CHAPTER 13

The Staphylus Episode. Nonnus and the Secret
Gospel of Mark
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As a grown boy, he would show himself
as a girl, in saffron robes and veils.
R. ROBERTSON, The Coming God after Nonnus

The present paper aims at demonstrating the Christian overtones of the
Staphylus/Botrys episode in Nonnus’ Dionysiaca and its privileged association
with the Lazarus story ( John 11) as rendered in the Paraphrasis. It also sets the
Secret Gospel of Mark (sGm) and the Dionysiaca episode side by side, drawing
attention to their contextual narrative and notional affinity. This has a bearing
on the question of the sGM’s authenticity.

The sGM is known only from two short fragments cited in a mutilated
letter of Clement of Alexandria found in 1958 in the Mar Saba monastery
West of Jerusalem by Morton Smith (1915-1991) and published fifteen years
later by the same scholar.! The conditions of discovery and the authenticity
of this document have ever since been a subject of inconclusive and at times
acrimonious debate.? According to Clement (or “Clement”) Mark produced “a
more spiritual gospel for the use of those who were perfected” relying on notes
of his own and of Peter’s. Some scholars, however, including Morton Smith,

I thank Domenico Accorinti and Gianfranco Agosti for their suggestions and Mary Whitby
for admirably improving the English.
1 Smith 1973 (text: 448/450).
2 Status quaestionis: Foster 2005; Paananen 2012; Burke 2013 is a fine collection of essays from
which P. Foster in his Foreword (p. xxi) concludes that “the riddle of Secret Mark is not
solved yet”. M. Meyer’s integration of SGM’s veavioxog in canonical Marcan theology in his
contribution “The Young Streaker in Secret and Canonical Mark” (Burke 2013, 145-156) is
particularly relevant.
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have suggested (though without proof and perhaps anachronistically) that
the Secret Mark’s passage had a function in the baptismal ritual of Clement’s
community.2 According to the letter, at the time of Clement the sGMm, kept at
the Church of Alexandria where Mark had left it, was not destined for wider
distribution, but was accessible only to an initiated élite: Letter to Theodore
450.1: GVAYVWITHEUEVOV TIPSG AUTOVG MOVOUG TOVG UOVMEVOUS T UEYHAN MUTTYPLAL.
According to the letter, the Carpocratians, a Gnostic heresy known for their
sexual licence, bribed an Alexandrian elder to obtain a copy. In that copy they
read the phrase yvuvog yuuv® concerning Christ and the youth of Bethany. To
refute this Clement cites Secret Mark’s ipsissima verba:
Kol Epyovtar elg Byoviow, xal v éxel pio yow) Mg 6 d8ehpds adtis dmébavev:
xal eEAdodoa Tpogextvyae Tov Tnaodv xal Aéyet adtd: Yie AafiS, EAénady ue.
Ot 8¢ pabyral émetiunooy adti- xal épytadels 6 'Ingods dmAiAbey pet’ adtig
el oV xfjmov 8mov Av 16 pvnueiov: xai ebBUG xovaby €x Tod pynueiov pww)
MeYdAy, xal mpogeAfv 6 ‘Tnools dmexdhoe tov Albov dmd Thg Bdpag Tod
pwnpelov: xal eloeddv €dbUg Smov v & veaviownog EEétevey ™y xelpa xal
iyelpey adtéy, xpatioag THs Yelpds: 6 3 veaviowog euPAédag adtd ydnyoey
adtdy xal fpEato mopoadely adtdv va uet’ adtod ) xal EEeAddvteg €x Tod
pwueiov HABov eig Ty oixiav Tod veavioxov: v yap mAovatog: al ped’ Nuépag
gE emétalev adt® 6 ool xal dlag yevouevns Epyetal 6 veavionog Tpog
adTV, TeptBePAnNpévog awddva Emt yuuvod, xal Epeve gbV adT TV VOXTA
éxelwy- édidaaxe yap adTov 6 Tnaods o puatiplov T PagiAeiog tod Beod:
éxeibev O¢ qvaartag eméatpeev gl o mépav To0 Topddvou.

They came to Bethany, and a woman was there whose brother had died.
She came and prostrated herself before Jesus, saying to him, ‘Son of David,
have mercy on me.’ But his disciples rebuked her. Jesus became angry and
went off with her to the garden where the tomb was. Immediately a loud
voice was heard from the tomb. Jesus approached and rolled the stone
away from the entrance to the tomb. Immediately he went in where the
young man was, stretched out his hand, and raised him by seizing his
hand. The young man looked at him intently and loved him; and he began
pleading with him that he might be with him. When they came out of

3 “The pericope may have been read at the baptismal service preceding the pascha’, Smith 1973,
168, cf. Foster 2005, 51. Talley 1982 articulates an attractive hypothesis for an Alexandrian litur-
gical pattern involving the reading of the Marcan pericope on Lazarus Saturday, abolished
through Athanasius, but taken up in Constantinople by supplanting Mark with John. See,
however, Brown 2007.



