Excerpts from The Bakkhai
1) He’s back!

DIONYSOS

I'm back!—a god standing on ground

where I was born, in Thebes.

Lightning ripped me

from the pregnant body

of Kadmos' daughter, Semelê.

That blast was my midwife.

I am Dionysos, the son of Zeus.

You see me now at the rivers,

Dirce and Ismenus, but my godhead

you cannot see, because I've changed it

for this: the body of a man.

There—by the palace—is the tomb

of my mother, whom the lightning ravished.

Those glowing ruins were her house, once.

Now they're proof that the fire of Zeus

never dies down, proof that Hera—

still murderous toward my mother—still rages

white hot under those ashes.

I'm pleased by what Kadmos has built

for his daughter: this tombsite,

a sacred place no one enters.

I wreathe it myself with clustering

green growing vines.

I first gave joy to the people

far from here, in the golden deserts

of Phrygia and Lydia. Then I left, 

circling over the Persian steppes

where blazing sun beats down,

past Baktrian fortress towns

and the Medes' gale-brewing wastes.

I crossed lucky Arabia

to the salt sea, where I found

a grand mix of Greeks and Levantines—

who rub shoulders the length of that swarming

Mediterranean coast, and who pack

towering seaports with the crush of life.

Everywhere on my march here

I taught my holy dances, my mysteries,

and everywhere, the people knew I was god.

From Asia I came on to Thebes,

my first Greek city, to make shrill

barbarian joy flare up in her women.

I bound fawnskin to their bodies,

armed them all with my green fennel wand—

in battle it's an ivied spear.

My purpose is to end the lies

told by Semelê's own sisters,

who had least right to speak them.    
They swore to Thebes that Zeus was not

my father, that some man she'd loved

made Semelê pregnant, and that her claim

Zeus fathered her child was a gamble

Kadmos forced her to take—

a blasphemy, her sisters crowed,

which made Zeus in a flash of rage

crush out her life.

Semelê's sisters lied, now they suffer.

My frenzy touched their minds, it drives them

outdoors, to roam the mountains

dressed in my sacred gear,

stupefied by my power.

I've emptied Thebes of her women,

but only her women,

and I control their madness.

They perch high up on the bare rocks,

the well-born and the dirt poor—

a pack that Kadmos own daughters join

under the blue-green pines.

Like it or not, this town

must learn to perfection

all my mysteries have to teach.

When the shock of my power

dawns on its people, they will believe:

that my mother was honest

and that I am the god she bore to Zeus.

By now the old king, Kadmos, has given up

his throne and its honors to his grandson:

Pentheus, a young man spoiling

to fight gods, who picks me as me god

he would like most to challenge.

He spills wine offerings to some gods

but excludes me from that honor.

Nor does he speak the name

"Dionysos" in his prayers.

Therefore: what happens next

will be my demonstration—

to him and to Thebes—that I was born a god.

When my worship here runs smoothly

I'll move on—to surprise some other

country with my divinity.

Should Thebes turn against me, by sending troops

to sweep my Bakkhai off the mountain—I'll

face their army in battle,

my own maenads raging at my back.

But to make my plans work

I need this human disguise—Thebes

must think I'm a man.

Let's go! my women who adore me!

After following me across Asia,

down Tmolus, the mountain wall

that guards Lydia, and after sharing

my marches and my rests,

you're part of me!

Give me the drums

Goddess Rhea and I

taught you to beat in Phrygia—

there's the palace: pound the drums!

Hound Pentheus with your booms!

Turn the whole city out to watch.

Meanwhile climbing straight up

Cithaeron's ravines,

I'll overtake my Bakkhai

dancing on the heights—

I'll run them

wild with ecstasy!            <120>

(Dionysos runs off. The Chorus enters chanting, shaking

tamborines, clapping them to a stirring beat. They wear

fawnskins, ivy garlands, and carry long wands of

fennel.)

2) The tyrant acts.

( Pentheus enters. He, too, is in his late teens, quick and

assured of mind and body. Friends and servants accompany

him. He does not notice Tiresias and Kadmos for some

time.)

PENTHEUS

The crisis broke while I was abroad. Word reached me    <323>

that something new and evil is at work here.

It harms our women, who desert their families

to prowl out there in the mountain forests.

They claim possession by Bakkhos, the sudden god—

is he a god?—whom they worship with a lewd

hypnotic dance. Packs of these women

drink wine from brimming bowls, then creep off

to isolated nooks where they give sex

freely to any lusty male who wants them.

They exalt this activity by calling it

a maenad's offering to the new god Bakkhos,

but it's pure Aphrodite they adore.

I have arrested a handful already,

they're tied up now in the public stable

out of harm's way. My next move

will be to track down the women

still out there on the mountain

and drag them back in iron nets.

That should end with dispatch

this outbreak of Bakkhos.

A stranger, they tell me, has slipped into town,

a smooth-talking spellbinder, from Lydia,

with long curly blond hair. And it's perfumed!
He's rosy-cheeked, and his bright insinuating eyes

promise our women more of Aphrodite's joy

than they can stand. Day and night he bothers them,

he dangles his rituals and they swarm to him.

But once he's penned in my jail

I'll have his head cut from his body,

his wand will stop its pounding,

his tossing hair will lie still.

This stranger tells us Dionysos is a god,

a 'god' that Zeus--supposedly--

carried in his thigh. Here's the truth:

he's a 'god' lightning burned up with his mother

as punishment for her great lie--

that she had slept with Zeus.

No matter who this stranger is,

we should hang him for blasphemy.

(Pentheus at last notices Kadmos and Tiresias

who have been listening to him with amazement.)
Now that is a remarkable sight!

                                                        Tiresias,

the master of portents, in a spotted fawnskin.

Grandfather Kadmos--should we all laugh? --

dancing, parading with a wand! It spainful

to watch old men go soft in the head.

Please, Grandfather, take the ivy off.

Drop the wand.

                        Tiresias!

All this must be your work.

You promote a new god to our people

in order to get rich--by selling

bird prophecies and prodding the future

from the organs of burning beasts.

If you weren't such a weak old man

I'd lock you in the stable with the Bakkhai

for sponsoring their filthy rituals.

Show me a bowl foaming with wine

among feasting women--and I'll show you proof

nothing's healthy in that festival.

LEADER

That's blasphemy! You are sneering at the gods,

Pentheus, and at Kadmos, who sowed the snaketeeth

which shot up into men. Why does Echion's son

want to humiliate his own people?

TIRESIAS

When a wise man takes hold of a valid case

we expect him to argue well. Now your tongue

is lively, you sound impressive, but something's

missing: intelligence. You talk nonsense.

A man who persuades us because his speech

is poised and aggressive, is a civic

menace when he lacks judgment.

Now the new god you laugh at--

his future power throughout Greece will be vast,

I can't even predict myself how vast.

                                                        Young fellow,

mankind is blessed with two supreme natural powers:

Earth power and Liquid power. Demeter,

or Goddess Earth--call her whichever you like--

gave us our dry life-nourishing bread.

Another god then came to complete her good work:

Semelê's child Bakkhos,

who found a vital juice in the grape cluster--

wine!--when men drink their fill, it stops grief

by drowning the day's troubles in sleep.

How else could we ease the ache of living?

What's more, we sprinkle drops of this god

to summon other gods when we need their help.

Always, the good life flows through Bakkhos.

Now, from this god, the truth of prophecy

speaks--for the ecstasy of maenads and the madman's

delirium are both visionary.

When Bakkhos comes rushing into their bodies

they're raving mad, but what they say comes true.

In wartime, Bakkhos even gives Ares a hand.

Picture an army aligned for battle.

Suddenly it panics, men drop their weapons and run

before a single spear has been thrown.

That swift fever of dread is also Bakkhos.

I promise you, Dionysos will climb Delphi! Someday

you will see him leap and his maenad packs

racing across the high ground between crags,

carrying pine torches and the sacred wand.

O I think Bakkhos will succeed in Greece!

Believe me, Pentheus, don't be so sure

that brute force is what governs human life.

Your mind is riddled with sick fantasies

which you act on as though they made sense.

You would do better to welcome this god.

Open the gates. Pour wine in his honor.

Learn his dances, wear his crown.

As for that point which upsets you

the most--sex: Dionysos will not suppress

lust in a woman: her own character must.

Even at the peak of Bakkhic abandon

a chaste woman remains perfectly chaste.

Now, when the whole city turns out to praise you,

Pentheus, doesn't that lift your spirits?

Try to grasp that this god also loves praise.

Therefore, Kadmos and I, though it makes

you laugh, will put his ivy on and dance.

Pair of old fools? No doubt. But dance we must,

by god we'll dance! I will not cross a god

no matter what arguments you bully me with.

You have a raging brain fever--and no drug

will cure it. But I think something will.

Dionysos in captivity.

(Enter Soldier with bound Dionysos; Pentheus emerges

from palace.)

SOLDIER

He's some fierce beast you made us hunt,            <594>

Pentheus! We caught him with no trouble.

He went tame on us, wouldn't run,

just held his wrists out--like this.

                                                No sign

of fear in that rosy wine-drinker's face.

He smiled as we tied him up,

advising me at every step.

"Lead me to Pentheus," he said.

He made our work very easy.

I was ashamed, and told him, "Stranger,

Pentheus ordered your arrest. Blame him.

I carry out the order, but I don't like it."

There's something else. Those captured madwomen

you chained in the stable--they're free, they're dancing

back up the mountain, chasing Loud Bakkhos, their god.

All the shackles let go of their ankles,

the locked bolts loosened and dropped off the doors

with no blow from any human hand.

That stranger brings so many miracles to Thebes

he overflows with them. Now he's all your worry.

PENTHEUS

Untie him--let him test our net if he wants.

He's fast--but is he faster than I am?

I don't think so.

(Pentheus silently examines Dionysos.)
Your body's not bad looking, Stranger--

to women, at least. That's the real point,

isn't it, of your trip to Thebes?

Of course it is: look at this wavy hair

at your cheeks, I'm lovely, it says, Touch me!
I don't think wrestling is your sport.

Nor did your creamy skin just happen.

You hid it from the sun, to save its pale beauty

for hunting Aphrodite in the dark.

(Belligerently.) Who are you? Born where?

DIONYSOS

No famous place.

Have you heard of Tmolus,

the mountain covered with flowers?

PENTHEUS

I know that its stone arms

ring the town of Sardis.

DIONYSOS

Now you know where I'm from:

the Lydian mountains.

PENTHEUS

Who ordered these rituals of yours into Greece?

DIONYSOS

Bakkhos, the child of Zeus,

delivers them himself.

PENTHEUS

So Lydia has its own version of Zeus

to father its bastard gods?

DIONYSOS

Our Zeus is your Zeus--he slept with Semelê.

PENTHEUS

Were you dreaming when god possessed you?

Or face to face?

DIONYSOS

Face to face--

with a god who gave me ritual power.

PENTHEUS

Tell me about these mysteries of yours.

DIONYSOS

I couldn't tell you. You're not one of us.

PENTHEUS

What does this ritual do--I mean

for those who join it?

DIONYSOS

We keep that knowledge to ourselves.

But it's worth having.

PENTHEUS

You tell me nothing with so much cunning

it makes me ache to hear more.

DIONYSOS

The orgies of god are hard on heretics.

PENTHEUS

You've seen the god up close--what is he like?

DIONYSOS

That's not for me to say. He can look like--anyone.

PENTHEUS

You start to say something

but your words lead nowhere.

DIONYSOS

Authentic wisdom stupefies a fool.

PENTHEUS

Is Thebes the first place you've brought this god?

DIONYSOS

No, our dancing joy has swept Asia.

PENTHEUS

Asians aren't Greeks--what do they know?

DIONYSOS

This time, they've caught on much faster than you.

They respond differently to life.

PENTHEUS

These rituals--do they happen in daylight? Or at night?

DIONYSOS

Mostly at night. Darkness helps us to feel holy.

PENTHEUS

You mean it helps you to rape women.

DIONYSOS

A worse outrage

can happen in broad daylight.

PENTHEUS

You'll pay dearly for that cynical wit.

DIONYSOS

Provoking god, you'll find, exacts its own price.

PENTHEUS

For someone dressed like a mild

priest of Bakkhos, you talk remarkably tough.

But it's all talk.

DIONYSOS

Then what will you do

to punish me? Will it be savage?

PENTHEUS

First I'll clip your delicate curls.

DIONYSOS

My hair is divine--I grow it for god.

(Pentheus supervises his men, who cut off Dionysos' curls.)

PENTHEUS

Give me that wand.

DIONYSOS

Take it yourself: it's the wand Dionysos uses.

(Pentheus seizes the wand.)

PENTHEUS

Now we can drive you down to the stable,

bolt it, and post guards.

DIONYSOS

When I wish to go free

god will turn me loose.

PENTHEUS

Then go rally your Bakkhai now,

whip them into a frenzy yelling for Bakkhos.

DIONYSOS

He is so close, he sees

what I suffer with his own eyes.

PENTHEUS

Then why can't I see him? Where is this god?

DIONYSOS

Where I am. You can't see him

because you have no faith.

PENTHEUS

I've seen enough of your contempt. So has Thebes.

Take him.

DIONYSOS

                Men, don't use force on me.

Don't offend wisdom

to obey that blind fool.

PENTHEUS

And I say: chain him! You have no power,

you're not in command here. I am.

DIONYSOS

Why, you're not even in command

of your own life!

                        You don't know

what you are doing, or who you are.

PENTHEUS

I am Pentheus, son of Echion and Agave.

DIONYSOS

No, sorrow is what your name means,

Pentheus. And pain. It fits.

PENTHEUS

Move him out, lock him in a horse stall--

he'll find enough darkness down there

for the kind of dancing he likes so much.

As for your women accomplices, who help you

carry out this evil nightmare, I've just

made them my slaves.

I might sell them,

or I might work them at my palace looms.

But I'll have peace. No more drums!

No more stamping feet.

DIONYSOS

I'm ready. I'll go now--

though I cannot be hurt

by an act which cannot take place.

But you, Pentheus, can be certain

that the god you call "dead"--

is Dionysos the Evenhanded

who will make you answer for every

outrage you do him. Insofar

as your ropes punish me,

they punish also him, the living god.

(Soldiers escort Dionysos off; Pentheus follows.)
Trouble on Mount Cithaeron.

(A young Herdsman enters from Cithaeron.)

HERDSMAN

Pentheus, Master of Thebes,

I live on Cithaeron where it snows

bright flurries the year round . . .

PENTHEUS

If you have news, Herdsman, tell it.

HERDSMAN

I've seen those holy women who ran

half-naked and frantic out of your gates,

covering ground like a flight of spears.

I've come down to tell you, and Thebes,

that what your women are doing in the hills

outstrips miracles, it's so strange, so horrible!

Will I be safe telling you the whole story?

Or should I cut it short? Pentheus,

you're an impatient master, who might

flare up at a man whose news you hated.

They say you can get angry like a king.

PENTHEUS

Speak freely. There's no need to fear me,

I don't punish innocent people.

But the more evil I hear about those maenads

the harder I'll be on him--that man there--all

their vile magic comes from him.

HERDSMAN

The sun had just come up, burning the chill

off the mountain pastures. My cattle were climbing

through steep rock country, when I spot

three packs of those dancing women--

Autonoë led one, your mother, Agave,

led the second, the third was Ino's--

all sleeping where exhaustion dropped them:

some with their backs leaning on fir boughs,

or their heads resting on piles of oak leaves.

No question they were carefree, king, but not vulgar,

not drunk, as you told it--or looking for sex.

They weren't led through the woods by love-flutes.

Your mother Agave heard my cows lowing--

she stood up yelling

over her sleepers a great holy cry

to wake them up: their bodies shivered, they rubbed

their eyes until the bloom of sleep was gone,

then jumped up lightly to their full height

old women, young women, and girls

not yet married--all moving

in perfect formation.

                                My god it was eerie.

First, they loosened their hair

down their backs and hitched their fawnskins up,

if the straps had slipped overnight.

                                                    Then I saw,

like belts around each woman, live snakes

who twisted up to lick their cheeks!

And mothers whose new babies were back home

eased their aching breasts by picking up

gazelles and wild wolf cubs to suckle

with white human milk.

                                   Soon they were working

leaf-garlands into each other's hair--

of ivy, oak and bryony flowers.

Then one struck her wand

to a rock--out jumps icy springwater!

Another pushed hers gently into the pasture

feeling for Bakkhos--she found the god

who made wine flood up right there!

Women eager for milk raked the meadow

with their fingers until it oozed out

fresh and white.

                        Raw honey was dripping

in sweet threads from their wands.

Had you been there watching, Pentheus,

you would have dropped to your knees

blessing this god you've been cursing.

We herdsmen met to trade miracles

all morning. We'd listen amazed, or outdo

each other's stories if we could.

                                                Then a drifter

who had learned how to talk fast in the city

saw his chance: "Listen, you mountain men," he said,

"if we hunt down Agave, the king's mother,

pull her clear of that dancing mob, Pentheus

will credit us with a great favor."

Good plan--or so it seemed then. We tunneled

through underbrush, elbowing up for an ambush.

At a signal from somewhere, the maenads

lifted their wands, dancing and chanting

lakkhos, Child of Zeus, O God Who Cries Out,

their voices swelling together, then the whole

mountain started to dance for Bakkhos,

even the wild birds and squirrels filled with god

as they rushed past, shrilling for joy!

When Agave leaps my way, I scramble from my bush

grappling for her, but she shouts,

"Over here! Sisters! My baying pack!

Men are hunting us! We'll fight them

with our wands!"

                        If we hadn't run hard

they would have torn us apart.

Armed with nothing but their bare hands

they charged into the midst of our cattle

who were chewing grass in a peaceful meadow.

You could see one girl hold by the legs

ripped halves of a shrieking heifer,

others tore into cows, sending cleft hooves

and rib-clusters spinning out into the trees

which caught shredded flesh and dripped blood.

Even some proud stud bulls

whose rage boiled under their horns, stumbled

and sank when the girls attacked--

a blur of hands, you couldn't count them all,

stripped off their coats of hide and flesh

faster than you could shut your royal eyes,

sir.

        Then they ran so fast, they flew,

lifted like birds over the valley,

skimming the wheat along the river Asopus.

They landed on those villages in the foothills,

Hysia and Erythrae, like enemy raiders

grabbing everything--even children

from their homes.

                            The booty stuck to their backs--

ironware, bronze--nothing fell to the ground.

Fire sizzled and flashed in their hair,

but they weren't burned.

                                    The mountain people were enraged.

They rushed for their weapons and waded in.

What happened was awful, hard to believe.

How could the men's tough sharp spears

not draw blood from a single maenad?--

while the women, hurling their green wands,

wounded the men until they turned tail and ran.

Men beaten by females!--but I think some god

helped the women.

                            Now the maenads headed back

to the springs where they woke--those springs

Bakkhos set flowing, and they scrubbed

the blood off. Snakes licked the gore

crusted over their cheeks

until the maenads' faces glowed.

King, whoever this god is, welcome him.

Give him the city. He has power--of all kinds--

but his great strength is wine that cures heartache.

Lose wine, and we'd lose the love goddess next--

we'd lose it all--whatever gives men joy.

(Exit Herdsman.)

LEADER

Truth isn't what this tyrant wants to hear--

I'm shaking--but he must be told:

No god is greater than Dionysos!

The Maenads’ philosophy.

CHORUS

Will I ever again

arch my throat back

    with joy    

        to dance

    barefoot

in the dark dew of heaven

the nightlong dance

                                ever again

be the fawn bounding

    out--

            into the sheer

green joy of a meadow

away from the hunters, away

from the beaters closing in,

    away

from the closing nets,

from the hounds

the huntsman shouts

racing toward my scent!

            Out there

I'm the fawn rushing

like a gust

                of wind

into the marsh grass--

arriving, at last, among ferns

far back in the shadow of the forest,

where no men are.

What is wisdom?

                        When the gods

crush our enemies, their heads cowed

under the hard fist of our power,

that is glory!

                    --and glory

always is the prize men crave.

The gods work slowly,

but you can trust them--

their power breaks all

mad arrogant men

who love foolishness

and pay no mind to the gods--

but the gods are devious

and in no hurry--

                        they put

an impious man at his ease, then

hunt him down.

                        Therefore:

let no one

do or conceive

anything

the ancient law forbids,

It costs little to believe,

        that, whatever divinity is,

it is power;

it costs little to believe    

    those laws

which time seasons, strengthens

       and lets stand--

such laws are Nature herself

    coming to flower.

What is wisdom?

                        When the gods

crush our enemies, their heads cowed

under the hard fist of our power,

that is glory!   

                    --and glory

always is the prize men crave.

The Mind Game

(Dionysos steps out of the palace, looks behind him, and calls 

to Penteus, who hesitates inside.)

DIONYSOS

        Come on out!

Aren't you the man so eager to see

what he shouldn't? I mean you, Pentheus.

Don't hide indoors, let's have a look at you.

If you like evil so much, show us

(Pentheus emerges wearing a maenad's clothes--

long gown, false curls, a fawnskin and fennel wand.)

how you dress for it.

                                Ah! As a woman, a maenad,

one of the Bakkhai! You won't find it hard

to infiltrate your mother's pack--

you could pass for any of Kadmos' daughters.

PENTHEUS

I think I'm seeing two suns

on fire in heaven, and Thebes

doubles into two cities,

her seven gates are now fourteen--

and you trot like a bull, with horns

sprouting from your head!

were you always . . . animal?

There's no question you're a bull now.

DIONYSOS

What you see is the god--not hostile,

but helping us, since we've appeased him.

Your eyes now see what they must.

PENTHEUS

Don't I have great presence when I move?

Tell me who I look like. Like mother? Or my aunts?

DIONYSOS

I look at you, but I see all those women.

                                                            Wait,

let's tuck back this curl. It's springing loose.

PENTHEUS

Inside I was dancing, throwing my head back

like a maenad, and it shook out.

DIONYSOS

Let it be

my job to make it behave. Hold still.

PENTHEUS

Please fix it. I want you to take care of me.

DIONYSOS

Your belt's not snug. Look how your gown bunches

over your ankles.

PENTHEUS

It's bunched on the right, but on my left side it falls perfectly.

DIONYSOS

When you see the Bakkhai, you'll find them

surprisingly good at what they do--

so good, you'll admit I'm your best friend.

PENTHEUS

                                                               How does

a maenad hold her wand? Right-handed? Or like this?

DIONYSOS

Shift it to your right hand. Now thrust in time

with your right foot, and keep it high.

I'm glad you've dropped your old rigid ways.

PENTHEUS

Could I carry Cithaeron and the maenads on my shoulders?

DIONYSOS

You could. You can do anything you wish,

now that your sick mind has gone sane.

PENTHEUS

Will we need a crowbar? Or just my hare hands?

Shall I armlock the peak and wrench it loose?

DIONYSOS

Don't, you'll crush the nymphs' caves and hurt

the woodlands where Pan plays his pipes.

PENTHEUS

You're right. We must not use crude strength

to overpower the women. I'll gain my end

by hiding in a fir tree.

DIONYSOS

We'll make this ambush

worthy of a skillful maenad-watcher like you.

PENTHEUS

I see maenads spring up and down

in their thickets like netted birds,

caught up in sex and loving it.

DIONYSOS

You have found your life's work: to witness

exactly that! You will catch them in the act--

or it could be your face to which the blood will come.

PENTHEUS

Show me off through the heart of Thebes.

I want them all to see: I'm the man

who will brave anything.

DIONYSOS

Indeed you will.

The suffering of Thebes

is on your shoulders now. Yours alone.

Something violent lies ahead

and you won't miss it.

                                    Come with me,

I will see you through it.

Someone else will bring you home.

PENTHEUS

Mother!

DIONYSOS

            Yes! As a great symbol to mankind

PENTHEUS

That's my wish.

DIONYSOS

            you will be carried here

PENTHEUS

What luxury!

DIONYSOS

            hugged in your mother's arms.

PENTHEUS

You'll make me go

all to pieces!

DIONYSOS

I'd have it no other way.

PENTHEUS

Then I'll have what I deserve.

DIONYSOS

You are amazing!--but no more amazing

than the fate you go out to meet. Its glory

will lift you like a god into heaven!

Reach out and take him, mother Agave,

and all you daughters of Kadmos.

I lead this boy to his supreme ordeal

which I--and the God Who Cries Out--will win.

What happens next will explain itself.

(Exit Dionysos leading Pentheus toward Cithaeron.)
Pentheus pays the price.

MESSENGER

That stranger--who promised to show Pentheus

these mysteries--guided us out. I went with my master.

We left behind the last valleys farmed by Thebans,

we forded the swollen Asopus, then climbed the rocky

switchbacks well up the mountainside.

We paused in a wooded hollow

sensing we were near, mouths shut and moving quiet

on the forest grass, to a safe lookout.

No one saw us--but we could see--

down a deep gorge with sheer cliff on both sides.

Streams cut through it, and large firs kept it dark.

There sat the maenads, working at pleasant chores--

some stripped the withered ivy from their wands

and spliced in fresh vines. Others frisking

here and there like colts whose painted bridles

had just been lifted, sang

Bakkhic hymns back and forth.

Pentheus ached--that unlucky man--

for a long unobstructed look at the women.

"Stranger," he said, "from this spot I can't see

those supposed maenads. If I were up

that tall fir tree on the cliffs, I could look down

on the lewd games of those wild females."

The stranger replied with a miracle.

He reached into the sky and seized the fir

by its crown, bending it gently, gently down

full circle, until it touched earth.

He made it perfect, like a powerfully

drawn bow, or a wagonwheel rim

cleanly bent from steamed wood.

With ease the stranger curved

the mountain fir into a circle--

no mortal man could have done it.

He set Pentheus astride a top limb

letting it rise, his hands braking

the returning pull of the trunk, which straightened

to its full height without a creak,

the stranger careful not to throw Pentheus off,

as he rode high into the airy sky.

But Pentheus, even from that height,

couldn't see maenads. They saw him, though,

just risen into view--thereupon the stranger

disappeared and a voice sounded from the heavens--

it must have been Dionysos the god--

commanding,

                    "O my women, I have delivered to you

the man who mocks you, mocked me,

mocked our sacred lives! REVENGE!"

While he spoke a holy light

        flared upon us,

binding heaven and earth.

        The world hushed,

the air above, the whole forest

        stilled its leaves--

no living sound broke the quiet.

Straining to revive that great voice

the maenads sprang alert, eyes flashed wide

searching the woods.

                                God roared again,

the same horrible command. But now

the maenads heard him clearly, and obeyed.

They flew off like woodcocks

all over the watery glade,

clawing up the cliff face so high

god must have blown mad power through them.

They looked up, saw my master, grabbed rocks

and stoned him cruelly, scrambling

from foothold to foothold

up and down the rock wall.

They slashed at him with spiny pine boughs

and shot their hard wands across the gap.

But the barrage fell short--

Pentheus clung too high beyond their frenzied

clawing, but he was treed, cut off.

The maenads splintered an oak trunk,

fists cracking down like lightning,

and with the jagged staves dug at the roots,

hoping to fell the big fir--but they couldn't.

Agave yelled, "Maenads! surround that trunk!

Pull down that climbing beast! If we

let him escape, he'll tell all he knows

of our secret dances."

                                One hand

made of thousands tore the tree from the earth--

screaming and moaning as he fell

Pentheus smashed into the hard black ground.

His life was over and he knew it.

His mother, like a priestess,

began to slaughter him. Pentheus ripped

his false hair away, to show his mother

who he was, to stop her from killing him.

He touched her crazed face: "stop! Mother,

I am Pentheus, your son! Born to Echion!

Let me live!

I've failed you--but don't kill me for that!"

Saliva poured from her mouth,

her eyes were empty, she was senseless,

totally possessed by Bakkhos.

And she denied her son. Grabbing his elbow

and digging her foot into his rib cage

she pulled until his shoulder parted, not

because her strength was brute,

but the god in her muscles

made the appalling work easy.

Ino worked at the other side, ripping flesh away.

Autonoë and the whole pack of blood sisters

came screaming from their dance to swarm over him.

Pentheus threw all the breath he had left

into his own death-scream

which the women drowned out, yelping for joy.

They laid his ribs bare, their bloody hands

playing catch with his flesh

like children lost in their game.

His body's scattered over the mountain,

parts strewn on the rocks, the rest in the forest.

We'll never find it all.

His mother is walking unconscious, she's spiked

her son's dumb-screaming head on her green wand.

She holds a mountain lion, she thinks,

and shows it off

down the ravines of Cithaeron--

her maenad friends are still celebrating.

She's yelling--coming right through

the gates into Thebes with her trophy,

naming Bakkhos her partner in the hunt

and her partner in victory.

She's won nothing but tears.

I'll go before she comes,

I won't stay here, waiting for this horror.

The best wisdom is knowing what the gods want,

and then humbling yourself before them.

Mankind should hang on to that

if it needs something to live by.

Agave wakes.

KADMOS

... I climbed straight back up the mountain

to find what I could of my grandson's body

insanely butchered by those women, and bring it home.

I saw Actaeon's mother Autonoië up there--

Ino beside her, both trotting deranged

and wretched through the oak forest.

                                                        I'm told Agave

came running here at a maenad's pace--

It's true. There she is.

I can see her misery with my own eyes.

AGAVE

Father, now you can boast that you've fathered

the bravest daughters a man could!

I say "daughters" but the daughter I mean is me.

I quit my loom and found more serious work--

now I hunt wild animals barehanded. Here's one

still warm, cradled here in my arms.

You must be fearless to kill this animal.

He's something to hang up over our doors.

You hold him, Father. Don't you love him?

Don't you want to call our clan together?

We'll celebrate! You'll all share

the glory of my success.

KADMOS

There is no way to comprehend this pain.

What you have

                        in your deluded, murderer's hands

is too much to look at. Yes,

this is the noblest sacrifice

you could ever give this god! This

is the feast you want to feed to your city!

Pain crushes me.

And will crush you.

What the God Who Cries Out

does to us is justice, barbaric justice.

This god was our blood-kin, born

in our house, yet, without one qualm

he destroys us all.

AGAVE

Old age dries men up. They're bitter

all the time, spiteful and scolding.

Let my son be a good hunter, let him

inherit my genius for killing. Let it show

when he hunts next time with the young Theban men.

His only talent now is for fighting god.

Discipline him, Father. That's your job.

                                                        Call him here,

let him see me

in my glory!

KADMOS

Hopeless

madness.

When you find out what you have done

you will suffer all the pain

this life can hold.

But if, somehow, you dream out your life

in this insane euphoria

you'll seem happy,

you'll seem blessed!

But you won't be.

AGAVE

I won't? What could hurt me now?

KADMOS

Stop!--

look up at the sky.

AGAVE

                            I'm looking.

Why must I do this?

KADMOS

Is it the same sky? Or has the sky

changed?

AGAVE

                Much brighter now. Much clearer.

KADMOS

Is something in you still soaring?

AGAVE

Did you say soaring? No, I'm changing,

I feel peaceful. My mind's clearing.

I'm not flying anymore.

KADMOS

Now. Try hard to hear me.

Can you answer a question?

AGAVE

Ask it, Father.

I have lost track of what we said.

KADMOS

Who was the man you married? From what great clan?

AGAVE

You married me to Echion. He was snakeborn.

KADMOS

And the son born to you and Echion?

Name him.

AGAVE

            Pentheus.

We made love and Pentheus was born.

KADMOS

Look down at what you're holding.

Whose head is that?

AGAVE

                            A lion's head,

my fellow killers said a lion.

KADMOS

Now look directly at its face.

Will it hurt you just to look?

AGAVE

Ohhh. What is this?

What am I holding?

KADMOS

                            Look harder.

Force your whole mind to know

what it is.

AGAVE

                All the grief there is,

                I see it!

KADMOS

Does it still look like a lion?

AGAVE

No. It's Pentheus.

His head

in my hands.

KADMOS

My eyes were in tears

before yours saw the truth.

AGAVE

                Who killed him?

Why am I holding him?

KADMOS

TRUTH, you are savage . . .

AGAVE

Say it! Say it!

My heart's terrified. It knows.

KADMOS

And she's defenseless.

You killed your son. You

and your sisters.

AGAVE

Where? In this house? Where?

KADMOS

Out where his own hounds tore Actaeon apart.

AGAVE

Why did Pentheus go to Cithaeron?

KADMOS

To sneer at you maenads. And at god.

AGAVE

What were we women doing there?

KADMOS

You were insane.

The fury of Bakkhos had crazed Thebes.

AGAVE

Dionysos destroys us, all.

I see that. Now.

KADMOS

You denied he was god, you blasphemed him.

AGAVE

Why was Pentheus punished for my crime?

KADMOS

Like you, he mocked and enraged the god.

He's crushed us all--our whole

bloodline, with one murderous blow.

He hurts me worst, because I have no son.

I see this boy, born from your body,

you suffering woman, I see him killed

in the most heartless brutal way,

this boy who brightened us.

He was our future.

