presence, as the direct addresses presuppose the presence of the bishop:
where could the bishop meet the whole congregation outside liturgy? Certainly not in a
classroom. Given our information in ancient sources on Ephrem’s delivery, these poems
could have been delivered only during a liturgy.

CN 15-16 present us with a similar situation: here again there is an “us”, but the
bishop is addressed in the third-person singular most of the time. Significantly, the only
exception is the refrain of CN 15, “Blessed is he who chose you, pride of our people
[‘amm-an]!”. A more straightforward expression of the relationship between commu-
nity and bishop could not have been found. In this case, as for the refrain of CN 16, it
is likely that the assembly took part in the singing. That the situation is similar to that
of CN 17-21 is shown also by the vocative “my brethren” (‘ahay), appearing both at CN
15,10, 1 and at CN 16, 9, 2: the same vocative was used at CN 20, 6, 1, and since there
it referred to the whole congregation, it is safe to assume that here, too, refers not to
a limited group of ascetics, and certainly not to female ascetics, but to the whole con-
gregation. Furthermore, Ephrem’s poems here seem to expand beyond the Christian
community to take even a civic scope: in fact, at CN 15, 20, 4, he mentions the behaviour
of “citizens” or, more literally, “those inside” (gawwayé) as opposed to “those outside”
(barraye)'®. In the poems on the sieges, the situation to which these lines refer, these
two substantivated adjectives represented the besieged, who are “inside” the wall, and
the besiegers, who are “outside” it. However, these two terms have also a cultural and
areligious meaning, because Ephrem tends to conflate the political identity of the com-
munity—that is, Nisibis as a city of the Roman Empire defending itself against a Persian
attack—with its cultural and religious identity—namely, as a Roman culture and eth-
nicity opposed to an alien Persian one and as a form of Nicene Christianity opposed to
heathenism. Needless to say, these three groupings were by no means coextensive in
reality. In any case, the opposition gawwayé/barrayé is a clear sign that the whole com-
munity of Nisibis is meant. The prevalent use of the third person to speak of the bishop
in these poems is grounded in their topic. Since these poems are a rebuke to the people
and a defence of Bishop Valgash, Ephrem speaks directly to the community, including
himself in it''°, In order for this to be effective, the community had to attend; and to
make it even more effective, the same community that questioned the bishop probably

109 “It’s because the citizens (gawwayé) neglected each other, // that the foreigners (barrayé) too trod
them down.” (CN 15, 20, 4-5). See §4.3 n. 109 for this antithesis.
110 See §1.1.2. On the inside/outside antithesis: §4.3 n. 109; on the crisis of Valgash’s episcopate §4.2.
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acclaimed him with the refrain. But, since the refrain is directed to the bishop, he too
should have been there.

In CN 16, at stanza 14 and until stanza 21, the first person shifts from the plural to
the singular. This peculiarity ushers us into CN 13-14, the most problematic grouping
regarding delivery. The first-person singular speaker of CN 16, 14-21 speaks of herself
as a developing subject, passing through different ages and stages, each of which is
directed and instructed by one of the bishops. The same rhetorical device is employed
at CN 14, 17-24—here, however, with the third-person singular feminine. It is used also
at CN 13, 3-4 and 15, 15-17—here, however, in the first-person plural. Hence, when
Ephrem speaks in the first person at CN 16, 14-21, he is speaking in the person of the
church of Nisibis, as demonstrated by the use of the feminine third person in CN 14,
17-24, since ‘édta—the Syriac word for “church”—is a feminine, and the church is ordi-
narily represented as a woman''!, Therefore, as in CN 15 and 16 the whole community
was meant to be present, so in CN 13 and 14 the first-person plural and the third-person
singular feminine seem to point to a presence of the community. However, there are also
clues in CN 13-14 that go in the opposite direction. For example, Ephrem never speaks
to the bishop in the second person, nor are the refrains addressed directly to the prel-
ates. Neither does he speak directly to the community, except maybe at CN 13, 11-12. He
does employ direct address, but the addressees are the “eloquent daughters of Nisibis”
(mallalata bnat-nsibin). Given the attribute “eloquent” and the indirect reference to the
choir of women in the Song of Songs, i.e. the “daughters of Sion” or “daughters of Jeru-
salem”, it is probable that these Nisibene women are in fact the bnat gyama*'?. The
attribute “eloquent” could be a clue to a group of ascetics particularly focused on liter-
acy and study. Such a group of ascetics, as demonstrated by Wickes, could be the target
of Ephrem’s didactic poems, as were similar groups in late antique Mediterranean',
Ephrem speaks clearly in his own persona, because at the end of CN 14 there is the
stock self-effacing prayer: therefore, he cannot represent the whole community in this
case. Finally, the long digression in CN 14 is perhaps the most theologising section of the
poems on bishops, and its complexity could work well in a more advanced context. How
can one make sense of these conflicting hints? A key to the understanding of the context
of these poems can be found in CN 13, 10-11:

111 At CN 14, 20, 1 the word is marita, literally “flock”, but the word is regularly used to mean “diocese”
(Payne Smith 1879-1901, 3948, s.v. =¥ax i=); this too is a feminine (more on this at §2.2.1.3). Murray
2004, 131-158 explains the complex feminine imagery used to describe the church in early Syriac lit-
erature. On the contrary, Wickes 2015, 8-9n30 interprets the first-person singular of CN 16 as referring
to Ephrem himself, therefore pointing at his personal development — from child to man — under the
three bishops of Nisibis. Reading CN 16 in the context of the other poems on bishops clearly refutes this
interpretation.

112 Cant. 3:10-11. More on these allusions at §4.3.

113 Wickes 2018, 44-51. On mallalata see §4.3 nn. 119-120.
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(CN 13,10-11)

Here, Ephrem refers to a “daughter born of vows” (barta ba(r)t-nedre), an expression which
seems to single out the ascetics in the community: a bar/ba(r)t-nedre is the child of sterile
parents who have vowed that if God would give them a child, they would give the child to
God; a bar/ba(r)t-nedreé is destined to take the vows''>. However, the reference to different
“ranks”, to “generations,” and to the “teachers”—namely, the bishops—applies to the whole
community in Nisibis. The rhetoric of the fit ornament and the apt help is used to talk about
the different bishops and their different approaches to the community. Furthermore, the
comparison with the “daughter of Abraham” is decisive: the “daughter of Abraham” must
be a periphrasis to mean the synagogue, and therefore Judaism; but if the “daughter born of
vows” is compared to the synagogue, she cannot be only the ascetic community, but must be
the church at large. This is demonstrated later; when at stanza 18 Ephrem mentions Nisibis
by name. Both the name “daughter born of vows” and the peroratio to women ascetics at the
end of CN 13 highlight the presence of the “daughters of the covenant” in the performance,
but this does not exclude that the community at large attended, too. In fact, CN 13 and maybe
also CN 14 must have been set during a liturgy in which the community and the bishop were
present, but the bnat gqyama had a prominent role, as I have argued in the previous section.

In conclusion, even if it must be acknowledged that the liturgical setting was not
the only context of performance of Ephrem’s poems, as recent scholarship has shown,
nevertheless, the poems on bishops in the CN show strong signs of such a setting. This
comes as no surprise: their very content has strong ties with the community at large,
and it mattered to all Christians in Nisibis. In these poems, Ephrem has a mediating
function between the bishop’s agenda and the community. He poses either as a third
party between the two or as part of the community, while at the same time he pro-
motes the bishop’s agenda. Thanks to his intermediate position, he could present epis-
copal proposals as spontaneous requests from the community, in fact manipulating

114 “Who is she, daughter born of vows, / enviable by all females, // whose generation flowed thus / and
whose ranks increased thus // and whose progress rose thus, / and whose teachers shone thus? // Is it
to the daughter of Abraham alone / that these images are applied, // or even unto you, daughter born
of vows? / For her ornament corresponds to her beauty, // because her help is like her time, / and her
servant is like her help.”

115 This sense of the expression is listed at Payne-Smith 1879-1901, 2293 s.v. «ian. After all, bar-/ba(r)
t- at the constructed state does not express only origin from, but also membership in something, as in
the expression bnay-qyama.
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communal response to the bishops. He achieved this in part by proposing sung refrains
to the community, as exemplified in CN 15-16.

1.2.2 Gregory’s theatre of words

Asregards Gregory’s production, the scholar can rely on contemporary Greek and Latin
literary practices, which are much more documented than Syriac ones. This allows for
a clearer picture of Gregory’s audience and modes of performance and publication.
Such information is useful not only for his letters and speeches but also for his poetry.
Clearly, different groups of poems had different targets and aims; nonetheless, some
general remarks can be made, before we concentrate on the poems on bishops.

Late antique literature was disseminated in written form. Authors prepared
copies of their works (or of a collection of works) and spread them through their social
network, at times accompanying the work with a letter to the first reader, which could
be the dedicatee or commissioner of the work. An author could lend his own copy of the
work to one or more friends, who copied it and perhaps spread it to their friends. This
was what Gertz, in his analysis of Gregory’s tradition, called the “snowball” system of
publication: the single exemplar, like a snowball, replicated through the social network
of the author, becoming an avalanche of copies in the case of a successful work!®, For
example, Origen, Jerome, and Rufinus wrote on commission: they dictated to stenog-
raphers, probably making several copies of the same work simultaneously, then sent
the finished product to the commissioner with a dedicatory letter, many of which are
still extant'’’. On the other side, we know from two of Synesius’s letters that he lent his
own copy of some of his poems to a friend who had the booklet copied (but failed to
give it back)!'®, One might guess that the first mode of publication concerned writers
coming from a lower background who, more or less, wrote for a living. After all, Euse-
bius explicitly links Origen’s productivity with Ambrosius’s commissions''®. Better-off
authors, such as Synesius (a landowner), circulated their works among acquaintances

116 Gertz 1986, 172-173.

117 For Origen, see Orig. in Joh. comm. 5, 1; 6, 2, 6; c. Cels. praef.. and the first sections of books 3-7 and
8, 76. For Jerome, the prefaces to his translations are emblematic. For Rufinus: Orig. princ. praef. Ruf. 2.
118 ait® yap t0 &v aupolg keivo ouvtayudTiov, 8U o0 mpog Ty YUy 6 yeypaemg Slaiéyetal. ...
Avtiypagov odv i TeTpdSog andatehov, Tpog avtiic g Yuyfig, v koouelv BovAetal o BLAiov (Synes.
ep. 141, 5; 14); &v 10 teTpadie T®OV lapuPeiwv edpov... (143, 52).

119 'EE ékeivou 8¢ kal Qpilyével oV eig Tag Belag ypapag vmouvnudtwy éyiveto apyn, Auppociov
TAPOPUAOVTOG AVTOV pupiatg doatg o0 TPoTPOTALS Talg LA AGYWV Kal KAPAKAGEGLY aVTO LOVOV, AAAA Kal
apBovwtdtalg TeV Emtndelwv yopnylalg. Taxvypagol te yap avtd mAeiovg fj éntd ToV Aplduov mapioav
OTAYOPEVOVTL, XPOVOLG TETAYUEVOLG AAAAOLG dueiBovTeg, BLBALOYpagol Te o) fTTOuG Gpa Kal Kopalg
¢l 70 KEAAYpaelv Roknuévalg (v anavtwv v Séovoav tdv émtndeiwv Gedovov meplovaiav 6
AuBpoaotog TapeaToaTo val puiv Kat €v Tij mept Ta Bela AdyLa doknoel Te kal omovsij Tpobupiav deatov
aOTG) OLVELGEPEPEVY, ] Kal UAALoTa aOTOV TTPOVTPETEY ETTL THY TAV VITopvUaTwy cOvtagw. (Eus. h. e. 6, 23,
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or groups of peers sharing the same preoccupations: in the case of Synesius, he sent his
works to people in Hypatia’s circle—that is, other landowners with an interest in Neo-
platonic philosophy'?’. Gregory’s situation was more similar to that of Synesius: he was
no middle-class professional like Jerome, Rufinus, or Augustine, but rather a wealthy
landowner. As such, he did not depend on a commissioner for his literary activity and
could rely on a wide and strong network of like-minded peers to spread his products,
as his letters show'?!, These acquaintances could appreciate the intricacies of Gregory’s
rhetoric at its best, thanks to their classical education and, in many cases, to their Chris-
tian upbringing: hence, it is only appropriate that Gregory addresses his readers in the
programmatic II, 1, 39 as “experts” (co@oi, lines 52, 58, and 78).

For all its relevance, especially as regards the beginnings of the manuscript tra-
dition, the writing and circulating of copies were just one way that late antique texts
became known. For, while book reading in modern times seems a chiefly private and
silent activity, the sources give clear indications that in late antiquity it was not so. The
texts, though written, were enjoyed through an oral performance. Actually, the relation-
ship between orality and writing was much more complex: the two mediums interacted
not only in the final steps of publication and transmission, but also in the initial one of

1-2). Though likely well-born, Origen had to rely on teaching and a patroness to sustain his family after
his father’s martyrdom and the confiscation of the family’s properties: 6, 1, 12-14.

120 The addressee of Synesius’ ep. 141 and 143 is Herculianus, a fellow-disciple of Hypatia (see ep. 137,
7-9: abTOMTAL YAP TOL KAl AOTHKOOL YeYOVauey Tiig yvnolag kabnyeuovog tev @iocoeiag opyiwv, a clear
reference to Hypatia). ep. 154, addressed to Hypatia herself, seems the accompanying letter to a copy of
the De insomniis and the Dion: Tfjteg €€veyka §Vo BLAia, T0 pév umto Beol kvnBeig, 10 8¢ U0 Aotdoplag
avBpwnwv. (154, 1-2). After having recalled the circumstances under which he wrote the Dion, Syne-
sius explicitly entrusts the work to Hypatia, in order that she may judge it and then he could proceed
to a wider (but equally exclusive) publication: vTép 81 TOUTWY ANAVTWY 0€ KPIVOLGAV TEPLUEVODUEV.
kv pév Ynoion mpootatéov elvat, pHTopotv dua Kal ocdoLg EkkeioeTat Tovg uév yap foet, Tovg 8&
OVIOEL, TAVTWG Ve, el P mapd 000 Tiig Suvauévng Kpivewy Stayeypdetal. el 8¢ un gaveltat ool Tiig iV
EMvwv axofig GElov, kat o 8¢ Simov pet” Aplototéroug mpod Tol @idov THV aAnBelay Brar, TuKVOV
kal BabL okoTog EnnAvydoetat, Kat AfoeTat Tovg avBpwnoug Aeyduevov. (90-98). And, ending the letter,
he says: o yap 81 per éug mpwtn @V EAMvwv €vtelgr. Taita Thv Téwg avek§oTwy AméoTela. Kat
va téAelog 6 aplbuog f, Tpoatdnka oV TepL T00 AMPOU, TAAAL YEVOUEVOV £V TG Kap® Tiig pecBeiag
npog vdpa mapd Paciel mapaduvactevovta Kai Tt To0 Adyou Te Kal To¥ Swpov IevTAmoAlg Gvato.
(113-118). Another kind of publication mentioned in this letter was theft (or the claim of a theft): not
only Synesius claims that someone stole and spread some of his works, prompting criticism (11-18), but
a similar story is told by Jerome in his famous ep. 57, 2-4. There, he retorted to criticisms against his
translation of a letter of Epiphanius of Salamis (Jerome’s ep. 51) accusing his critics of having stolen the
text. The “stolen manuscript” trope can clearly be a self-defensive commonplace, but it bears witness
to the difficulty of authors to keep track of the readership of their works, a difficulty largely due to the
“snowball” system of publication in late antiquity.

121 On Gregory’s social network as shown by his letters see McLynn 2001; 2006 and 2012a. More re-
cently, Storin 2017b. Gregory’s versified letters give us a glimpse of the kind of readership he intended,
as says Demoen 1996, 67-69. These Cappadocians social networks, and the complex language they em-
ployed to communicate and negotiate are analysed in Van Dam 2002, 71-156; Van Dam 2003a, 131-154.
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composition, because dictation played a strong role in it, and we know of texts—mostly
homilies—written down by stenographers during their oral delivery, thus passing from
written notes to oral performance to written record and transmission to renewed oral
performances'??. Oral performance was the expected publication context of rhetorical
and literary texts, much more than it was for technical treatises such as pagan and Chris-
tian running commentaries. Letters, poems, and speeches were meant to be showcased
in front of an audience. Oral performance of late antique poetry has been thoroughly
demonstrated by Agosti, who highlights the survival even of forms of poetic competi-
tion'?, As regards homilies and orations, public performance was intrinsic to the genre,
even if not all orations composed in late antiquity were meant for a performance. An
eccentric prose work by Synesius, the On Providence, was certainly read in instalments
among literary circles of Constantinople'?*, Even letters were sometimes read in front of
an audience: this is clear from ep. 101 by Synesius, a message addressed to Pylemenes, a
lawyer in Constantinople. Synesius praises the addressee for his eloquence, as displayed
in his last letter: in fact, the letter has become a matter of widespread admiration, after
Synesius gathered a “Hellenic theatre” (Béatpov EAANvik6v) of literary enthusiasts to
hear it'?, At the end of the letter, Synesius explains why he renounced sending a letter

122 See, for example, Eusebius’ remark on Origen’s homilies: Unép T €€kovTd @acty €Tn Tov Qpryévnv
yevouevov, ate 81 peylotnv (8N cuAAe€duevov ék Tii¢ Hakpdg TapackeLiig €W, Tag ént To0 Kowod
Aeyouévag avt® SLOAEEELS TayLypA@oLg UeTaAABEy EmiTpédal, oV mpoTEPOV ToTe TOUTO yevéahHal
ovykeywpnkota (Eus. h. e. 6, 36, 1). Gaudentius of Brescia’s sermons survive because a wealthy member
of the congregation requested them in written and re-worked form after their delivery by the bishop
around the time of Easter: Lizzi 1998, 100. On recitations and dictation see Cavallo 1992, 44-47 (the
pages refer to the Early Empire, but with the exclusion of the role of private writing workshops - as ex-
plained at 113-118 —, they aptly describe the late antique situation) and Cavallo 2019, 101-103. Cavallo
distinguishes between the composition of prose and poetry, saying that dictation was employed mostly
for prose, whereas poetry was more commonly written by its author. In the poems on his vow of silence,
Gregory highlights the paradox of producing a discourse while keeping silence, and of the hand as sub-
stitute of the mouth: "Ioyeo, yAdaoa @iAn: oL 8¢ pot, ypaels, £yypage otyfig/ piuata, kat gB¢yyou dupact
T kpading (IL, 1, 34, 1-2). Storin 2011, 246 believes the importance of this theme lies in the fact that nor-
mally Gregory would have dictated his compositions, whether letters or poems. Renouncing dictation
by way of a vow of silence meant renouncing to the elite status of a wealthy landowner, embracing the
middle- or lower-class task of a secretary, a form of ascetic humiliation. This could mean that Gregory,
contrarily to the praxis as represented by Cavallo, normally dictated even his poems, or that Gregory
chose poetry to communicate because the genre in itself entailed renouncing to dictation.

123 Agosti 2006.

124 Téypantat pev émt toilg Tavpov Tatol, Kai T0 ye mpdTOV péPog, TO péxpL ToU KATA TOV AVKOV
aiviypatog, aveyvwaodn kad’ 6v LAALoTA KaLpov 0 XEPwV EKPATEL Tf] OTAGEL TEPLYEVOUEVOG TTPOGLPAVON
8¢ 10 £mouevoV PETA TNV KABoSov TGOV AploTwv Av8pdV altnodvtwy, U KoAoBoV £l TV ATUXNUATWY
uetvat o ouyypaypa (Synes. provid. praef. 1-7); see also the whole provid. 1, 18.

125 dukovvtiog avBpwnog (Kupnvaiwv § éntvelov 6 dukods) EMESwKE poL PEPWVY ETLGTOANY TO GOV
EmLyeypappévny dvopa. Tautny avéyvwy 18€ws Te dua Kal ayapévewg meeiAeto yap to v i Slabéoel
T YUYiG, TO 8¢ T® KdAAeL TiG YAWTTNG. Kal Sijta mapeokevaad cot Béatpov emt ABUNG EAANVIKOY,
amayyeilag ke akpoasopévoug EANOYILWY YPaUUATwy. Kal ViV év Taig mtap’uiv moAeotv 6 TTuAaluévng
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directly to Marcianus, a common acquaintance of his and Pylemenes’s, saying that he
feared the letter could be read in the “Panhellenium” (ITaveAArviov), a place where lit-
erates met to hear and read ancient and new texts'?%, Moreover, Jerome witnesses a case
of public performance for a Christian polemical work: in his De viris illustribus, he says
that Gregory of Nyssa read the Contra Eunomium to him and Gregory of Nazianzus'?’.
Speaking of Gregory of Nyssa, his ep. 14 is worth mentioning, as it witnesses to a public
reading of a letter from Libanius (in much the same way as Synesius’s congratulations
to Pylemenes) and at the same time to the close relationship between written and oral
publication: after the reading, Gregory lent the letter to many other aficionados so that
they might copy from it sentences and expressions'?, In sum, we can assume that many
texts had an oral performance besides their written circulation.

Synesius’s letter is particularly interesting because it gives us a glimpse of the
real-life situation in which these performances took place. In fact, Synesius writes of
a “theatre” of educated people he gathered for the reading. The fact that this theatre
is labeled “Hellenic” (EAAnvikév) links it to the “Panhellenium” mentioned at the end
of the letter. In both cases, educated people convene to a place, literally a theatre or

TOAUG, 6 SNULOLPYOG THG BeaTeniag EMOTOARS. ... ypa@e 00V 00AKLG &v &yxwpH, Kal £otia Kupnvaioug @
AOYW* G 0v8EV &v avTolg iSLov avayvwoua yévolto tiv ITVAaLUévoug ypaupdtwy, Rén Kateoxnuévolg
00 T00 Setyparoc. (Synes. ep. 101, 1-9; 20-24). This passage is analysed by Hose 2003 as a clue to an
authorial edition of Synesius’ letters. Other examples of public reading of letters in theatres: §iAwoov
8¢ pot kal OTwg LUV EXEL TO PPOVTLOTIPLOV, Kal €L TARBOC OUANTAOV GOL TEPLPPATTEL TO BEaTpov (Procop.
Gaz. ep. 89); ua yap tov oov Nethov kat tag mapovoag oot Xdpirag, B£atpov AoyKov TV 6Ny Tapéayov
£MLOTOARY, KAV Tf| Taln péon mpog mavtag EAEYETO. KAYW PEV aAalmv REovuNy VO TV GEV YPUPUATWY
KaAovpevog, eyéda 8¢ T0 Beatpov €’ Epol: oL 8¢ TiV Adywv evdaiuwy E8okels. (91, 50); "EAafov cov kat
aUTOC TV TAELGTOU GELaV EMOTOANV Kal AvEYVWY 00 HOVOC, GANA TO PEV TPGTOV HOVoG, Bavudoag 8¢ kal
Béatpov kaBilw Tolg ypauuact Ty BovAnv. moAAoL 8¢ Kal T@V 00 BOVAELOVTWY EMEPPEOV YVOVTEG, EQ OTW
ye ouykabiloipeba (Liban. ep. 1259).

126 émiaToAny 8¢ €€ evBelag TPpOG avToV EmBelvat kaiTol TpobupnBelg évapknoa, iva ur eDBHVAg LTIOCYKW
701G TaVSEKTALG TOTG AMOOUAEVOVOL T OvOpata oL yap Ukpog 6 kivBuvog €v @ IaveAnviw Thv
£TOTOMV Qvayvwodijvat. KaAd yap o0Tw TOV T6mov, &v () ToAAKLS EppovTioa Tag Bapeiag ppovtisag,
TV Qrtavtayd0ev EANoyiuwy cuVIOVTWY £0° O Tiig lepdg axodoat To0 TPEoPUTOL WVIiC, Tatatd Kal véa
Katapaotevovong Suyquarta. (Synes. ep. 101, 66-78). The reference to ancient texts is interesting, be-
cause it is early evidence of a practice widespread in Byzantine times and witnessed notably by Photius’
Bibliotheca: circles of literary enthusiasts met to read works of past authors. See Cavallo 2019, 248-249;
Cavallo 2007.

127 Gregorius Nyssenus episcopus, frater Basilii Caesariensis, ante paucos annos mihi et Gregorio Na-
zianzeno contra Eunomium legit libros, qui et multa alia scripsisse et scribere dicitur (Hieron. vir. ill. 128);
McGuckin 2001a, 349-350.

128 oUTw yap OUVEPN KaTA TNV HUépav EKelvny Emoltioavtd pe Tf unTponoAel Tdv Kammadok@mv
EVTUYEWY TWLTGV EMTNSelwv, 6 PoLTo SdPov 0070, THV EMLETOANY, 010V TL 6UUBOAOV £0pTiig TpoETEivaTo.
£yw 8¢ mepiyapng Tfj ouvtuxia yevopevog kowov mpotdnka toig mapolol T0 kEPSOC, Kat mavTeg UeTELXOV
70 6Aov €KaoTog £XEV PLAOVELKOTVTEG, Kal 00K HAATTOVUNY €yw* Sleglodoa yap Tag mavtwy xelpag 1y
£MLOTOMN {810¢ £KAGTOL TTAOTTOG £YiVETO, TGOV UEV Ti] UVIUN SLa Tiig ouveX0Tg Avayvioew TGOV §€ SEATOLG
évamopa&apévwy ta piuata (Greg. Nyss. ep. 14).



52 —— 1 Texts and Context

auditorium, or a BovAevtrptov adapted to the aim, to hear a literary work being read'?,
The author could be present; perhaps he himself could be the reader, as in the case of
Gregory of Nyssa reading the Contra Eunomium to Jerome and Gregory of Nazianzus
in Constantinople, or Synesius reading the On Providence to his circle in the city; but
the author could also be far away, as is the case of letters read by the addressee to
local circles. In fact, the abundant evidence of letter-reading in front of an audience in
comparison with other genres can be explained by the fact that in the case of letters the
author could not be present and hence the addressee felt the need to inform him of the
reading, whereas other genres, such as homilies and speeches, presuppose and don’t
address the context of the performance. These literary circles and their activities have
been studied by Guglielmo Cavallo: on the subject of readings, he stresses the performa-
tive aspect, stating that reading was an outright recitation meant as a kind of show. The
practice went back to Second Sophistic recitationes in the imperial age and continued in
Byzantine times with circles such as that of Photius'®. The exclusive milieu of the par-
ticipants to these recitations, as witnessed by Synesius, meant that the audience of an
oral performance—especially in the case of letters or other elaborate writings—did not
differ substantially from the target of a written publication of the same kind of works.
Declamations, poetry, and skilfully crafted letters circulated orally and in written form
through social networks of educated and competent acquaintances of the author.

There are traces of such practices in Gregory’s works. An interesting example is in
the poem against Maximus, II, 1, 41:

Aéyew, ypageLy, Béatpa cLAAEYELY, oUYE
Kpdtoug éyeipev undev evAafovuevog.
Bpoyels pév ot Tdv axov6vtwy ool
TToAAot 8¢ Md&Luoi te kai mapagopol.

Tovtolg dpéokewy, ToUG 8& 60OV Yaipev £Qv,
Toug EGUAEVUEVOUG TE KAl GLVNYUEVOUG

(I, 1, 41, 24-29)**

declaiming, writing, gathering theatres,

to arouse applauses you clearly had no reserve:
few are the experts in the audience,

but many the Maximuses and the deranged,;
agreeable to these, and goodbye to the experts,
those thoroughly polished and frowning.

129 Particularly relevant for Synesius’ case are the auditoria found at Kom el-Dikka (Alexandria; see
Derda/Markiewicz/Wipszycka 2007), as well as the Odeion in Tolemais and the theatre attested in Cyrene
(see Kreikenbom 2012, 23). These spaces are good candidates for the oral performance of learned works
of rhetoric and poetry, and may well have been present outside of Egypt and Lybia.

130 Cavallo 2007, 73-86; Cavallo 2010.

131 See also Prudhomme 2006, 199.
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The passage, referring to Maximus’s literary activity, is full of terms familiar from
Synesius’s letters: the verbs of literary activity are “declaiming” (Aéyewv) and “writing”
(ypdopew), stressing the double channel, oral and written, of literature; the gathered
audience of public performances is called 8¢atpov; and, contrarily to what was clearly
the norm, Maximus’s theatres are poorly supplied with true experts (cogot), those whom
Gregory describes as “thoroughly polished” (¢outhevpévou), with the same verb Syne-
sius used for the audience of the Constantinopolitan Panhellenium (&rmooputAevovTeg).
The rarity of the verb and the shared context of recitations in Constantinople lead one
to suspect that this is not a coincidence, but that this substantival participle was some-
thing of a nickname for a concrete circle in Constantinople!*2. Anyway, these common
traits between Synesius and Gregory clearly suggest that Gregory knew the reality
of declamations for educated circles. This can be confirmed with more references.
Another interesting passage is in Gregory’s or. 4, a speech that scholars think Gregory
never delivered, but only circulated in written form'**, Almost at the beginning of the
speech, Gregory asks the rhetorical question of “who shall install a theatre worthy of
the thanksgiving” represented by his speech!®. As noted by Elm, the theme of theatre
is a red thread of this oration, and it has the function of criticising Julian’s religious
practices'. However, in this case, given its position at the beginning of the discourse
and its phatic function, the reference to a theatre could point to the expected audience
of a declamation, whether or not this was in fact recited in front of a “theatre”. There
are other passages in which Gregory employs the word “theatre” (6¢atpov), and in some

132 The root is most common in the composite Staouilebw, a verb used to express refinement and
subtlety since its first attestation, a fragment of Alexis on the Pythagoreans transmitted by Athenaeus
(muBayopiopol kal Adyol / Aentol Steouthevpéval te @povtideg, Athen. dipnos. 4, 52, 20-21). With the
same meaning, the verb is employed frequently by Cyril, to signify a clear-cut, articulated or subtle
line of argument (Zuviepev 8¢ UETG AenT®G T€ Kal Steopulevpévug, Cyrill. Alex. De trinitate 622; 6pO®G
£YovTa Te Kal SleouevUévwG, De incarnatione 678; Aemt®v Te Kal SleGUAELPEVWY €vvoldV, De adora-
tione et cultu 17; Aent®¢ Te Kal SleouAevpévng sokiuadewy, AConcOec, 1, 1, 6, 13). The verb is employed
on one of Cometas’ epigrams on his edition of Homer, to signify the correct division he introduced in
the exemplars: oti€ag Steopirevoa Tavtag éviéxvwg (Anth. Gr. 15, 38, 3). In two of Dioscorus’ poems,
the term is a title of prestige: mavtapiotov kal Steoureyyuévou (frg. 10, 4; 11, 4). The form employed
by Synesius, anoopiiedw, is rarer but attested in contemporary literature: it occurs in another letter by
him (tva qu@v Tt 100 BapBdpov pépoug évtelbev Tuyov dnoouirevdein, Synes. ep. 159) and in the Dion
(70 Aégwv kabipal te kal anoopreboay, 8, 29) always in the sense of linguistic purity; and both Julian
and Themistius use it with the same meaning (Epydtng ydp €01t kat To0Twv Gyabog, oK anoopedwv
008¢ dmovuy(Cwv Ta pripata oV8E anotopvelwy Tag TepLoSoug kabamep ot kouypol pritopeg, ulian. Imp.
or. 2, 7T7A; éxueAetdv 81 Blov GLYKOTAG Te OVOUATWY Kal amobAPELS Kal pripata armoouievety, Themist.
or. 21, 251B). The simple form ouieVw employed by Gregory is a hapax: using the simple instead of the
composite is a known poetic gesture, which proves Gregory’s care for poetic language even when writ-
ing iambs (Prudhomme 2006, 104-120).

133 Demoen 1996, 69.

134 "Epot 8¢ Bvovtt Buciav aivéoewg ofuepov, kal v avalpaktov tdv Adywv TRy avdntovty, Tig
0€aTpOV TEPLOTNTEL T} XAPLTL TAPLOOVUEVOV; (OF: 4, 3)

135 Elm 2012, 348-253.
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he means the audience of a speech: this is often the case in passages with a phatic func-
tion—that is, where Gregory addresses his audience'*. In two cases, the word is used
for the audience of someone teaching or declaiming, as an emblem of ambition'*’. All
the passages referred to here prove that Gregory knew the practice of 6¢atpa, recita-
tions of literary works in front of a selected audience of connoisseurs. Furthermore,
McLynn has demonstrated that one of Gregory’s poems, 11, 2, 1, was recited during such
an occasion and then prepared in written form as a gift to the addressee, who was
present at the performance'®, Here again, oral and written publication cross, as the
two different mediums, the target of which was, however, the same. Finally, ep. 176
proves clearly that in at least one instance Gregory’s poetry was orally performed hy
other people: writing to the rhetor Eudoxius, Gregory mentions some outrageous iambs
written by himself and recited to his addressee by a third person, Valentinus', It is
likely that Gregory had spread a poetic invective among his acquaintances and then
one of those, Valentinus, read it to other people of his circle, to which Eudoxius also
belonged.

Once we have assessed the methods and occasions of literary publication, it is nec-
essary to identify some concrete traits of Gregory’s audience, in particular the audi-
ence of his poems on bishops. To do so, we have to adopt the distinction between an
implied or inner audience and a real-life or intended audience—that is, between the
characters addressed in the poems, to whom the poems are purported to be aimed, and
the people who, in the mind of the author, should have read the poems!®. The inner
audience and purported occasion of the poems have been already analysed at §1.1.1.
Even though the four poems that are the subject of the present book’s discussion of
Gregory treat the same subject and share many themes and images, each has a differ-
ent implied audience: II, 1, 10 is aimed at the congregation in Constantinople, II, 1, 13
to the bishops of the council, II, 1, 12 moves between the bishops and the congregation,
sometimes addressing a single counterpart, and II, 1, 17 seems to be a soliloquy. A clue
to the context of these poems comes from the beginning of I, 1, 11, On His Own Life, a
work scholars have frequently linked both thematically and chronologically to II, 1, 12,

136 éuol 8¢ AeL TV yA@ooav, Kal DPOT THV VNV, GG CAATILYY0G, 1] Tapoloa evepyeaia, kal T0 KAAALOTOV
70070 B€aTpov, T Tékva T00 Oeod Sleokopmiopéva, cuvnypéva ig &v (or: 6, 7); BovAeabe Sdkpua T
Bedatpw xwhow, kal aVT® ye (owg T KapTeEPKWTATY, Kal Tdv mabdv kpelooovy, €vog TV TOTE
yevopévwv emuvnaobeic; (25, 10); Entel 8¢ dvekabipapev 0 Adyw t0 B€atpov, épe TLepL T opTiig idn
©L000PRoWEY, Kal 6LVEOPTACWHEY TATG PIAEOPTOLS Kal PLAoBEoLg Puyaig (39, 11).

137 mdow Bowuev “0¢ BéAeL, Sebp’ eloitw, / kv SIOTPOPAC TIG 1} TOAVGTPOQOG TUXN. / BEaTpOV E0TL TGV
nvewyuévoy, / taviyupls éatnkev: (referring to bad bishops, I1, 1, 11, 1725-1728); ©éAetg Adyolg Bodabat,
/ Kal oudAéyewv Béatpa; / IIoBETG vououg mutpdokelv / OUK €vdikolg mTaAatopols, / Pépetv te Kal pépeabat
/ IIpo Bnudtwy aBéouwv; (referring to the usual ambitions of a rhetor; I1, 1, 88, 41-46).

138 McLynn 2012a, 187-188.

139 "H ntov Tdv {GpuBwv UV uvnoKakelg, dv 6 Kak®g aroAouuevog ODaAEVTIVOS TTPocénTuoE, Kal Tadta
000 BélovTog (ep. 176, 2). McLynn 1997, 300.

140 Demoen 1996, 64—65; Elm 2012, 465.
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On Bishops, and which presents a shorter version of the speech Gregory revisited in II,
1, 13", Since II, 1, 13 is tightly linked to II, 1, 10, it is not wrong to say that the On His
Own Life is at the centre of our texts, with the exception of I, 1, 17, which, both for its
genre and its less polemical style, can be considered the group’s outlier. Now, the On His
Own Life is clearly aimed at the congregation in Constantinople:

IIpog & vudg Adyoc,

700G v 66’ U@V, AAAG VOV dAroTpioug,

600l te OuoSogodvteg, ite TIG voOOG 10
TAVTES YO UV EVUEVETG HEUVKOOLY.

Gv8peg, TO KAEWWOV U THG olkovuévng,

ol KOGpoV 0lKel®’, wg Opd, TOV SevTEPOV,

YAG Kat 6aAdoong KAALOG UQLEGUEVOL,

‘PRUN VEOLPYNE, ELYEVHY (AW 80, 15
Kwvotavtivou moALg te kal 6THAN KPpATOUG,

axovoat’, avpeg, avdpog devdeoTtdtou

Kal TOAAG HoyBrioavTog év ToAAAIG 6TPoYais,

&€ OV OITAPXEL KAl TO YLYVWOOKELY TAEOV.

(I1, 1, 11, 8-19)

For you are these words,

those once mine but now estranged,

those of the same faith and the bastard, if any,
for all are benevolent towards us, now that we shut up.
Oh men, glorious renown of the world,

you who seem to inhabit the second universe,
wrapped in the beauty of land and sea,

Oh, newly built Rome, seat of the other nobles,
city of Constantine and pillar of the empire,
hark, o men, a most truthful man,

and a much suffering one, through many tides,
whence comes more understanding.

One could not ask for a clearer definition of the congregation of Constantinople and its
role as addressee of Gregory’s apology. These lines even contain the name of the city,
Kwvotavtivou moALg (16). Hence, it is no surprise that scholars have been consistent in
defining Gregory’s intended audience: both his autobiographical poem and the anti-
bishop polemic of I1, 1, 10; 12 and 13 are aimed at Gregory’s supporters and contacts in
Constantinople, whom, we know from his letters, he kept entertaining'*2. These poems,
as recognised by McLynn, offer talking points to Gregory’s loyalists to counter differing
narrations of the events in 379-381'%, Gregory had to defend his legacy in a context of
competing interpretations of the council, among which the Antiochian line defended

141 McLynn 1997, 299-301; Elm 1999, 9; McGuckin 2001a, 371-385; McGuckin 2001b, 160. On the com-
mon themes of II, 1, 11 and II, 1, 13 see §1.1.1 n. 34.

142 Demoen 1996, 66; McLynn 1997.

143 McLynn 1997, 302.
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Nectarius and Flavian and the Western and Alexandrian one supported Maximus and
Paulinus'¥, In the first years after the council, matters were far from settled, and it made
sense for Gregory to try to influence the outcome and interpretation of the council. His
poems were instrumental in making his influence felt in the capital and, possibly, even
at court. Since poems underwent the double process of publication already described,
they could be sent in written form to the city from afar and at the same time spread to
Gregory’s nearer acquaintances in Cappadocia, in order to both build a local consensus
and exert an influence on the capital. In the city, they were not only a suitable and
convincing résumé of the main arguments of Gregory’s polemic, as McGuckin says'®,
Their oral performance could nourish the life of local circles of Gregorian supporters
or respond to similar pieces of polemic from other parties. Furthermore, the choice
of poetry tells us something of Gregory’s room for manoeuvring in Constantinople:
because poetry could hardly be directed to the great majority of Christians in the city,
but was usually performed for the special few, we can suppose that Gregory could not
claim the attention of the whole community, but only of small groups of supporters.
Even some formal features of these poems find a justification in their aim: the repeti-
tion of themes and arguments from one poem to another, for example, even though it is
a feature of the whole of Gregory’s works, here could have the function of hammering
on the same concepts for the sake of persuasion. At the same time, the variations that
these concepts undergo in metre, context, and choice of words, which have led scholars
to doubt Gregory’s command of the difference between genres, could be explained as
virtuosic “variations on a theme” by a skilful rhetor for his educated audience. The
selected few in Constantinople surely could appreciate Callimachean versatility.

1.2.3 Conclusion

Concerning the audience and the modes of publication of Ephrem and Gregory’s poetry,
many differences remain, but the overall frame is more similar than it appeared at
the beginning. Of the antitheses mentioned at the beginning, only the one regarding
liturgy is really relevant. We now know that both Ephrem’s and Gregory’s poetry devel-
oped in an environment where writing and orality were by no means strictly distin-
guished: poems were composed with the prospect of an oral performance, and orality
could play a role in their composition; and yet writing allowed for a wider circulation of
the product and for its survival after the performance. In this environment, no private
poetry could exist, because there was always a community around the poet, whether a
social network of Christian landowners or a group of ascetically minded pupils. These

144 See §5.1.2; for Maximus in particular: §3.1.1.3 n. 57.
145 On Gregory’s hijacking of the conciliar formulas and his literary and political moves after the Coun-
cil: McGuckin 2001a, 371-385.
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people not only attended to the written dissemination of the poets’ works in space (cir-
culation) and time (transmission), but they were also the texts’ preferred audience. Both
Gregory and Ephrem could count on an inner circle of connoisseurs and supporters.
The difference lies in the relationship between the inner circle and the community at
large. Ephrem’s liturgical poetry passed through the inner circle of the bnay qyama to
the whole congregation, and therefore it had more popular features. The foundational
moment of such a poetry was liturgy, the moment in which the selected few, the bnay
qyama, brought to God their own offering in the form of song, thus displaying it to the
whole community. However, at least in the case of the poems on bishops, the social
width of Ephrem’s audience was balanced by its geographic limitations: these poems
are concerned with the relationship between bishop and community; therefore, they
have no clear bearing on disputes affecting the church at large: they are not, in other
words, ecumenic. On the contrary, Gregory’s poems rarely address his relationship with
the larger congregation in Constantinople, a theme he could address in the homilies
preached in the city. The selected few in Cappadocia and in Constantinople, and even
the community at large when it is mentioned, are the centres from which Gregory’s
poetry should radiate to the whole ecumene. Gregory is concerned with the battles
fought in the church at large and which involve opposite arrays of bishops, and not
with the relationship between bishop and community.

On the one hand, the different perspectives through which Ephrem and Gregory
consider the figure of the bishop are due to their different geographic contexts: Ephrem
is at the extreme horder of the empire, whereas Gregory is trying to defend his tenure
as the bishop of the most central see of the church of his days. On the other hand, the
different foci influence the choices of publication and performance methods, which, as
we have seen, were flexible enough to accommodate different needs both in the Syriac
and in the Greek context. For we are not to assume that the foregoing considerations
can be indiscriminately extended to the whole of Gregory’s or Ephrem’s corpora. It is
likely that, if we compared different works—as, for example, the Poemata arcana of
Gregory with Ephrem’s Poems on Faith—we would have found many more similarities.
However, the differences highlighted in the case of the poems on bishops show clearly
the different perspectives through which the two poets, due to their different environ-
ment, treated the same subject.

1.3 Why poetry?

In the third part of this chapter, I will try to answer a fundamental question: Why
poetry? Specifically, why did Ephrem and Gregory choose to comment on such a prosaic
theme as bishops through the medium of poetry? In doing so, I will take as a starting
point the four reasons given by Gregory to write poetry in his II, 1, 39 (33-57), but will
also expand on them with reference to contemporary sources in order to contextualise
the speech act of poetry in the cultural codes of their time. For this reason, the four
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sections of my treatment do not coincide with (but do cover completely) Gregory’s four
motivations. In the first section, I will show the peculiar aesthetic value poetry had
for Gregory, Ephrem, and their contemporaries, relating that value to the domain of
rhetoric (in the case of Gregory), the domain of theology (for Ephrem), and the contexts
of publication the genre required. In the second section, I will analyse the less studied
motivations given by Gregory, those that connect poetry with the poet’s own spiritual
welfare, thereby recovering the complex strategy of self-presentation he deploys in
the poems on bishops to acquire legitimacy and to delegitimise his opponents. Such
a self-presentation would have been impossible outside the genre of poetry, which
becomes for this reason an essential facet of these texts. Less can be said of Ephrem in
this respect. In the third section, beginning with the expression &vot of II, 1, 39, 48-50,
I will discuss the relationship between poetry and heresy witnessed by ancient sources,
especially fifth-century ecclesiastical histories. This relationship is not wholly absent
from Gregory’s and Ephrem’s poetry, but it needs to be downsized in favour of a more
generically public role of poetry in conducting polemics and politics. Both our authors
are easily read in this context. Finally, I will examine the didactic import of poetry in
late antiquity, demonstrating how both Ephrem and Gregory did not write only to affect
current events and people, but to exert a lasting influence on Christian education. At
the end of this discussion, it should appear clearly what complex of motivations—partly
similar, partly different—brought Gregory and Ephrem to choose poetry, of all genres,
to talk about bishops. This will also justify my proposal to study these texts together
with the methods of literary analysis.

1.3.1 Aesthetic value of poetry

From our modern perspective, the author’s choice of a genre tends to be motivated by
aesthetic reasons. If an author chooses to express himself through poetry, it is because
he believes poetry has a peculiar aesthetic value—because, for example, the metre or
the imagery adds something to his expression—that could not have been achieved by
other means. However, this stance is by no means obvious, especially when we speak
of ancient authors. The matter is all the more worthy of discussion because we treat
poems concerned with themes remote from our notion of lyricism: Ephrem’s poems
praise and defend different bishops, while at the same time presenting them as models
of behaviour; Gregory criticises bishops through a fictive reconstruction of real acts of
expression (speeches and letters), which, however, did not occur in poetic form, nor in
the same manner as that in which they are presented in their poetic reconstruction. In
both cases, we face a content that, according to our standards, is more suited for a prose
elaboration than a poetic one.
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In the case of Gregory, we even have an osmosis between prose and poetry, by
way of common themes and even literal reprises between speeches and poems!*. This
has been noticed by scholars throughout Gregory’s oeuvre, with reprises of words and
themes occurring not only in poems and speeches, but also in poems in different metres
and different genres. This circumstance has led many scholars to doubt that Gregory
had a clear perception of the boundaries between genres or that he appreciated poetry
as in any way different from rhetoric: it goes without saying that this stance is usually
coupled with a harsh, when not outright scornful, judgement on the value of Grego-
ry’s poetry'¥’. For Milovanovic-Barham, Gregory is concerned only with the content
of his works and pays little attention to the various forms he uses!*. Her claim leans
on a passage from Gregory himself (II, 1, 12, 267-287), in which the poet stresses the
independence of content and form and the greater importance of content compared
to form', As a confirmation, one could quote also the acknowledgement at I, 1, 39,
47-51, that fewpia—that is, “the inner meaning” of a text—is much more important
for Christians than the outward appearance of style'®. Moreover, Gregory’s tendency
to blur the boundaries between prose and poetry originates in the classroom practice
of the paraphrase and in contemporary rhetorical thought, where poetry is subsumed
under rhetorical categories—for example, panegyric'*!. Hose echoes Milovanovic-Bar-
ham’s judgement in the context of a wider consideration of late antique Greek poetry,
in which he stresses the restraining power exercised on it by educational systems: in his
view, Greek poetry in late antiquity fails to emancipate itself from the classroom exer-
cises, and it can be reduced to those exercises and nothing more'?. Besides the fact that
Gregory’s poetry fails to be independent from prose, Milovanovic-Barham, in keeping
with Keydell’s results, highlights also Gregory’s lack of command of poetic language

146 The phenomenon is attested throughout Gregory’s oeuvre. The specific cases occurring in our
poems will be considered when commenting singular themes present in the poems.

147 Fundamental in this line of studies are Keydell 1953 (especially 137-139 and 142) and Jungck 1974,
22—-24.

148 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 498.

149 "Exet yap oUte: Strtdg Uiy mtag Adyog, / AEelg Te kal vodg: ai pév, olov £ktodev [ "Eadnw’, 0 8 £vSov
oGua quelecuévov. / Kal toig uév duow kodd, toig 8¢ dtepov, /"H aioypov adbig — wg uddnotg f uotg. /
‘Hutv 8¢ 100 P&V €KTOG 00 TOALG AGY0G, / ‘OTwg 1106’ £€eL, T00 8 Eow Alav TOAUG /'Ev v ydp €0Tv uiv N
owtnpla, / IIARV éxAarovpéve Te kal Snovuévey / IInyig Tt képdog €otiv Eumeppaypévng; / TL & NAtaxiig
axtivog, fiv kpomteL véog; | TooGTov £0TL volig 009G atyduevog, / Olov p68ou T0 KAANOG, &l KAAVE
OKETEL [ OUK e0TPEng TO Tepmvov Ekpaivel §, Gtav / Abpalg payeioa Tov Tokov Beatpion. / Ei 8 fv ael
70 KAMAog okemaopévoy, / 008 &v TIg Rpog Av xdpig Tod twuiov (11, 1, 12, 267-287).

150 TouToLg Aéyw 81| TOTG KexpwouEVoLg AGyols / Ei kal T0 kaAAog Ui €v Bewpla (11, 1, 39, 50-51).

151 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 499. See: mavnyvpkov yap mpdyua 8qmovBév 0Tt moinolg maca Kat
TAVTWV Y& AOYWwV TAVYLPLKOTATOV ... 6TEP YaP AV 6 AnocBEvNg ULV Katd TOV TOATIKOV AGyov &V Te
70 oLUPBOVALLTIKG Kal Stkavik® Kal 6 TIAdTwy €v Td meld mavnyvpk®d, To0T &v ‘Ounpog ein katd v
no{naw, {v 81} Tavnyvpkov AGyov £v puétpw Aéywv eivai Tig vk olpar i Stapaptrioetal (Hermogenes De
ideis 2, 10). Cf. the oratorical structure of the longer poems II, 1, 12 and II, 1, 13 (§1.1.1).

152 Hose 2004, on Gregory especially 21-24; Hose 2006.
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proper, especially in regard to the distinctions of metres and styles in relation to differ-
ent contents: it appears that Gregory can express the same theme in the same manner
using iambs and hexameters and in dramatic, elegiac, and Homeric language'*®. Given
these premises, the motivations Milovanovic-Barham attributes to Gregory for his
choice of poetry are unrelated to the genre itself and its structural characters: in Milova-
novic-Barham’s view, the value of poetry for Gregory is neither expressive (that is, the
form is not chosen to suit the content) nor practical, because poetic diction could not
reach (in Milovanovic-Barham’s view) a wide public. It is more of a pragmatic value,
like a gesture accompanying the words proper: Gregory wrote poetry to appropriate
the prestige associated with classical models and to claim back those models for Chris-
tianity after Julian’s effort to bind them to pagan religion**, While there is more than
a parcel of truth in this view, it still needs much nuancing, especially in light of more
recent research.

Prudhomme, with a detailed analysis of a wider corpus of Gregory’s poems, has
concluded that, despite the apparent equivalence of metres and genres, there is in fact
a general trend towards assigning the same themes to the same metres in Gregory: apol-
ogetic and polemic poems are overwhelmingly written in iambs, laments are written in
the elegiac metre, and biblical and theological subjects tend to be cast in hexameters'>,
Gregory diversifies not only the epic and elegiac lexicon from the palette of iambic
poetry, but he consciously looks for more poetic solutions in iambs than in prose. This
demonstrates that his poetry is no mere versification of prose works, but an authentic
literary effort's, His tendency to blur the boundaries of genres must be understood,
according to Prudhomme, as an adherence to the experimental poetic of Callimachus.

Gregory’s appreciation of the peculiar aesthetic value of poetry is apparent also
from his explicit statements. Poetry, it is often repeated, has a peculiar sweetness, the
ability to entertain, give pleasure, or enchant the audience, independently from its con-
tents. This theme is prominent in Gregory’s II, 1, 39, where he adopts the commonplace
image of honey poured on the brims of a cup containing a bitter medicine in order
to make a child drink the medicine: the medicine is stern content; the honey is the
sweetness of poetic form'’. But this idea keeps coming up in the poem: pagan poetry is

153 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 502.

154 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 503.

155 Prudhomme 2006, 78-106.

156 Prudhomme 2006, 106-120.

157 11, 1, 39, 37-41; Prudhomme 2006, 211; the topos is most famously found in Lucretius, 1, 936-942.
Prudhomme points out that Clement of Alexandria used it to justify the presence of poetry in the Bible,
whereas the passage she adduces seems more of an allegorisation of music (note the key-word of alle-
gory, AnBwov), with no reference to concrete songs: AiSet §¢ ye 6 Evopog 6 €uog ov tov Tepmévspov
vopov 006¢ tov Knmiwvog, 008¢ unv @puylov i AVSLov ij Awplov, aAAL Tig Kawijg dppoviag Tov aidlov
VOpOV, TOV pePOVLHOVY TOD B£0T, TO Aoa TO KAV, TO AEVLTIKOV, «VNTevBEG T tyoAGV Te, Kak@v £mtiinOeg
AmdvTv»* YALKD TL Kal aAnBwov @dpuakov meldods éykékpatal T dopatt (Clem. Alex. protr. 1, 2, 4).
Gregory uses the same language of sweetness, pleasure and persuasion, but turns it concrete. Hermo-
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“ornate” (xeypwopévol Adyou), and so also Christian speaking can have “leonine grace”
(xdptg Aeovtiog); Old Testament hagiographers used the pleasure (10 tépnvov) of poetry
as a vehicle for its good content (8xnua 00 kaAod); in the same way, Gregory mixes a
bit of pleasure in the hard contents of Christianity to allow younger people to progress
gradually in Christian education, like those who spice up their meals'*, The pleasure of
poetry is linked to that of games and playing, which in one sense belittles it, but at the
same time acknowledges a peculiar place and value to poetry®®. The very same passage
of I1, 1, 12, 267-287 used by Milovanovic-Barham to argue for Gregory’s lack of interest
in poetry can be brought up in connection to II, 1, 39 to argue the opposite: it is true that
Gregory sharply distinguishes form and content of language and that he adopts a utili-
tarian view, stressing the value of content as a kép8og, a gain; yet, at the same time, he
underlines that this content must be expressed and that, even if any expression is good
enough, an effective expression is much better. For, says Gregory, if an ugly cup covers
the petals of the rose, then its beauty has no use and spring has no pleasure, whereas if
the cup “pushes” the flower “on stage” (Beatpion, 281), then the beauty becomes appar-
ent. Language must “put” content “on stage”!*,

Admittedly, Gregory conceives form and content as each having much more auton-
omy than they do in the system of genres of classical antiquity: this autonomy is due both
to rhetorical education, as pointed out by Milovanovic-Barham, and to Christian exe-
gesis, especially that of Origen, which carefully distinguished more layers of meaning
for single forms in the Bible and stressed apologetically the contrast between the lack
of refinement of biblical Greek and the deep truth of its content'®!, This contrast goes
back ultimately to Paul'®2. However, in the frame of the autonomy of form and content,
Gregory holds poetry as a decoration of form, capable of creating pleasure in the audi-
ence and, in this way, enhancing persuasion. Poetry has also the character of a game,

genes, t00, stresses pleasure as one of the aims of poetry: kai xar’a0Tiv 8¢ v Toincw PvoEL odoaV
yAvkelav mapa tov dAAov Adyov ék@aivetal Ta niBeta kal yAvkUTepd mwg dvta kal mAeiova motoBvta
TV 8ovijv. ... Zyjuata 82 yukvtntog, dep kai dpeAeiag eéAéyouev elvat kal €Tt kabapdTnTog, Tpog 8&
T0oUTOLG Kal T 10T KédAAoug Kail ToT Adyov ToD kekadwmiopuévov (Hermogenes De ideis 2, 4).

158 1I, 1, 39, 50.53.86-87.90-98.

159 11, 1, 39, 42-46.52; Prudhomme 2006, 212—213 for the connotations of this reduction of poetry to game.
160 Same interpretation of these lines as mine in Gautier 2002, 121, who rightly points to Sir. 20:30 (=
41:14-15) as a biblical precedent.

161 Prudhomme 2006, 476-478. See: ...tfj Kekpuupévy AaumpoTnNTL TAV SoypdTwy €v evTedel Kal
EVKATAPPOVITW AEEEL ATTOKELUEVY). ‘EYOUEV YA Bnoavpov év 00Tpakivolg okeveaty, tva Adppn i brepfoAn
Thg Suvduewg ToT 0T, kal Wy’ voulsdf elvat ‘¢€ MUV’ THV avlpwnwv. et yap ai katnuatevpéval Tdv
anodeiewv 080l mapd Tolg avBpwToLg Evamokeipeval Tolg BLBALOLS kaTioyvoav TdV avBpOTWY, 1 TioTIS
U@V &v eVAOYWG LTTEAAUPAVETO €V co0ig AvBpwWTWV’ Kal ovK €v Suvapel Beod™ viv 8¢ ) EmdpavTt
T0UG 0QOAAUOVG 0aPEg BTL ‘0 Ady0g Kal TO Kfjpuyud’ mapd Toig moAA0Tg Sedvvntal ‘ouk €v Telfols coplag
AGYoLg, GAX’ év dmoSeitel mvedpatog kat Suvapewd’ (Orig. princ. 4, 1, 7, a passage contained in the Philo-
calia excerpted by Basil and Gregory, from which see also the fourth excerpt, in Joh. comm. 4).

162 1Cor. 2:1-5; 2Cor. 4:7; 1Thess. 1:5. See the poignant considerations on the aesthetic of formlessness
brought about by Christianity in Averincev 1988, 91-94.
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something futile but also suitable in certain moments of life. Therefore, Gregory’s take
on the value of poetry per se is very ambiguous, in that he belittles it and at the same
time acknowledges its value as a mean of pleasure and persuasion. Maybe monastic
criticisms of classical poetry, growing in the last part of the fourth century, account for
Gregory’s defensive and belittling attitude!®3, One could object that Gregory’s notions of
poetry were commonplace and therefore not very significant for ascertaining his atti-
tude. However, the fact that Gregory repeats traditional views on poetry need not mean
that he is employing them as simple arguments of defence, without any sincere adher-
ence to them. If such claims were to be effectively persuasive, then they had to be per-
ceived as true despite all their triteness: therefore, if in defending his poetry Gregory
says that he employs this medium to draw young people near God’s commandments
with its pleasantness, we have to think that for Gregory and his readers poetry was,
at least in theory, characterised by a pleasantness that could not be achieved with any
other means. Saying, as does Hose, that the motivations Gregory gives for writing his
poetry are false because the poetry doesn’t meet our taste or is not of the same aesthetic
value as that of classical poets is a non sequitur'®,

We can find this “decorative” conception of poetry in Ephrem, too. In particular,
when criticising Bardaisan, Ephrem stresses the duplicity of his poetry, which conceals
through sweet forms and music a dangerous content'®, Here, as in Gregory’s case,
there is an element of cultural appropriation, in that Bardaisan is said to have written
poetry only to usurp David’s prestige, thus lending credibility to his own inventions!®¢,

163 Prudhomme 2006, 26 and below, §1.2.3: in Sozomen, for example, admiration for paideia and the
notion that poetry is above all a mean for propaganda, mostly employed by heretics, coexist. A similar
ambiguity is found in Athanasius’ Letter to Marcellinus: against the “pure and simple” (akepaiou), he de-
fends the use of psalm-singing saying that it is not because of the pleasure of music, but for the beneficial
effects on the souls that poetry and music were included in Scripture. Mentioning, though only to refuse
it, the pleasure inherent to poetry and music, he confirms the idea that poetry was seen as pleasurable:
At i 8¢ petd péroug kat wdiig YaAovtal oi toloitol Adyol, avaykaiov unde to0to maperdelv. TvEG uév
Yap OV Tap’ HUIv dxepainv, Kaitol TeTELGVTWY elval BedmvevoTa T pripata, dpwg vopifovat St o
e0QWVOV Kal TEPYEWS EVeKeV TG AKof ¢ peAwSeTaalL ToUg Parpovg. Ok £0TL 8¢ 0UTWE 0V yap T0 N8V Kal
TOavov £0RTNoev 1} Tpagr: AAAA kal To0To weeleiag évekev Tig Yuyiig TeTuNwTAL (Athan. ep. ad Marcell.
27, PG 27, 37); To dpa puetd pédoug Aéyeabal To0g YaApolg 00K £0TLY EVPWVIAG OTTOVSN, GAAG TEKUpPLOV
i appoviag Tdv év i Yuyii Aoyloudv. Kal 1) EppeAng 8¢ avayvwolg cOuBordv Eatt Tiig eLpUBUOL Kal
dyelaotov kataotdoewg tig Stavolag (29, PG 27, 41).

164 Hose 2004, 24.

165 “With garments and beryls / he [Satan] adorned Bardaisan // on Marcion he put sackcloth / to black-
en the children of Light” (hymn. haer. 1, 12, 1-4, where the adornment is a metaphor of the language);
“In the dens of Bardaisan / tunes and songs // for he saw that youth / longs for sweetness // chanting its
psalms / adolescence becomes wanton” (17, 1-6); “He distributed to the innocent / bitterness with sweet-
ness” (53, 5, 7-8). Here, too, poetry is linked to young people.

166 “To David he wanted to look / to adorn himself with his beauty // to be lauded like him” (hymn. haer.
53, 6). In the case of Gregory, Milovanovic-Barham claimed that his employ of poetry was motivated by
the desire to appropriate the prestige of Greek culture.
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However, it is clear that Ephrem’s conception of poetry is not limited to an imitation of
David but has aesthetic values, for the forms of Syriac poetry, which Ephrem clearly
mentions when speaking of Bardaisan’s operation, are different from those of the
Psalms. Therefore, the usurpation of David is linked to the choice of expression through
poetry and music in general, while the idea of “edulcorating” heretic content is ascribed
to poetry per se.

Except for the criticisms of Bardaisan, Ephrem is not very eager to distinguish
content from form, even though we can read numerous passages stressing the pleas-
antness of poetry and singing and hence its aesthetic value'®’. In the case of our poems
on the bishops, stanzas 2 and 12 of CN 17 are a good example of this idea: the poem is
compared first to a garland offered to the bishops of Nisibis, and then to a picture of
their virtue'®, In the first image, Ephrem stresses the ability of poetry to order reality
(the characters of the bishops) and to reproduce it in a pleasant form. Comparing poetry
to a faithful painting, he underlines the capacity of the poem to represent faithfully and
effectively the inner characteristics of people, in a manner similar to how the younger
bishop was able to imitate his predecessor in his manners. Yet this is not clearly linked
with Ephrem’s choice to express himself in poetry: passages explaining the value of
the pleasure conveyed by poetry in educating or persuading, as found in Gregory, are
absent from Ephrem. This may hint that poetry was more favourably received in the
Syriac-speaking area than in the Greek one and that Ephrem therefore felt less pressure
to defend his choice of form than did Gregory. If this deduction is safe, then the idea
that the ambiguous standing of poetry in contemporary Greek culture was due to Plato’s
criticism on the pagan side and to Egyptian monasticism and Origen’s legacy on the
Christian side gains credibility*®.

Among Ephrem scholars there is a widespread notion that the medium of poetry
gave a peculiar character to Ephrem’s thought, differentiating it from Greek and Latin
theology, which was expressed mostly in prose. A similar claim has been put forward
about Gregory, but it met scarce success precisely because the distinction of prose and
poetry in this author is less marked than in Ephrem!™. In the latter’s case, scholars
claim that poetry allowed for a more symbolic and less philosophical approach to theol-

167 For example, Resurr. 2 is all concerned with the offering of the chant as a garland, thereby empha-
sising its pleasant nature and its dignity (because it can be offered to God), its ability to express joy and
its liturgical value.

168 “In one love I will mix them / and a garland I'll weave them, // their flowers bright, / their blossoms
sweet, // of him who was chief, and of his disciple” (CN 17, 2, 1-5); “Me too, the dregs of the flock, / I did
not skimp on what was due, // I painted an image of both, / with the dyes of both, // that the fold may
see their ornaments, / and the flock their beauties; // and since I am a speaking lamb / for You, God of
Abraham, // in Abraham’s tenure I praise You.” (12).

169 Proudhomme 2006, 20-26, 476-478.

170 Spidlik 1985. A similar claim regarding Ambrose’s poetry is put forward in Dunkle 2016.
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ogy'”". Ephrem’s poems lack precise dogmatic definitions and the dialectic pace of their

Greek and Latin counterparts. Instead, they employ typology, personifications, meta-
phors, striking antitheses, and parallels to convey a theological or exegetical message.
Ephrem avoids giving a straightforward and abstract treatment of his subject and tends
to weave together different passages or images from Scripture in an original way. That
this attitude was purposeful is clear from many passages of the hymn. fid., where the
poet warns against an overly rationalistic approach to God, resulting in limited defini-
tions and ultimately in heresy. After all, the Syriac theologians of the fifth century and
onwards testify to this peculiarity of Ephrem’s stance: in the midst of the christolog-
ical controverses, they found their countryman increasingly unsatisfying and began
to translate and lean on Greek writers to defend their positions. Ephrem’s texts were
accordingly purged of their more ambiguous statements'’2. For all this consensus, it is
difficult to prove beyond doubt that poetry was an integral part of Ephrem’s theological
approach as opposed to prose, because Ephrem never draws such a distinction between
prose and poetry, nor does he comment on his choice of the one or the other. There is a
risk of superimposing (as some interpreters have consciously done) our postsymbolistic
or phenomenological notion of poetry and symbol on Ephrem’s choices. Nonetheless, at
the beginning of his Commentary on Genesis (comm. in Gen.), a prose work, Ephrem says
that he began the work unwillingly, at the insistence of friends, because he thought he
had already explained everything in the homilies (meémre) and in the madrase (proba-
bly a reference to the hymn. parad.)'”®. Here, the difference between poetry and prose
is that in poetry Ephrem expresses himself abundantly (b-saggr’ata)—that is, exhaus-
tively—while in prose he writes briefly (b-karyata), explaining only the problematic
passages of the biblical text'™. Given Ephrem’s clear preference for the poetic medium,
as testified by the quantity and importance of his poetic works compared to prose, one
can interpret the beginning of the comm. in Gen. as referring not to an accidental pref-
erence for poetic treatment over prose on this occasion, but to a more general trend of
the author towards treating theological themes extensively in poetry and using prose
for more circumstantial occasions and aims. This can corroborate my view that Ephrem
used poetry as an integral part of his theological approach, even though the author does
not explicitly say so or offer a precise definition of the features of poetry that commend
its use to the theologian.

171 1 find the following works exemplar of this line of thought: Murray 1975; El-Khoury 1985; Brock
1992; Den Biesen 2006; Narinskaya 2013; the studies of T. Bou Mansour. See Mathews/Amar/McVey 1994,
45-47 (with notes), for a similar approach and more bibliography.

172 Butts 2017.

173 “I had not wanted to write a commentary on the first book of creation, lest we should now repeat
what we had set down in the metrical homilies (mémre) and hymns (madrase). Nevertheless, compelled
by the love of friends, we have written briefly of those things of which we wrote at length in the metrical
homilies and in the hymns” (comm. in Gen., translation at Mathews/Amar/McVey 1994, 67).

174 Mathews/Amar-McVey 1994, 60.
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Until this point, the discourse has been rather general: we have determined that
both Ephrem and Gregory acknowledge a peculiar aesthetic value to poetry, but we still
have to understand why they chose to apply this value (or others still to be ascertained)
to the theme of bishops. Ephrem’s image of the garland suggests that the reason he
chose poetry to praise the bishops was that he perceived poetry as more valuable than
prose. The beauty of poetry embellishes its content, and a genre that embellishes is the
most suitable for praise. However, one must not overemphasise aesthetic reasons in
the choice of poetry: considering what we know about the performance conditions of
Ephrem’s madrase, this was also the genre that allowed the most direct connection of
the poet with the congregation. In the case of Ephrem, genre still defines an occasion
and an exclusive channel of communication. The possibility of addressing the congre-
gation directly on the topic of its bishop during the liturgy was a powerful means for
sending messages about the bishop and defending his legitimacy.

Gregory, in the four poems against bishops, does not state why he chose to express
himself in poetry. As we will see, aesthetic considerations were not the only reasons to
choose a genre, even in the case of Greek literature, where rhetoric and educational
practice had considerably liberated the ancient genres from their original contexts and
constraints. The long iambic poem II, 1, 12 is a poetic rendition of the real discourse,
whose edited version is preserved as or. 42. In general, we can say that iambic poetry
was traditionally divided into two strands, one of harsh invective and the other of mor-
alising poems'’> Therefore, it is only right that Gregory should choose iambic metre
as the mode in which to launch his full-fledged attack against the bishops while at the
same time moralising on the state of contemporary church. Furthermore, what he had
written in iambs he could transpose into other genres without losing face: this is demon-
strated by the already mentioned ep. 176, where Gregory asks the rhetor Eudoxius for
a favour after admitting that he wrote denigratory iambs against him and downplaying
the importance of this kind of attack'’®. Similarly, Gregory managed to open a cool but
courteous exchange of letters and favours with his successor Nectarius, notwithstand-
ing his clear and violent verbal attacks on Nectarius’s person'”’.

Gregory’s last speech before he resigned at the council was never edited in prose,
but only in the dramatised forms of hexametric poetry (I, 1, 13) and in a section of
the iambic On His Own Life (II, 1, 11, 1828-1855). The epic version of the discourse
is considerably expanded and focalised on the worthlessness of bishops, a theme the

175 Agosti 2001, 231-233.

176 "H 7ov TGV GuBwy MUV Uvnotkakelg, @v 0 KakGSG arolovuevog OVAAEVTIVOG TTPOCENTUCE, Kal
tadta 6od B£AovTog. OV yap fv PTopog avSpog kal Sewol dvsp’ émapdvacdat, 6mOTE TIg TPOTEPOV
{apBorotely Toladta KaretoAunoey. AAX’, Ayirel, Sduacov Buuov péyav kai kivnoov abdig nuiv
TV ypaeida, Thv onv periav: pn 86&ng, uikpd menoveos ... H pév odv maisid tooadtn Kai &t T0600TOV.
"0 8¢ 0UKETL TAUOVTWV 0TEV, GANG Kal Alav 6mtoudagévTwy, TOV yAUKOTAaToV Liov Huev NikoBoviov adbig
£yyelpifopév ool amavtdv eig uellw, TOV EMOKOTKOV TPOTOV (ep. 176, 2-3; 5).

177 McLynn 1997; McGuckin 2001a, 375-377; McGuckin 2001b, 163-164, 167.
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iambic version doesn’t even touch. The retellings of biblical episodes are abundant,
which may account for the choice of Homeric poetry for this discourse: it mythologises
the actual incident, which becomes a groundbreaking and epic moment, linking it to the
epic Greek past and the biblical sacred history. The choice of hexameter for an invective
is not without parallels: Claudian’s two invectives, In Rufinum and In Eutropium, are
framed as epic poems, except for the first book of In Eutropium, which is an inverted
panegyric, a Ypdyoc. In the case of Claudian, however, the model of Roman satire is
at work, too, so that occasional use of low language and aggressive “iambic” content
feels more appropriate than in Gregory’s Homeric diction'’8. II, 1, 10 and 17, with their
elegiac form and content, are part of a larger constellation of poems, in which Gregory
reflects on his past through the form of lament. Lament allows for a vaguer grasp on
reality and for a representation of Gregory’s own situation as a moral example relevant
for anyone. In other words, these poems are not concerned with the exact narration
of historical episodes, but with the communication of a certain image of their author.
Through these frames, one can understand the choice of poetry to talk about bishops.

1.3.2 Poetry as spiritual exercise and the poet as ascetic

In this longer section, I will examine the first and fourth motivations for writing poetry
that Gregory gives in On His Verses (11, 1, 39). The first motivation, in particular, can be
brought into relation with the ancient practice of spiritual exercise, which in that period
was being appropriated and adapted also by Christian authors. This idea, however, does
not explain well Gregory’s own presentation of our poems. Here, the fourth motive given
atIl, 1, 39 is much more interesting. I will then show how contemporary interpretations
of the Psalms and classical poetry provided Gregory with the justification and form
to vent his negative passions. His aim in this venting is not so much personal therapy,
but to project a certain image of himself to the reader; to demonstrate that this is the
case, I will analyse Gregory’s treatment of two negative feelings, pain and rage. Pain,
vented thanks to the elegiac and erotic tradition, allows Gregory to present himself as
a martyr of public life, and therefore a legitimate public actor. Rage, on the other hand,
seems more problematic for its deeply negative connotations in late antiquity, but the
tradition of iamb, comedy, and Socratic enquiry allows for a justified expression of this
socially destructive feeling. Gregory can thereby present himself as an outsider and the
chastiser of bad bishops. Taking all these elements together, I will delineate the complex
strategy of self-presentation that Gregory developed in the poems on bishops, which
was possible only through the medium of classicising poetry. On the other side, Ephrem
appears as a much more traditional Christian writer, anticipating trends of the subse-

178 Long 1996, 65-106; see also Fo 1982, 70; Koster 1980, 298-351; Cameron 1970, 83-84. More on this
at §5.2.
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quent hagiography but without departing from Christian models of self-presentation.
The cause of this difference between the two writers may be that, while Gregory speaks
as a bishop to bishops in the second person, Ephrem praises bishops in the third person.

Of the four reasons Gregory gives for his writing poetry in the poem On His Verses
(I1, 1, 39), the first and the last are the ones less examined by scholarship'”. Maybe this
has to do with their prevalent psychological import and their apparent lack of cultural
interest: Gregory says he writes in metre (uétpa) to give a measure (uétpa) to his log-
orrhoea and as a means of relief in his illness'®. Yet there is something striking about
the first reason, for Gregory explains that the constraint of metre should slow down his
writing, thereby limiting the quantity of his output, whereas we know from the massive
quantity thereof that he had no particular difficulty in writing metrically. How can we
explain such a contradiction between statements and facts? Cues in this regard come
from studies by McGuckin and Storin'®": the whole poem should be read as an attempt
by Gregory to recover the authority lost at the Council of Constantinople, and this idea
of metre limiting excess in talking is no exception. In fact, the ambivalence of the word
“measure” (uétpov) and its derivatives is the common theme of the whole poem, where
remarks about style and genre are conflated with moral critiques'®: writing without
metre is also writing without measure; a stylistic failure reflects a moral failure in con-
trolling one’s own expressions.

As was noted by Storin, this theme features prominently in the so-called Poems
on Silence (11, 1, 34-38), a series of poems written during Lent 382, when Gregory took
a temporary vow of silence, until Easter'®. Gregory’s vow didn’t exclude writing, but
instead encouraged it, so that Gregory wrote, with his own hand, a number of letters
and poems during that Lent. The aim of this practice was to withdraw for a while from

179 Some scholars did not even address them: Demoen 1993; Milovanonvic-Barham 1997; Hose 2004,
24; Simelidis 2009. McGuckin 2006, 209 takes into account the first motive. Proudhomme 2006, 205
quotes a passage of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, which however is irrelevant, because it refers to the
difference between stichic poetry and other genres, where the poet could vary the measure of the lines.
180 IIp@Tov uév NBéANca, Tolg dAAOLG Kapwy, / ObTw medfjoal TV Euny auetpiav: / Qg &v ypagwv ye,
A W) TTOAAA YpaQw, / Kapmv T0 puétpov ... Tétaptov ebpov i) voow movovuevog / Iapnydpnua todto,
KUKVOG 1G YEPWY, / ACAETY £UauT® T& MTEp®Y cupiypara, / OV Bpijvov, GAX’ Duvov v’ E€ttiiplov (11, 1, 39,
34-37.54-57).

181 McGuckin 2006; Storin 2011.

182 IToAAoUG 6p&V ypagovtag év T Vv Blw / Adyoug apétpoug, kal péovtag evkoAwS, / Kal mAelatov
éktTpiBovtag év movolg xpdvov, / Qv képSog 008V 1j kevh) ylwaaadyia: (1L, 1, 39, 1-4); ot yap mAeioveg
[ Tolg op®V péTpolg petpolol kal Ta Tdv mélag, (29-30); METpOV KAKILELS €KOTWG, AUETPOG GV, /
Taupomolog, ouyypagwv aufrnpata. / Tig yap BAémovta, ui BAEnwy, Eyvwploey; [ "H Tig TpéXovTy, Un
TPEYWY, cLVESpae; / TIANV oV AéAnBag, O Yéyetg, wvoluevog. /0 yap kakilelg, 1o0To ool omovdaleTad,
[ Kal 69d8p’ apétpwg, 10 ypagew motjuata. (69-77); ANV (o8t moAAd kai Tpa@aig petpovueva, / ‘Qg ot
60gol Aéyovov EBpaiwv yévoug. / Ei pij uétpov oot kal T veupwv Kpovpatd, ... (82-84); Ti o0v kakilelg
TNV éunv evuetpiav, / Tolg 0olg uétpolg otabumpevog T T@v méaag (101-102).

183 Storin 2011, 243; Xe{Aeal Ofjka OOpeTpa. / TO § aitiov, (¢ ke pdBoiut / pHBwv UETPA PEPELY, TAVTOG
é¢mkpatéwv (Greg. Naz. 11, 1, 34, 11-12).
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the public arena, eventually to come back with renewed authority'®. After the council,

Gregory had not resumed his role in Nazianzus, probably exploiting the ambiguity of his
canonical position to spread his writings as the words of the bishop of Constantinople!®,
In that early phase, he battled rather directly his adversaries both in Cappadocia and in
Constantinople through personal poems, letters, and the edition of some of his homilies.
However, beginning from Lent 382, he changed his strategy and self-styling. To do so
successfully, he had to withdraw from the political arena and restore an authoritative
image. Hence, the choice of silence, accompanied by the rhetoric of measure in speak-
ing: Gregory refused to hecome embroiled in violent and sterile polemics and presented
himself as the detached ascetic, talking only with God. This way, the writings that issued
from his silence purported to be devoid of any passion and personal interest, because
they were not hasty reactions to the polemic of the day, but an exercise in detachment
and apatheia. At the same time, Gregory’s silence and his “measured” expression indicted
his talkative enemies. We can interpret the first motivation for writing poetry in II, 1, 39
in a similar way. Indeed, II, 1, 39 may even belong to the same writing campaign as the
poems written for Lent 382. In any case, Gregory presents his choice of writing poetry as
an ascetic exercise in control and limitation of speech. This way, he invites us to see his
poetry as impartial and disinterested, while he presents himself as an ascetic.
Gregory’s first motivation implies the idea that the activity of writing poetry can
exert a psychological effect on the agent. In particular, the constraint of metre should
favour economy of words and thoroughly thinking through one’s expressions. In this
way, the product will be measured not only in terms of poetic metre but also as regards
the passions expressed. Given this description, one can easily connect this notion of
poetry to that of “moral” or “spiritual exercise”: an act or proceeding which consciously
influences itself, in order to produce a moral effect, to modify the self of its agent'®¢, The
association between writing and spiritual exercise is by no means new: the practice of
a written examination of conscience, in particular, has both pagan and Christian prece-
dents. In an often-quoted passage of the Vita Antonii, Athanasius has Anthony advise his
fellow monks to write down their actions and the movements of their souls. In Antho-
ny’s words, the act of writing should serve as a substitute for the sight of other people,
thereby enhancing shame for one’s own falls and increasing awareness of the sins'®’.
It is not at random that this exercise is introduced as a mapatipnotg, a word meaning

184 Storin 2011, 242, 251, 253, 256-257.

185 McLynn 1997, 302.

186 See the definition of “moral exercise” quoted in Hadot 2005, 70.

187 "Eotw 8¢ xal abtn mpog acedAelav To0 gy auaptavely mapatipnolg “Ekaotog tag mpdéelg kat ta
Kwiuata g Yuxig, wg HEAAOVTEG AAANAOLG ATayYEANELY, onuelwUeDa Kal Ypapwuey: Kal Bappelte, OTL,
TvTwg aioyvvopevol yvwabival, mavedueda 1ol auaptdvey, kal 6Awg tod évBuuelobal TL @adiov.
Tig yap auaptdvwv Bérel PAéneoBay; ij Tig auaptioag, ov pdAAov Ppevdetatl, Aavbavewy BEAwY; “Qaomep
00V BAETOVTEG AAARAOUG, OUK &v TTOpVEDaaLUEY, 0UTWE, £0v MG ATTayyEAAOVTEG AAARAOLG TOUG AOYLOUODG
YPAQwueY, udAlov Tnprioouev £autodg Atd Aoylou@v purap@dv, aicyuvopevol yvwodivat "Eotw odv
UV TO ypAppa avtl 60BaAUGY TGOV cLVacKNTOV' tva, EpLOPLBVTEG Ypapewy MG T0 BAETEaBal, uid’ 6Awg
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“surveillance” and “observation”, but also “taking note” and “taking notice” and even
“observance”. It is, to speak plainly, an exercise, a praxis to conform to (an “obser-
vance”), consisting of “surveillance” and “observation” of oneself, aimed, through the
practical act of “taking notes”, at “noticing” our shortcomings. As such, it is perfectly
ascribed in the category of the traditional spiritual exercises, whose aim—as explained
by Hadot—was raising one’s own awareness (mpoooyr) of his inner phenomena'®®, In
a similar way, Gregory’s resolve to write in metre is aimed at limiting the extension of
his output to enhance its quality: the difficulty of metre should raise his awareness in
choosing every single word, so that he avoids rashness and unsophistication of expres-
sion, thus mastering his words as the monk masters his passions'®. In the interpret-
ing of poetry as a spiritual exercise, another important element is the traditional use
of rhetoric to move the imagination and to meditate, which is all the more important
given the rhetorical character of Gregory’s poetry. This use, like the use of writing in
general, is nothing new, being attested in pagan philosophy'*’. Dating not much after
Gregory, in the Apophthegmata Patrum there is transmitted an evocative description of
the novissima by Evagrius, explicitly meant to be long meditated upon and to enhance
a moral response’®’. Therefore, in employing what in his time amounted to a rhetori-
cal means—poetry—Gregory is subscribing to (and perhaps even influencing) a habit-
ual practice in pagan philosophical contexts, but a rather recent addition to Christian
ascesis. However, for all these parallels with contemporary Christian practice and his-
torically attested pagan traditions, one must reckon with the novelty of Gregory’s claim.
Actually, in the Greek tradition there are no precedents for such an overt use of poetry
as a spiritual exercise, and, in particular, the idea that the metre qua metre could have
a moral effect on the poet is unparalleled'®’. Hence, the first motive Gregory adduces

£vBuunBapev Ta eatiar oiTw 8¢ TumoTvTeg £aVTOVG, Suvnooueda SovAaywyelv T0 o, Kal ApEoKeE
uév @ Koplw, mately 8¢ tag 100 ¢x0pol pebodeiag (Athan. vit. Anton. 55).

188 Hadot 2005, 74-75.

189 On mastery of the passions and spiritual exercise: Hadot 2005, 81-84.

190 Hadot 2005, 78.

191 Apophth. patr. 31, PG 65, 173.

192 The case of Gregory cannot be linked to the abundant descriptions of the moral effects of poetry
on its hearers, nor to the widespread idea in Antiquity that the life of a poet mirrored the genre or the
work for which he was most renowned. For in the first case, we are talking of effects on others, and not
of the idea of poetry as care of the self, while in the second case, even though the ancient biographer
shaped the Vita on the works, the perceived causation was the opposite: because he has lived such a
life, he wrote such works. A third idea akin but not identical with Gregory’s is that of the influence of
music on morality, the so-called doctrine of ethos. A Christian example of the doctrine is in Athanasi-
us’ Letter to Marcellinus: Tijg 8¢ ToladTnG T®V Aoylop®v atapagiog kal AkOUOVOg KATAGTACEWS EIKWV
Kal TOmog €07y N TOV PaAp®v Eupeng avdyvwatg. ‘Qomep yap ta tig Yuyiig vorjuata yvwpifopev kat
onuaivopev 8 Gv mPoeépopev Adywv, oUTwG, TS TVELHATIKTG &v Yuyij dpuoviag T &k TGV Adywv
peASiav ovuBorov eivat BEAwY 6 KUpLog, TeTumwKey uueAds Tag G8ag YaAreabat, Kai ToUG YaApog
UeT 8¢ avaywwokesal (Athan. ep. ad Marcell. 28, PG 27, 40); and on rhythm in particular: Obtwg
yap Kal KOA@S YaAAwv pubuiet Tv Yuyiv avtod, kal Gomep €€ aviadtnTog eig iodtnTa dyel (29, PG 27,
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for writing poetry must have sounded unusual to his audience. This is not a problem,
because Gregory was not concerned about the novelty of his ascetic claims, as his vow
of silence demonstrates, and also because the idea is made understandable by the larger
context of puns on the ambivalence of “measure”/“metre”!*,

Gregory’s fourth aim in writing poetry is like the first, because both are a form
of self-care, whereas the second and third are more focused on the audience. It is not
at random that Gregory at line 56 describes poetry as “speaking to myself” (AaAelv
éuavt®). As the fourth motivation, Gregory adduces the comfort (mapnyopnua) that
poetry brings in his illness. He compares himself to a swan because the comfort of
poetry comes in the last part of his life, when, after much disappointment, he has had
to withdraw from church politics: this is shown by his use of the adjective £€i1tnplog to
describe his poetry'*. Poetry is a swan song, a farewell to life in general and to eccle-
siastical life in particular. In this sombre context, however, Gregory sees poetry as a
hymn (0uvog), a thankful expression, which brings relief'®, As we will see, the idea
of poetry as a relief has a long tradition in Greek culture; however, through this idea
Gregory is latching on to the contemporary “psalmodic movement” in Christianity. As
noted by scholars, Christian writers and advocates of the monastic life in the fourth
century strongly recommend the singing of the biblical Psalms, often as a kind of “care
of the self”', In time, this movement led to the canonisation of the Liturgy of the Hours.
The standard work in defence of psalm singing in the fourth century is Athanasius’s
Letter to Marcellinus. Among other themes in this work, there is a long treatment of the
effect of psalm singing on human passions and how, as Athanasius says, one can correct
oneself (¢avtov §lopBodabar) by reciting the psalm corresponding to one’s passion*®’. In

41). The difference with Gregory is that the doctrine of ethos concerns music, which is poetry but also
melodic, harmonic and rhythmic structures, musical instruments, singing and dance, whereas Gregory
speaks only of metre, which is just a component in the traditional doctrine of ethos. Moreover, the focus
in the traditional doctrine is on the differences between genres of music, while for Gregory it is metre
as such that exerts a moral effect.

193 On the novelty of the vow of silence: Storin 2011, 246-251.

194 This attribute, and his equivalents, appear in other places of Gregory’s poetic oeuvre: the acrostich
of I, 2, 31 describes the poem as xdp1g é€o8in; 11, 1, 12, 812 introducing his last speech to the other bishops
(see §5).

195 Tétaptov ebpov Tfj vOow movovuevog / Ilapnydpnua toTo, KUKVOG G yépwY, | AQAEY Euautd Ta
ntep®v oupiypara, / OO Bpfjvov, GAX’ buvov v’ éEitiplov (I, 1, 39, 54-57). For the image of the swan
and the refusal to sing a dirge (o0 6pfjvov) in favour of a hymn, Prudhomme 2006, 219-220: common
lore wanted the swan to sing a dirge before dying, as witnessed by Aeschyl. Ag. 1444-1446; however, in
Eur. Herc. 691-695, the chorus compares themselves to an old swan singing a hymn to Heracles; Plato
employed the image in the Phaedo and criticised the traditional view of the swan singing in sadness for
its death.

196 Dunkle 2016, 21-24; Prudhomme 2006, 221-223 on Christian and pagan precedents of the idea of
poetry as consolation.

197 TolaVng 00V Tiig Statdewg obong TV PaAudv, £0TL AOUTOV SUVATOV TOUG EVTUYXAVOVTAG EVPETY
€V €KAOTW, KABA TPOELTOV, TA KWwhipata Kal TV Katdotacw Tiig idiag Yuyig, oltwg Te mepl £KAaToU
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fact, Athanasius combines the traditional practice of singing the Psalms with the phil-
osophical tradition of spiritual exercises. There are some similarities between Athana-
siug’s treatment and Gregory’s aims. First, even though Athanasius rules out pleasure
as a legitimate cause for singing psalms, he nevertheless admits that music and poetry
are in fact pleasurable, an attitude which Gregory shared (§1.3.1). Second, among the
passions healed by the Psalms, Athanasius mentions grief, in keeping with Gregory’s
fourth aim and with other declarations'®, But perhaps the most striking resemblance
is their use of the biblical episode of Saul’s healing by way of David’s music. Athanasius
uses it to demonstrate that singing the Psalms correctly benefits other people as well
as the singer; Gregory, similarly, employs the example to defend his choice of poetry
as useful'®. The example as such is nothing extraordinary; the striking thing is that
Gregory employs the stock scriptural argument in defence of psalm singing to defend
his own poetry: here the similarities between Athanasius and Gregory end, and the dif-
ferences begin. For Gregory is indeed latching on to the psalmodic movement, but only
to defend his choice of writing poetry in classicising metre, an endeavour much more
problematic than psalm singing in church. When Gregory brings the example of David,
he is putting his poetry in the tradition of biblical and hence inspired poetry*®.
Another major difference between Gregory’s and Athanasius’s views on poetry and
its therapeutic effects is in the way this effect is accomplished. For Athanasius, singing

TOV TUTTOV Kal TV Stdaokaiiov: kal Tiva uév Aéywv dpéokely Suvatal Td Kupiw, Sta moiwv 8¢ pnudtwv
£auTov StopBolioBat Svvaral, Kal evyaplotelv @ Kupiw, Umep 10D i eig doéfelav Ekmintey Tov mapa
totadta Aéyovta (Athan. ep. ad Marcell. 15, PG 27, 28). After this passage, there is a long list of passions
and situations of human life, with the numbers of the psalms corresponding to them. Then, at para-
graphs 27-29 there is a long and detailed treatment of the correspondence between inner harmony of
the soul and outer harmony of the music.

198 OUTWG T0 pev €v avTh Tapay®Odeg kal TpayL kal dtaktov é€opalileTar o 8¢ Aumodv BepameveTal,
Parr6vTwy nudv (Athan. ep. ad Marcell. 28, PG 27, 40).

199 YaMovteg 8¢ xal T® voi, 00 Uovov Eautolg, GAAG Kal Tovg BEAovTag AKOVEWY aUTMY UEYAAWS
weerolow. 0 yoiv poakdptog Aapis, obTwg katapdAAwy T00 LaolA, avtdg evnpéotel T Oed, kal TOV
Tdpayov kal 0 pavikov mébog tod LaobA amfAavve, kal yoAnvidv v Yuynv avtod napeokevalev
(Athan. ep. ad Marcell. 29, PG 27, 41); ZaoVA 6€ TOUTO TELOATW, KAl TTVELUATOG / EAeVOEPWOELS TOTG TPATIOLG
Tii¢ kwupag (Greg. Naz. I1, 1, 39, 88-89) with reference to 1Sam. 16:14-23.

200 This is confirmed by the first lines of II, 1, 39, where Gregory sets high standards for new works,
requiring them to be on the same level as inspired Scripture. His adversaries would do well, if they
stopped writing and gave themselves to reading Scripture. Yet Gregory himself feels authorised to write:
dvtwv pev av i{Stota kat yvouny plav / Tadvtny édwka, mdvta pipavtag Adyov, / Avtdv €xecbat Tiv
BeomvevaTWV UoVoY, / ‘Qg ToUg LAy @edyovtag dpuwv v8iwv. / Ei yap tocavtag ai Tpagal Sedwkaat
| AaBag, T0, TIvedua, TouTi 6oL 6oPATEPOV, / QG Kal T68’ elval Tavtdg OpunTrpLov / Adyou pataiov Toig
KAK®G OpUOUEVOLS. [ TIOT &v ypdowv 6V, TOTG KATW VOuacty / AVap@EKToug, @ Ty, ktelvaig Adyoug;
[ ’Emel 8¢ tolto mavted®ds apixavov, / Kéopov payévtog eig tooag Slaotdoel, / Ilavtwv T épeloua Tiig
£auT®V €xtpomii ¢/ TouToug €XOVTWY TOVG Adyoug cuunpooTdtag [ AAANY PETiABOV T@V Adywv TadTnv
080V, | EL uév xadiv ye, el 8¢ pf y’, ol @{Anv: / Métpolg Tt Sodvat tdv €udv movnudatwv (11, 1, 39, 8-24).
On Gregory as inspired poet and in the same line of David: McGuckin 2006, 206—207; Prudhomme 2006,
246-247.
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heals the passion, because the outer harmony of music restores the inner harmony
of the soul’s faculties®!. Athanasius’s defence is in line with the Greek philosophical
tradition, both because it is based on the doctrine of musical R6og and because it sees
music as a way of mastering, or outright eradicating, passions. Gregory, on the con-
trary, sees poetry as a means of venting passions, in order to gain relief from them. This
isn’t apparent from II, 1, 39, but it can be read in other poems, and specifically in the
poems examined in the present work®? Introducing his long autobiography, Gregory
echoes some of the aims exposed in I, 1, 39: “The metre plays, a medicine for the grief
[tfig dving eapuakov], / education and pleasure, too, for the youth, / a pleasant relief
[tepmvov mapnydpnual”®®. The long iambic poem against the bishops explains more
clearly why poetry should be a relief, when, responding to a fictive critic of his bitter
tone against bishops, Gregory justifies himself: “It’s usual for those who suffer to throw
up [¢¢epevyeaBal] their misery/to God, to friends, to parents, to neighbours, to guests, /
or to the time and life of posterity”?*, But the most explicit treatment of the theme can
be found inII, 1, 13:

AN €pumng Té pe Bupog EMOTPUVEL Kal AVOYEL,

DOEyZopal, ovK EBEAWV Uev, atap AGYov EkTobe PHEwW

Poyiis, 0 8te kipa Prwuevov EvéodL Aapw 20
IIvevpaty, kal ojpayyag VoTpéyov, oVK éntonTa

KayyAddel, kat mov Tt Stekmintet Samédolo,

Pnyvopévng m8tvog ava otoua. Tola ménovoa.

00 Svvapat xadéety evtog yoAov: aAAG 8€xeabe,

El Twa kat SakéBupov €pé Adyov, viov aving. 25
Ddappakov GAyedg eatt kal népL ubBov Eviomelv.

(11, 1, 13, 18-26)

however, what my heart stirs and urges,

I'will say, yet not willfully, but I'll burst forth speech
from my soul, as when a swell, forced from within

by a mighty wind and running under a rock, invisibly

201 For example: To Gpa peta péloug Aéyesbal Toug YAAUOLG OUK 0TV €VOWVING GTTOLSH, GAAX
TEKUNPLOV TAG apuoviag Tdv €v Tij Yuxf Aoyloudv. Kal i} éupeing 8¢ avdyvwolg cOpBordv €otl Tiig
eupLBUOL Kal ayelpdoTov Kataotdoew g Stavolag ... Tf yap OV pnuatwv ueAwsdia cuvslatiBepévn
EmiavOavetal Tev mabdv, kal yaipovoa PAEmEL TPOg TOV vodv Tov év Xplotd, Aoytlopévn ta BérTioTa
(Athan. ep. ad Marcell. 29, PG 27, 41); see the passage in n. 192.

202 Something similar, though not explicitly linked with poetry, can be read in the famous On human
nature: kai yap mwg @AEw t08e gdppaxov v mabéeaoty / avtog Eudt Bupd mpocraéely akéwv (Greg.
Naz. [, 2, 14, 3-4). On this poem and its employ of the elegiac tradition, Nicastri 1981.

203 Taigel 8¢ pétpov Tiig aviag eapuaxov / taidevpa kal yAokaoua tolg vEoLg aua / Tepmvov Tapnyopnua
(11, 1, 11, 6-8).

204 TIe¢ Tadta; kal Tt tabte; g Adyoug el / K@y duetvoug oyl kat viv evotouels; / AAyoBvtdg oty
¢Eepevyeodal mabog / Oed, piolg, yovelol, yeitoa, Eévotg, / Ei 8 0Dy, xpovw Te kai Biw toig botepov (11,
1,12, 43-47).



1.3 Why poetry? = 73

bellows, and then blasts out of the ground,

from the rim of the crack in throes.

I cannot hold my gall within, so bear it,

if I should say some heart-biting word, too, born of grief.
Talking is a remedy for sorrow, if only to the wind

In this theme, we can detect two main problems: on one side, the idea that venting a
passion through words can bring relief is problematic; on the other, Gregory’s indul-
gence towards rage (here y6Aog, “gall”) is in contrast with contemporary society and its
widespread moral notions.

In these texts, Gregory presents his poetic utterances as unwilling acts: in the
passage of II, 1, 12 quoted above, he uses the verb ¢€epevyeafal, whose etymological
meaning is “throwing up”. It is true that the verb came to be used of a generic utterance
and even in a positive sense, notably in the Septuagint version of Psalm 44%%°. However,
as Kuhn demonstrated, the verb is used in Gregory’s poetry to refer to language with
a negative connotation, and there its medical meaning is preserved: the “throwing up”
of words is a symptom of the lack of control over one’s own tongue, a veritable moral
illness described with medical terms?%, The simile of the swell in II, 1, 13 has a compa-
rable value, in that it compares Gregory’s yielding to anger to a mechanical process,
thus highlighting its necessary character, as explicitly stated at line 19. This treatment
of passion is totally at odds with ancient philosophical notions. Furthermore, Gregory
describes the almost unwilling outburst of passion in words as a remedy for those same
passions. As obvious as it may seem to our post-Freudian sensibilities, the notion that
emotions must in one way or another express themselves and that, therefore, venting
them is a legitimate remedy, whereas repressing them can cause suffering and prob-
lems, was foreign to ancient philosophy, particularly late antique morals. In fact, Greg-
ory’s remedy against sorrow and anger, as described in II, 1, 12 and 13 and hinted at at
11, 1, 11 and 39, is the opposite of contemporary philosophical remedies to passions: as
shown by Hadot, moral philosophy in the Imperial Age aimed at mastery or repression

of passions, and no ancient school advised venting as a remedy?”’. If we want to make

205 'E&npevéato i kapdia pov Adyov ayabov, / Aéyw £yn Ta €pya Lov Td BAGAET, / 1} YADOOG Hov KAAapog
ypaupatéwg 6&uypagou (Ps. 44:2).

206 Kuhn 2014, 49-51. For the Callimachean background of these recurring expressions in Gregory’s
poetic corpus: Nicastri 1981, 452—453.

207 Hadot 2005, 32, 50-52, 80-84. Schwab 2009, 26-27 interprets Gregory’s first and fourth motives
in relation to the spiritual exercises. in fact, many poems can be linked to the spiritual exercise as de-
scribed by Hadot, in particular the many poems titled To His Soul. II, 1, 78 is taken by Schwab as an ex-
ample of the language and themes of these poems: the similarities with the practice of spiritual exercises
as described by Hadot are so striking that we can assume these poems were veritable spiritual exercises
like Marcus Aurelius’ meditations. Cf. "Epyov &yelg, Yuxn, kat uéya (Greg. Naz. I1, 1, 78, 1; 5; 9; 13; 17) with
the definition of “spiritual exercise” as work on oneself; Epedva oavtiv §7ig i, Kad 1t atpéoen, / ‘00ev
npoiiAfeg, xal 61N otijval o¢ SeT / Ei {fjv 6mep Cfjg To070, i TL Kal mAéov (2—4) with the theme of “Know
thyself” and the meditation upon death; ©ov voeL pot kai Oeob pvotripia. / Ti Av 11po mavtog, Kal Tt
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sense of Gregory’s stance, we should not look to philosophy, but to Greek poetic tradi-
tion. Here, the idea of poetry as giving relief is widespread and takes on different forms
in the different authors. However, as explained by Cozzoli in an article, it is not until the
Hellenistic period that poetry consciously expressed the cathartic value of poetry for
the poet: the theme, explicitly stated by Theocritus and then imitated by Callimachus
and Bion among others, has many implicit precedents, which Cozzoli thoroughly exam-
ined®®. In her view, the efficiency of poetry—in particular, erotic poetry—as a remedy
relies on its “confessional” character: referring to Pettazzoni’s works, she underlines
the therapeutic effect of confessions against suffering determined by emotions?”, This
tradition is traced in the genre of elegy by Nicastri thanks to Gregory’s use of it?™°, It is
possible that Gregory’s poetry played a role in his personal elaboration of the grief and
anger resulting from his resignation. Yet we cannot fathom whether this proceeding
had any actual therapeutical effect. It is more interesting to ask why Gregory chose this
poetic therapy and not a philosophical one, and why he published his therapy: in other
words, what image of himself was Gregory choosing to project through his defence of
his poetic activity?

This presentation of his poetry enhances two components of his literary charac-
ter. The first component is asceticism: Gregory’s insistence on suffering and disillusion,
together with the manifested need to cure them, is always linked to features of his public
experience. In this way, the public experience is always given a negative connotation,
while resignation and withdrawal monopolise the positive side of the poems. A clear
example of this dynamic is II, 1, 10, where the public side of Gregory’s life is depicted
in terms of labour, hardship, and pain: his mission in Constantinople is “struggling”
(aebrevoag, 9), “toil and throes” (uoyBog kal Selua, 11 and 13), “a loathsome bane” (vocog
otouyepn, 16), “envy” (pBdévog, 8 and 31), and “a violent storm” (u€ya yelpa, 31-32), while
the strife between bishops is called “gloomy contest” (6fjpLg aTovoeaaa, 17); on the con-

ool 10 mév T68e / ‘00ev mpoijAbe, kal dmot mpoPrioetal. / "Epyov €xetg, Ypuyn, Tolode kabatpe Bilov. / I1ig
olaxiCet kal oTpéel TO Ty Oedg /"H medG T UEV ménnye, T § AN €xpéet (6-11) and the effectiveness of
the “perspective from above” in restraining passions; Tt pot kA€og 10 mpdafde, Tic 8 1 viv OBpLg / Tl wov
70 TMAEYpa, Kal Ti pot Blov Téhog. / TadT €vvoeL pot, Kal voog oThaeLg TAdvny (14-16), on the examination
of conscience and the curbing of passions. Our poems, however, go in the opposite direction.

208 Cozzoli 1994; 008€v OT TOV EpWTa MEQUKEL PAPPAKOV (AA0 / Nikia 00T €yyplatov, £uly Sokel, 00T
éninaotov, / fj Tal Hiepideg: koBpov 8¢ Tt ToTo Kat adv / ylvetT €’ avBpwolg, eVpelv § o0 PASLOV Eott ...
oUtw Tot IToAvEapog énotuawvey Tov Epwta / povotadwy, piov 8¢ idy’ fj el xypuoov é8wkev. (Theocr. id. 11,
1-4.80-81); w¢ ayabav MoAVQAPOG AveVPETO TAV ENAOLSAV / TWPAUEVW: val Tav, ovk duadnig 6 KUkAwy:
| ai Modoat tov Epwta katioyaivovtt ®AuTe: [ { Tavakeg TAVTwY @apuakov & cogia. (Call. epigr: 46);
KOLYOTEPWG TOTE POTA SLaBA{Bovay aviay, / €k 8¢ TpINKOVTWY polpav AeelAe plav, / i} @ilov ij 6T &g
Gvdpa cuvépmopov i 6te kKweals / dAyea uapavpats Eoyatov gepvyn (frg. 741); Moloag "Epwg kaiéol,
Motoat tov "Epwta @épotev. /[ poAnav tat Moloat pot det moBéovtt §18otey, / Tv YAUKEPAV HOATIAY, TAG
@appakov aStov ov8év (Bion of Smyrna frg. 14). See also Hawkins 2014, 53-54.

209 Cozzoli 1994, 104.

210 Nicastri 1981 (esp. 451-456).
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trary, withdrawal and an ascetic life are described as a “steady haven” (ctaBepdg Aluny,
32). Similar terms are employed in the brief description of Gregory’s career at I, 1, 17,
41-58, where contemporary church politics is “godless behaviours and troublesome
mischief” (aiovAa €pya, kakoppapin dAeyewn, 43), and Gregory’s activity only “toiling”
(uoyelv, 45). The connotation is even clearer in the long Priamel of lines 59-96, with its
contrast between the humble but healthy withdrawal and the unpleasant routine of a
bishop’s life. The connotations of public life in II, 1, 12 are similar to those of II, 1, 10
and 17. When Gregory narrates the beginning of his adventure in Constantinople, he
highlights his unwillingness to take on the task and presents it as a kind of atonement?!*,
Obviously, the situation he found in the city was utterly disastrous and his work a veri-
table toil?!%, Furthermore, at the end of the poem (792-810), when Gregory is resigning,
he employs the simile of the storm ({dAn) in the same way as in II, 1, 10: public life is
a raging storm, while withdrawal is “a good end” (xaAov téXog, 796). Such a dynamic
is even clearer in the address to Christ of II, 1, 13, 139-148, where the disgraces of the
public behaviour of bishops seem to affect directly Gregory’s physical well-being. He
is “wearied”, he lost heart, his limbs are crooked, and he has difficulty breathing?!*,
Negative remarks on church politics are interspersed through the rest of the poem.
Here we find a deep motivation in the choice of poetry. As we will examine in detail
at §5.1.2, one of Gregory’s rhetorical points was his refusal of office, a key argument
in the defence of his tenure and of his authoritative image as an ascetic. In order to
make this point convincing, he builds this system of connotations, in which public life
is always negative and withdrawal positive. The literary environment in which such
polar opposition can be developed and sustained is poetry, because it is the tradition
of poetry—and not that of, say, philosophy or Christian genres—that allowed for open
complaining about one’s own misfortunes. It is through poetry that one can vent and
heal one’s passions—thereby, however, demonstrating one’s philosophical stance: What
can upset the balance even of an ascetic philosopher? Public life, answers Gregory; and
this is the most powerful demonstration of the spiritual authority of that philosopher,
because only a true philosopher knows and loathes the perils public life entails for his

211 Tap’ £AmtiSag TIg TV KaA@V dmoomdoag / "ExSnuov fyay’. 66Tig, o0k &xw Aéyewy. / EIT’ obv 0 Belov
Tvebpa, €0’ auaptdseg, /'Qg &v Sikag tioawut Tig ndpoews ... 00T pév obv éniiAbov evoePng Evog, /
“‘0pKolg te KapeBelg kai Araig toAvtporolg, / Alg avtiBiival tov Alav kakoepsvwy (11, 1, 12, 77-80.90-
92). More on this at §5.1.2.1.

212 Mkpov T avanmvelowol TV KUKAQ Kak®V, / AdAGV T YAwoo@®v kal ToAvcy1800¢ mAavng, / Y¢' @v
£KAUVOV OUK £YOVTEC TL OKETNG, / OOV TL TEPTIVOV €V péow Batwv podov [ "H Tig pédawa pag &v awpw
BOTPUL, ... YUETG yap £oTe pdpTupes poydwv eudv (1, 1, 12, 85-89.99). More on this at §5.1.2.2-3.

213 Xptote dvag, pi pot Tig amavtioetey avin / Xafopévw. Kéxunka Avkolg SnApoaot moipvng, / otpéat
uapvapevog dnpov xpovov. Ex peréwv 8¢ / Pikvdv éntato Bupog, avamveiw § oAlyov Ty Telpouevog
Kapdaroloy, Kai aioyeov NUETEPOLOWY. Qv, oi pév Bukwv iepdv TépL Sijpy €xovTeg, / Avtia KLpaivovTeg,
£MAOOVLTEPOLAL KaKOToL / BaAAdpevol, BdAlovteg, atelpéeg eiot payntal, Eipivnv Boowvteg, €9’ aipact
kudlowvreg (11, 1, 13, 139-148).
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spiritual progress. Hence, Gregory chose poetry as a genre through which his authorita-
tive image could be convincingly restored.

Statements of unbearable grief, justified with the therapeutic value of poetry, not
only say something on public life but contribute to outlining an image of the poet.
Gregory’s portrait, as given by his poetry, is that of a “suffering self”. The expression,
coined by Judith Perkins, describes the ideology of suffering promoted by early Chris-
tian literature—above all, martyrological literature—but whose presuppositions were
already developing independently from Christianity?", Christians defined themselves
as a community of suffering people, and their role models were accordingly subjected
to every manner of torture and misfortune. The emphasis on suffering, remarks Perkin,
amounted to a frontal attack against dominant values and institutions of the Graeco-Ro-
man world, while at the same time it founded and reinforced the power of the church?®,
As noted by Perkins, there is a continuity between the martyrological literature of the
second and third centuries and later hagiography: in both genres, suffering takes centre
stage, and the protagonist is defined by his suffering?'¢. Both genres aimed explicitly at
influencing their audiences’ worldview and at creating in their addressees that same
“suffering self” that the literary portraits represented?'’. As Kelley has shown, hagiog-
raphies and martyrological texts shared many features of the spiritual exercises, being
forms of “technologies of the self”*'8, Since, then, the fashioning of this “suffering self”
was still ongoing at Gregory’s time, his frequent description of his pain and misery can
be understood in this wider context. After all, in ideologically oriented texts, repetitions
are an important clue to the implied message of the text?’®. Gregory’s rehearsal of his
pain and misery aims at portraying him as a suffering hero in the moulds of the martyrs
of old and of contemporary ascetics. To use a word coined by B. Storin, Gregory’s auto-
biographical writings are an “autohagiobiography”.

How does poetry factor in this portrayal? Traditionally, martyrs were celebrated
through panegyrics or Vitae and Passiones or remembered in Acta. Hagiography was at
its beginnings during Gregory’s life, so much so that both Athanasius’s Life of Anthony
and Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina, two of the earliest specimens of the genre, were
still, formally, long letters. The lives of ascetics recorded by Jerome a little later were
letters, too. The life of Origen was narrated by Eusebius of Caesarea in the context of
his Ecclesiastical History. All these genres entailed a third-person narration. Therefore,
in order to present a first-person narration of the life of a martyr, Gregory attempted a
synthesis with Greek culture, drawing on the poetic tradition of lamenting one’s own
misfortunes. Thus he presented the narration of his toils as springing forth from an

214 Perkins 1995.

215 Perkins 1995, 115 and 123.
216 Perkins 1995, 202.

217 Perkins 1995, 201.

218 Kelley 2006.

219 Perkins 1995, 125-126.
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inner need from consolation, eschewing traditional Christian motivations, such as
giving glory to God or remembering the sacrifice of the martyr and the life of the ascetic
in order to draw people to the faith: these motivations were aptly used in third-person
narrations, but in a first-person account they would have contradicted the ascetic image
of the character and narrator, since humility was considered one of the chief ascetic
virtues. In fact, authors of hagiography always display humility, exalting God and their
subject rather than themselves?®, With remarkable originality in the Christian literary
landscape, Gregory adopted the image of the martyr and ascetic, through suffering and
divestment from the public; but to adopt this image for his own person and not for
another, he chose genres of classical poetry such as elegy or iamb, which allowed him to
express things that genres peculiar to Christianity didn’t allow.

There is a passage that clearly demonstrates Gregory’s adoption of a suffering
persona in the tradition of martyrs. Obviously, every martyrological work had its proto-
type in the passion narrations of the Gospels, and the model of every martyr was Jesus.
Gregory’s autobiographical poetry shares this feature with martyrological literature,
since, as Hofer demonstrated, Gregory consistently portrays himself through the model
of Jesus Christ??!, This is particularly evident in his frequent mentioning of his stoning
in Constantinople: the episode has an emblematic value, because it is the most similar
to real occasions in the life of Jesus??% Yet the sufferings caused by the bishops at the
council are used to draw a parallel between Gregory and Christ, too. The parallel is
explicitly stated at the beginning of I1, 1, 12:

Towg UEV EXPITV, WG KAKOVUEVOV QPEPELY

Taltg 100 TaBovTog £VvToAals TUTOVUEVOV,

ObTw TMabovTa KapTePEV Kal TOv Adyov,

'Qg, &v TeAelwg DPEV Rywviopévol

Kal uobov éanifwuev évteréotepov. 5
Qv yap tédetog uoybog, evteréotepog

Qv & 00 Télelog, Kal TO AOAOV EAALTEG.

(I, 1,12,1-7)

Maybe, as I bore slander on the model

of the One who suffered and commanded thus,

so, once I had suffered, I should have curbed my words too,
and therehy, by way of a full contest,

hoped for a fuller reward.

Yea, to full toil, fuller reward,

but to the wanting, also the prize is lacking.

220 Krueger 2004, 104.

221 Hofer 2013, 178, 209.

222 An eloquent example: ITANV &v ye To0T0, TOV KaK®V Qeladuny, /Yo’ v AtBaobeig eicdSov Ttpooiutov
[’Exaptépnoa. Kal yap evoeBéatepov / Tlabovta ta Xplatol pe o0tw kat 9épew (11, 1, 12, 102-106).
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Here, what Gregory and the One on whom Gregory is modeled (tumovuevog, 2) share
is suffering; they are both maBwv. Nonetheless Gregory is not wholly similar to his
model, for Christ was known to have borne his passion (ndfo¢) in silence, fulfilling
0ld Testament oracles, whereas Gregory is going to retort against his persecutors with
words??. The question is, How can Gregory justify his departure from his chief model.
He employs two lines of argument: the second has already been examined—that is, the
idea of venting his sufferings through words in order to appease them; the first one has
to do with the emotion of rage.

In the lines of 11, 1, 13 quoted above, Gregory described the words of his poem
as an outburst almost mechanically induced by rage. If we compare this stance with
contemporary sources, it seems even more problematic than the idea of venting grief
to heal it. Both pagan philosophy and Christian doctrine prescribed utter repression of
rage: among the pagans, Stoics condemned rage the most severely, and among Chris-
tian Scriptures, the Gospel of Matthew condemns anger the most clearly***. Gregory
himself subscribed to both traditions, writing a long poem Against Anger (I, 2, 25),
where he depicts this emotion as the worst vice and proposes “remedies” (pdpuaxov,
166) to restrain the emotion. These remedies are meditations in the style of philosoph-
ical spiritual exercises: short sentences and visual examples designed to curb anger or
to spur shame before this emotion. Among the sentences, there is Jesus’s hardest saying
on anger??, Gregory calls such sentences from Scripture “enchantments” (¢nw8ai, 183
and 410), using a term that originally referred to spells and to the magical formulas
that ancient physicians joined to other treatments. Plato was the first to apply the
word to philosophy as a spiritual exercise??. These religious and philosophical stances
responded to a real concern: as demonstrated by Peter Brown, in late antiquity anger
was seen as the most socially disruptive emotion and was therefore repressed by the
educational institutions of the time, the paideia. This was due to the ubiquitous vio-
lence in late antique life, a violence perpetrated by those in power on their subjects
without clear restraints. The subordinate was always liable to suffer violence, and
nothing restrained those in charge besides paideia. Therefore, rage was socially disrup-

223 Jesus’ silence during the passion: Mt. 26:62—63; 27:13-14; Mc. 14:60-61; 15:4-5; Lc. 23:9; Joh. 19:9;
1Petr. 2:23. The classical passage fulfilled by Jesus’ silence is Jes. 53:7, as in Act. 8:32. Another passage is
Jer. 11:19.

224 The Stoics forbade anger: Cic. Tusc. 3, 18-19; Lact. ira 17; Sen. ira 3, 42; rage is also strictly forbidden
in the Gospel of Matthew: Mt. 5:21-22.

225 “OV yap poveVaELS”, TOTG TTaAAL TeETaypéVoY” / Zot punde yoloGobai éoTwv évtetayuévov (Greg. Naz. I,
2,25, 307-308).

226 Lain-Entralgo 1958; Cozzoli 1994, 104 on the precedent of Gorgias. The same dynamic is at work
in Greg. Naz. I, 1, 6, 107-109: after a series of single-line maxims and a paraphrasis of Hebr. 12:5-8,
Gregory advises the reader to repeat the preceding lines as an enchantment (¢nw81) and as a consola-
tion (mopnyépnua) amidst misfortunes. Here, as in I, 2, 25, Gregory is giving a Christian clothing to the
spiritual exercise of meditatio: "Ena8e caut@ Tadta, kai pawv €ar, / apnydpnua ol TOVENY TOLOVUEVOC,
| T® & evyaploTw KTWUEVOS THV EATILSA.
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tive and carefully avoided®”’. Hence, presenting his final harangue as an outburst of
rage might not seem a smart move by Gregory. There is, however, another side of anger.
First, not all ancient philosophical schools were as strict as the Stoics on it, and even
Christian Scriptures showed some leniency towards this emotion. Epicureans believed
rage to be a natural emotion and justified it in some cases??. St. Paul, writing to the
church of Ephesus, allowed for anger to arise but forbade his readers to act on it: “Be
ye angry, and sin not: let not the sun go down upon your wrath” (Eph. 4:26). Gregory
recognises both these allowances in his Against anger: right after quoting Jesus’s strong
words against anger; he adds Paul’s statement; later on in the same poem, he introduces
an objection against his argument—namely, that anger is part of human nature. His
answer to the objection is that yes, anger is natural and, as part of nature, a gift of God,
but one must employ it in the correct way, according to its proper aim. The aim of anger
is to be “a weapon of zeal” (6mAov (rjAov, 363). Furthermore, he reads biblical stories
from this perspective, mentioning some characters as exemplars for their angry zeal.
For example, atII, 1, 15, 19-26, Gregory, lamenting his removal from the important see
of Constantinople, mentions Phineas and Moses as examples of zeal for their actions
against harlots and Egyptians?2>

The question is then how to present anger as inevitable and therefore justifying
expression, and expression as measured and therefore justifying anger. In the Greek
system of literary genres, the genre allowed to give expression to rage was iambus. In
his accountof the long iambic tradition of antiquity, Hawkins has noted that whenever
a later author latched himself on to the iambic tradition represented chiefly by Arch-
ilochus and Hipponax, he also wanted to resurrect the basic script of these poets’ lives:
the poet is attacked unjustly and without provocation and responds with his iambs,
and in consequence of his fierce attack, his enemy is punished or, even better, punishes
himself”. Gregory is no exception: in II, 1, 12, he is the one unjustly offended, and
his retort is, therefore, justified. And there is more than this in his iambic mask: in
Greek tradition, the old comedy poets and Socrates wore the same iambic mask, giving
it new connotations. Thus, the iambist became also the outsider; one who spurns soci-
etal norms in his pursuit of sincerity. Furthermore, this pursuit was presented as some-
thing beneficial for the community: the comic poet and then Socrates and the philos-
ophers became the watchdogs of society. All these connotations of the iambic persona
are consciously present in Gregory’s poetic character?!. The repeated theme of envy

227 Brown 1992, 48-58.

228 Epicureans on anger: Procopé 1998; Philodemus on anger: Asmis 2011.

229 ‘H & dp’ ¢ Tpuag addig o otopdtwy dBepiotwv [ Téuvetay, &v T ayopal, £v Te yopootaoialg, / Kal
nopvol kpataiovat Adyol. To 8¢ pdayavov, at at! / Tig mhgeL dveég Topvopove TAAAUN / ZnAjuwy Yoy
Te kal obvopa, f Tig dpi&et / Adypactv EBpaiolg mincoouévolg adikwg / Mwaiig, €k 8 0Aéoag Atyumtiov
avtixa pibov, / Aad map peydiw kBdog éxnot péya (11, 1, 15, 19-26); Prudhomme 2006, 418-419.

230 Hawkins 2014, 2.

231 Hawkins 2014, 169-170, 175, 179. See §5.1.2.1.
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(¢B6vog) provides the unprovoked offense that spurs the iambic response? Over and

over again, Gregory remarks his unfamiliarity with politics, his ascetic background, and
his exclusively spiritual priorities, contrasting these features with the worldliness and
ambition of the other bishops in order to cut for himself the niche of the outsider?®,
Finally, he believes his words to be beneficial to the church as a whole, like a comic
poet who castigates his polis only to see it improve**, All these iambic themes are sum-
marised and Christianised in the justification for writing provided at the beginning of
II, 1, 12:

‘Qq Gv 8¢ un 86Zatev ol kaxol kKpately

Ta évta, pnd’ fj A€log avToig 6 Spouog,

Avtiotatobvtog 008evag, TO v mépag (10)
Tovtwv mapiow T TeAevtalw mupt,

0 mavT €AEyyeL Kal kabaipel abv ik,

Kav AdavBavwpev €vBdsde mAokalg TIow.

AUTOC 8¢ pKp® TOVG EUOLG TAREW AGYW

Dovelg PoVETS yap ol kplvovTeg EkToma (15)
Puyedv Tabwwv éxyéovteg alpata,

Mavtwv, §60VG ETANTTOV, 01§ YKOVOOULV.

Ep® & @ Aé€w, undév evAaBovpevog

To Aot8opeladal, Tpdy W AmnyopeLPEVOV

TIaow pev, €pot 8¢ kal TAéov ULoodpevoy* (20)
0V yap 6vouaoti To0G AGyoug motjooual,

ToD i Sokelv EAEyXELY G KPUTITELY YPEWV.

AN 006¢ TavTwv £ tong pepvioopal,

— M1 pot Toc0TToV EVSPOUNTELE OTOUA —,

TToAAoUG yap oida kai Adyov 1ol kpeiooovog: (25)
AN 60TLG €V KaKOTG T€ Kal Kak®v mépd,

00706 KpaTeiobw, kal Sapaléodw ta viv.

Tepel 10 xelpov 1) uayatpa Tod Adyou.

232 See, for example: I, 1, 10, 7-8.31; 11, 1, 12, 97.136-137.836; I1, 1, 17, 51. Beside the four poems against
the bishops, the theme is explored in the many poems Against the Envious (eig Toug ¢Bovoivtag).

233 The comparison is developed at II, 1, 12, 54—69. Gregory’s ascetic self-portrait at 70-75. Gregory
contrasts again the ascetic and the worldly bishop at 575-633 (see §3.2.2). Lines 709-791 of the same
poem are devoted to the worldliness of church politics. Gregory’s ascetic self-portrait features briefly at
11, 1, 13, 107-111, while the other bishops are scornfully addressed at 1-17 and then again criticised at
139-163 and pinned against Gregory’s sufferings. Then, at the end of the poem, Gregory explicitly cuts
himself off of the college of bishops, escaping in ascetic contemplation. This moral chasm between Greg-
ory and the other bishops is the subject of I, 1, 17 as a whole. More on Gregory’s asceticism at §3.2.2; on
his self-portrait and his alienation from politics at §5.1.2. In his autobiography, he reverses the criticisms
about the Maximus-affair, attributing his failure in recognising Maximus’ true nature to his own moral
naiveté and his inexperience of political matters (II, 1, 11, 784-806.954-968).

234 Tadta 7poOg VUAG TOVG KAKOUG UTEP KAA®Y, / Olg &l T1g dy0e0’, ebpev Ov {ntel Adyog. / Ta & dAka
£kel0ey, @ eioy, AeAégetar / TIAV £E1TpLov 1V, el Sokel, Adyov / Bpaydv utv, A ypriotpoy, 8§¢Eacbé
pou (11, 1, 12, 809-813); Ei uév 81 meniboiuev, ovnooued’ (11, 1, 13, 198).
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Ti To010; 8ei€etg &v payn mpog Tov Adyov,

oavtol TPoSHAWS EKPavij Katiyopog. (30)
To & 00v £uOV T0100T0* BAAAETW pE TG

TI0ppwBEV elpL T0Tg AlBOLS ppOCUEVOG.

(I, 1, 12, 8-32)

Yet, that the evil may not suppose themselves to prevail

totally, nor have an easy ride,

as no one resists them, while I'm leaving (10)
their end to the Last Fire,

to the All-Questioning and the justly purging,

even what by some plot goes unnoticed here,

I myself will smite with a brief speech

my murderers; because they are murderers, who pervert judgement (15)
and shed the blood of all those innocent souls

that they smote with their dispensations.

I'll speak what I'll say, without being wary

of slander, which is forbidden

to anyone, but to me even very hateful. (20)
Therefore, I won’t name names in my speech,

that I may not seem to be shaming what ought to be hidden;

nor shall I mention everyone regardless,

—may not my mouth exceed so much!—

because I know also many deserving a better speech. (25)
But whoever is among the evil and beyond them,

be conquered and be tamed now:

the sword of speech will cut the worse.

So what? If you should oppose the speech,

yowll prove clearly and plainly your own accuser. (30)
Such, then, is my stance, and let anyone smite me:

for a long time I have been suited to the stones.

In this passage, the unprovoked attack is Gregory’s “murder” (pévog; here @ovelc,
“murderers”, 15)—that is, his removal from the congregation in Constantinople, which,
without its pastor, could lose salvation, yielding again to the Arian heresy (or so Gregory
wants us to believe). His poem is clearly the iambic answer to the attack and seems to
exact punishment from his enemies, because it is always presented through military
metaphors (“I will smite”, TA&w at line 14, responding to the émAntrov of his enemies at
line 17; “be conquered and tamed”, kpateiobw kal Sapaléabw, 27; “the sword of speech
will cut”, tepel | udyxapa tol Adyov, 28). Gregory’s position of outsider from societal
trends is expressed by his readiness to accept stoning, showcasing his superior spirit-
uality. Finally, his beneficial role is highlighted at the beginning, when he presents his
speech as a due resistance against evil people: in a way, he is sacrificing his spiritual
benefit for the community, for he chose to speak to hinder evil people, whereas if he had
been silent, he would have been more similar to Christ, and his sufferings would have
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been more valuable?®’. However, he gives these classical themes a Christian turn. First,
in order to preserve the consistency of his ascetic profile with his characterisation as an
iambic outsider, Gregory tempers the abusiveness of iambic speech by omitting names
(18-20). This, says Gregory, conforms not only to a legal limitation on libel but also to
his own Christian sensibility. A second element of Christianisation is the mention of the
last judgement. Gregory leaves the actual punishment of his offenders to God. Thus,
he trades the traditional ability of iambic poets to exact punishment on their enemies
in exchange for the connotation of his speech as a sort of preview of the last judge-
ment. Even if once, referring to Maximus, Gregory alludes to the suicide the ancient
iambists induced in their enemies?*, normally he is consistent in his refusal to exact
punishment through his words. In fact, some of his poems against the bhishops end on
a conciliatory note: the last two lines of II, 1, 12 explicitly call for a reconciliation with
some of the other bishops, while the last lines of II, 1, 17 are a wish for bad bishop to
be converted®’. InII, 1, 13 Gregory clearly replaces the traditional iambic revenge with
the last judgement and completely opts out of the college of bishops?®. In sum, the rhet-
oric of anger bursting out in poetry allowed Gregory to conjure on himself the identity
of the iambic poet. This mask fitted his aims very well, since the iambic poet, with his
refusal to comply with societal norms and his unflinching sincerity, could express in
a form legitimised by paideia the harsh criticisms of the ascetic, a newer outsider to
the norms of society. In his similarity with Socrates, the iambographer had the same
function as the philosopher, as described by Brown?*’; however, unlike the philosopher,
the iambographer must not restrain his language. Combining philosophical disdain for
earthly matters and the authoritative impartiality that follows with carelessness for the
conventions of etiquette, the iambographer gave proper poetic voice to the attitude of
the go-getting Christian ascetics.

Between the first and fourth motives given by Gregory at II, 1, 39 there is a con-
tradiction. For, while the first motive intends poetry as a mean to restrain speech, the
fourth motive hints at a notion of poetry as unrestrained expression. However, if one

235 This is a short version of one of Gregory’s preferred themes, the conflict between being beneficial
to others and attend to one’s own spiritual life: Otis 1961, 161; McGuckin 2001, Elm 2000a; Elm 2000b;
Elm 2012, 147-181.

236 Spdoelg 8¢ 8n Tl TV KaAv KOunv; A / Bpédels @epy®v; | UeVETS To10G YEAWG; [ AUOW Yap
aioypd, kat Tt Tolv Suolv pécov / o0k €aTLy eVPELY 0VSE év — ANV dyxovng (IL, 1, 11, 929-938); Hawkins
2014, 166.

237 OUtw Tay’ &v pot TV eilwy oneioattd Tig / IIdAng Bavovong, f @86vog ouvépyeta (11, 1, 12, 835-
836); Ebyouat, (¢ kev tmavta Oed @ika tolade pepniol, / Ei 8¢ xepelotepa, nAdBev obat éyew (11, 1, 17,
107-108).

238 Maptupoy’ aBavatolo ol yépa, kal to keawov /"Huap, 6 Tiv kovenv mupi Booketat batatov HANy,
/ OV pgv €ym ketvoloy 6pdBpovog, ovy 6uoepydg, / OVSE TL GLPPPASHWY, 0L GUUTTA00G, 0V GLVOSITNG. /
ANV ot pev mepowev €Ny 686v: avtdp Eywye / Zntd Nide kipwtov, dnwg popov aivov aAvéw (I, 1, 13,
201-206).

239 Brown 1992, 62-64.
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examines the texts, it stands out that the two ideas are never found in the same poem.
The first one, poetry as a mean in a wider striving towards measured language, is prom-
inent in the poems on silence, but a similar attitude is also found at the end of II, 1, 10
and I1, 1, 17. In I1, 1, 10 Gregory refuses to deal with the topic “bishops” any longer (25)
and declares he will offer God silence instead of speeches, one of the themes typical of
the poems on silence*®, Similarly, at II, 1, 17, 102, Gregory leaves power to his enemies,
devoting himself to Christ “in stillness” (atpepéwv). The idea of poetry as a function of
emotions and free speech, on the contrary, is found at II, 1, 11, 12, and 13. The poems II,
1,12 and 13 are, together with parts of I, 1, 11, the ones fictionalising an actual speech
that took place in Constantinople, whereas II, 1, 10 and 17 are clearly set some time after
Gregory’s departure from the city. Given this fictive chronology, it is clear that Gregory
frames a progress in his stance: from his role of outsider and watchdog of the bishops,
when he was still bishop of Constantinople and in a sense still immature because subject
to his emotions, to his withdrawal from public life, with a more mature and ascetic atti-
tude, marked by restraint and measure. Therefore, II, 1, 12 and 13, still features Gregory
as politically active, then come I, 1, 10 and 17 with their refusal of public life, and lastly
the poems on silence set in the Lent of the year 382, with Gregory in his renewed status
of old pillar of the church. In all these transformations, he remains a suffering ascetic
and a martyr, reluctant before the duties of public life.

Such an explicit and elaborate posture on the spiritual and psychological peculiar-
ity of poetry cannot be retrieved in Ephrem’s works. There are common themes with
Gregory, but they are never explicitly linked with the poetic form of Ephrem’s works.
This is not to say that Ephrem did not develop an articulate point of view on his writing
of poetry: however, we cannot read Ephrem’s predecessors, so that we are deaf to the
possible allusions to them, which would clarify his stance on poetry. All in all, the image
of himself he projects in all his poems is more similar to the image of later hagiogra-
phers than to Gregory’s self-portrait. In the poems on bishops, in particular, this could be
due to the third-person language used to talk of the bishops and to the praising tone of
the poems. While Gregory presents himself as the only saint in a world of bad bishops,
Ephrem portrays all bishops as saintly and himself as a miserable sinner.

An example is CN 17, whose first and last stanzas are concerned with the poem
itself: here, Ephrem attributes the poem to his “smallness” (z‘oruta, 1, 1) and presents
himself as “the dregs of the flock” (Sehla d-marta, 12, 1). The image structuring the first
stanza is that of the old widow from the Gospels: like the widow, Ephrem’s smallness
(a feminine in Syriac) throws her dime in the treasury. Thus, she gives an offering,
which was due, as said in the last stanza®!. The last two stanzas of CN 14 are equally
important:

240 AN\ o uév Anong kevbot Bubog (11, 1, 10, 25); OVow Kal owyny, GG Tomapotde Adyov (11, 1, 10, 34).
241 “Me too, the dregs of the flock, /I did not skimp on what was due [walital” (CN 17, 12, 1-2).
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(CN 14, 25-26)

In these stanzas, Ephrem speaks of himself as a sinner, crawling in paradise only thanks
to the interceding bishops, and there reduced to collecting the crumbs under the table
(an allusion to Mc. 7:28; Mt. 15:27): it is a picture of deep self-effacing and humility.
Such endings are widespread in Ephrem’s poems, but the peculiarity of this one is that
here he asks the bishops to pray for him, being their “foster child”. Normally, Ephrem
would pray God directly for himself, or request that the whole community pray for him.
The procedures employed by Ephrem in these stanzas anticipate similar procedures
employed by later hagiographers and examined by Krueger. First, hagiographers traced
parallels between their material and biblical stories, at the same time casting themselves
as successors of the authors of Scripture?®3, Ephrem, too, apart from the unending par-
allels with Scripture in his poems, puts on the mask of the old widow, a character from
the Bible. The hagiographers often tell their readers that they travelled to the shrine of
their saint or knew him in person or was granted a miracle through his intercession.
Almost always, they pray to the saint for assistance in writing and in life: they repre-
sent themselves as devotees of the saint. The act of writing a hagiography is thought of
as an act of devotion to the saint?**, Ephrem, too, prays to his bishops for his salvation
and seems very devoted to their memory and service. This devotion clearly prompts
and shapes his poems. Hagiographers often came from a monastic background, and as
such, they tended to describe their literary efforts as ascetic exercises. In particular, they
displayed and exercised humility through writing, in that they renounced their agency
as authors and conferred all merits on the subject or God*®. At the same time, they
effaced themselves as sinners and weak men. This same attitude is found in many of
Ephrem’s closing stanzas. All these authorial poses are important rhetorical strategies
because they carve a place and a role for Ephrem in the congregation. However, they
never connect explicitly with the choice of poetry over prose. Therefore, if Gregory uses
poetry as a means to face some passions and conjure those passions, giving a certain

242 “And for the sinner who laboured, being / the foster child of those three, // when they see that
“third”, / who closed the door of his chamber, // may those three beseech / that he sets his door a little
ajar for me. /// May the sinner push his way through, / when he will be glad and scared at the sight; //
may the three teachers call / that one disciple with mercy; // may he collect under the tables /the crumbs
full of life.”

243 Krueger 2004, 15-32.

244 Krueger 2004, 63-93.

245 Krueger 2004, 94-109, in particular 104.
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image of the poet and his motivations, Ephrem doesn’t seem to reflect on the medium of
poetry as such in this connection. Nonetheless, this lack of concern could be only appar-
ent, due to our insufficient understanding of the Syriac poetic tradition prior to Ephrem.

1.3.3 Heresy and poetry

When Gregory in the poem On His Verses (11, 1, 39, 48-50) laments the prominence of
“outsiders” (§évol) in the field of literature, we are immediately drawn to think that
these outsiders are the pagan authors*®. Yet one could conceive of a less obvious iden-
tification: Simelidis, for example, thinks that the label “outsiders” includes not only
pagans but also heretics®¥’. In this, he echoes Prudhomme’s idea that the main targets
of the poem are poets and heretics, substantiated by the interpretation of lines 18-21 as
referring to heretics using literature to foster their cause and thereby creating schisms
and divisions*®. Indeed, this interpretation presents a closeness between poetry and
heresy already attested in ancient sources and directly linked with the poetic activ-
ity of both Ephrem and Gregory. Besides the cases of poetic corpora associated with
communities whose orthodoxy was called into question*¥, ancient heresiologists and
church historians witness theological polemics pursued through poetry. The earliest
mention is in Irenaeus, Haer. 1, 15, 6, where the author quotes an iambic invective of
some “divine old man and herald of truth” against the gnostic Mark?’. But this dynamic
becomes really prominent in the fourth century. Arius composed a poem, the Thalia,
which, in the words of his opponents, took advantage of popular melodies to spread his
controversial theses?!. Hilarius’s poetic endeavours can be seen as a response to Arius’s

246 Demoen 1993, 239; Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 502; Hose 2004, 24; Hose 2006, 87-88; McGuckin
2006, 195; Prudhomme 2006, 123; Simelidis 2009, 27.

247 Simelidis 2009, 27.

248 ’Emel 6¢ tolto navtedds apixavov, / Kéopov payévtog eig tooag Staotdoels, / IIdvtwy T épeloua tiig
£auT®V ExTpomiic/ TouToug £XOVTWY TOLE AGYoULS cuunpootdrag (Greg. Naz. 11, 1, 39, 18-21); Prudhomme
2006, 108-109.

249 Examples are: Marcion’s Psalms, the hymns of the Montanists, the Odes by Basilides and the Psalms
by Valentinus, the extant Hymn of the Pearl in the Acts of Thomas: see Prudhomme 2006, 6. On the Odes
of Solomon, see Lattke 2007. On the community of the “Justs” as represented in the Codex visionum and
the poet “Dorotheus”, see Agosti 2017.

250 Ao kal Sikalwg kat dppoldvtwg tfi TolavTn oov TOAUN 6 Belog mpeafuTnG Kal KNPLE TG dAndeiag
EUPETPWLIG EMPEBONKE 0oL, ey 0UTwg EiSwAomole, Mdpke, Kal Tepatookone, KTA. (Iren. haer: 1,
15, 6). The invective is said to be éupétpwg, and the same term is used by Gregory to define his poetry
inIL 1, 39.

251 ‘Ott TOv Apelov anonndioavta tig EkkAnatag enot dopatd te vautkd Kal mpdAta kat 68outopkd
ypdbay, xal Tolals’ Etepa 8ouvTiBEvVTa, £ig ueAwdiag évtelval &g voutlev ekdatolg apuodewy, Sta tig év
Tag peAwSiatg n8ovig EkkAENTWY TTPOG TNV oikelav doéfetav Tovg apabeatépoug Tdv avBpwnwv. (Philos-
torg. h. e. 2, 2); Avti yap Xplotod map’ avtolg Apelog, g mapa Maviyaiolg Maviyaiog, avti 8¢ Mwioéwg
Kal TOV AWV aylwv ZoTtddng Tig é€evpntal map’ avTolg 6 kal map’ "EAANGL yeAwuevog, kal i Buydtp
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Thalia®>. Again, in the Latin West, one could mention Ambrose’s Hymns, which were
clearly used as anti-Arian propaganda, and Augustine’s Psalm against the Donatists*>,
In all these cases, poetic activity is directly linked to a situation of theological conflict
in the urban community, so that poetry must have a direct impact on the Christian
congregation and a clear target. These poems were written to be sung by the many and
thus to define the boundaries of the community, excluding those seen as heretics and
reinforcing group spirit®*,

The church historians of the fifth century ascribed analogous motives to Ephrem.
Sozomen relates the origin of poetry among the Syrians and how Ephrem came to write
“three million verses”**, Harmonius, the son of the heretic Bardaisan, would have prof-
ited from his Greek education by learning to give measure and melody to the Syriac
language, thereby creating its first pieces of poetry. The endeavour met with success,
as the Syrians “were charmed by the beauty of the words and the rhythm of the melo-
dies”; however, Harmonius, influenced by his father, inserted heretical doctrines into
his compositions. And here comes Ephrem, who, concerned for the orthodoxy of his
fellow countrymen, gave himself to the composition of perfectly Catholic words for
Harmonius’s melodies?*, A similar account can be read in Theodoret’s Church History,

‘Hpw814806. Tod uév yap 10 kekhaouévov kai OnAvkov ROog pepipntat ypaowv Apelog kai avtog Oakiag:
Tii¢ 8¢ TV dpynowv EgnAwaev £€opyovpevog kal mailwv £v Taig katd 100 LwTipog Suoenuialg, MoTe Tolg
éumintovtag ig THv aipeoy Slaotpépeabat pév Tov voiv kal Agpovely,... (Athan. or: adv. Arian. 1, PG 26,
16); Apelog mapa t@v mept EVGEPLoV auvédnkev autol v aipeaty év xaptn kal wg £€v ‘@i’ {nAwnaoag
ov8éva T@V EPovitwy, GAAA TOV AlyUnTIov Zwodtny €v ¢ el kal Tfj EkAVGEL ToD pédoug ypaget pev
TOAAG, amd pépoug 8¢ ¢otv avtol tadta... (Athan. synod. 15, 2). See also Stead 1978; Palumbo-Stracca
1990; Williams 2001, 98-116.

252 Hieron. vir: ill. 100; Fontaine 1985; Prudhomme 2006, 23; Dunkle 2016, 32-36.

253 On Ambrose’s hymns: Hymnorum quoque meorum carminibus deceptum populum ferunt. Plane nec
hoc abnuo. Grande carmen istud est, quo nihil potentius. Quid enim potentius quam confessio Trinita-
tis, quae quotidie totius populi ore celebratur? Certatim omnes student fidem fateri, Patrem et Filium
et Spiritum sanctum norunt versibus praedicare. Facti sunt igitur omnes magistri, qui vix poterant esse
discipuli (Ambr. c. Aux. 34); Aug. conf. 9, 7, 15; Paulin. Med. vit. Ambr: 3, 13; Simonetti 1952; Dunkle 2016,
especially 44-51; on Augustine’s Psalmus: Volens etiam causam Donatistarum ad ipsius humillimi vulgi
et omnino imperitorum atque idiotarum notitiam pervenire, et eorum quantum fieri per nos posset inhaer-
ere memoriae, Psalmum qui eis cantaretur per Latinas litteras feci, sed usque ad V litteram. Tales autem
abecedarios appellant. Tres vero ultimas omisi; sed pro eis novissimum quasi epilogum adiunxi, tamquam
eos mater alloqueretur Ecclesia. Hypopsalma etiam, quod respondetur, et prooemium causae, quod nihilo-
minus cantaretur, non sunt in ordine litterarum; earum quippe ordo incipit post prooemium. Ideo autem
non aliquo carminis genere id fieri volui, ne me necessitas metrica ad aliqua verba quae vulgo minus sunt
usitata compelleret. Iste Psalmus sic incipit: Omnes qui gaudetis de pace, modo verum iudicate, quod eius
hypopsalma est (Aug. retract. 1, 20 (19)); Dunkle 2016, 36-39 with bibliography.

254 Shepardson 2008, especially 35-46, 56—62, 111-117, for Ephrem.

255 Aéyetat 8¢ T0¢ maoag apel Tag Tplakoasiag puplddag Endv cuyypdvat (Soz. 3, 16, 4).

256 OUK Gyvo 8¢ w¢ Kal maAat EAAOYLUOTATOL TOTTOV TOV TPOTTOV Tapd Ooponvois éyévovto BapSnadvng
T€, 0G TNV QT avTol Kahovpévny aipesty GLVESTHoATO, Kal Apuoviog 6 BapSnodvou nalg, v @aot S
OV Tap EAANGL A0ywv ax0€vta mp@ToV PETPOLS Kal VOUOLS HOVGLKOTG THY TATPLOV QWYY UTayayelv
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undoubtedly derived from Sozomen?’. As has been rightly pointed out, both accounts

are tainted by some bias: Sozomen’s story stresses that Syriac religious poetry derives
from the Greek education of its most prominent author, to the point that he invents the
fictional Harmonius, with his meaningful name®®, Theodoret, on the contrary, even if
forced to rely on Sozomen’s version, tries to separate Ephrem from Greek learning as
much as possible?, Yet, apart from these different distortions, the two accounts share
the notion that Ephrem started to write poetry lest a heretic have the monopoly of that
medium. Without the mention of Bardaisan and his mythical son Harmonius, the same
antiheretical purpose is ascribed to Ephrem by Jacob of Serugh, who must not have been
unaware of the existence of Aramaic poetry before Bardaisan and its independence
from Greek culture?®: in fact, what is emphasised of Ephrem’s activity is not the writing
of poetry per se, but rather his use of a choir of women to deliver this poetry®!. In
his Homily on Saint Ephrem, Jacob highlights mostly two functions of Ephrem’s poetry:
worship and polemics. In this respect, Jacob describes Ephrem’s literary endeavours

Kal Yopolg napadotval, kaBdmep kat viv mToAAaxLg ot ZOpol PdArovaty, 0v Tolg Appoviov cLyypauuacty
G TOTG UEAEDL YPWUEVOL. ETTEL YaP 0 TAVTATIaoLY £KTOG AV THS TaTpwag aipéoews Kai v mept Yuyhg,
yevéoeng Te kal ¢Bopdg omuatog Kai maAlyyevesiag ol ap’ “EANGL @locogotvreg SoEalovaty, old
ye Umd A0pav & cuveypdato cuvBelg tavtact Tag §6%ag Toig oikelolg mpootuLe auyypdupaoty. idwv
8¢ Eppaiy kxnAovpévoug Toug ZUpoug T¢) KAMEL TRV OvopdTwy Kal Td pubud Ti¢ pewdiag, kal katd
70070 TPoaeBL{opuéVoug Opoiwg adTe §oEAlew, kaimep EAANVIKIG Tatseiag Guolpog, Enéatn Tf KataAjpet
TGOV Appoviov péTpwv Kal TTPog TA HEAN TMV EKEIVOL YPAUUATWV ETEPAS YPAYAS ouvadovaas ToTlg
EKKANOLAOTIKOTG SOypact ouvébnkey, omola avT@ memovnTal é€v Belolg Duvolg kal eykwpiolg ayadhmv
avdp@v. €€ eketvou e ZUpoLKaTh TOV VOOV Tiig Appoviov wsiig Ta Tod EQpalp YaArovow (Soz. 3, 16, 5-7).
257 Kata todtov T0v xpovov év Edéoan uév Eepaip 6 Bavudotog, év Alegavdpeia 8¢ Siémpemne Aldupog,
KAt TOV QvTutdAwv Tig dAndeiag Soyudtwv ouyypaeovTeg. Kai 00Tog uev Tf| ZOpwv KeXpnuévog ewvi
TIG TVELHATIKIIG XApLTOG TAG AKTiVag Roier Tadelag yap ov yeyevpévog EAANVIKAG, TOUG T€ TOAUGYLSETS
TV EAvwv SujheyEe TAGVOULG Kal Tdong aipeTIkig kakoTeyviag EyVUvwaoe TNV AcBévelav. Kat £mesn
Apuoviog 6 Bapdnodvou dg tivag ouveteBeiket méhat kal Tf) T00 péAoug 8ovij TV doéfelav kepdoag
KaTeEKNAEL TOUG AKovOVTAG Kal TPpOg 6AeBpov fypeve, TV dpuoviav Tod uérovg éxelBev Aafov avéuite
TNV evoEPelav kal Tpooeviivoxe Tolg axovovawy 1j8latov 6pol Kal 6vnolpdpov edppakov. Tadta Kat vov
70 dopata eadpoTépag TV VIKN@Opwv HapTupwv Tag mavnyvpelg notel (Theodrt. h. e. 4, 29). On The-
odoret’s derivation from Sozomen, see Brock 1985, 80. The trope reaches even into the sixth century,
where the Nestorian author Barhadbshabba Arbaya attributes Narsai’s poetic activity to the menace
brought about by the poems of the heretic (Miaphysite) Jacob of Serugh (Nau 1913, 612).

258 Brock 1985, 80.

259 McVey 2007, 245.

260 That Aramaic poetry should have had a long history before Ephrem and Bardaisan is suggested by
the relative complexity of the forms adopted by Ephrem and by scarce but significant witnesses: Brock
1985, 79.

261 “Your instruction opened the closed mouths of the daughters of Eve; / and behold, the gatherings of the
glorious (church) resound with their melodies.” (Jacob of Serugh, Homily on Saint Ephrem 41; transl. Amar
1995, 35); “This discerning man composed hymns (madrase), and gave them to the virgins (la-btulata) ...
(Words) such as these were spoken by Ephrem/ to the pure (dakyata) as he taught them a new song of
praise: // ‘O daughters of the nations (bnat ‘amme), approach and learn to praise / the One who delivered
you from the error of your fathers™” (102-103; transl. Amar 1995, 49, 51). On this subject, McVey 2007.
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in terms of forging weapons and striking or throwing darts, explicitly identifying the
targets by name as renowned heretics?®2, He also praises Ephrem’s adherence to “truth”,
which can be safely interpreted as orthodoxy as opposed to heresy®®.

A polemical purpose is apparent from Ephrem’s poetry itself, and not only implicitly—
with whole groups of poems, single pieces, and widespread allusions aimed at prominent
heresies of the day—but also explicitly. In the hymn. haer,, Ephrem repeatedly addresses

the writings of his enemies, calling them madrase, the same name he uses for his own
poems?®, As noted by McVey, Bardaisan is strongly linked with music, whereas other her-
etics, such as Mani and Marcion, are said to have written poetry, but they don’t seem to
have employed music?®. Moreover, Ephrem witnesses the effectiveness of Bardaisan’s
musical poetry when he says that the heretic has successfully concealed the bitterness
of his doctrines with the sweetness of his poetry?®, In the last hymn of the collection, the
poet presents his works as protecting the church against heresies?”. The fact that heretical
poetry was circulating at Ephrem’s time and that he conceived of his work as a protection
against heresy partially confirms the account of the church historians and lends credibil-
ity to Jacob’s image of Ephrem.

262 “Valiant one who humbled all heresies with your courage” (Jacob of Sarug, Homily on Saint Ephrem
7a; transl. Amar 1995, 27); “This man introduced women to doctrinal disputes [darral; / with (their)
soft tones he was victorious in the battle [ba-qrabal against all heresies. // This man’s mouth was a bow
[qust-eh], and his words were arrows [geére]; / he forged [hSal] songs like spearheads [lolyata] for the
weapon [zayna] which he fashioned. // This man hurled wonderful melodies against the evil; / with his
instruction, he eliminated stumbling blocks which had multiplied. // ... This man overcame the aposta-
sy of the Marcionites [zka l-kaporuta d-bét Marqyon] ... This man humbled with the straightforward-
ness of his teaching / the logic of the cunning followers of Bardaisan [d-gudda sni‘ta d-bet Bardaysan].”
(152-154.160a.161; transl. Amar 1995, 65, 67). Interestingly, the word for “troop” [gudda] can also mean
“choir”: this could be a reference to the use of poetic songs in the Bardesanite community.

263 For example: “Advocate of truth [snégara d-qusta], that was a mouth for faith [l-haymanutal,
through which plain truth [srara galya] spoke with loud voice”. The three terms for “truth” and “faith”
(qusta, haymanuta, srara) have overlapping meanings, all three oscillating between “truth”, “sincerity”
and “faith” or “trust”. Srara and haymanuta are used for the Christian faith and doctrine, sometimes
even as antonomasia (Payne Smith 1879-1901, 238, 3773, 4304, s.0v. <iix .hran .harnm).

264 “Mani in his poems[(madrasa-w]” (hymn. haer. 1, 16, 9-10); “I heard his poems (madrasa-w)” (54, 1,
1); “I came across a book of Bardaisan” (51, 2, 1).

265 “In the dens of Bardaisan / tunes and songs // for he saw that youth /longs for sweetness // chanting
its psalms / adolescence becomes wanton” (hymn. haer. 1, 17, 1-6); “For he [Bardaisan] fashioned poems
[madrase] | and mixed them with melodies // and he composed psalms/ and added metres // with weights
and measures / he ordered words ... for David did not sing // the song of apostates/ whose lyre is deceit”
(53, 5, 1-6.6, 8-10; for an analysis of these lines see Beck 1983); McVey 2007.

266 “In the dens of Bardaisan/ tunes and songs // for he saw that youth / longs for sweetness [halyutal] //
chanting its psalms / adolescence becomes wanton” (hymn. haer. 1, 17, 1-6) “He distributed to the inno-
cent bitterness with sweetness [mrara b-halyutal, // the sick, who did not choose/ the healthy provision.”
(53, 5, 7-10).

267 See hymn. haer. 56, 10.
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Ifin the traditional view Ephrem began to write poetry as a reaction against Bardai-
san, Gregory wrote in reaction to Julian or, maybe, in reaction to Apollinaris’s reaction
to Julian. Fifth-century church historians Socrates and Sozomen, echoed by Zonaras
in the twelfth century, relate that Apollinaris of Laodicaea wrote a paraphrase of the
Bible as a response to Julian’s famous edict forbidding Christians to teach the traditional
paideia. As the prohibition was motivated by the pagan imprinting of the mandatory
authors of this paideia, the work of Apollinaris sought—according to the historians—to
preserve the technical and formal aspects of Greek tradition and to join it with Scrip-
ture, so that Christian teachers could in fact elude the ban. Sozomen’s account is very
favourable to Apollinaris, and it underlines his poetic prowess*®, Socrates’s version
is considerably expanded, as it uses the Apollinaris’s incident as an introduction to a
longer discussion on the relationship between Christianity and classical culture. What
is striking in Socrates’s account is the doubling of Apollinaris: Socrates uses Apollinaris’s
father, of the same name, to duplicate the enterprise. According to Socrates, then, there
were two Apollinarises, father and son, working jointly on the biblical paraphrases.
Strangely, this piece of information is not frequently doubted by scholars, even though
there is good evidence in favour of ruling out the double translation (and perhaps the
whole story) as an invention®®’: the father, says Socrates, was a ypappatikdc, an ele-
mentary teacher, and the son a co@uotig, an advanced teacher; the father cast the Old
Testament into Homeric and dramatic poetry, in such a way that no Greek metre was
left unexplored; the son cast the New Testament as Platonic dialogues®”’. Now, the first

268 1vika 81 AmoAwdptog 00Tog £ig kalpdv Tij ToAvpadeig kal Tfj pUoeL xpnoduevog, avti uév tig Ourfpov
noujoewg év €neatv npwotg v EPpaikiv dpyatoroyiav cuveypdypato uéxpt tiig ZaovA Baoreiag kal eig
eikoottéooapa pépn v ndoav mpayuateiav Sietiey, £kdotw TOHw Tpoonyopiav BEpevog OuwvLLOVY TOTG
nap’ “EAANGL atotyeiolg kath OV To0Twv apluov kal taéw. énpaypatevoato 8¢ kat T0ig Mevdvspou
Spapactv eixaopévag kwpwdiag, kat Tv Ebputidov tpaywdiav kat v IMvddpov Avpav éupioato. kal
AMA®G elME €k TOV Oelwv ypap®dv tag VTT0OEGELS POV TOV EYKUKAIWY KAAOUUEVWY HoBNUATWY, &V
OAlyw xpovw émdvecev ioapibuoug kat icoduvduovg mpaypateiag foeL T kKal @pacel Kal YapakTipt Kat
otkovopig opoiag tolg map”EAAnowv év tovtolg evdokiunoacty: Gote el ) v apyatdtnta tipwy ot
GvBpwmot xai té ouviiOn eiAa ¢voulov, émiong, olpat, Toig maAatoig Ty AoAwapiov 6TovSHv Emivouy
Kai ¢818dokovTo, TavTy mAéov avTod TV evEuiay BavpdlovTeg, How ye TGOV UV dpyaiwy £kaatog ept v
u6vov €omovdaaey, O 8¢ Ta TAVTWY EMTNSeVOAG €V KATENELYOVON XPElQ TV EKAGTOV ApETNV amepdEato.
(Soz. 5, 18).

269 Wilson 1983, 10; Prudhomme 2006, 21; Simelidis 2009, 25-26 don’t doubt the information. Hose
2004, 22 doubts that Apollinaris had even written any poetry; Speck 2003, 166-169 doubts the whole
story of the Apollinarii, and so does Agosti 2001a, 70-71; Kaster 1988, 243-244 doubts the participation
of Apollinaris the Elder to the enterprise.

270 'O pévtol 100 Bacéwg vopog, 8¢ Tovg Xplotiavoug EAANVIKIiG maudeiag petéxey EKWAVE, TOUG
AmoAwapiovg, MV Kal TPOTEPOV EUVNUOVEVCAEY, PAVEPWTEPOVG AmESelEey. ‘Qg yap Guow Hotny
EMIOTIHOVEG AOYWYV, O UEV TATNP YPUUHATIKDV, GOQLOTIKGY 8¢ 0 VIOG, XPelwdelg €autovg mpog
TOV TapoévTa Kapov Tolg Xplotiavoig amedelkvuov. 'O pev yap evbug ypaupatikog dte, Tv téxvny
YPOUUATIKAY XpLoTlavike tOnw cuvétatte T e Mwioéwd BLpAia Sii Tod pwikod Aeyouévou péTpou
ueTéBane, xal 6oa kata TV modaav Slabnkny év iotopiag TOmw ouyyéypamral. Kal to0to pév ¢
SAKTUAKD UETPW oLVETATTE, TOUTO 8¢ Kal T THG Tpaywdiag TUMw Spapatiki®g E€elpydleTo Kal mavTl
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levels of paideia, imparted by the ypapuatikdg, consisted precisely in extensive reading
of Homer, complemented with the great tragediographers and a few lyric and elegiac
poems; Plato, on the other side, was studied with the ptwp in the more advanced
courses, because his style was seen as the epitome of Atticism. Plato’s dialogues, more-
over, were the summit of philosophical education, which in turn was the summit of
education as such?”'. However, neither Sozomen nor Zonaras mentions paraphrases
from the New Testament, nor any prose paraphrase. Socrates himself admits later on
that the works of the Apollinaris “are considered as if never written”?’?, which raises
the doubt on how he knows them so well. Hence, there is more than a reasonable sus-
picion that in fact this is all a scheme to adapt the endeavour of one Apollinaris, who
paraphrased Old Testament material in various classical Greek poetic genres, to the
layout of contemporary paideia, with its division between ypapupatikog and prjtwp, the
study of poetry (mostly Homer) in the first courses and of prose (mostly Plato) in the
following. This scheme provided also for a very convenient parallelism between the
relationship of Old and New Testament in Christian thought and the role of poetry (viz.,
Homer) and rhetoric or philosophy (viz., Plato) in classical tradition. Such a parallelism
contributes to the overall thesis of the chapter, that classical culture is useful to the
Christians and not completely alien to Christian truth. Finally, we have the witness of
Zonaras, who tries to harmonise previous historical accounts with the Christian poetic
texts he can read. He connects Gregory’s poetry, renowned in Byzantine times, and the
Metaphrasis of the Psalms, a Homeric rewriting of the Psalms, to Julian’s edict, attrib-
uting the Metaphrasis to Apollinaris*’”®, Zonaras’s account is the only one mentioning
Gregory’s poetry, but, given the fact that he mentions only the paraphrase of the Psalter
by Apollinaris and nothing more, as did the other historians, it is likely that he is simply
projecting the contemporary textual situation onto the historical incident. However, an
earlier source, Gregory the Presbyter’s Life of Gregory (sixth to seventh century), draws
a connection between Gregory and Apollinaris. The biographer attributes to Gregory’s
poetry a double aim: on one side, it served to counter Julian’s pretensions that Greek
culture had to be necessarily linked with pagan religion, and on the other, Gregory’s
poetry defied Apollinaris’s monopoly of the medium. The heretic managed to win over

HETPW PUBUKD EXPRTO, OTIWG v unSelg Tpomog Tiig EAANVIKIG yADTTNG T0T¢ XPLoTiavoig avijkoog 1. ‘0 8¢
VEOTEPOG ATIOALVAPLOG, €D TPOG TO AEYELY TAPETKELAGUEVOG, TA EDAYYEALA KAl T ATTOOTOALKA SGypata év
UMW SLaAdywV €¢€0eTo, kabd kat IAdtwy map’ ‘EAAnow. (Socr. h. e. 3, 16, 1-17).

271 Kaster 1983; Marrou 1964, 161-162, 243-248, 293-307, 309-311.

272 v 8¢ ol movol &v {ow T0D N ypagijval Aoyifovtat (Socr. h. e. 3, 16, 22-23).

273 oUTw yap €€eUavn KaTd XPLOTIAVAY (G KAl KWAVEWY aOTOUG HaBNUATWY UETEXEWY EAANVIK®Y, Ui
8V Aéywv PvBoug avTd 6VOUAlovTdg Te Kal SlafdAlovtag Tig €€ avT®v OeAeiag amolavew Kal 8
VTGV OTALleaBaL KaT avT®V. 60ev TAV TAlSWV TAV XPLOTWVOUWY EIPYOUEVWY PETIEVAL TOVUG TTONTAG O
AmoAwdaptog Aéyetal eig Thv To0 WaAtnpiov opundijval tapdepacty kai 6 péyag év Beoroyia Ipnyoplog
elg Vv moinow t@v En@v, v’ avtl t@v EAANVIKGV podnuatwv tadta ol véol pavBdvovteg Thv te yAdooav
ECeMviCwvTal kal T pétpa §18dckwvtal (Zonar. hist. p. 61, 13-62, 4). The attribution of the Metaphrasis
to Apollinaris was ruled out by Golega 1960.
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people to his doctrine by way of his masterful poetry; therefore, Gregory, even though
he was enjoying an ascetic retirement, wrote and published his own poetry®*, The story
is very similar to that of Ephrem: a retired ascetic writing poetry only to contrast a suc-
cessful and skilful heretic.

We could dismiss the story of Gregory the Preshyter as a free invention if we did
not have firsthand evidence that Gregory wrote to counter Apollinaris’s poetry. He did
so in the last part of his life, when he probably wrote the greater part of his poetry
and when the relationship with Apollinaris was already embittered®”. At the end of an
letter devoted to Apollinaris’s christological errors, Gregory says:

Ei 8¢ ol paxpol Adyot kal T véa YaAThpla Kal avtigBoyya @ Aadls kal | TOV HETPWV XAPLS 1)
TplTn Alabrkn vopifetal, xal NUES Yarporoyroopev kal ToOAAY ypdpouev kal petpricopey. Emeidn
SokoOpev Kat npelg Mvedua Oeod Exewv: einep Mvedpatog xapig To0To €0TLY, GAAL U GvBpwrivny
kawotouia (Greg. Naz. ep. 101, 73)*7S,

These lines can be read as an announcement by Gregory that he is going to write poetry
to counter Apollinaris’s works. Against this view, Hose believes that these lines can’t be
linked with Apollinaris’s poetry, because the comparison with David that they contain
could only point to poetry in the genre of the Psalms, but since we know the Metaph-
rasis to be of a different author, and since ancient historians (excluding Zonaras, for
obvious reasons) do not attribute paraphrases of the Psalms to Apollinaris, the idea
of Gregory responding to Apollinaris’s poetry with poetry loses its central point. This
is a misrepresentation of these lines. First of all, Gregory mentions three elements of
Apollinaris’s communication—namely, “long discussions” (paxpot A6you), “psalm-imita-
tion” (véa padtiipla), and “the elegance of metre” (1 TV pETpwv XdpLc): this means that,
even granted that véa YaAtrpla cannot refer to poetry, we still have the unambiguous
“elegance of metre” to deal with. This expression must refer to poetry in traditional
Greek forms. Second, Hose’s view is forced to read the comparison with David only in
connection with a paraphrase of the Psalms. As shown by Gregory’s On His Verses (11, 1,
39, 88-89)%"7, our author sees David as the paradigm of every Christian poet; hence, ref-

274 mepl 8& TV EUUETPWY, OV EUVEONY Kal TPWNV, SITTOG aVTE YEYOVEY O OKOTTOG TTPGTOG UEV, 6TTWG
Vv @Oeopov Tovilavol To0 TUPAVVOL Vopobeaiav Hepaklwdn Kal avioyupov ameAéyln, keAevovoav i
petelval Xplotiavois tig EAMvwv maidelag 8e0tepog 8¢, emel énpa ATOAAVAPLOY pdpavTa ToAVeTiXOUg
BiBAoUG €K SLaPOpwWV UETPWY, Kal TOVTOLG KAEYaVTA TOVG TOAAOUG €i¢ TNV alpeaty, KG EAAGyLUOV 8iiBev,
avaykaiov @fon, v Aplav{olg nouxdlwv petd TV UTOoTPOENV Kal oYoAV Gywv, ola Tpayudtwy
ammAAaypévog, tvikadta ypapat ta Eupetpa, 60ev pot ebpntal i mAelotn VAn tiode T VoBEcEw
(Gregory the Presbyter, Life of Gregory PG 35, 304 A-C).

275 McGuckin 2001a, 384-396.

276 “If, however, long discussions and new psalters, dissonant from David, and the elegance of metre
are held as the Third Testament, we too will speak through psalms and write long and in metre. Because
we too believe to have the Spirit of God, if only these things are a gift of the Spirit, and not human in-
novations”.

277 ZAoVA g€ TOUTO TELGATW, Kal TTVEVPATOS / EAevBepwBelg TOTG TpOTOLS Tiig Kvupag (11, 1, 39, 88-89)
with reference to 1Sam. 16:14-23.
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erences to David can be interpreted also as general references to poetry and not always
and only as referring to the biblical book of Psalms. Moreover, Apollinaris’s psalter is
described as “dissonant” (avtigBoyya) to David’s. Such a description isn’t apt for a par-
aphrastic psalter, which should be consonant to its original. Since the issue here is not
style, but content, the word avtip6oyya must mean that Apollinaris’s poems contradict
David’s teachings, and, given Gregory’s main concern with Apollinaris’s Christology,
they must have contradicted David’s messianic prophecies specifically and all those
passages in the Psalms where Gregory saw christological statements. Finally, allowing
for the sake of argument that Gregory refers to a paraphrase of the Psalms, why would
have he found fault with it? Among the many oeuvres by Apollinaris, Gregory had no
reason to attack specifically the hiblical paraphrase, a genre that he himself practiced.
If then ep. 101 doesn’t refer to a paraphrase of the Psalms in the first place, the fact that
our Metaphrasis is not by Apollinaris or that the historians don’t mention a paraphrase
of the Psalms is of no relevance in excluding that Apollinaris did in fact write poetry
and Gregory reacted to it. After all, there is another passage in Sozomen that seems to
point in the same direction as these lines by Gregory. Sozomen, at h. e. 6, 25, 5, writes
that the Apollinarist communities used different rites and sang (YaAAovteg) “some met-
rical ditties composed by Apollinaris himself”. These works are linked to Apollinaris’s
poetic prowess, which allowed him, thanks to his education, to employ every metre of
the Greek tradition, a detail that Sozomen had already mentioned when speaking of
Apollinaris’s biblical paraphrases. Apollinaris’s poems were a hit, and they spread also
outside of liturgy, with pieces composed for every situation of day-to-day life?’s, It is
likely that Gregory’s remarks in ep. 101 are aimed at these poems and not at the biblical
paraphrases: while the latter would date back to Julian’s reign, when Apollinaris was
still a prominent figure of the Nicene ranks, and their aim was antipagan, the poems
mentioned by Sozomen fall under the category of heretical propaganda, as seen in the
cases of Arius or Bardaisan, with the typical remark that everyone in his daily life sang
the works of the heretic. It is conceivable, then, that Gregory wrote poetry in reaction
to Apollinaris’s works. Some of Gregory’s poems can be traced back to the Apollinarist
controversy (for example, I, 1, 10), and maybe others, even though they are not directly
discussing Apollinaris’s theories, were in fact conceived and composed to compete with
analogous ones by Apollinaris.

It appears that the two major poets of Eastern Christianity in the fourth century
began to write only after heretics had already employed that medium, and only to

278 £k TOUTOL 8¢ Kal év AANaLg TOAEaL Xwplg EKKAnaialov UTO EMoKOTOLS i8ioLg, kKal Beapols ExpivTo
otplolg Tiig kKaBoAoL EkkAnaiag, Tapd TG VEVouLoUEVAS iepag ®SAG EUUETPA TLVA UEAVS LA YAANOVTES
nap’ avtol AnoAwapiov nupnuéva. mpog yap i dAAN madevoel Kal momTIKOG WV Kal TavTodan@v
pétpwv eidNuwv kat tolg €vtedbev N8Vouact ToLg mMoAAOLG Emelbey avTE TMPOTEXEV: (vEpeg Te yap
Tapd ToUG TOTOLG Kal £€v €pyolg kal yuvaikeg mapd Tovg ioTovg Ta avTod péEAN EYailov. amovsig yap
Kal Qvéoews Kal £0pT@V Kal TV GAAWY TTPOG TOV £KAGTOL KALPOV EISVANA AUTH TTEMGVNTO, TTAVTA €ig
evAoylav Beod teivovta (Soz. 6, 25, 5).
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counter the poetic monopoly of those heretics. Yet when one skims the works of these
Christian poets, only a part of their poetry can be meaningfully linked with antihe-
retical polemics. There is much more that must be traced to other aims and occasions.
In the case of Gregory, he himself gives his motivations, and countering Apollinaris is
only one of the many he mentions. This contrasts with his ancient biographer’s expla-
nation, that poetry was essentially a response to Julian and Apollinaris. In the case of
Ephrem, there is a stark contrast between his various and huge corpus and the limited
purposes that fifth-century sources (Sozomen, Theodoret, Jacob) attribute to it. These
same sources seem to reserve poetry as a mean of expression to heretics only, and only
exceptionally to orthodox figures. Was poetry really a “heretical” genre? First, we can
explain the attention paid by our sources to doctrinal controversies by reference to the
situation of the church in fifth century: authors like Sozomen, Theodoret, Socrates, and
Jacob of Serugh write in the context of the christological controversies, arguably the
most heated debate inside the ancient church. In this context, it is only normal that they
would read a continuous struggle of Orthodoxy and heresy also in the past incidents of
ecclesiastical history. For example, Jacob’s reduction of Ephrem’s aims to the rebuttal
of heresies and the praise of God is understandable in terms of Jacob’s own concerns in
writing poetry*. But there is more, for we perceive in the sources an ambivalent atti-
tude towards poetry. Jacob, for whom Christian poetry is a given, uses the antiheretical
purpose of Ephrem’s poetry to justify his use of women choirs®’. Theodoret receives
Sozomen’s account on the beginnings of Syriac poetry but, as much as possible, discon-
nects the authoritative Ephrem from the supposed Greek roots of Syriac poetry, stress-
ing the saint’s lack of paideia. A similar, albeit more ambiguous, image of poetry is found
in Sozomen’s accounts. He too denies any link between Ephrem and Greek paideia, even
ifhe witnesses to a Syriac paideia developed among Ephrem’s pupils®!. However, among
these pupils some are praised only for their eloquence, because they were not orthodox.
Otherwise, we saw Greek poetry always linked with heretics, Bardaisan (by the proxy of
his fictitious son Harmonius) and Apollinaris. Even though Sozomen, in his account of
Julian’s edict, praises Apollinaris’ skill , Sozomen’s take on later—and more original—
literary efforts of Apollinaris seems less generous, at least judging from his dismissive
tone: he calls the “new psalms” composed by Apollinaris “ditties” (ueAvSpla). Among
the incidents relating to Julian’s edict—which, according to Sozomen, would have been

279 See McVey 2007, 245-246.

280 However, as noted by McVey 2007, 246, Jacob is something of an exception, because his attitude is
much more sympathetic towards Ephrem than that of his contemporary and correspondent Philoxenus
of Mabbug. The latter drifted apart from Ephrem’s legacy in the course of his life, most of all because of
the latter’s insufficient Christology (Butts 2017).

281 xainep EAAVKii¢ mawdeiag duotpog (Soz. 3, 16, 7); kal padntdg Eoxniéval ToAAovg 6Tovsii T adTod
naidevowv (nAwoavtag, émtonpotdroug 8¢ ABPav kat ZnvoBlov, ABpadpu te kal Mapdv kal Zvpedva, €9’
0ig peyoAavyobolv ol ZUpwv ntaideg kai doot TV ap’ avtolg madeiav RrpiBwoav. ériong 8¢ MavAwvay
Kol Apavad énawvodoty £t eOyAWTTIQ @aot 8¢ TAV LYLHY SOYUATWY SLapapTely avTovg (4).
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motivated by envy of the paideia acquired by Apollinaris, Basil, and Gregory—nothing
is said of Gregory, and Basil is cautiously credited with a witty answer to a jeer by the
emperor, showing his educated background and, even more, his courage®?. Sozomen
shows no sign of interest for Gregory’s poetry. Socrates has the most favourable pres-
entation of Greek paideia we have seen. He frames the account of Apollinaris’s para-
phrases with his duplication of the character and the parallelisms between ypappatixy
and pntopuwkn on one side and Old and New Testament on the other in order to defend
the value of classical culture. However, Socrates’s judgement on the paraphrases per se is
not as approving as it appears at first. In fact, he praises them as an astounding achieve-
ment, but he also says that their later disappearance is providential®®®. If the Apollinar-
ian paraphrases had wholly replaced classical authors in an educational context, argues
Socrates, there would have been a cultural divide between Christians and pagans, a
divide that would have made dialogue and conversion harder®*, Therefore, in order
to legitimise Greek paideia, Socrates must underplay the importance of Christian clas-
sicising poetry. Moreover, the fact that he has to defend Greek paideia at all means that
someone could attack it. These might have been monks: an increasing influence of
monasticism and monastic values in fifth-century Greek Christianity might have made
our witnesses more wary about Christian poetry. A remark on poetry by a leading figure
of monasticism between the fourth and fifth century, Nilus of Ancyra, again connects
this genre with Apollinaris and shows a very poor appreciation for it: writing a letter (2,
49) to a grammarian turned monk, Nilus launches into a tirade against pagan culture,
especially poetry, “the hexameters and the iambs”?®. The emphasis on poetry as the
summary of vain pagan evenia and cogia (eloquence and learning) may be due to the
addressee’s the profession as a ypappatikog. In fact, when Nilus underlines the absurd-
ity of turning back to pagan learning after having embraced monasticism, he may be

282 Ta8e yap EMTwOAlwyY 6 PacAelg TOTG TOTE SLATTPETOVOLY ETTLOKOTIOLG EMETTEINEY” «AVEYVWY, EYVWV,
KATéYVwv», ToU¢ 8¢ mpog tadta avtiypdat «avéyvwg, GAN oUK Eyveg el yap £yvwg, 00K &v KATEYVKE.»
elol 8¢ ol Baowelw @ mpootavtt T@v €v Kammadokig EKKANOI®Y TadTnVv THY EMOTOANV dvatibéaat,
Kal oUK amekdg aAN’eite avTod eite dAdov Tadtd éott, Sikatov avspeiag kal matdevoewg dyasbat Tov
ypapavta (Soz. 5, 18, 8).

283 A 1 povola To0 Oeol kpeloowy €yEveTo Kal Tig TOVTWY 0ToLSii¢ Kal Tig T00 PacAéwg OpuURg O
UEV Yap VOUOG OUK el pakpav améofn ¢ Paciel, wg mpoidvteg SnAwaouey, TV §€ ol movol €v {ow T00
un ypagijvat Aoyi¢ovtal (Socr. h. e. 3, 16).

284 Lpd8pa 8¢ katamoAepobvtal ol moAéuLol, dtav Toig avT®v 6mAoLS Xpwpeda KT avT®v' To0To 8¢ 0LK
¢vijv UridpEewv Toig Xplatiavifouat, U (v oi AToAwdptot Eypapav (Socr. h. e. 3, 16).

285 T@®v atomotatwv Toivuv &v &in, mpoPfdvtag Hudg TdL 6pet g kata XpLotov LYNARS eocopiag,
peta 0 Stamtdoal v EAANviknv tepBpeiav, kal atipdoat Ty Koumwidiav adt®v, TAAW i TV A
Kovodo&iag Kal Tiig patatonoviag Katapépeabal GKOTEWVOTATNV QAPAYYa, KAl TOUG TEAELOUG THV QpEva
v Tasaplevesdal, kal Siknv puelpakiov mept moAod motelobat té £ kal Tovg lappoug, Gv xpeiav
ovdeig €oyev (Nil. Anc. ep. 2,49, PG 79, 220C). The passage is really interesting: beside the obvious themes
of regression from the previous conversion to Christ (in keeping with the addressee’s renewed pro-
fession) and the aggressive anti-Hellenistic polemic, the regression is aptly described as a return to
childhood. This hints at the fact that the grammarian’s students were adolescents (uetpdxia, Tatdapta).
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trying to persuade his addressee not to resume his former profession®®. However, this

firm condemnation of poetry by an authoritative figure of the monastic movement had
to represent a shared feeling, or at least to influence it. Concerning this influence, it is
very interesting that the person brought forward by Nilus as an example of the damages
of mixing pagan and Christian culture is Apollinaris of Laodicaea?®’.

Hence, in evaluating our fifth-century (and later) sources, we have to take into
account two fundamental biases: their tendency to read previous church history as a
history of dogmatic disputes and a suspicious attitude towards poetry conveyed by (spe-
cifically Egyptian) monasticism. For these reasons, later sources fail to account for the
abundant and varied corpora of poetry produced by Ephrem and Gregory, which com-
prise different genres and contents, and therefore different aims and targets. This is not
to say that polemical and specifically antiheretical themes are absent. On the contrary,
these are an important part of Ephrem’s and Gregory’s poetry, but, besides theological
polemics, the texts on bishops—to take a relevant example—present us with intraeccle-
sial and, with Ephrem, even intracongregational polemics, which have almost nothing
theological and are very political. Therefore, the image of the withdrawn ascetic—
Ephrem or the old Gregory—undertaking the childish exercise of poetry unwillingly,
only to counter the spread of heretical psalms and songs, is largely a fifth-century
invention®®, Rather, in the fourth century, poetry was seen by every strand of Christian-
ity and pagans alike as a legitimate and effective means to carry out a polemic or create
group identity. Besides, polemic and, in a more general way, poetry enjoyed an increas-
ing prestige from the third century until the sixth, above all among the elites, but also in
the eyes of the general populace: the flourishing of metrical epigraphy in late antiquity
is a witness to this success®®. The prestige of poetry could recommend it to an author
who aimed at gaining or restoring relevance in a communal context.

286 The boundary between rhetor or grammarian and monk or bishop was often very porous: Brown
1992, 75. Two cases are emblematic: Gregory of Nazianzus exercised the profession of rhetor upon his
return from Athens, his protestations of ascetic desires notwithstanding (McLynn 2006). Gregory of
Nyssa, though the scion of a family already most influential in contemporary ecclesiastical life, had to
be rebuked by Gregory of Nazianzus to leave beside the pagan books and pursue an ecclesiastical career
(Greg. Naz. ep. 11; McGuckin 2001a, 42—-43; see also Socr. h. e. 4, 26).

287 Ei 8¢ Bavpdlelg Tovg ypagovtag Ta 7, Mpa ool Kal AToAAvEpLov 1oV SuacePi Kal KAVOTOUOV
Bavpddew, ToAAX Alav UETPHoaVTA Kal ETOTTOLoaVTA Kal HaTalomovioavta Kal mavti Kalp@ €v A6yolg
avontolg katatplBévta, oidnoavta 8¢ Tolg axkepdéat TV EN@mV, Kal EAeyuvavta kal LEEPLAcAVTA TOTG
A0YLopOTG «kal 1) yA@ooa avtod SiiAbev €mi Tig yijg», wc Aavis éAeyev (Nil. Anc. ep. 2, 49, PG 79, 221B-C)
288 On the creation of a monastic identity for Gregory: Storin 2017a; and for Ephrem: Taylor 1998;
Wickes 2018, 26-27, 35-36.

289 On epigraphic poetry and the light it can throw on late antique attitudes towards poetry, especially
in larger strata of population: Agosti 2010, especially 163165, 180
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1.3.4 Poetry as education

Gregory’s second and third reasons for writing poetry spurred the most interest among
the scholars. The second reason, its intricacies notwithstanding, can be summed up

as follows?: Gregory writes poetry because poetry is part of the educational syllabus

of the youth, and he wants to introduce some Christian content in it; moreover, since
young people often appreciate poetry and song, a Christian offer of these genres could
enhance the youth’s moral growth or at least avoid the nasty influence of pagan poetry
on their habits®’. The importance of this aim is witnessed by the genres of poetry listed
in the following lines, all of which have an educational bearing?®2. Gregory’s fourth
motive, already mentioned, is his painful awareness that, at the time, pagan works excel
in aesthetic value over Christian ones*?, In other words, Gregory desires to occupy with
Christian content ideal spaces formerly dominated by pagan culture*,

These two motives have a clear common ground: both involve an opposition to pagan
literature. In the second argument, the opposition is played in the didactic field, whilst in
the third, aesthetics is the bone of contention. However, this different focus is actually a
link between the two motives. For, as Hose has clearly shown, late antique Greek poetry
was a genre strongly dependent on schools*”. Indeed, literary excellence and being part
of the school syllabus were synonymous: the syllabus was assembled from works per-
ceived as excellent, and excellence was predicated on the adherence to school models. It
was one and the same space Gregory was trying to claim for Christianity from his pagan
predecessors. In this ambition, the modern scholar can read the lasting effect of Julian’s
reign; not because, as some have assumed, Gregory was always responding directly to

290 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 504-506.

291 Aevtepov 8¢ 101G véolg, / Kal Tdhv ool pdAlota xaipovot Adyolg, / ‘Qomep Tt Tepmvov Tolto Sodval
@apuakov, / IetBolc aywyov eig T xpnowwtepa, / TExvn YAVKAWY TO TUKPOV TGOV EVTOADY. | DL &
avieobal e kal vevpdg Tovog [ Ei mwg BéAetg xal todto’ et pi Tt mAéov, / AvT’ dopdtwv oot Tadta Kal
Avptopdrwy. / Maifew §¢8wka, €l TL kal mailewy BéAets, / M TLg PAGPN ool TTPOG TO KAAOV GUAWUEVW
(11, 1, 39, 37-46); Tig obv BAGRN 0oL, TOVG véoug S Soviig / Zepviig dyeabal mpog Oeod kowwviav; / OV
yap @épovoy aBpoav petdotacty. / Nov pév Tig €é0tw piélg evyeveatépa. / IIREW 8 d6Tav T0 KaAOv év
XPOVW AAPN, / Ymoomdoavteg, g épelopat apidwv, / To kxophov, avtod tayadov @uAdgopev. / TovTou Ti
v yévolto xpnoluwtepov; (90-97). Analysis of this motive can be found in Milovanovic-Barham 1997,
504-506; Prudhomme 2006, 191-193, 21-23; Simelidis 2009, 25-27; Schwab 2012.

292 Xwpelte poakpov & ovdev o0’ Umeép kdpov, / AAX’ 008’ GypnoTov, ®g £yHual TavteAds. /| Avtol
8184&ova’ oi Adyol B€AovTa o€. | Ta pev yap £0TLTOV EUdV, T0 & EkTobev. /"H ThV KaAGV Enavog, fj Kak®dv
Voyog, / "H 80ypat, i yvwun Tig, | topat Adywv, / Mviunv €xovoat Tij 8¢oel to0 ypdupatog (11, 1, 39,
61-67). On the relationship between the genres here listed and Gregory’s extant poems: Demoen 1996,
64-65; Prudhomme 2006, 60-65.

293 Tpitov memovBmg olda Tplyua uév Tuyov / MIKpompenss T, ANV Témove™ 008’ &v Adyotg / TTAéov
88wt Tovg Eévoug UMV Exewv [ TovTolg Aéyw 81 T0TG Kexpwaouévolg Adyols / El kal T0 KAAAOG Ui év
Bewpia. / Yuiv pév odv 81 701 60@oTlg énaifapev. / "Eotw Tig fulv Kal xdptg Aedvriog (11, 1, 39, 47-53).
294 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 502-503.

295 Hose 2004.
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Julian’s edict on Christian teachers, but rather because the whole of Julian’s figure, from
his appearances to his writings and his imperial acts, posed a challenge to Christianity®%,
There was an ongoing discussion during the fourth century on the relationship between
pagan and Christian culture, and Gregory’s poetry can be explained, at least partly, by
reference to these concerns: other works testifying to this discussion are Eusebius’s
Praeparatio and Demonstratio evangelica, Basil’s Address to Young Men on Greek Liter-
ature, and Jerome’s ep. 22, from the Christian side*”. Pagans, too, had something to say
about Christian appropriation of classicising forms: it is probable that a group of poetic
texts formed around Julian and his teacher Maximus of Ephesus with the explicit aim of
reasserting pagan ownership of cultural goods such as hexametric poetry?®,

Gregory’s ambition to become part of the school curriculum and at the same time
to challenge the classics’ literary authority is apparent from his literary production.
Among the reasons pushing him to publish some of his letters, one was admittedly to
help students learn the epistolary style: this amounts to declaring his letter collection
a literary model worthy of the ancient writers*®. Gregory likely edited other parts of
his oeuvre similarly. The speeches, for example, were probably edited at least in cycles,
with or. 27-31 as the prominent example®. The biblical poems edited in the Patrolo-
gia Graeca among the “Theologica” were clearly crafted for didactic use and formed a
self-contained work®”, The Poemata arcana, for example, both thanks to their internal
consistency and to their stand in manuscript tradition, were certainly published as a
single book, an attempt, according to Keydell, to write a Christian didactic poem mod-
elled on Hesiod and Hellenistic poetry®®. A recent contribution convincingly proposes
to read even the eighth book of the Palatine Anthology, Gregory’s funeral epigrams, as
one consistent book®®, With it, Gregory could challenge the pagan discourse of death
in the workshop of the stonecutters and on tombstones, too®*, When one queues up
these editions, McGuckin’s idea that Gregory aimed at producing a complete Christian

296 Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 503; Prudhomme 2006, 193; Simelidis 2009, 25-27; the formative impact
of Julian’s figure on Gregory’s literary and ecclesiastical activity is amply demonstrated by Elm 2012.
297 On Eusebius as responding to Porphyry and being answered by Julian: ElIm 2012, 307-312. A com-
parison between Basil’s and Gregory’s approaches to classical culture in Milovanovic-Barham 1997, 506;
McGuckin 2001a, 96-97; Schwab 2012.

298 The best example among these texts is the Lithica orphica; see Livrea 1992; Zito 2012. On the contin-
uation of this polemic in the fifth century, see Agosti 2008.

299 Greg. Naz. ep. 52-53.

300 McGuckin 2001a, 376; Gallay 1978, 8-10.

301 Demoen 1996, 61; the biblical poems are Greg. Naz. I, 1, 12-28 in Migne’s edition, and they all belong
to Werhahn’s Gedichtgruppe I1I; see Hollger/Sicherl/Werhahn 1985, 26-27.

302 They are Greg. Naz. I, 1, 1-5; 7-9; see Keydell 1953, 137-138; Demoen 1996, 61; Moreschini/Sykes
1997, 55-57. The Poemata arcana form an autonomous Gedichtgruppe in the manuscript tradition: Holl-
ger/Sicherl/Werhahn 1985, 28; Moreschini/Sykes 1997, ix.

303 Goldhill/Greensmith 2020.

304 McGuckin 2006, 204-205; Agosti 2016, 132—133, shows that Gregory’s poems were frequently en-
graved, also in provincial contexts, witnessing to a wide circulation of his poetry.
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curriculum seems not unwarranted*®, Anyway, what stands out even to the most scep-
tical scholar is that Gregory always practiced genres with a long pagan tradition and
shunned those habitually practiced by Christians: he wrote letters, orations, and poems,
but not one biblical commentary, nor a paschal letter nor an Apology of Christianity.
While the other Cappadocians were innovative—Gregory of Nyssa wrote one of the
first hagiographies (his Life of St. Macrina), and Basil an influential monastic rule—
Gregory of Nazianzus seems remarkably conservative in his choice of genres. Moreo-
ver, as his poems show, he tried to cover the whole range of ancient genres: among his
many poems, there is no kind of Greek poetry that Gregory doesn’t appropriate and
turn to Christian use. Here a pattern that probably reflected a personal predilection
of his proved useful: Gregory’s passion for Callimachus provided him with a model for
hybrid poems, for mixing up genres or reproducing the content of some genres in the
metre reserved for other®®.

The four poems on bishops lack any clear indication that they were part of a com-
prehensive and revised edition. As has been already said, the long poem II, 1, 12 is
closely linked with the autobiographical II, 1, 11, and some scholars surmise that they
were part of a larger collection sent to Constantinople, whose preface was the poem On
His Verses, 11, 1, 393", This is difficult to prove. Among the poems on bishops, II, 1, 10
and 13, linked by their first line, were likely published together by Gregory, but there is
no reason to see them inside a larger collection. The elegiac II, 1, 17 is similar to many
other poems of the same genre, whose overall publication state is hardly recognizable.
Therefore, these polemical poems cannot be readily ascribed to Gregory’s project of
building a complete curriculum. This could be due to their occasional character or to
lack of time on Gregory’s part. Nonetheless, the poems can be linked with Gregory’s
attitude towards education and classical culture. First of all, because they complete the
number of Greek genres represented in his works: II, 1, 12 (together with II, 1, 40 and
41) are the only specimens of iambic invective in the collection; II, 1, 13 is a recasting
of the same theme in hexameters, thus latching on to contemporary hexametric invec-
tives, exemplified by Claudian; II, 1, 10 and I, 1, 17 belong in the larger group of elegiac
and plaintive poems, contaminating it with political invective. In the wider context of
his oeuvre, these poems show different ways a Christian could treat invective and the
iambic tradition, much in the same sense as the Poemata arcana show how a Christian
could treat didactic poetry. Moreover, the content of the poems confronts education
from a Christian perspective. Through the attacks against his underqualified fellow
bishops, Gregory’s poems frame not only a moral model for the Christian leader and his
community but also an intellectual curriculum. These poems were meant to reach those
who taught the Christian people and to enhance those teachers’ attention to doctrinal

305 McGuckin 2001a, 117-118; McGuckin 2006, 195, 211-212.

306 On Gregory’s Callimacheanism: Demoen 1993, 243; Prudhomme 2006, 78, 265-266; Faulkner 2010,
81-82; MacDougall 2016; Theris Poulos 2019.

307 McGuckin 2006, 208.
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and didactic facets of their ministry. Poetry, with its circulation among elite circles of
readers, could influence the leaders, and if it was adopted in a school context, it could
influence future elites and church leaders (more on this at §1.2.1.3).

Teaching those who in turn will teach the people: this is what Wickes says
Ephrem’s Poems on Faith were meant to do®®. That collection shows a deep and ubig-
uitous concern for correct education, such as is rarely found in other works. Moreo-
ver, Ephrem’s framing of the Trinitarian debate puts in the spotlight the influence of
Greek culture on theology, because, much more than singling out positions and persons,
Ephrem condemns the whole approach to theology developed in the fourth century,
connecting it with Greek culture®”. The poems on bishops, however, seem distant from
these issues, so that they cannot easily be linked with an educational context. Yet if we
broaden our definition of education, then its relevance to these poems will be apparent:
recited or sung as part of the liturgy, Ephrem’s madrasé reached the whole congregation
and connected it with its bishop, so that the poems’ praise, blame, and advice influenced
their audience. After all, at least one of the meanings of the root *d-r-s, whence the word
madrasa comes, is “to teach”. The congregation was presented with models of behav-
iour and a teaching on the model bishop. The bishop, praised before his community,
learned what standards he would be held accountable to. Finally, the female ascetics
directly addressed in CN 13 received spiritual guidance and were taught their place
in the community. Even the instruction they likely received from Ephrem to stage the
performances of his poems connects these works in yet another way to an educational
context. Nonetheless, all of these educational aims prescind from an established scho-
lastic tradition, thus differing from Gregory’s grappling with Greek paideia. In Ephrem’s
context, poetry serves as an educational means because it is part of liturgy, in the same
way as Christian homilies have an educational aspect to them.

In the last stanza of CN 13, Ephrem urges his audience to imitate the city of Nisibis,
putting the living body of Christ into themselves as the city has put the corpse of bishop
Jacob within itself, in order to gain the same protection as Nisibis enjoyed during the
Persian sieges during their life®!°, This is a common pattern in the first part of the CN:
historical incidents, the sieges in particular, but also the succession of the bishops, are
analysed from a theological and moral point of view, showing either God’s providen-
tial nature or praiseworthy and blameworthy behaviours for the congregation®', Since

308 Wickes 2018, 42—49; Harvey 2005, 129-130.

309 Wickes 2015a, 41-46; Bruns 1990.

310 “Imitate Nisibis, / O eloquent daughters of Nisibis, // which placed the body inside her, / and it was
a wall outside her: // put in yourselves a living body, / which may be a wall for your life.” (CN 13, 21).
311 See §4.1.2. There is a strong pedagogical strand running through these poems, which is best summed
up in this stanza: “Let your anguishes be / books for your remembrance [sepré l-uhdanay-k(y)]: // for
the three sieges / are capable to be for you // books whose histories/ you should meditate every hour. //
Since you had despised/ the Two Testaments, // in which you could read your life / therefore He had you
written // three grievous books / in which you should read your chastisements.” (CN 3, 11). In the poems
on bishops, as we shall see, the same pedagogical reading of history is employed to justify the different
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the poems were written during a period of many years and are clearly divisible into
smaller, more consistent cycles, one could guess they were selected and ordered in the
CN to prove these very points: that history is providentially guided and that Christian
communities should comply with certain moral laws, or else bad situations will result.
In this theological and pedagogical perspective, the historical matter of these poems
finds its justification and its link with the rest of the collection. Therefore, I contend that
whoever edited the collection known as CN, be it Ephrem himself or one of his pupils,
did it so as to create a book on various theological themes, the first being the relation-
ship between God and community throughout history and the providential character
of historical events. It is true that the second part of the CN is totally unrelated to these
historical poems, and yet it has a clear theological character, as opposed to more “litur-
gical” collections, such as the Poems on Nativity, and it is concerned with eschatological
themes (death, afterlife, and bodily resurrection). I find it remarkable that, notwith-
standing their clear liturgical destination, the historical poems have been coupled with
the theological ones. One can surmise that, differently from liturgical cycles such as
the Poems on Nativity and Poems on Easter, and similarly to more scholastic ones such
as the Poems on Faith or the Against the Heretics, the historical poems were collected
with a view to teaching. Since such an operation should have been done shortly after
Ephrem’s death, it is not absurd to think that the poet himself wanted to rise above
occasional matters to a more general reflection on history and the church, meant to
be theologically educational. In this case, the CN would have been used and edited
in connection with a more formal educational institution, the community of literate
ascetics gathered around Ephrem, especially in Edessa in the last years of his life3!,
Thus, Ephrem’s poetry, as well as Gregory’s, became a textbook of Christian education,
and this could have been not far removed from its author’s intentions. In the ancient
witness on Ephrem’s pupils and in the careful edition of his poems we can glimpse
the dawning reality of educational institutions collateral to liturgy. In this perspective,
Gregory’s and Ephrem’s poetry share the same importance in moulding education in
an age of change, from the ancient institution of imperial schools and the liturgy for
Christians to episcopal or parochial schools and monastic institutions.

characters of the bishops in Nisibis, as different educational approaches (§4.1.1). The poems written in
Edessa are less concerned with this theme, which however is present in a few passages (CN 26, 5-6; CN
27, 6; CN 28, 2). However, the vicissitudes of the communities in Edessa and Harran undergo the same
process of typology as those of Nisibis, being paralleled with biblical episodes, so that they become the
New Testament-reality prefigured by the Old Testament image. A similar view of history emerges from
the four hymn. c. Iulian. and the poem edited by Beck as [De ecclesia] preceding them in the manuscript.
This could impair the idea of CN as a collection of poems on the meaning of history, because five of the
most significant poems on the theme were not comprised in it.

312 Wickes 2018, 44-48.
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1.3.5 Conclusion

Ephrem and Gregory approached poetry from very different grounds. For Ephrem,
poetry is a language suited to his modes of thought: the rhetorical, symbolic, and
musical armoury of poetry fitted perfectly with a theology that refuses to define and to
rationalise. It is a language open to biblical words and to natural similes, but impatient
of abstractions and technical terms, where reflection, prayer, and praise are hardly dis-
tinguishable. For Ephrem, poetry is an expressive choice (see §1.3.1). Gregory is totally
different: he wrote the greater part of his poetry late in his life, after an accomplished
career as orator. Yet, for all his linguistic skills, he has lost his platform, and in the most
traumatic way. In this context, poetry is the form adopted in the service of a complex
strategy of self-promotion and apology, comprising also the edition of previous works
and the ongoing relationship with prominent characters testified by the letters: invec-
tive poems allowed for a quick recantation, avoiding diplomatic accidents; the poet
could lament his misfortunes without losing face, thereby presenting himself as a true
philosopher, dismayed by public life, and as a true martyr, ready to suffer for the greater
good of the church; claiming the mask of the iambographer, Gregory was able to justify
his attacks as retaliation for a gratuitous outrage, and his rage as pious zeal aiming at
correction, coming from a social outcast, with no conflicting interests (see §1.3.2).

Given these differences, why comparing Gregory and Ephrem? And if the theme is
late antique bishops, then why choose only poetic texts among the many sources from
the fourth century? The choice of distinguishing between prose and poetry corresponds
to the literary consciousness of the authors, since, as we have seen (§1.3.1), they both
recognise that poetry has a peculiar value in contrast to that of prose. Because this pecu-
liar value is aesthetic, the scholar should approach poems with the methods peculiar to
literature, even when he wants to simply extract historical data from them, but all the
more so if he wants to appreciate the texts on their own account.

Furthermore, apart from their different personal approaches to poetry, Ephrem
and Gregory operated in comparable contexts, which could commend the use of poetry
for similar reasons to both. The major difference in this respect is that Ephrem wrote
for the liturgy and Gregory did not. This, however, doesn’t negate all the similarities
between the two. They both lived in a world where poetry was seen as an authoritative
medium and hence was employed to enhance one’s message. In this world, poetry was
often the medium of polemics, even inside the church, and our poets were no exception.
This accounts for the prosaic (at least to our eyes) material treated in verse (see §1.3.3).

Ephrem’s and Gregory’s poems were similarly amphibious, passing from written
to oral form or vice versa: these passages often amounted to shifts of audience, shifts
that were probably known to the authors, thereby prompting a versatile approach to
the medium. This way, Gregory’s poems could pass from the written form directed to
the few supporters to the oral form of recitations, which entailed confrontation with a
wider and perhaps less favourable public; Ephrem’s madrase were published as oral
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performance before the whole congregation, but then (or at the same time) they were
treasured in written form by his pupils, a more intimate and proficient audience (§1.2).

This double life of poetry roughly matches its double aim. The oral performance,
in churches for Ephrem and in “theatres” for Gregory, projected poems concerning
the questions of the day, as the powerful tools for polemics they were. Through poetry,
especially in its oral and public form, both Gregory and Ephrem tried to exert an influ-
ence on contemporary church life. However, they also shared the ambition to transcend
day-to-day questions to make generally valid points. This is apparent not only from the
approach to questions inside their poetry but also from their shared concern about
education. Poetry in its written (and edited and spread) form could shape the Christians
to come: even though concrete scholastic institutions differed, with Gregory appeal-
ing to the Greek ypaupatikég and Ephrem to the group of literate urban ascetics, the
educational value of poetry was similar, so that writing poetry meant also trying to
reform education. Hence the strong pedagogical and paraenetic tone in the poems of
both authors (§1.3.4).

With these considerations, I hope to have justified and clarified the scope and sig-
nificance of my analysis of these texts.



