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DIONYSIAC DRAMA AND THE DIONYSIAC 
MYSTERIES 

In Euripides' Bacchae Dionysos visits Thebes in disguise to establish his mysteries 
there.1 And so, given normal Euripidean practice,2 it is almost certain that in the lost 
part of his final speech Dionysos actually prescribed the establishment of his mysteries 
in Thebes.3 In the same way the Homeric Hymn to Demeter tells how the goddess came 
in disguise to Eleusis and finally (vv. 476-82) established her mysteries there. After 
coming to Eleusis she performs certain actions in the house of king Celeus, for example 
the drinking of the KVKEWV, which have long been recognized as corresponding to ritual 
undergone by the initiands in the Eleusinian mysteries.4 It is the main thesis of this 
paper that just as elements of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter seem to derive from a 
epoS Ao6yo of the Eleusinian mysteries, so certain elements of the Bacchae derive from 

a LEpos Aoyos of the mysteries of Dionysos,5 and that furthermore Euripides consciously 
alludes to the Dionysiac mysteries for a dramatic effect dependent on the religiosity 
of his audience, rather as Aeschylus alludes in the Oresteia, on the principle MuaOobitv 
aivuo, to the mysteries of Eleusis.6 

This case will suffer from two drawbacks. Firstly there is the general scepticism 
about ritual patterns in drama arising as a reaction to the excesses of, for example, 
Murray and Cornford.7 This means that a far greater degree of probability seems to 
be required from suggestions of this kind than from the more traditional mode of 
speculation of, say, textual criticism. And secondly, it must be immediately and frankly 
admitted both that we do not know much about the mysteries of Dionysos and that 
most of what we do know is from the Hellenistic and Roman period. In the argument 
that follows recourse will sometimes be had to two assumptions. The first is to suppose 
a degree of continuity between the Dionysiac mysteries of the classical and later 
periods. This assumption is based firstly on the observable continuity of the mysteries: 
for example the antiquity of the Eleusinian ritual described by Plutarch, which will 
form an important part of my argument, is attested by Aristophanes and Plato.8 And 
it is based secondly on general considerations: conservatism is of the essence of those 
rituals in which a community such as a thiasos perpetuates itself by the transmission 

1 Ba. 20ff., 40, 49, 465, 470, 1387. 
2 W. S. Barrett on E. Hipp. 1423: 'at the end of all his tragedies save Tr. - I exclude the satyric 

Cy. and the prosatyric Al.; the end of I.A. is spurious, of Ba. lacunose-Eur. gives a similar 
prophecy of 5th-century cult or nomenclature or the like; on the lips of the deus ex machina if 
there is one'. 

cf. Ta I,ev riat 7rap 'yyELAEv ...in the hypothesis. 
4 esp. vv. 192-211: Richardson, pp. 24ff., 209-17, 231-6, etc. Here and elsewhere references 

may be to the bibliography at the end. 
5 The lEpos Aoyos was associated especially with the mysteries, and so were AyoE6LEva 

(contrasted with 8popIEva), as the myth enacted in, or at least corresponding to, the ritual: 
v. Burkert (1972), p. 43 n. 14, also n. 18 below. 

6 Convincingly demonstrated by Thomson (1935), pp. 20-34, 228-30, and idem (1966), 
index s.v. Eleusinian Mysteries; v. also Tierney. 

7 Pickard-Cambridge (1927), pp. 185-207, 329-52. 
8 Thomson (1935), p. 25; v. also n. 37 below. Another example: at Eleusis the drinking of 

the KVK?ECV is reflected in the archaic h. horn. Dem. and reported a thousand years later by the 
Christian fathers (Clem. Alex. Protr. 2. 21; Arnob. Adv. Nat. 5. 26). On the persistence of the 
KEpvoS from the Minoan period through Eleusis to the present day v. Nilsson (1967), I. pp. 
304 f. Dionysiac: Nilsson (1967), i. p. 144. 
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of a ritual treasured as originally taught by their god.9 The second assumption is to 
suppose, on the basis of numerous observable similarities,'1 an essential similarity 
between the Dionysiac mysteries and the Eleusinian, about which we are well informed 
even for the classical period. These assumptions, even if used with caution, may appear 
questionable. But there is no circularity involved in suggesting that they may acquire 
support from the argument as a whole. It should also be said that there may be in 
the play allusions lost on those as relatively ignorant as we are of the mysteries. 

Of the fifth-century evidence for the Dionysiac mysteries the most important is the 
Bacchae itself." The chorus of maenads enter, and after a prelude (64-72) sing 

/tLKap, oartS evSalzjov 
TEACTLS OiEWV ELSWc. 
pLOTaav aYLUTEuEL Kal 

OLaaee'ETaL IXVav KTA. 

Dodds remarks correctly in his commentary that the word TEAETr does not always 
mean 'initiation'.12 But that it does refer to initiation here is fortunately settled by 
a number of parallels, some of them quoted by Dodds himself, in which piaKapU,ap6o 
of this kind refers to initiation into the Eleusinian and other mysteries.13 The initiate 
attains to EV&aL,Lovtia (73) by becoming part of the thiasos: OtaaeveraL /vXJav (75). 

TEA EraS OE?uV eld&s. The imparting to the initiands of knowledge was a general 
feature of mystic initiation. For example, it provides the basis for the elaborate parody 
in Aristophanes' Clouds of mystic initiation (probably the Eleusinian),14 and for the 
adoption by the philosophers of mystic terminology.15 At Eleusis we hear both of 
AcEyo,LEava and of a rrapadoals rTcv Jvanprrqpiov, which Burkert takes to have been 
in mythical form.'7 AcyoCpeva (contrasted with pc4Evca) and the lepos Aoyos are 
associated especially with the mysteries, including the Dionysiac.18 Such knowledge 

9 cf. Burkert (1972), pp. 34f., 67; Burkert (1979), p. 49. 
10 e.g. terminology (jvatrpmLa, opyta, etc.), function (evSaLupovia of initiate), secrecy, lpol 

Aoyot, cista mystica, revelation of sacred objects: v. Burkert (1977), pp. 413ff. For an actual 
connection between the Dionysiac and the Eleusinian v. Nilsson (1967), i. p. 599. Indeed the 
Ba. may have been influenced by the Eleusinian mysteries themselves. 

1 v. also Hdt. 4. 79, Ar. Ran. 357, the funerary inscr. from Cumae (Schwyzer 792; cf. West 
in ZPE 18, 3 (1975), 234ff.), Nock, p. 795 (Mnemos. 5 (1952), 183). 

12 But even the examples he gives (Theophrastus' eILaUSaltiov going every month EAEUa- 
Or?a6iLEvos to the 'OpqEOTEAEUTrS, and Pi. 01. 10. 51 of the Olympic games) do not convince, 
for a ritual may change its function while retaining its name. 'Op0bEoTreAarai did initiate people 
(Plut. Mor. 224e) and to be regularly initiated is no doubt ludicrously superstitious. The 
Olympics originated (Pi. says ev 7rpWTroyEVEl TEAEa: cf. Plut. Vit. Thes. 25. 4) in initiatory ritual: 
Brelich, pp. 451 ff., Thomson (1946), pp. 113-19: on TEAETr v. now Graf, p. 32. 

13 Richardson, pp. 313 f. 
14 A. Dieterich in RhM 48 (1893), 275-83; cf. Burkert (1972), p. 296. 
15 Herakleitos: Thomson in JHS 73 (1953), 77 ff.; Empedocles: E. Norden, Agnostos Theos 

(Stuttgart, 1956), p. 100 n. 1; Plato and his successors: bibliography in Burkert (1972), p. 227 
n. 11 (add Thomson, 1935, pp. 20ff. and Richardson, pp. 313 f.): cf. Brelich, pp. 75-8. 

16 Mylonas, pp. 272ff. 
17 Theon Smyrn. Math. p. 14 Hiller, 19, 26; p. 15. 7. Burkert (1977), p. 428 (allowing 

nevertheless that 7raOos was more important than tLados: Aristot. fr. 15; cf. P. Foucart, Les 
Mysteres d'Eleusis (Paris, 1914), pp. 415ff.); cf. Pausan. 8. 15. 1-2 (ypactiara are read to the 
LvaTrat of Demeter at Pheneus in a ritual claimed to be like the Eleusinian); Isoc. Panegyr. 28; 

Clem. Alex. Strom. 5. 71. 1. 
18 Burkert (1972), p. 43 n. 14; (1977), p. 415; Dionysiac: e.g. on the decree of Ptolemy 

Philopator, F. Jesi in Aegyptus 41 (1961), 141 ff., G. Zuntz in CQ 44 (1950), 70 ff.: also Kern, 
pp. 1302 ff., Dem. 18. 259, 19. 199 (cf. Burkert, 1977, p. 278), Livy 39. 18. 3, Bieber in JDAI 
43 (1928), 312. 
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was in general kept from the uninitiated. Although Teiresias instructs Pentheus in the 
benefits conferred by Dionysos on mankind, Dionysos cannot tell Pentheus much 
about his 6'pyta, for they are a'ippq-rp' af3aKX1EV'ToLLrLV ELSE'vat f3po'r6w (472). When 
Pentheus asks how they benefit the participants, Dionysos both disappoints and 
excites his interest: o'01" E4USt &Kboai cu'- a' Uc~T 8 ' a' ' E L'E'vaL (474). He simultan- 
eously draws Pentheus towards knowledge of his o5pyta and keeps him outside. It 
is in the same spirit that he reveals more than Pentheus learns, for he reveals it in a 
riddling manner, which may intrigue and yet baffle the uninitiated and make full sense 
only to the initiated. An example occurs at verses 477-80 ;19 

HIE. T1'V OIEOl' 'pav y'ap (/fl7 Caa/)O), 7TOLO'g TL9 qv 
41 0&77roZ0 jOlEA' 0V1K C"W 'Taraarov T'81E. 

HIE. TOUT' al) 7TapwXE'TEVUa3 Ev KOV6El'V AE'YwJv. 
41. 6OEL Ttg aILr.LOEZ UOa&AE'yWV 00'K Ei' fpOl'ELl'. 

Here &tLaWg, which in general means ignorant or boorish, probably also carries the 
particular sense 'uninitiated '2 Pentheus fails to take the hint that the god is before 
his very eyes (cf. 502). It is only after dressing as a maenad that he (dimly) perceives 
his power of self-transformation (920 if.); for he sees Dionysos as a bull, whereupon 
Dionysos remarks (924) vi,v 8' 6'p4i a' Xpq c& 6p&v. 

Were riddling utterances employed in the ritual of mystic initiation in order to 
confuse and stimulate the initiand? That the riddling language of satyric drama and 
dithyramb (and, in a vestigial form, of tragedy) originates in the ritual of Dionysiac 
initiation I1 have argued elsewhere.21 But of the language used in mystic initiation we 
know very little.2 All the more tantalizing therefore is the suggestion that the verses 
of the Thurian gold leaves23 of the fourth century B.c. derive from a ceremony of 
mystic initiation.2 For example, the verses in which they appear to culminate2 

Xaipe 7iaOj,'v 7To 7raiffLa TO6 6' oii7Tw 7rpO'aOE E'7TE7TO'vOEtg. 

OEOrg E'yE'VOV E' a'VOpoflToVU E'pi0o E' ya'Aa E'7TETEST. 

must be allowed even by the cautious Zuntz to be worded as a ritual formula; and 
according to Burkert 'wird offenbar Bezug genommen auf emn Initiationsritual '26 If 
so, then the central event of the ritual was presented to the initiand, in the ritual itself, 
in riddling language.2 The point of Eptcfoog E' ya'Aa ET7TETES9 is unknown. One view refers 
it to the assimilation of the initiand to Dionysos.2 

Demetrius in his essay On Style29 points out that any hinting expressing (1'7Tovoo&' 
j.Levov) is 0bojEPc.rrEP0V, and will be variously interpreted, whereas what is stated clearly 
and obviously is likely to be despised. He continues 4JL1' KaiL T'a !lvuT7JpLa Ev' 

a3AA'qyop1'aLST AE'yETrat 7TT EKTTA7)6LV Ka.L o,pt'K77V, WUTFTEP E'V UTKO'TW Kati VVKrTL. E'OtKE 

& Kt 7` a'AAv7yop1'at T6(J /K5T Kat%TT- He then proceeds to warn against doing 
19 v. also 498-502, 518, 649-51, 656, 923 f., 955, 963-70 (v. below pp. 267-8). 
20 Suda s.v. 4Lap9-aO'14 &67Tog. cf. Ar. Nub. 135 (cf. 140, 492; n. 14 above); Aristid. Quint. De 

Mus. 3. 25 (p. 129 W-I); Ba. 490; cf. lnro0 T1lV09 ToVl E'KT09 in hypoth. Ba.; with alv'moao cf. nn. 
183, 132 below. 

21 Seaford (1976 and 1977-8); cf. Brelich, pp. 74, 76. 
22 For Eleusis v. Richardson, pp. 22f., 26f.; for psaKaptcr[Loi v. n. 70 below. 
23 Fundamental is Zuntz, pp. 277 if. 
24 Wieten, passim; Burkert (1977), p. 439; J. Harrison, Protegomena to the Study of Greek 

Religion (3rd ed. Cambridge, 1922), pp. 572 if. 25 Zuntz, p. 343. 
26 Zuntz, p. 343; Burkert (1977), p. 439 (also 436 f.); cf. Athenag. 32. 1. 
27 v. also esp. Al. 5-9 (Zuntz, p. 301). 
28 e.g. v. Macchioro, Zagreus (Florence, 1929), p. 74; cf. Zuntz, pp. 323 f. 
29 Chs. 100 f.; written at some time between 275 B.c. and the first century A.D.: Russell and 

Winterbottom, Ancient Literary Criticism (Oxford, 1972), p. 172. 
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this continually, cs gU7 atvtytia 6 Aoyos !tqiv yv77TraL. It is in the light of this neglected 
passage, and others like it30 that we should interpret the passage of Plato's Phaedo 
(69c) in which it occurs to Socrates that the doctrine of the founders of TEAcETal to the 
effect that a good fate in the next world awaits only the initiated is in fact a riddle, 
referring to those who have lived the philosophic life correctly.31 This seems to me 
to have more point if based on the known riddling quality of mystic rTETrai, although 
we are certainly not compelled to the hypothesis. And much the same can be said of 
a passage in which Plutarch,32 who was initiated into the mysteries of Dionysos,33 
refers to the doctrine of ol aocoLrepoL,which they conceal from the masses, concerning 
Dionysos (as one identity of the Delphian god): in telling of his suffering, dismem- 
berment and rebirth they are telling riddles referring to his transformation34 into the 
elements, animals and plants. Perhaps this conception of the passion and rebirth of 
Dionysos as a riddle derives from its narration35 in the mysteries.36 

A riddle stimulates and perplexes by a partial and apparently senseless description, 
and thereby creates admiration for its eventual solution. Now the purpose of 
&AAyryoptat in the mysteries, according to Demetrius, was K7TA'77LS and fpiKr'. But 
what was the point of Kr7rTTATLS and bptKrq? Demetrius compares it to the effect 
produced by darkness and night. Now there are several passages that reveal that the 
transition of the initiand in the ritual of initiation, from miserable confusion to happy 
enlightenment, was accompanied by the appearance in the darkness of a marvellous 
light. For example, Plutarch in a famous passage describes the experiences undergone 
at Eleusis: 7rAavat Ta 7rTpca Kal 7TepLSpo(aal KOTWrSELc Kat a aOKOTOJVS TLVE 

VTOIT0TOL IropeiaL Kal aTreAEoToL, ErTa 7rpO Trov TErovs avrov ra Seiva iravTa, r pLK71 
Kal TpO/LOS Kai ltapc Kal atLftos. Then there is the perception of a marvellous light, 
knowledge and joy (eK 8E TOV-TOUv )S Tt Oavaautov KTA.).37 And on the Eleusinian 
ceremony of Opovwats Burkert has written: 

Unmittelbar verstandlich ist auch die psychische Wirkung - nicht umsonst kommt das Verbinden 
oder Verhiillen der Augen bei Initiationen immer wieder vor -: blind, hilflos, preisgegeben muss 
der Initiand das Unbekannte iiber sich ergehen lassen, der Unterlegene, Nicht-Wissende 
umgeben von den Aktiven, 'Wissenden'; aufsich selbst zuriickgeworfen, verunsichert, geangstigt, 
muss er die folgende Enthiillung, das neue Sehen als beseligende Befreiung erleben; im neuen 
kontakt zur Wirklichkeit ist er bereit, Gottliches zu schauen.38 

As for the mysteries of Dionysos, it is surely the initiand's transition from fear and 
ignorance to idyllic certainty that is expressed in both of the scenes on either side of 
the sacred marriage in the great fresco in the Pompeian Villa Item.39 

30 Casel, pp. 36, 60, 63, 79, 92 f., 120 f., 122; esp. Iamb. Vit. Pyth. 103-4, 227, Porph. Vit. Plot. 
15, Vit. Pyth. 41, Plotin. Enn. 5. 1. 7 (cf. 3. 6. 19, 1. 6. 6); R. Merkelbach, Roman und Mysterium 
in der Antike (Munich, 1962), pp. 161, 168, 334. 

31 KOLV8V K YVEoVOUv Kal Ol TaS TEAETaIS 7ujiV OUIT70 KaTaaT'r7UaVTEa'S 0O (aAot T7WE'S ELVaL, 
aAAa TCZ OViT 7raAal alviTTeaaL oTi OS ava aV7Tos ... 

32 De E Ap. Delph. 389a. 33 Consol. ad Ux. 611 d. 
34 So too Ba. 478 refers enigmatically to the god's transformation; cf. Cyc. 519ff. (below, p. 

273), Ba. 276 ff., 286ff.; n. 28. 
35 Burkert (1972), p. 249; (1977), p. 415; n. 125 below. 
36 cf. also Theodoret. Graec. Aff. Cur. 3. 84 (cf. Burkert, 1977, p. 428 n. 10), schol. Philostr. 

Vit. Ap. 1. 17 (cf. Seaford, 1977-8, pp. 88-92). 
37 Fr. 178; Plato (Phaedo 69c, 107d-108c, Phdr. 247a-254c, Symp. 210e) and Plutarch (Mor. 

36e, 47a, 81e, 943c) allude to the same phenomenon, whether at Eleusis or in the mysteries 
generally: v. Thomson (1935), pp. 24f., Boyance in REG 75 (1962), 460ff., Des Places in Ann. 
Fac. Lettr. Sci. hum. Aix 38 (1964), 9-23; n. 45 below. 

38 (1972), 295 f. (cf. 296 on the fears of Strepsiades); on the Eleusinian "OKVOS v. Burkert (1977), 
p. 415; Graf, p. 193. 

39 Esp. if the winged flagellator is Agnoia (Lehmann in JRS 52 (1962), 62-8; R. Seaford, 
Pompeii (London, 1979), ch. 4). 
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It seems to me that this digression has produced a key to the understanding of the 
behaviour of Pentheus. Both Murray and Dodds remark correctly that Pentheus' 
behaviour in the first scene is that of a typical tragedy-tyrant. But events later in the 
play will reveal a Pentheus more unaccountably disturbed than any Kreon or Oedipus. 
And this is presaged in the first scene by Teiresias' blunt ,ILaLvV yap cS gAyLatra (326) 
and by the almost equally strong expression40 used by Kadmos as Pentheus appears 
for the first time (214): Wcs TrrT6oTat. That in the allusions by Plato and Plutarch 

TrrTOrqat is part of the experience of the mystic initiand41 would be of dubious 
relevance, were it not for the subsequent behaviour of Pentheus. Let us take the episode 
of the imprisonment of Dionysos.42 

Pentheus attempts to imprison Dionysos within the palace, but Dionysos escapes 
while fire appears around Semele's tomb and the palace is shaken. At 616-37 Dionysos 
describes to the joyful chorus the extraordinary behaviour of Pentheus within the 
palace. This behaviour resembles in detail the experiences of the initiands in the 
Eleusinian mysteries as described by Plutarch.43 First of all, the stables are in darkness 
(510, 611: cf. L aUKo6Tovs in Plut.). In tying up a bull, which he thinks is Dionysos, 
Pentheus is Ovlo.v KTrrvowv, l8Sp6ra a,aTosa C aTadCov Tro, | XE(LAeatV L8oVS' o86oras 

(620-1: cf. in Plut. Ta ELva 7rdavTa, PLoKr7 KaL rp6OLos KaL LSpcob KaL OdaitgoS). Then 
follows the shaking of the house and the fire at Semele's tomb. Pentheus, thinking 
that the house is on fire, rushes here and there (cf. in Plut. 7radvaL Ta rpOTra Kal 

7TepLSpop.al Ko7TrreLS). Abandoning this fruitless ,uoX0os44 (627: cf. in Plut. rrepl- 
Spoutal K07TrUCELS KaL 8La UKOTOVS rTveS VOTTrrTOL wTOpEiaL Kal adTrAEoTOL), and 

thinking that his prisoner has escaped, he rushes into the house with a sword: ETraL 

Lf0os KAaLLVov Aprrdcaas 0So4wv 4aw (628). The description continues (629 f.) 

KaO' Bpo.LLos, dS pLOLL'ye Oa'veTatL, o 1av Aeycu, 
(f)daL ECToIr EVf KaLT avA7jv 0 v ' o mT 701TO) pp.p.EvoS 
faUE KELKEVT?( cf/iEvvov <a(ceOp'>, cS ada/ v ?,v . 

Finally the palace falls to the ground, and Pentheus drops his sword exhausted (634 
KO7TOV 8' Iro; cf. in Plut. Trepl8Fpotal KoTWcowLo), oda/ca (Jacobs) for the manuscripts' 
Oe)s in 630 is accepted by Murray and by Dodds: 'Why should the king mistake "a 

light" for his prisoner?' asks Dodds. In Plutarch the ordeals of the initiand in the 
darkness are followed by the perception of a marvellous light (b6as TI OavlitaLov). 
And this contrast between suddent light and the preceding darkness is an emphasized 
feature of mystic initiation.45 Now this mystic light seems, at least at Eleusis, to have 
been identified with the deity;46 and this phenomenon, as we shall see, seems to 
underlie the description of Dionysos as w, cdaos KTA. at 608. In 628 the manuscripts' 

fi0os KEAalvov is suspect in a passage otherwise free (as suits the pace) of merely 

40 e.g. the word's other occurrence in Ba. is of Agaue's excited delusion (1268). 
41 e.g. Plato, Phaedo 108b 1 rroAvv Xpovov ~ETTOCULEv7; Plut. Mor. 943c; n. 37 above; cf. Ar. 

Nub. 319 (and n. 14 above). 
42 509-641 (v. also Dodds, 506 n., 647, 775-86, 794 f., 812 if., 821 ff., 918-70). I owe much in 

the interpretation of this passage to George Thomson. 
43 The antiquity of the ritual described by Plut. is attested by Aristophanes and Plato: 

Thomson (1935), p. 25; nn. 8 and 37 above. 
44 p.6XOot in mystic initiation: cf. Ba. 904 and p. 260 and n. 69 below. 
45 e.g. Dio Chrys. 12. 387: more refs. in Burkert (1972), p. 304 n. 7, Richardson, p. 26, 

Thomson (1935), pp. 26ff. 
46 With the divine child whose birth was announced by the hierophant VTr rrooAA) 7rvpL One 

identification of this child was as Ploutos, whom Pindar, speaking of the mystic doctrine of life 
after death, calls aartrp apL,A0os, ETV.wcTraTov av8ptl qCyyoS (01. 2. 53; cf. Ar. Ran. 342 ff., S. 
Ant. 1146 ff. (with schol.); E. Ion 1074 if.); Richardson, pp. 28 f., 316-20. 
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decorative epithets. And so Verrall was right to read KeAa,v,ov, barely an emendation,47 
to go with 860,wv. In this way the epithet ceases to be merely decorative, as it prepares 
the contrast created by /6)s two lines later. Pentheus in the darkness of the house sees 
the light created by the god in the avA,r and mistakes it for the god: this is no more 
surprising than the king mistaking a bull for the god. Both errors, so strange in a mere 
narrative, are derived from the cultic associations or identities of Dionysos. And so 
the emendation >daJLua is unnecessary.48 Finally, the contrasting 7'avX'a of the seated 
onlooker Dionysos may also derive from ritual.49 

The argument requires now some clarification. The Bacchae, like the Homeric 
Hymn to Demeter, shows us the reflection in myth of initiation ritual. But in the mode 
of this reflection there are differences. Most obviously, the figure corresponding to the 
initiand is in the hymn Demeter; in the drama, however, it is not the god but Pentheus. 
This distinction cannot be explained away simply by pointing to the resemblance 
between Pentheus and Dionysos.50 It is rather a symptom of a distinction between 
the two myths in their relationship with the ritual. They must both of course avoid 
revealing the secret centre of the ritual (and here the dramatist must be particularly 
careful, in that the drama, as an enactment of myth, resembles ritual). But whereas 
Demeter's fasting, drinking of the KVKEWV, and so on, gave probably an explanation, 
a model, and a significance to the same actions performed by the initiand as a 
preliminary to actual initiation, the experiences of Pentheus seem to express the 
subjective aspect of initiation, the ignorance, fear and confusion of the initiand. Of 
this there are two consequences for the myth. Firstly, the negative emotions of the 
initiand cannot coexist with the knowledge of an impending transition to certainty 
and joy. And so the transition is a secret, not to be revealed directly in the myth.51 
The myth is concerned primarily with the triumph over the hostility of the king, a 
conflict which may derive from historical reality.52 Therefore - and this is the second 
consequence - the ambiguous emotion of the initiand, that combination of desire and 
disturbance which cannot exist in the god, is expressed rather in the god's enemy: 
within the hostility of Pentheus there is also both disturbance and desire. If there is 
anything at all comparable in the Homeric Hymn, it is the centre-piece of Demeter's 
visit to Eleusis - the episode, which probably had its counterpart in the ritual, in which 
Queen Metaneira sees Demeter, whom she has not recognized to be the goddess, 
putting her son Demophon in the fire and cries out in fear, thereby depriving him of 
immortality.53 

Neither the hymn nor the play represents an initiation ceremony in the systematic 
way that Mozart's Magic Flute represents Masonic initiation rites.54 The sufferings 
of Pentheus, expressing the ordeals of the initiand before the rE)Aos of the ritual, cannot, 

47 KcAatvcZv easily corrupted to agree with adjacent eioos, and anyway o and o are 
constantly confused. 

48 If it were to prove correct, we would have to consider the caatzara occurring in the 
Eleusinian and Dionysiac mysteries: v. n. 68 below. 

49 With iavxog Oadaawv ,AEvaaov cf. the seated women holding the flagellated initiand in the 
Villa Item fresco (n. 39 above), the Campana relief in the Louvre (AJA 37 (1933), p. xxxni, 2), 
p. 267 below (D. as /uvarayoyos), and (Eleusinian) Plut. fr. 178. 

50 Both transvestite (Gallini, pp. 216ff.), dismembered as animals, their limbs collected again 
by their mothers: v. below p. 267; G. Murray in J. Harrison, Themis (2nd ed. Cambridge, 1927), 
p. 346. 

51 Though cf. below on 604 ff. and on 963 if. 
52 Dodds, p. xxvi (add the detailed parallels with the suppression of the cult in Italy in 186 B.C. 

reported in Livy bk. 39). 
53 Richardson, pp. 232 f.; Burkert (1972), p. 309. 
54 J. Chailley, The Magic Flute, Masonic Opera (transl. 1927). 
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as I have explained, be allowed to pass into the joyful knowledge with which in fact 
the ritual ended. But this does not mean that the transition finds no expression in the 
myth. It occurs indeed in the same event, the liberation of Dionysos, as the experience 
of his followers the chorus. In a nocturnal mystic ritual described by Firmicus 
Maternus55 the grief of the initiands at the death of their god is ended by the 

importation of light (lumen infertur) and the exhortation of the priest: 

OappeiTE IVJrTaL TO ) OEOv UEUTOaLEVOv. 
?aTat yap vtdv EK 7rOVOwv acT'Tpla. 

In the Bacchae the &avuia (610) of the thiasos at the imprisonment of their god passes 
into fear (604) and trembling (607) at the shaking of the palace and at the sudden 
appearance of fire around the tomb of Dionysos' mother Semele, and then suddenly 
into joy at the appearance of Dionysos, who exhorts them to be of good courage 
(OapareZT).56 They reply (608-9) 

co qaos iL,yla'TOv 7'tiv eV;ov PaKXE6tLaTEo, 
dS EaclEov aafLev7) aUE, ,/ovad' EXouva Ep7lp.uav. 

Given that, at least at Eleusis, the fear and trembling of the initiands were dispelled 
by the appearance of a light apparently identified with the god, the power of this 
passage would for the original audience (especially for the initiated) derive from its 
expression of the emotions of mystic initiation. It might be objected against all this 
that the emotions of the thiasos need be no more than a natural reaction to events, 
and co qados KTA. no more than a figure of speech. But this would be to ignore what 
has happened simultaneously to Pentheus. It can hardly be a mere coincidence that 
his experiences too seem to express those of the initiand, and that moreover they form 
an unmistakable antithesis to those of the god's followers. He embodies not only the 
ordeals of the initiand, but also, as the god's enemy, the negation of the desired ritual 
process. He rejects and attacks even the light in the darkness, and persists in his hostile 
and confused ignorance. 

Pentheus' disturbed state is of course no less apparent in the later scenes. Why does 
he allow himself to be dressed as a maenad? The disguise serves no purpose in the story, 
for the king is willing to go kcluav?s (818), and Dionysos' insistence on the disguise 
is only fleetingly motivated.57 Dodds notes the occurrence of transvestism in Dionysiac 
ritual, and adds 'The specific reason for the disguising of Pentheus is perhaps that 
the victim of the womanish god (453-9n.) must wear the god's livery...the sacred 
vestiment is "a mental link between his person and the supernatural".' This may 
contain some truth, but is basically misleading, for it inverts the true relationship 
between god and man. In fact of course the effeminacy and transvestism of the god58 
derives from the transvestism of his adherents. Why else should the god be 
transvestite? 

Pentheus emerges from the palace with the f(aatvol 7rer,TAot, tuiTpa, Ovpaos and 

vepfpis put on him by Dionysos.59 vef3ptIELv Tousb TEAovueLvovu was to put the ve/pisL 
on the novice in the process of initiation.60 In the prologue Dionysos describes his 

55 Err. Prof. Rel. 22; the Eleusinian according to Thomson (1935, p. 26 n. 34); 'es kann nur 
Dionysos sein' Wilamowitz (Glaube der Hellenen I, p. 381). 

56 The use of this verb in the Mysteries appears not only from Firm. Mat. but also from certain 
allusions in Plato and elsewhere: R. Joly in REG 68 (1955), 164-70. 

57 Ba. 854 f. (and this contradicts 841: Dodds, 854 n.). 
58 Dodds, 453-9 n.; Picard, passim. 
59 Ba. 833, 835, 859: these are of course attributes of the god and of his worshippers: Boyance, 

pp. 45 ff.; Picard, passim. 
60 Dem. 18. 259; Harpokration s.v. vegSpLwv; cf. Brelich, p. 72. 
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first action in Greece (23 if.): (9 'flag ... I advwA6'Avea, vepp'eS' "iEbasoa Xpoo'g I O6'paov 
TrE o'gE'g xELpa. And ten lines later he repeats the point: 'I made (the daughters of 
Kadmos) wear the livery of my mystic rites (CUKEV "V...0 ~PyiwAV kW(.v)'. The god 
adjusts Pentheus' jkdTpa,6' and the belt and pleats of his 1r&7AOL (935-6): 

?cwvai' T' uot XaACout KcOV'X k'6~ -ar7Awv 
UToAM&STE V'TO' Uc.vpoLUrL TIEL'VOVUrLV UEO'EV. 

This elaborate attention is, no less than the disguise itself, undemanded by the story. 
With the adjustment to the belt we should compare the importance of the belt in 
contemporary depictions of the god and his worshippers.62 And we should also 
compare one of those rare inscriptions which tell us something about the internal 
arrangements of a Dionysiac community. At Torre Nova in the second century A.D. 
there were various categories of initiate, including the following: d,rO KaTa (juEwAs, 

la'KXOL 63ITO KaTa~coUEWSg, I3aLKXat 6LITO KaTat~wUE .Cumont, with no thought of 
the Bacchae, argued that thiS KciaTawCUtL. may have been transvestite.6 As for the 
adjustment to the u9ToAL'(3ES, it is remarked even by Dodds, who in general shows no 
tendency to this kind of analysis, that 'it was a ritual requirement that the linen XLTWV 

of the 11'9Tq should be girt in such a manner as to hang in pleats '6 

Transvestism is of course a well-known feature of initiatory ritual in Greece and 
elsewhere, its central function being in general to deprive the initiand of his previous 
identity so that he may assume a new one."66 When Pentheus emerges from the palace 
dressed as a maenad, he has lost all his previous hostility.67 He exhibits an uncanny 
enthusiasm for his new role (925-6, 930-1) and a childlike compliance to Dionysos' 
demeaning attentions (934, 937-8, etc.). According to Dionysos his previous mind 
has been replaced by the one he should have (944, 947-8). On emerging from the palace 
dressed as a maenad Pentheus thinks he sees two suns, two cities of Thebes and 
Dionysos as a bull leading him (918-24). On Dionysos' consequent remark, vhv (3' 

6pCi a& Xp?1 a' o 6puv (924), Dodds comments 'Now at last - vi3v SE in allusion to 502 - 
P. 's eyes are unsealed to "see what he should see", because now the bull-nature, the 
Dionysiac nature, has broken loose in his own breast'. But if so, never was a liberated 
bull-nature so abjectly tame. This kind of vague psychologizing does not get us very 
far. In fact there is firm evidence that both Eleusinian and Dionysiac initiands were 
subjected to 06'ciu.aT-a (apparitions or visions),68btwa xcl hywr a 

61 Ba. 928-34; tkdTpa in the thiasos: Dodds, 831-3 n.; Pauly-Wissowa, RE xv 2218; Picard, 
p. 719: 'Il devient le signe apparent des inities bachiques, deS Ka'TOXOL du dieu'. 

62 Especially in those vases depicting the ritual of a Dionysiac thiasos, probably at the Lenaia: 
e.g. Beazley, ARV2, p. 1152 n. 2 (Pickard-Cambridge, 1968, fig. 22a); v. further n. 59 above. 

63 Cumont, p. 257; cf. the detailed concern for the dress of the initiates at Andania: 
Sokolowski, Lois sacr~es des cius grecques (Paris, 1969), i, pp. 122, 15 ff. 

64 Cumont, p. 257 (only the category adIo' KaTa~wjaEwg contains both sexes); cf. Boyanc6, pp. 
45 ff., Turcan, p. 11 7. 

651 From Pollux 7. 54: CUTOAL'(3Eg 
(3' IELUILv atc E'6EITLrTq3ESg VI7TO' (3Eatio ytv6O,IEvaL KaT a TaA T'Aq 

TOZXLTS ; UL E7TLI9TvXaL'L. 
66 Brelich, p. 72; Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage (transl. London, 1960), p. 172; V. Propp, 

Le radici storiche dei racconti di fate (transl. Turin, 1949), pp. 174 ff.; Jeanmaire, pp. 3 52 ff.; 
Gallini, pp. 215 ff. (bibi. p. 215 n. 6); Halliday in ABSA 16 (1909-10), 212 ff.; Burkert (1 979), 
p. 29; etc. 

61 In fact the change may be said to start a little earlier, at 8 10: this is dramatically necessary 
given that P. has to be willing to dress as a maenaSd. 

68 Graf, p. 134 n. 34; Burkert (1972), p. 317; De Jong, Das Antike Mysterienwesen (Leiden, 
1909), pp. 323 ff.; PI. Symp. 211la (cf. 210Oa 1, e 6); Plut. fr. 178. 5 ff.; Aristid. 22. 3, p. 28 Keil 
(cf. 41. 10, p. 333); Celsus, ap. Origen 4. 10; Suda s.v. M~Aav; cf. Philo. Vit. Cont. 2 ii, p. 473m; 

m.ep 1(at'i.ova q0 YjL '/LV I/EVOL' KTiA. at PI. Phdr. 250b. 
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remained a mystery. Pentheus, like the initiand, sees the strange sights which he should 
see and accept; and he does so because he is, in a sense, assuming a new identity, being 
initiated into the thiasos. This view of the scene is confirmed by the choral passage 
which introduces it (902-11). On 902-5 (ev6aialw v LuV 0s EK OaAdaaaas I Evye Xe?ixa, 
ALfleva 8' EKLXEV' I e?voal4Lwv 8' 6s vTepOe pOE6xOwv I Eyyvero). Dodds remarks 'the 

language has a liturgical ring, vaguely recalling such religious formulas as 4cqbvyov 
KaKOV, evpoV apLELvov (Sabazius mysteries, Dem. de cor. 259)'.69 We may add that 

apparently LQaKapalaOoi were actually uttered in the ritual of mystic initiation.70 And 
of course the first choral p,aKapLafLo6 (76ff.) clearly refers, as we have seen, to 
initiation. 

After coming to this view of Pentheus' vision I discovered the same view held by 
Clement of Alexandria. This is particularly gratifying, because Clement had of course 
profound knowledge of the pagan mysteries, and it is difficult to believe that he had 
not been initiated into the mysteries of Dionysos. Then, being converted to Christianity, 
he felt free to reveal his knowledge.71 In the last chapter (12) of his Protrepticus he 
speaks of the true mysteries of Christianity in terms of the pagan mysteries: 'Q rjv 
yi'tv US aATr6lUs juvarTpiwov, i wpCTr6s adKrpaTroV. Oa8ovXobiLaL TOVS ovpavovs Ka' 

TOV 0eOV WE7Tor7TTEaat, aytLO yLyvoat La .voV,LEVOS, lepoqOavTel 8E 6 KVPLOS... TaVra 

TC)V 4tpwoV vuaVaTr7)pI v Ta faKXEfvaTa. The passage is introduced by a comparison 
of.the true mysteries of Christianity with the Bacchae, which begins as follows. 

'The holy spirit shall bring you to anchor in the harbours of heaven.72 Then you 
shall see my god (,lov KarorTrrTvaEL rv OEov) and be initiated into those holy 
mysteries and enjoy the things hidden away in heaven, preserved for me, " which neither 
ear hath heard nor have they entered into the heart" of any man. "And indeed, I 
seem to see two suns and a double Thebes" said one frenzied with idols (flaKXevwv 
... eLS 'AoLS), drunk with unmixed ignorance.' 

In comparing the true vision in the true mysteries of Christianity with the sensual 
vision of Pentheus Clement here clearly regards Pentheus' vision as belonging to the 
Dionysiac mysteries. He then proceeds to urge Pentheus to abandon this madness for 
salvation, and extends the analogy to other details of the play: 8eiL'o aoL rov Aoyov 
Kal TOV AXyov Ta tuvarT7pa, Kara Trv ar7v 8LtryoVJLEvos ElKOVa. 

Pentheus' new rTrAoL are called v6aaUvol (821), which Dodds translates 'eastern 
linen': 'that /vaaos meant in the fifth century a kind of linen seems fairly certain from 
Herodotus' statement (2. 86. 6) that it was the material of Egyptian mummy- 
wrappings'. Now a little earlier (2. 81) Herodotus has said that the Egyptians bury 
their dead not in wool but in linen, and that o6LoAoyEovat 8be ravra roal 

'OpiLKoLal KaAeo[IevoOLUL Kal gaKXLKOlaL, EovaL 8E AlyvnrToTaol Kai HvOayopELio aL. 

And so it is of interest that Dionysos goes on to call Pentheus' new dress 
KO6aLov ov,rep els "ALoU v Aa Ijv 7 a,rela (857-8). In order to be initiated into the 

69 He refers to Thomson (1935), pp. 21 ff., and Tierney, p. 19. Tierney identifies the t6oXOot 
with the 7r6vot, Tropeia, 7rAdvaL of the Phaedo (cf. n. 37 above); given my interpretation of 616 ff., 
and that P. is now going to his death, Dodd's objection, that the Phaedo passage refers to 
post-mortem experiences of the soul, fails. 

70 Burkert (1977), pp. 431, 439; Richardson, p. 313; E. Norden, Agnostos Theos, p. 100 n. 1; 
G. E. Dirichlet, De Veterum Macarismis (Griessen, 1914), pp. 62-4; Zuntz, pp. 342 f. 

71 v. e.g. Protr. 2. 22. 4: Otat 8s KaL al KlarTat pvatUTKal 8 ae yap a7royvyLvauaaL ra ayLa 
arVTdv Kai Tra apprpra EL7ErelV. Ov aacroapla Tavra...; 

72 cf. Ba. 902-3, and what the priest tells Lucius shortly before his initiation into the mysteries 
of Isis (Ap. Met. 11. 15): 'Maximis actus procellis ad portum Quietis et aram Misericordiae 
tandem, Luci, venisti'; Philodam. Paean in Dion. (pp. 165 ff. Powell), 35 f. gpoTrois r6OVwv 4)[as 
S' op].ov. 
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mysteries of Isis, in which he visits the underworld, Apuleius puts on linen, because, 
it has been suggested, it is funerary dress. Inasmuch as the initiand dies, his dress is 

funerary.73 And this is the point, I imagine, of the description of maenadic dress in 
a fragment ofNaevius' Lycurgus, which derives probably from Aeschylus' Lykourgeia,74 
as 'pallis patagiis crocotis malacis mortualibus'. After calling Pentheus' new dress 
funerary Dionysos continues (859-61) 

yvcaWETa L TV AtoL 

Altovvaov, Os 7TE9(VK?V EV TEA?EL ?OES 

SELVOTTaTOS, avOpCTroLtL 
' 

7J rLtTaToS . 

This sentence is often regarded as central to the meaning of the play. But the phrase 
ev TEAEL OE6o has been much discussed and emended. Dodds regards the interpretation 
'a god with god's authority' as 'perhaps likeliest', with Murray's comma after OE6s. 
Either avOpC7roLtU must be taken with both superlatives, or there must be an antithesis 
between ev TEAEt and avOpcrrotat. The latter is clearly what the word order suggests; 
but what would be the sense? Dodds says that there is no clear contrast, and chooses 
the former. But to the initiated at least the antithesis is clear enough. In fact the modern 
treatment of the passage illustrates Dionysos' principle that 8o6EtL rLs aa0e aob&a 
Aywcv OVK EV cpovEdv. Dionysos is for mankind in general 7nTTr,raroS (cf. 272-85), 
but for his initiands, in the ritual of initiation (ev rTEAE),75 8ELv/TaToS, because they 
will undergo the terrors of a ritual death. But this death, being at the centre of the mystic 
ritual, cannot be directly revealed to the uninitiated any more than can the sacred 
objects. 

The idea that the initiand has to die to be reborn is widespread in initiation ritual 
in general. And its occurrence in the Hellenistic and later mysteries of oriental origin 
is well known.76 But did it also occur in the Greek mysteries of the classical period? 
The view that the rebirth of the Eleusinian initiates was indicated by contact with a 
representation of a pudendum of Demeter in a cista rests on slender evidence.77 More 
likely is it that they were subjected to some kind of KaTrdnaaiS, or at least that, as 
Burkert puts it,78 'm6chte man die Finsternis in dem geschlossenem Raum wohl als 
Hadesnahe erleben', and that it was through this experience and the following 
transition to joy that the initiate conquered the fear of death and came to know of 
the joy after death.79 Furthermore, the pig sacrificed by each tuvarrTs in a preliminary 
ceremony was regarded as a substitute for himself.80 

73 Ap. Met. 11.23; S. Eitrem in Symb. Osl. 4(1926), 39; Thomson (1946), p. 107; Vidal-Naquet 
in PCPS 14 (1968), 49-64; cf. Brelich, p. 79; on the dressing of the corpse v. D. C. Kurtz and 
J. Boardman, Greek Burial Customs (London, 1971), pp. 66f., 144, 165, 207. 

74 Fr. 39 Warmington; cf. Kratin. Dionysalex. fr. 38 Kock; and perhaps the problem of Ba. 
1158? 

75 reAoS of the mysteries: to the examples listed by Richardson, p. 314 add Pollux 1. 36 and 
perhaps E. Med. 1382 (cf. Brelich, pp. 366-7); there may be a deliberate ambiguity with 
'authoritative'; but ev rEAerrT (the more common word) would not fit in an iambic trimeter. 

76 e.g. Brelich, pp. 78-80; M. Eliade, Birth and Rebirth (New York, 1958), passim; for Greece 
v. e.g. Brelich, pp. 355-76. Greek mysteries: e.g. Kern, pp. 1331 ff.; R. Merkelbach, Roman und 
Mysterium in der Antike, passim; Nock, p. 101 (= Essays on the Trinity and Incarnation (1928; 
ed. A. E. J. Rawlinson), p. 117). 

77 A. Koerte in ARW 18 (1915), 1116ff.; Kern, p. 1230; Nock (as n. 76 above); cf. Burkert 
(1977), p. 428 n. 10. 78 Burkert (1927), p. 309; Graf, pp. 126-39. 

79 Burkert (1972), pp. 325 f.' Hernach mag der reale Tod als blosse Wiederholung dessen, was 
langst vorausgenommen ist, erscheinen'; idem (1977), pp. 415, 431. Plutarch (fr. 178, quoted 
above) compares the experience of death to the experience of the Eleusinian initiand. Tierney, 
p. 21; Ar. Nub. 257 (cf. Burkert, 1972, pp. 57 n. 45, 296 n. 16). 

80 Burkert (1972), p. 285; Thomson (1946), p. 122; schol. Ar. Ach. 747; v. also on OpovwaLs 
Burkert (1972), pp. 57 n. 45, 296; on the 'killing' of the Trais a+' Eartas v LuYqOes Burkert (1972), 
pp. 309 ff. 



As for the Dionysiac mysteries, we know that in the later period at least they, like 
the Eleusinian, ensured for the initiates a happy fate after death.81 Hence presumably 
the Dionysiac content of funerary monuments, which is best known from the imperial 
period but is also found in the classical.82 And from the early evidence, notably the 
gold leaves, Burkert concludes that at least since the fifth century there were 'Bacchic' 
mysteries that promised happiness in the next world.83 As for the question of whether 
the initiand 'died' in the ritual, it has been argued from the later evidence, literary 
and pictorial, that the initiand was subjected to an experience of the underworld.84 
To this case I will add here various slight and scattered indications of a ritual death. 

(a) In the formula XaipE rraO)'v rT 7rdarOta KTA., quoted earlier, which was 

probably addressed to the initiand, the Traordrua (never previously experienced, of 
becoming a god) has been taken to mean death.85 

(b) To his description of the killing of Pentheus Theocritus (26. 27 f.) adds the 
curious remark that one should not care for an enemy of Dionysos, even if he were 
to suffer a yet worse fate and be in his ninth year or entering his tenth. Edmonds' 
suggestion, that this is a reference to a mock death in the ritual of initiation, is given 
some support by the apparent importance in the education of Dionysos of his ninth 
year,86 and by a Latin epitaph of a woman revealing that she was initiated into the 
mysteries of Dionyses in her tenth year.87 And if so, then here is the death of Pentheus 
associated with death in initiation. 

(c) In Livy's account of the Dionysiac mysteries suppressed in 186 B.C., distorted 
though it is, the reference to the sacrifice of initiates may reflect a mock death, just 
as the reference to those carried off by the gods to hidden caves may reflect a ritual 
KaTa/aals.88 

(d) The flagellation of the initiand in the Villa Item was perhaps conceived as a form 
of death, as was the initiatory flagellation of the boys at the altar of Artemis Ortheia. 
And in some depictions of his death Pentheus is being struck by the maenads with 
their thyrsi.89 

In conclusion, I do not want to claim that mystic initiation provides us with the 
key to understanding the play in the way that Masonic initiation does provide us with 
the key to understanding the Magic Flute. The argument is rather as follows. (1) Some 
at least of the traditional material worked by Euripides has its origin in the mysteries. 
In this respect the Bacchae is comparable to the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. (2) 
Euripides alludes to the mysteries for dramatic effect, and some at least of these 
allusions are recognizable as such even to the unitiated like ourselves. In this respect 
the Bacchae is comparable to the Oresteia. But in this Euripides has the advantage 
over Aeschylus of mythical material derived from the mysteries as the basis for his 

81 Plut. Consol. ad Ux. 611 d; Henrichs (1969), p. 238 n. 54; Nilsson (1957), ch. 8. Of this Ba. 
(like h. horn.) can only hint (Burkert, 1977, p. 435-on Ba.-'Selbst der "Vorteil" der den 
Geweihten winkt, bleibt geheim'; Richardson, p. 25). Next world imagined as opELaouia: Burkert 
(1977), p. 437. 

82 Later period: F. Matz, Die Dionysischen Sarkophage (Berlin, 1968); classical period: Matz, 
op. cit. i, pp. 86 f.; H. Metzger in BCH 68-9 (1944-5), 296 ff.; K. Schauenburg in JdI 68 (1953), 
38 ff. 

83 Burkert (1977), p. 438. 
85 Wieten, pp. 105 ff.; cf. p. 254 above. 86 Nonnus, Dionys. 9. 169. 
87 R. Egger, Der Grabstein von Cekancevo (Vienna, 1950); Nilsson (1957), p. 132; for the 

initiation of children v. Nilsson (1957), pp. 106 iff. 
88 Livy 39. 10. 7, 13. 11 (their bodies were never found! 8. 8), 13. 3; Festugiere, p. 104 (Mel. 

Ec. de Rome 1954, 94). 
89 Brelich, pp. 136 ff.; Villa Item: nn. 39 and 49 above; Pentheus beaten: H. Philippart in Rev. 

Belg. Phil. Hist. 9 (1930), pl. Ixa (in Pompeian House of Vettii), n. 133, n. 144, and fig. 10; 
cf. Brelich, p. 80, Athenag. 28. 
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allusions. (3) This provides the key to understanding certain lines which have been 
unnecessarily suspected as corrupt (630, 860) and certain passages which cannot be 
explained satisfactorily by reference either to the demands of the plot, or to the typical 
tyrant of tragedy, or to some vague power exercised by Dionysos over Pentheus. 

The argument so far is of course speculative, but in no way dependent on the truth 
of the even more speculative extension of it that follows. 

Mystic initiation is not the only ritual referred to in the Bacchae. The opeLt/aata of 
the maenads, culminating in the tearing to pieces and eating raw of an animal, the 
cr7rapayuosg and cbLoqayia, was a contemporary ritual.90 Furthermore, the division 
of the maenads into three thiasoi (680 ff.) is based on the historical reality at Thebes 
and elsewhere.91 And both ritual and tripartite arrangement are reflected generally 
in myth. The three daughters of Proetus, king of Argos, were driven mad by Dionysos, 
along with the women of the city, who devoured their children and took to the wild.92 
At Orchomenos the three daughters of Minyas were driven mad by Dionysos, and 
in their craving for human flesh tore to pieces the child of one of them 'like a fawn';93 
their reputed descendants were in Plutarch's day subjected to a ritual of pursuit at 
the festival of the Agrionia.94 Elsewhere Plutarch reveals more details of the Agrionia: 
the women search for Dionysos,95 they tear apart (aTrapaTrovat) and eat ivy, and ask 
each other riddles.96 In the Bacchae Agaue dismembers her son, and offers his remains, 
which she mistakes both for ivy and for a bull, to be eaten.97 In this crrapayios' she 
leads (as Iepea q06vov: 1114) the maenads, just as in a Milesian inscription of 
276-275 B.C. the cdtLocay'a is directed by the priestess of the public thiasos.98 

There is moreover a third pattern of ritual in the play, discovered as long ago as 
1894 by Bather. This derives, it seems, from a ritual of the same type as the widespread 
customs of Carrying out Death and Bringing in the Summer documented by Frazer 
and Mannhardt:99 the dressing up of the figure as a woman (821 ff.), the leading of 
it through the town for all to see (854 ff.; 961), the setting of it on a tree (106 ff.), the 
pelting with sticks and stones (1096 ff.), the tearing to pieces and scramble for the parts 
(1125 ff.), the carrying home of the head on the thyrsus at racing pace (1141, 1165), 
the fixing of the head on the triglyphs of the house (1212 ff.). However unfashionable 
nowadays is the work of Frazer,?00 these points of resemblance with the type are too 
numerous and coherent to be a set of mere coincidences. Furthermore, since Bather 
wrote, this type of festival has been analysed as originating in Pubertiitsweihen, the 
ritual of initiation of the young as adult members of the community. This is to say 
that the rebirth of the youth as adults, which is inherent in initiation, is originally 

90 Dodds, pp. xvi if., and in The Greeks and the Irrational, pp. 270-82. Ba. 138,735-47, 1122-36 
(cf. 338f., 1184ff.). 

91 Dodds, 680 n. 92 Apollod. 2. 2. 2 (from Hesiod); 3. 5. 3. 
93 Aelian, VH 3. 42; vase-paintings show maenads carrying children, in one case it seems with 

the intention of eating them: Dodds, 745 n.; cf. nn. 107, 135 below. 
94 Plut. Qu. Graec. 299f. 95 Plut. Qu. Symp. 717a. 
96 Plut. Qu. Rom. 291 a; the ivy is presumably in some sense the god: Bather, p. 261; similarly 

Lykourgos, after persecuting Dionysos and the thiasos, kills his own son, mistaking him for a 
vine (Apollod. 3. 5. 1). 

97 Ba. 1125 ff., 1169 f., 1184, 1242. Elsewhere P. is torn apart in the form of a bull: Oppian, 
Kyn. 4. 233 f., Val. Flacc. Arg. 3. 264. 

98 Sokolowski, Lois Sacrees de l'Asie Mineure (Paris, 1955), n. 48 (pp. 123 ff.); Henrichs (1969), 
pp. 234 ff. 

99 J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough3, IV, pp. 233 ff, 246 ff, ix, pp. 227 ff.; W. Mannhardt, Antike 
Wald und Feldkulte (Berlin, 1877); for Greece v. Thomson (1946), ch. 8 (esp. pp. 138ff.; add 
Artem. Oneir. 2. 37, Strabo 10. 3. 10 = 468). 

100 v. e.g. B. Vickers, Towards Greek Tragedy (1973), p. 38. 



conceived as assisted by the rebirth of nature in the spring, which it may in turn assist; 
but as the ritual degenerates into a custom the significance of the death and rebirth 
of the young people is forgotten: the mock death of an individual or of a puppet is 
conceived entirely in terms of the death and rebirth of nature.101 Now if this analysis 
is correct, it is of interest to observe that the behaviour of the maenads on the mountain 
in the Bacchae contains, as well as the elements noted by Bather, another set of features 
characteristic of Pubertitsweihen as they are known both outside Greece and, usually 
in a vestigial form, in Greece itself.'02 They sleep on leaves,103 are invulnerable,104 eat 
honey and milk,105 plunder the community,'06 kidnap children,107 hunt without 
weapons,'08 perform arrapay,uos and dtxuoayta,109 and finally return festively from the 
wild.l0. 

But of course the maenads on the mountainside are not performing Pubertdtsweihen. 
I am not suggesting that this strand of ritual in the play reflects contemporary ritual. 
It has been generally recognized that the Greeks were not so thoroughly exceptional 
as to have never had Pubertitsweihen.l11 However, there is a well-known tendency for 
Pubertdtsweihen to become, with the development of society, socially marginal, and 
thereby to change their function: the group into which they effect initiation is no longer 
the whole adult community but the secret society or the shadowy community of the 
next world."12 Among the products of this process, in Greece, seem to be the Eleusinian 
and the Dionysiac mysteries. This point has been sufficiently argued elsewhere.113 My 
purpose here is to suggest it as a tentative hypothesis to explain the diversity of the 
apparent ritual origins of the mythical detail in the Bacchae. Certain Pubertdtsweihen 

101 Thomson (1946), pp. 1313ff.; H. Schurtz, Altersklassen und Mdnnerbiinde (Berlin, 1902), 
pp. 115ff. 

102 Brelich; Thomson (1946); Jeanmaire. 
103 Ba. 684 ff.; Thomson (1946), p. 115; cf. e.g. Piddington in Oceania 3 (1932), 65. 
104 Material collected by C. Berthold, Die Unverwundbarkeit in Sage und Aberglauben der 

Griechen (Leipzig, 1911), and interpreted as derived from initiatory ritual by J. Bremmer in a 
paper not yet published. 

105 Ba. 780 ff.; H. Usener in RhM 57 (1902), 178 ff.; R. Perdelewitz in RVV 11, 3 (1911), 57 ff. 
106 Ba. 748-64; Dodds' comment is purely psychologizing, but both the ethnological parallels 

he adduces are in fact initiatory. Stehlrecht in Pubertiitsweihen (and in the secret society rituals 
deriving from them): Brelich, p. 85; Schurtz, op. cit. (n. 101), p. 107; F. Schlesier, Die Melanesische 
Geheimkulte (G6ttingen, 1956), p. 600; 0. Hofler, Die Kultische Geheimbiinde der Germanen 
(Frankfurt, 1934), pp. 257 ff.; etc. 

107 Brelich, pp. 29, 65 f.; Schurtz, op. cit. (n. 101), p. 103; E. M. Loeb, Tribal Initiations and 
Secret Societies (Univ. Calif. Publ. Amer. Arch. Ethn. 25 (1929)), 264, 274; F. Speiser, Uber 
Initiationen in Australien und Neuguinea (Verhandlungen der Naturforschenden Gesellschaft in 
Basel, 1929); R. Jaulin, La Mort Sara (Paris, 1967), pp. 51 ff.; Seaford (1976), p. 214 n. 44, 220 n. 
92; Henrichs (1969), p. 232; the initiators may meet mock-resistance from the parents. 

108 Ba. 736, 1173, 1205-10, 1237; the insistence on this point requires explanation: cf. 
Vidal-Naquet in PCPS 14 (1968), 60 f.; Brelich, index s.v. caccia rituale; Pi. Nem. 3. 51 f.; Anton. 
Lib. Metam. 12; cf. Jeanmaire, pp. 298, 353; A. Dikt. 815 ff. (with Seaford, 1976, pp. 213 ff.). 

109 n. 90 above; Brelich, pp. 70 f., 96; p. 266 below. 
110 Ba. 1167, 1172; Brelich, pp. 94 f. 1ll 

v. esp. Brelich, passim; Thomson (1946), ch. 7. 
112 e.g. H. Webster, Primitive Secret Societies (1908), pp. 2, 20, 74 f., 83 f., 93, 95, 135; Loeb, 

op. cit. (n. 107), pp. 254, 262; Schurtz, op. cit. (n. 101), p. 101, 113-18; Schlesier, op. cit. (n. 
106), p. 309; Speiser, op. cit. (n. 107), pp. 252-4; E. Briem, Les Societies de Mysteres (Paris, 1941), 
pp. 35ff. 

113 W. Koppers, 'Zum Ursprung des Mysterienwesens', Eranos Jahrbuch 11 (1944), 214ff.; 
K. Prumm, 'Neue Wege einer Ursprungsdeutung antiker Mysterien', Zeitschr. Kath. Theol. 57 
(1933), 89-102, 254-72; R. Pettazzoni, I Misteri (Bologna, 1924); Brelich, ch. 1 and pp. 457 ff.; 
Thomson (1946), chs. 7 and 8; K. H. E. De Yong, Das Antike Mysterienwesen (Leiden, 1909); 
Burkert (1977), pp. 414f; Seaford, Pompeii (1978), pp. 62-74. This does not mean that the 
mysteries were uninfluenced by any other kind of ritual. 
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are socially marginalized, their function becomes merely religious, and as a result they 
tend to be preserved by the women.'l4 They become the rituals of the Dionysiac thiasoi. 
But as the ritual develops, so does the myth in which it is expressed. And so the 

development of the ritual leaves its mark in the myth which, preserved by tradition 
within the thiasos, itself preserves and combines elements derived from distinct 
chronological layers of ritual. Another example of this same process is provided by 
the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. Some elements of the hymn reflect the Eleusinian 
mysteries. The Eleusinian mysteries seem to be derived from Pubertitsweihen.l15 And 
it has also been argued, independently of interest in the mysteries, that other elements 
of the hymn derive from Pubertiitsweihen.l16 The result of this concomitant develop- 
ment of ritual and myth is a series of elements derived from different but related rituals, 
from contemporary rituals and from the ancient Pubertiitsweihen from which they 
descend. 

Of contemporary ritual the Bacchae reflects two seemingly different kinds: on the 
one hand the opELtfaaia and rrapaytxos performed by the female thiasos, and on the 
other hand the mystic initiation of the male Pentheus. Does this combination in the 

myth"17 reflect the same combination in ritual? Or has the myth been shaped by two 

entirely distinct rituals, perhaps from distinct thiasoi? The question may be 
unanswerable. But the little that we know of these thiasoi will throw some light on 
the matter. 

Firstly, there is the question of sex. The Milesian inscription already mentioned 

distinguishes the civic or public (87qZL6oto0) thiasos, led by the official priestess, from 
the other thiasoi, which are nevertheless closely associated with it: they are founded, 
it appears, by women initiating to Dionysos (TreAev TO) ALovvau) and paying a fee 
to the official priestess."8 And it mentions as participating in the processional 
Ka-raycyta of Dionysos, along with the priest and priestess, the 'priests and 

priestesses'-probably leaders of the various private thiasoi.1"9 It seems that the 

marginalization of the Pubertitsweihen had left the ancient public thiasoi, for example 
the three Theban thiasoi reflected in the Bacchae, in the service of a male god but 

largely in the hands of the women. However, there is evidence in the historical period 
for a growing demand for the Dionysiac mysteries among men, which found expression 
partly in the initiation of men into the female thiasoi (e.g. of the three thiasoi publicly 
founded in Magnesia in the early third century B.C. by three maenads from Thebes 
at least one, the Karacalrat, must have included men)'20 and partly in the growth 
of the private mysteries (for example we know that the Dionysiac mysteries introduced 
from Greece into Italy and suppressed in 186 B.C. were at first confined to women but 
later opened to men as well).121 

Secondly, what relation does the awrapaylosT (and cotioqayta)122 bear to mystic 
114 v. e.g. I. M. Lewis, Ecstatic Religion (Penguin, 1971), pp. 96ff. 
115 v. n. 113 above. 
116 G. Thomson, The Prehistoric Aegean (3rd ed. 1961), pp. 231-7. On the chronological layers 

in ritual and myth v. now Burkert (1979). 
117 cf. Burkert (1977), p. 435, on Ba.: 'Hier iiberlagert sich also der Mythos vom Frauenauf- 

stand mit der Praxis geheimer, geschlechtsindifferenter, auf Initiation beruhender Feiern.' 
118 Henrichs (1969), p. 237; the other thiasoi are not necessarily exclusively female: v. n. 121 

below. 119 Henrichs (1969), p. 238. 
120 Henrichs (1978), p. 133. Also Cadmos and Teiresias in Ba. make for the mountainside; 

and Xouthos at E. Ion 551 f. claims that he was made part of the maenadic thiasos at Delphi, 
even if only for a drunken orgy. The Milesian inscription mentions priests. 

121 Livy 39. 13. 8-10; cf. Lewis, op. cit. (n. 114), ch. 4. 
122 According to a recent study 'nothing in the available evidence suggests that historical 

maenads indulged in sparagmos and omophagia' (Henrichs, 1978, p. 148). Even if true this would 
not affect our argument, which is largely concerned with what was imagined as done. 



initiation? In Pubertdtsweihen, as in mystic initiation, the initiands often partake of 
a special meal.'23 The only fifth-century reference to dloioqayia (apart from the fleeting 
one at Ba. 138) is in Euripides' Cretans, as the central act apparently in the initiation 
of a gaKXos.'24 In thiasoi practising ao4octayla, or any kind of collective meal, 
initiation may well have included a first communion. But the ritual also appears in 
another aspect. According to later writers the arrapayco6s and c&tLobayta commemo- 
rated the dismemberment and eating of Dionysos.'25 Certainly it seems to be, in the 
words of Dodds (p. xviii) 'a rite in which the god was in some sense present in his 
beast-vehicle and was in that shape torn and eaten by his people'. But the body of 
Dionysos was recomposed and restored to life.126 The imagined eating of the initiand, 
followed by his restoration to life, is a widespread feature of the comparative data.127 
Furthermore, other elements of the Dionysos myth- the sowing of Dionysos in Zeus' 
thigh, the Kouretes and the Titans, the KOjVO and the p%t63os - are each independently 
associated with initiation ritual; and the theme of dismemberment, eating and 
restoration to life is found in other myths (e.g. Pelops) which there is independent 
evidence to connect with initiation ritual.128 If it is asked why the killing of the initiand 
should be imagined in terms of the dismemberment of an eaten animal, one 
explanation is that advanced by Burkert. He argues that when the old hunting bands 
became, with the development of agriculture, mere 'maskenbiinde', secret societies, 
their aggression was no longer satisfied by their ritual of secret sacrifice. And as a result, 
being deprived of an external Jagdobjekt, they made the initiand himself a victim, 
and subjected him to a mock death. Finally a sacrificial animal was substituted, but 
the threat of death remained to terrorize the initiand.129 In this there may be some truth, 
except that we must reject the implication that this is the origin of the practice (rather 
than merely of a particular form) of 'killing' the initiand. For the practice is found 
also in pre-agricultural societies.130 

Did the thiasoi ever celebrate not just the ucrTapayt6os of Dionysos but also his 
rebirth? From the secrecy surrounding these rituals two hints survive to this effect. 
With the remains of Dionysos kept at Delphi Plutarch associates two complementary131 
rituals: a secret sacrifice (corresponding probably to the dismemberment of the god)132 
by the 'Ocaot and the awakening (eyetpetv) of the god in his AiKvov-cradle by the 

Thyiades.133 In one version of the myth of Dionysos' dismemberment the rebirth is 

123 Pubertitsweihen: Brelich, pp. 70f., 96. Dionysiac Mysteries: Livy 39. 9. 4 (cf. Seaford, 
Pompeii, pp. 70 f.). Eleusinian: the KVK,EwV (Richardson, pp. 344-8). 

124 E. fr. 472N; Burkert (1972), pp. 50f.; cf. Ar. Ran. 357: '/&3 KparLvov roV Tavpocakyov 

yAcrrTT-s BaKXE?' Er'TEAEO); Clem. Alex. Protr. 12. (119. 1) atl IaLva8ves at 8vaayvov 
KpEavolUav tivovtiEvaL. 

125 Firm. Mat. Err. Prof. Rel. 6; Schol. Clem. Alex. Protr. 12. 119 (92P); Photius, s.v. 
vE3gpL'cov. The myth is not an invention of the Hellenistic age (Burkert, 1972, p. 249 n. 43). It 
survives however in Orphic form, in which the killing of D. is a crime and he is cooked. These 
are hostile inversions, and do not mean that there was no myth associated with the Wc'/o0ayta: 
Nilsson in HTR 28 (1935), 203 f.; cf. M. Detienne, Dionysos Slain (transl. 1979), pp. 68-94; the 
words used for the dismemberment are still Siamirav and &LaalrapaaaaEv; v. further Henrichs 
(1978), pp. 144 f. 126 Burkert (1972), p. 257; Fauth, p. 2274. 

127 Brelich, pp. 89 f.; dismemberment and recomposition: G. Thomas in Oceania 2 (1931-2), 
230. 

128 Thomson (1946), pp. 108 ff.; Fauth, p. 2248; J. Harrison, Themis (2nd ed. Cambridge, 
1927), ch. 1. 

129 Burkert (1972), p. 57. On the identity of animal and god v. e.g. G. Thomson, The Prehistoric 
Aegean (3rd ed. London, 1961), pp. 49ff. The initiand actually killed: Thomson (1946), p. 108, 
Webster, op. cit. (n. 112), p. 35. 130 Brelich, pp. 78-80. 

131 Burkert (1972), pp. 141 f. 132 Burkert (1972), pp. 142. 
133 Plut. De Is. et. Os. 365 a. On Dionysos Liknites as the dying and rising Dionysos v. Nilsson 

(1957), ch. 4. 
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presented as an awakening (eyelpELv).134 On one of the Attic 'Lenaenvasen', which 

depict the ritual of a thiasos of women, there is a AtLKvov-cradle containing the mask 
of the adult Dionysos.135 This ritual may well have occurred at the Lenaia,136 which 
we know contained mystical elements, including the celebration in song of the 
arapayt6os of Dionysos.l37 

In Pubertitsweihen the newly initiated, inasmuch as they are newly reborn, often 
act like children.138 Sometimes in the return from the place of initiation they are carried 
back like babies. Bambara girls, for example, return on the backs of their mothers.139 
Now in the myth of the death and rebirth of the child Dionysos the collection of his 
limbs is made in one version by his mother Demeter and in another by his mother 
Rhea.140 At the culmination of the Bacchae the scattered remains of Pentheus, 
collected from the mountainside with great difficulty by Kadmos, were individually 
bewailed and recomposedl4l on stage by his mother Agaue. In this case of course there 
is no new life. The death of the god's human enemy, like the death of the initiand,142 
is imagined as real. And yet there is a pathetic hint of joyful rebirth, not only in the 
mother's recomposition of the body, but in the passage in which Dionysos predicts 
Pentheus' triumphal return (963-70). 

Pentheus is to be led out of Thebes by Dionysos as 7TrotrTOr (920, 965), to where 
he will undergo an ayov (964, 975; cf. 1163), and then return in a triumphal KAot)OS 

(966 ff., 1167, 1172). This sequence of 7roTi7r- - aycv - KCJlLOS is undoubtedly derived 
from ritual.143 True, in the little that we know about Dionysiac thiasoi it is not 
attested. But in the outward 7ro,ttr7 from Athens to Eleusis each initiand was led by 
a uVaTayoyo6,44 and we hear of an outward procession to the mountain led by the 
priestess of the public thiasos at Miletus.145 The KC'y.oo-returnl46 of Pentheus is 
predicted in ambiguous terms (964 ff.). 'The adyoveS 47 you deserve await you. Follow. 
I am your 7rotTOS utro'pLot,' says Dionysos, ' but another will bring you back.'' Yes,' 

134 Orph. fr. 214 Kern. 
135 Beazley, ARV2, p. 1249 n. 13 (Pickard-Cambridge, 1968, fig. 24): other vases in the series 

show the mask attached to a body, and the mask in the A,Kvov certainly seems like a dismembered 
head. On another (ARV2, p. 1019 n. 82; Pickard-Cambridge, 1968, fig. 20b) a maenad holds 
an infant satyr. 

136 The alternative is the Anthesteria: Pickard-Cambridge, 1968, pp. 30-4. The name Lenaia 
derives from Aival = BaKXaL: Pickard-Cambridge, 1968, p. 30; Burkert (1972), p. 260 n. 21. 

137 Deubner, Attische Feste (2nd ed. 1966), p. 126; cf. Pickard-Cambridge (1968), p. 35. 
138 Brelich, pp. 95f. (to his refs. add R. Thurnwald, 'Primitive Initiations - und Wider- 

geburtsriten' in Eranos Jahrb. 7 (1940), 321-98). For Eleusis v. Richardson, p. 29. The 
slaughtered and resurrected Dionysos is a child. 

139 L. Tauxier, La Religion Bambara (Paris, 1927), p. 400. 
140 Orph. fr. 36 and 301 Kern (Philod. De Piet. 44 p. 16. 1; Diod. Sic. 3. 62. 6). 
141 In the part of the play now lost: Dodds 1329 n.; Christ. Pat. 1466 ff. (Dodds, p. 58), Kpdra 

rTOo (TpLaoAfliov) 4pOCs 7Tpooap,L6wpaE?v rKTA. 
142 Brelich, p. 33; Thomson (1946), pp. 97f., 436; v. p. 257 above. 
143 Thomson (1946), pp. 166-8, 241; Pauly-Wissowa, Real-Enkykl. xxi. 2. 1887f. (s.v. 

pompa). 
144 Burkert (1977), p. 429 (add Plut. Alc. 34. 5); H. W. Parke, The Festivals of the Athenians 

(London, 1977), p. 62 and n. 64. The mysteries (an a&ydc? n. 147 below) were followed by 
something like a K4/LO? (Burkert, 1972, pp. 321 f.; 1977, p. 431; Graf. pp. 137 f.) which need 
not however have taken the form of a return to Athens. as 

Vt& pKELOS 05po0 ye KaL opyia rVT KLa L Ipa l 7 ve,LKEt 7rTaaSW EpXop.vlV 7TrpO 7ToAEcoW. Late 
third or second century B.C.: Henrichs (1969), pp. 225 ff. It probably refers to two different 
ceremonies: Henrichs (1969), p. 233; (1978), p. 149. 

146 Ba. 1167, 1172; to the examples of XeeagOaL as a ritual term given by Roux on 1167 add 
E. Su. 390, Ba. 1172; Ar. Thesm. 101, 104; Pi. 01. 4. 9, 6. 98, 8. 10, Pyth. 5. 22. 

147 ayov in the mysteries: Thomson, ii (1966), pp. 154 f.; Quandt, p. 111. 
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replies Pentheus, 'my mother.' Dionysos: 'You will be conspicuous to all.' Pentheus: 
'That is why I go.' Dionysos' next words - cepo,evos 7rEL -suggest to Pentheus 
a chariot. The truth -ev XEpaul irTpos -suggests to Pentheus an embrace, like that 
given to a petted child.148 We are reminded of his child-like compliance to Dionysos' 
attentions earlier in the scene, but also, knowing what ev XEpal trTpo6s will really 
mean, of a child in its mother's arms. In fact Agaue will return carrying her son's 
head- rather as the Attic thiasos of maenads attended the adult head of Dionysos in 
its AL'Kvov-cradle.'49 

Just as in his Hippolytus, for example, Euripides dramatized the aition of the cult 
of Hippolytus in Trozen (vv. 1423-30), so in his Bacchae he dramatized the aition 
of the Dionysiac mysteries at Thebes. Now of certain festivals analysed by Brelich as 
originating in Pubertitsweihen the aitia conform to a general pattern which contains 
the killing of a human being. In each case the rite is closely associated by resemblance 
or substitution with the preceding death. For example, human sacrifice, the response 
to an oracular demand to bloody the altar of Artemis Ortheia is replaced by bloody 
flagellation at the altar.150 Or at Brauron the girls become bears (apKTrEELv) in 

expiatory imitation of a murdered bear; and in an alternative version the expiation 
takes the form of a father sacrificing his daughter, for whom in the event there is 
substituted a goat dressed as the girl.'15 Cases such as these suggest, as Brelich is aware 
(p. 376), that the mythical death is a transformed collective memory of the original 
conception of initiation as death. At Brauron the actual death of a goat probably 
inherited the initiatory death of the girls. And so it is, I think, with the arrapayl6os 
of Dionysos and Pentheus as goat or bull.152 So too with the traditions of the 
substitution of an animal for a youthful human victim in Dionysiac cult at Potniai, 
and at Tenedos, where the calf to be sacrificed wore buskins. In fact all the evidence 
of this kind collected by Dodds (p. xix) to indicate a previous stage of human sacrifice 
is better explained in this way. And because it will be argued in the next section that 
tragedy originates in a ritual of this kind, it should be added that here, it seems to 
me, is the explanation of why tragedy, which tends to centre around the death 
(generally expressed as sacrifice) or catastrophe of a human being, takes its name from 
the song sung at the sacrifice of a goat.153 

I do not of course mean to suggest that Euripides was conscious of all this. I mean 
rather to extend the conclusions of the first section in the following way. (1) The rituals 
of the Dionysiac thiasoi derive ultimately from Pubertiitsweihen. The urrapay,6os and 
OLooSay'a was a collective meal, but also commemorated a mythical death based on 

the death of the initiand, and at least in some thiasoi this mythical dismemberment 
remained as a model to terrify the initiand. (2) The myth from which Euripides made 
the Bacchae corresponds at too many points with these rituals for coincidence. And 
Euripides seems conscious of at least some of the correspondences with contemporary 
ritual. 

148 v. Dodds and Roux, ad loc. For a further irony in D.'s Tpvads yYE Trodiao (Opv7rrTeOaL 
can mean to be broken small) v. HSCP 83 (1979), 10ff. 

149 Dionysos goes on to say ovpav4 aorrqptiov EVpr7aoEL K,Aos just as Socrates predicts KAEos 
ovpav6opr'Kes for the initiand Strepsiades (Ar. Nub. 461; n. 14 above); cf. Zuntz Al. 3, A2. 3, 
B1. 617, B2. 6 (pp. 301-5, 359-61)? 

150 Brelich, p. 136; Pausan, 3. 16. 9ff. 
151 Brelich, pp. 248 ff. 
152 Not only Dionysos is youthful, but also Pentheus (Ba. 274, 330, 974, 1174, 1185; Accius 

fr. 8; Philostr. Im. 1. 18; Nonnus 46. 201; depictions: Roux, p. 22), untypically of the tyrant 
of tragedy. 

153 W. Burkert, 'Greek Tragedy and Sacrificial Ritual', GRBS 7 (1966), 87-121. The 
arapayplos may be of bull or goat: e.g. Ba. 139, 734 ff. 
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Attic tragedy was performed within the cult of Dionysos. According to Aristotle it 
originated in the dithyramb.154 The dithyramb was, at least at the time of tragedy's 
origin, a Dionysiac cult hymn. We would be justified therefore in inferring that the 
earliest themes of tragedy concerned Dionysos, but in fact the inference is unnecessary, 
for we are told precisely this in a tradition independent of Aristotle.155 

On the basis of these facts combined with certain features of extant tragedy, attempts 
have been made to detect in surviving tragedy a pattern derived from the Dionysiac 
ritual in which tragedy supposedly originated.156 These attempts, constructed as they 
were on the basis of no certain knowledge of the ritual in question, are easily 
attacked.157 Nevertheless, it seems to me that this line of argument should not be 
abandoned entirely. 

The first themes of tragedy were about Dionysos. But the number of myths about 
Dionysos is (at least at this period) not great. The central ones are those of his birth, 
death and rebirth"58 and of his victory over his enemies Lykourgos and Pentheus. And 
so the very earliest themes of tragedy probably included the dismemberment of 
Dionysos and of his enemy. Of the four titles attributed to Thespis the only certainly 
Dionysiac one is IevOERvs. It is true that Herakleides Ponticus was accused by 
Aristoxenos of forging plays by Thespis. But Herakleides was also a historian of 
literature, and in the words of Pickard-Cambridge159 'even if Herakleides did forge 
plays in the name of Thespis, he is likely to have followed tradition as regards their 
titles'. 

The upshot of all this is the near certainty that the Bacchae deals with one of the 
very earliest themes of youthful tragedy, even if we do not know enough to call it the 
'original' theme. This conclusion is based merely on the content of the play. What 
then of its form? According to Dodds, who had no interest in the origins of drama, 
the Bacchae is the most archaic of Euripides' plays in form, diction and style.160 He 
cites as an example the use of 'the original metre of tragic dialogue, the trochaic 
tetrameter', used in that dialogue between Dionysos and the chorus (604-15) which 
we have seen to be closely associated with the mysteries. It is clear morecver from 
what we know of the earlier plays on the same theme161 that Euripides' treatment is 
not only archaic but thoroughly traditional. 

There is one important indication of the play's archaism missed by Dodds, and this 
merits a digression. The dithyramb, in which according to Aristotle tragedy originated, 
was probably at first processional.162 We know of several processions at the City 
Dionysia, notably the great 7TroTtr7 in which, at least in the second century B.C., the 

154 Poet. ch. 4; modern doubts as to his veracity can only be explained as over-reaction against 
previous over-estimation of what can be known about origins. The main points are (1) A. knew 
more than we do about the subject (v. Lucas, Commentary, p. 79); (2) there is no inconsistency 
in the chapter: Seaford (1976), 209ff. and n. 175 below; (3) A. is not a fool; (4) that tragedy 
originated in the dithyramb and in the satyr-play-like is not an obvious guess, and is supported 
by considerations of which A. was almost certainly unaware: Seaford (1976 and 1977-8). 

155 Zenobius 5. 40; Apostolius, Photius, Suda s.v. ov,ev nrpos TOV At6vvaov; Plut. Mor. 615 a. 
Pickard-Cambridge calls the tradition' doubtless sound' (1927, p. 167); Seaford (1976), pp. 209 ff. 

156 e.g. G. Murray in J. Harrison, op. cit. (n. 128), pp. 341-63; Thomson (1946), part 3. 
157 v. e.g. Pickard-Cambridge (1927), pp. 185-207. A recent dismissal is by B. Vickers, Towards 

Greek Tragedy, ch. 1. 
158 The dithyramb was associated with the birth of Dionysos: P1. Leg. 700 b A lovvaov yeveats, 

oLtJat, 8tOv'pa^Lloe AEyouLEV0o ; cf. Ba. 526. 159 (1927), p. 117. 
160 Dodds, pp. xxxvi if. 161 Dodds, pp. xxviii if. 
162 Pi. 01. 13.9 (Pickard-Cambridge, 1927, p. 7; Thomson, 1946, p. 170); Aesch. fr. 355 Nauck; 

Thomson (1973), p. 161 (Tarditi, Archilochus (1968), Testim. 4. 23 ff.); on identity of 8LOVpatzflog and Optiatios (Latin triumphus): Pickard-Cambridge (1927), pp. 14 f. (cf. D.S. 3. 65. 8; Pratinas 
fr. 3 Snell v. 16). 
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ephebes drove a bull 'worthy of god' to sacrifice in his precinct.163 And there are 
reasons for believing that in its original form the nucleus of the festival was an outward 
7roL7Trf7 to the ca-apa near the Academy, a sacrifice, and a KcoiLos-return.164 An 

important first stage in the evolution of tragedy was for the dithyramb to become a 
stationary song (aTracro6v).165 

The parodos of the Bacchae, and especially the first part of it (73-134) is, if not 
exactly a dithyramb, certainly dithyrambic. The Dionysiac thiasos sings a traditional 
hymn (71) to their god containing ornamental and elaborately compound epithets 
(100, 102, 108, 112, 117, 122, 123, 124), verbal repetition (107, 116), an unrestrained 
metre, a mythical narrative, and the theme of the double birth of Dionysos. All these 
are recognized features of the dithyramb.'66 To the recognized features of the 
dithyramb we may add a further two, both of them found in this song. Firstly, it 
contains in fact two narratives, the birth of Dionysos and the invention of the 
TvvTTravov. But the TV7Jiravov is not mentioned directly: it is described in two 

periphases: /fvpaorovov KV:KAWo/a -rO& (124) and KTV7TOV evaU/IaaL BaKxiv (129). 
Turning to the surviving fragments of dithyramb we find the agents of dithyrambic 
abandon-wine, music and musical instruments-described in riddling periphrases, 
sometimes as inventions.'67 That this features derives, like the theme of the double 
birth of Dionysos, from the ritual of initiation I have argued elsewhere.168 Secondly, 
the thiasos describes itself as iL6Ovvuov Kaaryovuat from Phrygia to Greece (85). As 
Dodds remarks in his commentary, 'the expression is perhaps connected with the 

KaTayd'yLa, a Dionysiac festival celebrated in Ionia and, in later times at least, at 
Athens'.169 The KaraywyLa was a processional 'bringing back' or 'bringing home' 
of Dionysos which, originating in a widespread type of Dionysiac ritual, may have 
come to be conceived as commemorating, like the chorus at verse 85 of the Bacchae, 
the god's original arrival.170 In this respect it resembles the el/uaycoyT at the Athenian 
Dionysia, in which the god was brought back to the city from the EcaXapa near the 
Academy.17' The dithyramb was in origin probably a hymn sung in precisely this kind 
of procession.172 

163 IG ii2 1006. 13; cf. Pi. 01. 13. 9 o~0A&ra... 8Ovpcaipy. 
164 cf. n. 143 above. The four known processions form two corresponding pairs: journey out 

to E,xapa (where ephebes sacrifice, crowned singers hymn Dionysos) and (probably torchlight) 
elaaywyr back to the theatre; 7ro/irw to precinct (ephebes sacrifice and were crowned, hymns 
to Dionysos at the altar) and (probably in the evening) K,OiLOS. This looks like reduplication: 
perhaps the emergent drama had to be transferred from the distant EoX\apa to the destination 
of the elaaywy'1 under the Acropolis, which then attracted its own sacrificial 7ro,/Trq' 
and KCO)LOS. This hypothesis might explain the anomaly noted by Nilsson in Jhb. Arch. 31 (1916), 
337f. (Op. Sel. i, pp. 211 f.). Material in Pickard-Cambridge (1968), pp. 60-3, 102 f.: Deubner, 
pp. 139ff. 

165 This change was probably first made in Corinth by Arion (Pickard-Cambridge, 1927, p. 
20), who is therefore associated with the creation of tragedy: Suda s.v. Arion; Solon fr. 30 a West. 
Perhaps this is the change referred to in Pi. fr. 70 Snell 1-5 (despite Philostr. Her. 19. 17; etc.). 

166 Pickard-Cambridge (1927), ch. 1; cf. also the general cultic features of the song pointed 
out by Deichgraber (Hermes 70 (1935), 323 ff.) and Festugi&re, pp. 66-80 (Eranos 54 (1956), 72-86). 

167 Page, PMG nn. 744, 760, 780, 791 (220ff.), 805c, 806, 808, 810, 831, 832; Antiphanes' 
parodic fr. 12 Kock; Athenaeus' interests may be responsible for the high proportion of such 
material in extant dithyramb, but not for its nature. 

168 Seaford (1977-8), 88-94. 
169 Deubner, pp. 103 f.; Burkert (1972), p. 223 n. 24; Roux, ad loc. 
170 Deubner, p. 111. 
171 Pickard-Cambridge (1968), p. 60; Deubner, p. 139; cf. n. 164 above. 
172 cf. n. 162 above; dithyramb associated with K~CiLoS (A. fr. 355N), with the Op(ta,flos 

(triumphus), and with satyrs, who are found in this kind of procession: e.g. we see them blowing 
avAot as they accompany their god in his ship-cart, probably in his Kc7/zos-entry at the 
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Dodds, noting that the song has certain of the features of an actual cult hymn, 
continues 'This is a return to the oldest dramatic practice: cf. the statement attributed 
to Aristotle (Them. Or. 16. 316D) that ro6 zev rrp,rTov o Xopos ElaLctv &8ev Els TroV 

OEovs, .. The chorus themselves emphasize the point: they use a formula which must 
be designed to give the illusion of a religious procession (68-70)... '. Having identified 
the song as dithyrambic we may add that the illusion is not so much designed as 
derived from a reality: the thiasos in the dithyrambic procession once brought their 
god into the theatre.173 Of course tragedy often reproduces lyric genres such as the 
threnos or paean. But given that the Bacchae treats of what may be the earliest theme 
of tragedy in a manner both archaic and traditional, I find it difficult to believe that 
the dithyrambic arrival of the thiasos was invented by Euripides. The opening verses 
of the parodos, it seems to me, still reflect the ancient transition from the processional 
to the static dithyramb. 

To return to the main argument. One theory concerning the ritual origins of tragedy 
stressed the importance of the ritual of initiation. For example, it was suggested that 
the riddling language of tragic stichomythia derives from the riddling catechism of 
initiation, and the avayvwpLatL of yvwplaiuarra from the revelation in initiation of the 
sacred objects.'74 This theory was built on slender foundations, but it acquires support 
from an unexpected quarter. Aristotle said that tragedy developed IK aarvpLKOV, 
'from the satyr-play-like'.175 And it seems very likely that satyric drama was instituted 
at the end of the tetralogy to appease those who objected to the developing tragedy 
turning its back on Dionysiac themes.'76 And so satyric drama, being essentially 
conservative, may be closer than is extant tragedy to tragedy's supposed origins in 
ritual. It should therefore be called as a witness in the investigation of those origins. 
And in fact both the supposed vestiges of initiatory ritual in tragedy reappear in the 
exiguous remains of satyric drama in a form markedly less attenuated and closer to 
ritual. This argument I have set out in detail elsewhere, and extended to the 
dithyramb.177 I am now in a position to advance it a little further. 

The importance of Dionysiac initiation in the origins of tragedy was suggested 
without awareness of the support provided by satyric drama, and without awareness 
of the mystic elements in the Bacchae. The myth of Pentheus and its treatment in the 
Bacchae on the one hand take us close to the origins of tragedy, and on the other hand, 
as argued earlier, derive from the mysteries of Dionysos. These two considerations, 
if taken together, may be thought to provide independent reasons for regarding mystic 
initiation as an important factor in the origins of tragedy. For the original theme of 
tragedy as it emerged from ritual could hardly be other than the lepos Aoyos which 
expressed the ritual. But to test this hypothesis we must recall our key witness, satyric 
drama. 

In Aeschylus' Lykourgeia there occurred the imprisonment and miraculous escape 
of Dionysos,'78 and probably also of the maenads.'79 The scene of the god's escape 
in the Bacchae we have seen to be based on ritual; as for the imprisonment and escape 

Anthesteria (Deubner, pp. 102ff.). On a red-figure Attic vase a satyr leading a Dionysiac Ko/LaOS 
is called 'Dithyramphos' (ARV,2 p. 1055 n. 78; Pickard-Cambridge, 1927, p. 11). 

173 The Ionics a minore reappear in the choral procession of the tvarTaL in Ar. Frogs (324-53; 
cf. 354 if. with Ba. 68 ff.), in which the 6vvEturropos is Iacchos. 

'74 Thomson (1946), pp. 188-91. 
175 Poet. ch. 4: this is inconsistent with his view, in the same chapter, that tragedy originates 

in the dithyramb only if aarvpK6ov is taken to mean 'satyric drama', which it does not: v. further 
nn. 154, 172 above; Seaford (1976), pp. 209ff. 

176 Seaford (1976). 177 Seaford (1976 and 1977-8). 
178 Dodds, pp. xxxiff. 179 Dodds, p. xxxii; Apollod. 3. 5. 1.; Naevius, fr. 6. 
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of the maenads, this is briefly described in the Bacchae (226 f., 443-8), but without 
serving any function in the plot, and so probably largely out of loyalty to the tradition. 
In 'Apollodorus' summary of the Lykourgos story the satyrs too are imprisoned, and 
this probably derives from the fourth play of Aeschylus' Lykourgeia, the satyric 
Lykourgos.180 Now this theme, the captivity and eventual liberation of the satyrs, was 
certainly an extremely common feature of satyric drama.181 Although satyric drama 
was instituted to preserve what was being lost from tragedy, the tragedian would run 
out of Dionysiac themes for satyric drama in the same way that he had run out of 
Dionysiac themes for tragedy. Nevertheless, the chorus of satyric drama remains, as 
in the Bacchae, the Dionysiac thiasos. And the plots, so far as we can judge from the 
surviving titles and fragments, are more stereotyped than those of tragedy, and in 
particular because of the frequency of the theme of the captivity and liberation of the 
satyrs -in this respect the satyric chorus remained, unlike the tragic, at the centre of 
the action. We may infer therefore that in the original story or stories the thiasos was 
captured by their god's enemy, then liberated, and perhaps (v. Ba. 604 ff.) reunited 
with their liberated god. With the inevitable introduction of non-Dionysiac themes 
into satyric drama, the theme of captivity and liberation nevertheless remained. The 
new themes were on the whole chosen consciously or unconsciously, as consistent with 
the traditional pattern. Pentheus would be replaced, for example by Kirke (as in 
Aeschylus' satyric Kirke), the satyrs would be her captives, to be freed by Odysseus 
so as to be reunited eventually with Dionysos. At each City Dionysia the audience 
would find the satyrs in thrall to some new uncongenial master. This is why so many 
satyr-plays are called after the adversaries of heroes. In the prologue of Euripides' 
Cyclops Silenos explains that the satyrs, taking to the sea to find the kidnapped 
Dionysos, were shipwrecked on Sicily and became the slaves of Polyphemos. This 
explains their continued presence in such unlikely circumstances. They are in the 
course of the play rescued by Odysseus, with whom they finally depart, eager to be 
reunited with Dionysos (BaKXic 8ovAevao/,Ev). 

This feature of satyric drama tends to support one of our conclusions, that the myth 
of the captivity and liberation of the thiasos was associated with the origins of tragedy. 
But what of the other, that the myth was also associated with the mysteries of the 
thiasos? Has this association left any trace in satyric drama? 

Euripides' Cyclops is the only satyr-play that survives complete. Nevertheless, 
comparison even of this play alone with the Bacchae is fruitful. In both plays the chorus 
(the thiasos) are in the power of a master'82 who appears to them as avoauos183 and 
a O71p.'84 He is also adlaO7s,1'85 and scorns186 and restrains"87 aKXEIaTra. They 
express nostalgia for circumstances more favourable to their revels,'88 and speculate 
on the whereabouts of Dionysos,189 on their liberation from tyranny,190 and on the 
destruction of their master,l19 which they invoke Justice, wine or Dionysos to 

180 Apollod, 3. 5. 1; cf. A. fr. 125N. 
181 v. e.g. P. Guggisberg, Das Satyrspiel (diss. Zurich, 1947), pp. 60-3; e.g. A. Theoroi 41-50; 

S. Herakles at Taenarum (Radt, p. 186), Ichn. 63, 164, 457 Radt; E. Bousiris fr. 313 N, Eurystheus 
fr. 375 N, Cyclops, Skiron (P. Oxy. 2455 fr. 6). In fact we may suspect the occurrence of the theme 
in any play named after a persecutor of mankind (e.g. A. Kerkyon) or in which the satyrs do 
uncongenial work (e.g. Sositheos, Daphnis, fr. 1). As in Cyclops, captivity would explain their 
occupation or presence. 182 Ba. 803; Cyc. 24, 90. 

183 Ba. 614, 374; Cyc. 26, 378, 438. 184 Ba. 1183, etc.; Cyc. 658. 
185 Ba. 480, 490; Cyc. 173; cf. n. 20 above. 186 Ba. 240f., 511 ff.; Cyc. 204ff. 
187 Ba. 226 ff., 443 ff., 511 ff., etc.; Cyc. 203. 188 Ba. 402 ff.; Cyc. 63 ff. 
189 Ba. 556ff.; Cyc.74ff. 90 Ba. 862ff.; Cyc. 619ff. 
191 Ba. 976ff.; Cyc. 514ff.; with a/LL EveL at Cyc. 514, cf. Ba. 964; S. El. 1397 (cf. 1441, 1492; 

Thomson, ii, 1966, p. 169); Aristid, xxii, 10, p. 31 Keil; Greg. Nyss. I. 80 Jaeger. 
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perform.'92 The freedom of the thiasos is established by the revenge193 taken on the 
master by an unsuccessfully imprisoned Evos,'94 upon which the thiasos indulges in 

rTTrXaLpeKaKLa. 95 

There are of course inevitable differences. For example, Odysseus giving wine to 
Polyphemos has no counterpart in the Pentheus story.196 Nevertheless, this central 
element of the Homeric story appears in the Cyclops in a form that has little to do 
with Homer, but corresponds to the initiatory pattern of the Bacchae. 

In the Bacchae Pentheus emerges from within the palace to the accompaniment of 
a choral tcaKaptlauo6, has his vision, accepts with an almost childlike compliance the 

demeaning attentions paid to his new appearance as a member of the thiasos, and 
finally goes off, intent on a triumphant return, to his death. Polyphemos too emerges 
from within to the accompaniment of a choral tiaKaptatioz (Cyc. 495 ff.), accepts with 
an almost childlike compliance'97 the demeaning attentions paid to the manners and 
appearance required for his new occupation of wine-drinking (542 ff.), and after further 
drinking has a vision which, like Pentheus', passes from his surroundings to his 
instructor (576 ff.): he sees the heavens mixed up with the earth, the throne of Zeus, 
all the glory of the atiLoves, and Silenos as Ganymede. The bathos of the final element 
prepares an appropriate end for the KCOtLOS in sex. Polyphemos returns, intent on raping 
Silenos, to the cave, where he will be blinded by the Greeks. With the preceding 
elements it is perhaps worth comparing the glimpse of initiation into the mysteries of 
Isis allowed us by Apuleius;198 'nocte media vidi solem candido coruscantem lumine; 
deos inferos et deos superos accessi coram et adoravi de proxumo'. 

This scene of the Cyclops has no counterpart in the Homeric model, and like its 
counterpart in the Bacchae it serves no function in the story. The precondition for 
it is that, unlike in Homer, Polyphemos is introduced to wine for the first time.199 
This means also that, like Pentheus, he can be told that Dionysos is a great benefactor 
of mankind,200 and, like Pentheus, he is perplexed by, and scornful of, a partial 
revelation of Dionysos' power of self-transformation.20' The ivos in the Cyclops is 
of course not Dionysos but Odysseus, but even in the Cyclops, as in the Bacchae, 
Dionysos is both absent202 and present203 - his presence revealed to204 but unnoticed205 
or ridiculed206 by his victim, whom he eventually defeats.207 

Again, whereas Pentheus must be killed, the killing of Polyphemos would be 
incompatible with the story. And yet the blinding is described as a co6vos (469-71): 

XO: EaT' oVv o7Trw av wo7TrEpE aOrovSrs OEov 
KayC AafotLjv ro v rviAoVio V7OS 5lxara 
8aAov; 6ovov yap TOV8E KOLvwv4Ev OeAwo. 

192 Ba. 991 ff., 1017ff.; Cyc. 616f. 193 Ba. 1081; Cyc. 441. 
194 Ba. 353, etc.; Cyc. 676. 195 Ba. 1032ff.; Cyc. 663 f. 
196 Unless we choose to believe that there may be hints to the initiated that D. secretly 

administered to P. (drugged?) wine: Ba. 326 f., 851, 924. 
197 Cyc. 542-45, 559, 561-2; cf. 1ov6 at Ba. 934, Cyc. 544, 562 (also at Ar. Nub. 254; cf. n. 

14 above). 
198 Met. 11. 23; cf. A. Dieterich, Eine Mithras-Liturgie (Leipzig, 1903), pp. 10, 20. 
199 cf. Seaford (1977-8), p. 91; the same may have been true of Dionysos' enemy Lykourgos 

in Aeschylus' satyr-play Lykourgos: v. e.g. V. Steffen, De Graecorum Fabulis Satyricis (1979), 
p. 20. 

200 Cyc. 520 f.; cf. Ba. 272 ff. (and cf. Cyc. 574 with Ba. 282). 
201 Cyc. 526 f.; cf. Ba. 477-80. 202 Ba. 582ff., etc.; Cyc. 74ff. 
203 Ba. 500, etc.; Cyc. 156, 454, 520ff., 575. 204 Ba. 500ff.; Cyc. 519f., 575. 
205 Ba. 501, 479. 206 Ba. 499; Cyc. 525ff. 
207 vtKav; Ba. 975, 1147, 1001; Cyc. 454, 678 (cf. 519ff.). 



6ov KOLVwvelV is to be accessory to murder.208 Most commentators accept that the 
simile refers to that part of the preparation for a sacrifice in which a torch was dipped 
into a XEpvuL, which was then sprinkled over altar, onlookers and victim.209 This is 
to say that Euripides has substituted for the Homeric simile of the smith dipping 
hot metal into cold water (Od. 9. 391 ff.) his own, similar but closer to the reality 
(SaA6s) and drawn from sacrificial ritual. And so there may be a secondary reference 
in o0vos to gore. My point is that the blinding of Polyphemos has been expressed as 
a sacrificial >06vos in which the thiasos is to play a secondary role, as it does in the 
sacrificial 06vos of Pentheus in the Bacchae.20 So too the actual k6vos in the Cyclops, 
of Odysseus' companions, is a cannibalistic sacrifice,211 in which the thiasos of satyrs 
rejects all participation with a vehemence which is surprising inasmuch as, despite the 
description of Polyphemos as KpEdvoios,212 there is no chance of their being invited 
to participate.213 Why then do they do so? Turning to the Bacchae (1184) we find that 
there too the thiasos rejects participation in cannibalism.214 But of course in this case 
they reject it because they have been offered it. The TrOros is more at home in the 
Bacchae.215 

How do we explain this similarity of form in the two plays? The Cyclops was almost 
certainly written before the Bacchae, and so there is no question of Euripides 
parodying himself. In fact the similarity may not even proceed from the conscious 
intention of the dramatist. Alone of extant drama, Bacchae and Cyclops represent the 
ancient type, in which the chorus is a Dionysiac thiasos and the theme is redolent of 
initiation into the thiasos. But the Bacchae represents it more closely than does the 
Cyclops. For the theme of the Bacchae is the traditional myth of the thiasos, the 
lepos Aoyos of their mysteries, and so form and content-cohere inasmuch as the form 
is merely an expression of the story. In the Cyclops on the other hand we can see the 
persistence of this traditional' initiatory' form fused (often with humorous results) with 
a novel and somewhat discrepant216 (Homeric) content.217 
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208 cf. e.g. in Euripides Andr. 915, Or. 1591, El. 1048. 
209 Ar. Pax 959 (with schol.); E. HF 928f.; Athen. 409b; Hsch. s.v. aA[Xov; P. Stengel, 

Opferbraiiche der Griechen (Leipzig, 1910), pp. 17, 36; idem, Die Griechischen Kultusaltertiimer3 
(Munich, 1920), p. 109. With the (curious) arrov8&sg: cf. D. Chr. 34 (17), 34, Aeschin. 2. 84, which 
justify Reiske's UcarrEpEL in 469 (ar7rEp EK L). 210 Ba. 1182f., 1114, 1129ff. 

211 Cyc. 243ff., 345; Seaford, CQ n.s. 25 (1975), 200ff., and in CQ n.s. 26 (1976), 315f. 
212 Cyc. 245; at Theocr. Id. 26, 24 the maenads KpEavotfEOVTO Pentheus, to which Gow 

compares Clem. Alex. Protrept. 1. 84. 10f. Stahlin: al uiatvad6es al v6aayvov KpeavoJitav 
IuvotiLEvaL, and comments 'the word may come from a Dionysiac mystic ritual', cf. Seaford, CQ 
25 (1975), 200ff. 

213 cf. Cyc. 323 ff., 31; Seaford, CQ n.s. 25 (1975), 202 on the irony of P's remark. 
214 There is even a remarkable verbal parallel: cf. TrA,tov with unusual sense and without the 

usual (i at Ba. 1184 and Cyc. 369 (J at Cyc. 369 to be deleted metri causa). 
215 A further example: both for Pentheus and for Polyphemos the Kco,uos turns into its 

(ambiguously predicted: Ba. 963-70, Cyc. 511-18) disastrous opposite, and this powerful 
contrast pervades the endings of both plays. But the blinding of Pol. must occur not (despite 
the expectation of the thiasos: Cyc. 447 f.) on the mountainside but in the cave, and so he has 
to be persuaded to have his K&CiDO at home. 

216 For similar fusion of traditional form and novel content in satyr-play v. Seaford (1976), 
pp. 216-19. 

217 I am grateful for their comments on a previous draft of this paper to Jan Bremmer, Fritz 
Graf, Nicholas Richardson and especially to George Thomson, who in an article devoted largely 
to the question of whether Pentheus is drugged has reached independently conclusions similar 
to mine about mystical allusions in the Bacchae (Journal Philos. School Univ. Thessalon, 1979, 
424-46). 
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