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                                     THE BAKKHAI

Every classical Greek play has a strangeness at its heart, something alien or disorienting to its modern audience.  The strangeness will most often derive from a Greek cultural phenomenon for which we have no exact counterpart:  for example, the passionate chastity of Hippolytos, or the Furies in the Oresteia who hound only murderers of blood-kin.  In The Bakkhai there is a strangeness not only in the ecstatic and bloody cult of Dionysos, but in the deeply troubling emphasis placed on Pentheus' sudden assumption of a maenad's female costume and sensibility.  Because a play's deepest meanings are likely to be inextricable from this kind of cultural strangeness, we must attend to it.  We need to know such things as why the Dionysian experience exerted such a powerful appeal, and how masculine and feminine sexual natures were perceived by the Greeks, if we wish to understand the extraordinary use the play makes of these cultural facts.


The prevalence of antique concerns--such as ritual pollution and purification--which cause a contemporary reader difficulty, has in recent times led scholars, especially the English, to argue that Greek drama is more parochial and time-bound than once thought, preoccupied with issues more alive to fifth-century Athenians than to us.  Since the Renaissance, the humanist tradition has honored Greek tragedy as an inexhaustible oracle speaking to the permanent human condition; but some modern scholars ask whether even the most famous plays really address the same large universal issues that we find troubling and fascinating.  It has been argued that, for instance, the excruciating truths Oedipus the King presents concerning parents and children should be translated into a drama about inherited curses and the pollution arising from kin murder.  The Bakkhai, however, has largely escaped such dilution.  Its profundity and psychological sophistication continue to be admired by nearly all who study it in Greek or in translation.  Some of the finest modern criticism has illuminated the absorbing complexity and savage freshness of this play.  Frederich Nietzsche, W. K. C. Guthrie, E. R. Dodds, and especially R. P. Winnington-Ingram (whose Euripides and Dionysos is the most re-warding book in English about a single Greek play), have shown that the forces Dionysos wields are real, forces that no person in any age can afford to ignore:  a source of supreme joy and a danger as destructive as any in life.1

The Bakkhai is a play about the advent of that knowledge, but it is also about resistance to it and the fate of those who resist.  Some of Dionysos' ancient cult names suggest only  his healthy and life-nurturing roles:  he is the Power in the Tree, the Blossombringer and Fruitbringer, the Abundance of Life.  Plutarch speaks of him as the god of all natural liquids.  In E. R. Dodds' words, he is "not only the liquid fire in the grape, but the sap thrusting in a young tree, the blood pounding in the veins of a young animal, all the mysterious and uncontrollable tides that ebb and flow in the life of nature."2  Inherent in the sweet energy of all these liquids, however, are potential cruelty and death.  We know that the reward promised to those who worshipped Dionysos was a purifying religious experience which brought the god's essence and power surging into his devotee, and that wearing Dionysos' masks and animal skins, acting in his plays, drinking his wine and dancing his mountain rituals were all ways to put the god inside the worshipper.  But the most powerful and climactic acts seem to have been the sacraments of sparagmos and omophagia.  The first is the tearing apart of a live animal victim; the second is the eating of an animal's raw and warm flesh, thus ingesting the god, who is reborn inside one.  In that act, which is always described in the ancient texts as one of joy, the animal was felt to be Dionysos himself, from whom his worshippers took sudden godlike ecstasy and strength.


This transformation of initiates into Bakkhai is the central event in Dionysian religion, a fact that the title of the play may well mark.  We can get into trouble, to be sure, if we expect a play's traditional name to enlighten us about its author's intentions.  We cannot assume that the name by which we know a play was chosen by its author, for in some instances a play's name was not settled until a generation after its first production.  Generally, when the story of a major character coincided with a play's plot, that play became known by the character's name, as did the Agamemnon and the Antigone.  A play lacking an obvious central figure was usually named after its Chorus.)  It is fairly easy to understand why this play did not become known as the Pentheus or the Dionysos.  Though Pentheus does suffer because a god hates him, and though his destruction forms the basic plot, he is never presented as a stirring or morally powerful figure; rather, he appears as a strident but inept advocate of his own cause.  On the other hand, Dionysos' effortless domination of Pentheus offers none of the struggle, suffering and moral enlightenment that the hero of a tragedy was expected to exhibit.  Therefore The Bakkhai was named (whether by intent or default) after its Chorus, the women who followed Dionysos from Asia to Greece.  They are indeed at the center of the action, not in the sense that their story is the plot itself, but because the divine force they advocate is the true subject of the tragedy.


When this divine force, embodied in the god Dionysos, appears in Greek legend, it is almost invariably met with resistance.  Typical is the story Homer tells of Lycurgus the Thracian who hunted Dionysos and his nurses on the sacred mountain, Nysa, drove them into the sea, and was in turn blinded for his crime (Iliad, 6.130 ff.).  In later versions Lycurgus was variously torn apart by horses or panthers, walled into a cave, or forced to cut off his own legs.  In the accounts which describe the spread of his cult, Dionysos rarely triumphs without bitter opposition from some leader or faction of the people he seeks to convert.  The myths are so consistent on this point that we must wonder whether an actual historical memory underlies plays like The Bakkhai.


It would not be true to say that Dionysos was a god who appeared on the scene at a substantially later date than his fellow Olympians, and was thereby resented and fought as an interloper.  His name appears in Homer, as we have seen; it also has been found on Mycenaean tablets.  Dionysos, the god, goes back as far in time as our records do.  Yet his antiquity does not prove that his religion could not have swept Greece at a much later period, in waves of much-resisted hysteria, in the same way Christian evangelism has swept the world in waves centuries after its inception.  It is possible, therefore, that behind the story of the play--the coming of Dionysos to Thebes, the young king's active resistance to him, and revenge exacted by the god--lies an actual memory of such an incident in the Theban past.  If nothing but such a memory "explained" the play, however, it would interest only antiquarians.  The continued power of the play leads us to ask why a god would be regularly and stubbornly celebrated as a bringer of joy, a joy strenuously opposed by established authority.  I would agree with those who conclude that the practices that the Greeks associated with Dionysos provoked and fed those appetites for release and joy that all established and orderly societies in any era must continually suppress--since they can neither be reconciled to ordinary ambitions nor killed outright.  Such a conclusion explains both the peculiar form the Dionysos stories take--always one of resistance, triumph and punishment--and the intense interest these stories arouse long after the cults themselves have vanished.


The Greek word for those who banded together in Dionysian cults was thiasos, a word which is possibly pre-Greek in origin.   We do not know what its earliest context was, but it came to refer to all kinds of sympathetic social bondings, from literary discussion groups to the kind of hysteria that turns crowds into raging superbeings.  (Some modern examples of the thiasos come readily to mind:  from bland ties of social life to the emotionalism of war, sport and ecstatic religion--all the institutional or customary means by which we try to enlarge ourselves, seeking to be stronger, freer, happier, by adding others to ourselves and, by taking as our own the personality of the group, rise above our ordinary selves.)


The Dionysian thiasos ranges from the calm reasoning loyalty to the god found in the Chorus of Bakkhai all the way to that other band of possessed women roaming the hills and tearing animals limb from limb.  What they have in common is a shedding (temporarily at least) of the limitations of individual responsibility.  In almost all cases the members of the thiasos yield the job of testing reality and making moral distinctions to an adored leader; in The Bakkhai this leader is the god Dionysos.  It is even possible that in all thiasoi, the worshipper experienced the leader as the god himself.


What the civil authorities feared in the pure form of the Dionysian thiasos was its unconcern with anything but its own gratification; its seduction of women from their homes; its violent potential; its immunity to responsible leadership.  Historically, what seems to have happened in Greece is that city-states found ways of taming the Dionysiac.  In Athens, a little more than a century before the first production of The Bakkhai c. 405 B.C., the tyrant Pisistratus had brought a version of popular rural Dionysian celebrations into the city and granted them an official glory second only to those of Athena herself.  A generation later when the democracy became established, leaders of the people were quite willing to retain this official recognition of Dionysos.  As the Chorus says repeatedly, he is the god of ordinary, unpretentious men and women.  His appeal to the humble explains a feature of the play that might puzzle a modern reader:  the insistence by the Chorus that whoever accepts Dionysos accepts common wisdom and balanced good sense.  This seems a startlingly tame requirement from the god of ecstatic joy.  We do know that these virtues of restraint were popular with the average Athenian.  But the skill with which Euripides overwhelms these words, sophia (wisdom) and sophrosyne (balanced good sense) by the brutal shock of their contexts in the play, shows how these words have become perverted from their traditional significance.


As Dionysos, Kadmos, Tiresias and the Messenger use it, "wisdom" becomes a synonym for mindless and tenacious conformity, for avoidance of risk, quite the reverse of the adventurous and sharply drawn definitions this word acquired in the circle of Socrates and Plato.  "Wisdom," as the Chorus uses it in the fourth choral ode, means exultation in naked power:

What is wisdom?

                When the gods

crush our enemies, their heads cowed

under the hard fist of our power,

that is glory!  (877-880/1178-1182)3
The weight given such words as sophia in The Bakkhai is not merely paradoxical, it is an instance of a point Euripides makes in various ways throughout the play.  The Dionysian experience appears to exalt equally both the wisdom and the murder.  But Euripides will show us that the accommodation is finally an illusion:  only the murder is real.  Whatever seems a positive virtue, whether it be wisdom, moderation or piety, when infected by the Dionysian spirit, is soon dominated by its opposite:  folly, excess, blasphemy.


The fact that life at its sweetest and happiest and most carefree is vulnerable to fury and pain is shown frequently in the play.  It seems a lesson Euripides' god most wishes to teach, for as Dionysos says of himself, he is "the extremest of gods--pure terror/ to humankind, and yet pure loving kindness."  (860-861/1149-1150)  The impression the play gives of the new life offered by Dionysos to his initiates is nevertheless at first undeniably rich in pleasure and excitement.  The Chorus speaks of the Dionysiac as a kind of happiness, or eudaimonia, which means literally "having a permanent life-enhancing relation to a divinity."  He who worships Dionysos, however, will not find permanent safety and joy, for the god's strength is only in him while he is acting unconsciously; it is absent when he is conscious.
 
The Theban maenads in the play are happy on the mountain at first be- cause of what they leave behind (here I adapt Winnington-Ingram's felicitous summary of the positive and 
The Theban maenads in the play are happy on the mountain at first because of what they leave behind (here I adapt Winnington-Ingram's felicitous summary of the positive and negative aspects of Dionysian happiness):  the duties, drudgery, boredom of civilized life; the limitations of individuality; the burden of self-knowledge; the painful effort of thought; concern for past and future.  Such cares vanish when the initiate's personality dissolves into that of her sisters in the thiasos.  Those are all the things one escapes.  What the maenads discover in Dionysos, we learn from the Herdsman's account, is an immediate, unthinking joy in the present, delight in a whole new life of vivid simple action:  feasting, purifying rites, hymn-singing, making ivy-crowns and wands, magical outpourings of milk, wine and honey, suckling of young animals, wild ecstatic mountain dancing, hunting and tearing to pieces wild creatures, eating their flesh, and finally, deep exhausted sleep.4  Here are two accounts of this life, the first by the Herdsman, the second by the Chorus:

                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.  (704-711/968-977)

The mountain goes sweet with Bakkhos!

He's there in the maenad,

his fawnskin's on her body--

out of the running pack

she drops to the earth!

She kills in blood, she devours in joy

the raw flesh of a goat, and is hurled

back to the mountains

of Phrygia and Lydia,

cried on by the Loud God, whose cry

runs through her.  (135-141/214-224)

Euripides here and throughout satisfies our curiosity to know what maenads experienced.  His skill is such that we see also what they lose--the power to connect and weigh, forethought and afterthought, knowledge of where they are and what they are doing.  The maenads find equal happiness in suckling wolf cubs and rendering heifers apart.  Wine, music, love-making and wild dance are the substance of Dionysian religion--scenes which appear by the hundred on Greek drinking pots dedicated to the god--and each of these may become a doorway to oblivion.  In the mutual stimulus of the group, emotion is more easily shared than is thought, emotion which grants the maenad a deep if illusory peace of mind.  The connection between animal joy and human savagery is reinforced by each successive choral ode, and is perfected in Agave's great final scene when she must recognize, step by reasoning step, that the head of the beast she killed exultantly in a flash of fury is that of her son, Pentheus.


The most convincing and exciting way to portray Dionysos' power would be to show us his maenads completely under the god's control, performing sparagmos and omophagia, handling snakes, tapping wine from the earth.  But this was dramaturgically impossible and aesthetically risky.  Failing that, we are given a dramatic correlative--controlled musical dances of the Chorus, vivid description of wilder events offstage, and a realistic and thrilling psychic battle between man and god.  It would be more accurate to describe this last dramatization of the Dionysiac as a confrontation between the god himself and the internalized Dionysiac within his mortal opponent.


This power of Dionysos as it appears onstage is not at all a delicious intoxication; it is an uncanny verbal mastery and psychological astuteness wielded by a young god, both calm and charismatic, who in the course of a few scenes destroys an equally young man.  The god who destroys Pentheus' mind by reducing it to a single, mad craving is able to do so because, as Dodds and Winnington-Ingram have argued, Dionysos has an ally in the enemy camp:  "May not the lust for power and praise which Pentheus has, be equally the source of a Dionysiac frenzy? . . . If Pentheus is obsessed with curiosity and desire, the victory of Dionysos is half won already."5

The manic and obsessive nature of Pentheus stands out sharply against the smooth, evasive Dionysos whom Euripides has created.  The pair first meet when Pentheus, reacting to news that all the Theban women have been lured into secret and probably lewd mountain revels by an attractive long-haired Bakkhic priest from Lydia, orders this stranger captured and brought before him.  After sizing up his prisoner in words that reveal fascination with his physical beauty, Pentheus attempts to extract information about the rites:  "Tell me about these mysteries of yours. . . . What does this ritual do--I mean for those who join it?"  (471, 473/644, 646)  In reply, the Stranger tantalizes, frustrates, insults.  The direction taken by Pentheus' eager probing in search of a shocking reality behind the rituals reveals that his interest is not only that of a righteous magistrate punishing a troublemaker, but also that of someone excluded from events which painfully attract him.


Throughout the play Pentheus will continue to be deflected from his kingly office into the whirlpool of his own obsessions:  "You tell me nothing with so much cunning/ it makes me ache to hear more" (475/651-652) is one of his early admissions to Dionysos.  Where are the answers the Stranger withholds?  Somewhere on Cithaeron, Pentheus thinks, in the dance, the ritual, in the furtive sex acts he imagines the maenads enjoying.  But the calm skill of the Stranger has shifted our attention to the inner life of Pentheus.  We begin to see Dionysos as a malevolent psychoanalyst working to unearth some destructive urge, some appalling fact which motivates Pentheus but of which he is ignorant.  The god uses verbal wit as his mode of exposure:  dozens of double-pronged sallies that say one thing to Pentheus' suspicious political brain, and another to his seething unconscious and to us.  Dionysos several times taunts Pentheus for his incomprehension:  "Authentic wisdom stupefies a fool."  (480/658)  When Dionysos says the rites happen at night be-cause "Darkness helps us to feel holy,"  (486/665)  Pentheus' own prurience surfaces in his reply:  "You mean night helps you to rape women."  (487/666)


The more Dionysos succeeds in exacerbating Pentheus' erotic fantasies, the more anger Pentheus conceives for the agile Lydian Stranger.  After seizing his Bakkhic wand and cutting off his long hair, Pentheus tries to chain the god in a stable; when Dionysos escapes with frightening ease Pentheus switches his fury to the next available target, the maenads on Cithaeron who he learns from the Herdsman are performing miracles of pleasure and savagery, all of which Pentheus feels as a personal humiliation.


Rage and attempted or threatened violence are his instinctive response to any threat to his power.  A painted or sculpted mask of outrage must have been worn by the actor who played Pentheus in the Greek theater.  The Chorus in particular traces Pentheus' brutality back to his kin, the Spartoi or "Sown Men," who grew from the teeth of a giant snake.  Kadmos had killed the snake and on Athena's advice sowed the Theban earth with its teeth.  The seeds grew into savage warriors fully armed who immediately began killing each other until only five were left; from these five, which included Pentheus' father, Echion, whose name means "the Snake," all the noble families of Thebes were descended.  The many references to Pentheus as son of a Sown Man are never complimentary, but hurled at him in hostility.  Even when Pentheus invokes his own ancestry he reminds the audience of a superhuman reptilian element in his hostility to Dionysos.  The god in his prologue and Agave in her moments of deluded triumph both speak of Pentheus as a "godfighter."  The implication is that Pentheus is an enemy of the gods by birth and inheritance.


Actually, within Pentheus, then, are two warring kinds of divinity--the Titanic race of Mother Earth, enemies of Dionysos; and the Dionysiac itself.  (According to an Orphic myth mankind itself is just such a mixture:  the Titans who devoured Dionysos after his first birth were themselves destroyed by the thunderbolt of Zeus, but when their scattered flesh touched Earth mankind sprang into being.)  The struggle within Pentheus dramatized in our play may therefore be seen as a reawakening of the ancient struggle between the two kinds of divinity, with the Dionysiac winning as usual.  The victory, however, is not one of civilization and order.


When it comes--this victory of the Dionysos within Pentheus--it comes with the ease and swiftness of events in a dream.  When Dionysos asks suddenly, "Would you like to see maenads/ sitting together, up there on the mountain?"  Pentheus' instant acceptance and later acquiescence to maenad costume declare a true desire, one long held in check by his fear of disruptive innovation, his dread of humiliation, his contempt for women and    any unmanly act.  Pentheus' furious scorn of Bakkhic things as effeminate betrays the obsessions which the god will exploit:  extravagant rage had here masked, as often in mankind generally, insatiable fascination.


The futility of a godfighter's mission is this:  all the energies of resistance must contribute to the ultimate triumph of the god.  The knife-edge on which are balanced Pentheus' impulse to fury and his longing to surrender, is suggested by these words, spoken as he tries to "decide" whether to put on a maenad's costume or war against them:  "I'll either come out fighting/ or put myself in your hands." (845-6/1131-2)  Putting himself in the Stranger's care is something Pentheus does explicitly in his final scene.  "I want you to take care of me," (934/1260) he says as Dionysos straightens his hem, and later, as the pair head toward the mountain, "Show me off through the heart of Thebes."  (961/1292)


Pentheus is as unaware of his vulnerability to Dionysos as he is of the psychic imperatives that make it possible.  Dionysos accuses Pentheus of this blindness with remarkable bluntness just before Pentheus imprisons him.  Says Dionysos:  "Why, you're not even in command/ of your own life!  You don't know/ what you are doing, or who you are."  (506/698-701) Pen- theus' stunned answer to this challenge to his identity, "I am Pentheus, son of Echion and Agave," (507/702) would have an echo to a Greek speaker.  A Greek would hear the noun penthos, "grief" or "remorse," in the name Pentheus.  He would hear "snake" in Echion's name.  He might even hear a muted echo of the word "greatness" in Agave's name.  The Greek speaker might imagine Pentheus has just said, "I am Grief, son of the Snake and the Great One."  Knowledge of our birth and our parents can sometimes be the reverse of comforting.  In the name his parents gave him, as in the name of his monstrous father, the audience recognizes something ominous, in spite of Pentheus' confidence that knowing one's name and family origin brings one a firm sense of identity.  Soon the god will begin in earnest to disrupt Pentheus' sense of what is real.


By the time Pentheus staggers outside his palace, dazed from his hallucinatory struggles with Dionysos, Euripides has prepared us to expect Pentheus' mind to become the field of battle.  In the stable Pentheus found that his tame prisoner had become a raging bull, which he sweats to rope; moments later the palace catches fire, a fire which blazes in Pentheus' mind only.  A glowing image of the Stranger then appears; Pentheus slashes at it futilely with his sword.  Dionysos has led Pentheus to take as real these successive hallucinations, and to try to control them with physical violence.  The Stranger's smug judgment is:  "He tried to fight god."  Using brute force to subdue things that force cannot control is Pentheus' characteristic error, and the god's cool account of these futile efforts in the palace evokes it chillingly.  Pentheus will have no better luck later trying to master the Stranger or subdue the maenads, since the power Pentheus fears they possess derives in great part from the awe in which he holds them.  This awe is what the god distills into those mocking, hallucinatory images which ambush Pentheus in his own palace.


Hardly a moment will pass in the first half of the drama without Pentheus expressing rage, and it is this rage which Dionysos defuses and transforms.  Rage is a prime outlet for masculine erotic force, but what Dionysos makes of it as he draws Pentheus under his spell is the utter opposite of "masculinity."  The transforming process occupies the heart of the play; when we last see Pentheus on stage he is both docile and exalted.  He has just put on the maenad's gown, wears hair like theirs, holds their green wand and has taken the first tentative steps in their dance.  He feels within him an unlimited physical strength as he sets out to watch a scene of maenads at revel which he hopes will satisfy an imperious craving.  To better understand this raging eros, now become a joyful and sexually curious eros, we should recall the range of meaning eros could have in Greek.


Devotees of Dionysos appear to have responded to two warring kinds of eros, or "desire," one of which is lust, an egocentric and aggressive passion.  The other kind of eros is a yearning for peace and well-being which is consonant with both childhood innocence and social harmony.  This contrast would be differently described by men and by women.  The Dionysian cult seems to be imagined from the point of view of women devotees.  As a consequence, the first kind of eros is looked upon as absurd or ugly.  In the most common representations of the Dionysian vision--as represented on drinking cups and other household objects--absurd lust is most obvious in the satyr beast-men with large erect phalluses, the would-be rapists of the always dignified Bakkhai.  Because this play is a tragedy and not a satyr play such as Euripides' The Cyclops, this vision could not be enacted directly on stage, but is represented nevertheless--in the absurd and ineffectual supermasculinity of the young king and in the irony of his public humiliation:  the revelation that within him lies what he hates most, a feminine narcissism and softness and yearning for oblivion.


To reveal to the world such overt feminine characteristics would devastate any Greek male.  When Pentheus says, "We are humiliated/ when we let women act like this," (785-786/1065-1066) he is reverting to the Greek male's fear of women which pervades Greek literature of the age of tragedy.  We see it, for instance, in Creon's paranoiac reaction to Antigone's rebelliousness, as well as in Jason's thoroughly justified terror of Medea.  There were two aspects of this fear:  fear of being dominated by women, and fear of being overwhelmed by their sexuality.  Aristophanes devotes an entire play, the Thesmaphoriazusae, to the revenge taken by the women of Athens on Euripides for his supposed slanders against their sex.


Repeatedly during their scenes together Pentheus compliments Dionysos for understanding him so well.  What Dionysos understands and exploits is that Pentheus' fear of maenads and his consequent eagerness to lead his troops against them is bound up with his obsession to visit the sexual orgies he imagines they enjoy in the hills.  By suddenly arresting Pentheus' attention and posing his real wish as a tempting question, Dionysos draws Pentheus away from armed violence into a world where his desires seem miraculously susceptible to fulfillment:

DIONYSOS   . . . Would you like to see maenads

           sitting together, up there on the mountain?

PENTHEUS   I would give all the gold I have to see that. . . . (810-812/-1095-1097)

           Get me there quickly.  Waiting is torture.

DIONYSOS   First, clothe your body in a fine linen dress.

PENTHEUS   A dress? Why are you disguising my sex? 

DIONYSOS   To save your life.  The maenads kill all men.  (820-823/1105/-1108)

Though he fights the suggestion and must be lulled into accepting it, once Pentheus emerges from the palace in maenad garb he is delighted with his resemblance to the women in his family, and with the prospect ahead.  The entire scene is supercharged with excitement.  Pentheus feels in his body a clearly Dionysian physical power:  he thinks he can wrench loose the entire mountain and carry it and the maenads home.  Acceptance of maenad costume seems, before our eyes, to release the constraints on Pentheus:  he becomes horribly joyful.  Early in the play the very thought of putting on an ivy crown revolts him; now acquiescence to the god's regalia initiates him into Dionysian life.  The joy released in Pentheus comes simultaneously from breaking through his fear of women and breaking through his horror of Dionysian clothes and rituals.  Euripides has boldly symbolized resistance to the Dionysiac as resistance to becoming woman-like.


This representation of the Dionysiac as feminine--at once fearful and attractive--is embedded in the dramatic action of the play's final exchange between Pentheus and the god.  A single, explosive word at the very climax of the exchange, as it expresses Pentheus' consuming exaltation, will express in a still more disturbing form the identity of the Dionysiac and the feminine.


In his final moments onstage Pentheus yields to a wish to move toward infancy and be held again in his mother's arms.  The ability of nostalgia to lure our adult selves back to a worry-free existence in the care of a mother could not be more powerfully shown.  And since we will soon know that this same mother Agave will lead the sparagmos, the ritual tearing to pieces of her son, that nostalgia must seem horrible.  The horror is in- creased by the fact that Euripides has imagined a dramatic situation in which, before our eyes, the yearning for infancy becomes an unacknowledged wish to die:

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 you no other way.  (961-970/1292-1311)

What Dionysos and Pentheus collaborate to imagine goes well beyond a voyeur's inspection of maenads at revel.  A young man is here deliciously bemused in infantile fantasy--to be hugged and carried home from the mountains in his mother's arms.  Even more extraordinary is the sentence with which Pentheus describes his fearfully astonished anticipation:  kai  tryphan  m'ananankaseis, "You'll make me go/ all to pieces!" If translated, rather grotesquely, but so as better to suggest the amazing range of its implications, the sentence would go:  "You will force me to turn loose all my luxurious feminine element!"  The arresting word is the climactic one I earlier referred to, tryphan, a word that Dionysos immediately repeats in its nominal form, giving his sinister assent to Pentheus' unconscious prediction of what will happen to him.  Tryphan can mean "to be licentious," "to be effeminate," or "to give oneself airs."  In each of these meanings the basic gesture is one of letting go, of giving in to self-indulgence.  A Greek could have heard in tryphan the verb thryptein which may indeed be related to it:  thryptein means "to enfeeble," "to unman," "to hack to pieces."  Euripides certainly intended the first meaning of the verb tryphan, "to be made effeminate"; he may also have meant the more literal meaning of thryptein as a sinister reference to the sparagmos to come.


This last utterance before Pentheus disappears holds Pentheus' joy in yielding at last to the delicious, luxury-hungry part of himself, in the same grip as his coming death by sparagmos.  Both the pleasure which Dionysos grants and the fury he inflicts upon humankind are embodied in that word.  More clearly than anything else in the play, the word tryphan defines the menace in the passive nature of the Dionysiac:  as symbolized in The Bakkhai, to be a Dionysiac is to surrender to the sweet and terrible pressure pounding against and stripping away all the restraints the male ego can muster, which keep it from reveling in the sensual world a female at her most free imagines for herself.  Probably no other symbolic act could have expressed the devastation Euripides saw in Dionysos.  To lose your very sexual identity, to feel suddenly blossoming in your body a sexual awareness thought forever alien, is an event whose pleasure cannot be severed from its horror.


Whether Euripides offers this as an actual, rather than a symbolic definition of the Dionysiac cannot be finally settled by literary criticism.  But this vision of the Dionysiac as what makes us "give in" adds something to our understanding of The Bakkhai.  Intoxication by wine or blood, lust for both violence and infinite peace, union with god's power, loss of individuality, the death of thought, are all potential destinations when one surrenders.  The disciplined strength of the rational mind collapses.  As Nietzsche suggested in The Birth of Tragedy, the ultimate consequence of losing rational control is primal chaos, which has no history or order, where nothing has a name, and where the pain of rational control and order lies far away.  In The Bakkhai that pain is presented to us by the steps through which Kadmos leads Agave back to consciousness, rebuilding name by name her recognition of her own calamity, and thus rebuilding order itself, her cosmos, from its dissolution into the madness and chaos which are the creations of Dionysos.


Structurally, Agave's return to sanity completes the action which began when Dionysos imposed madness on her and the other Theban women.  In every sense her return to sanity is the exact opposite of the journey to Dionysian possession.  It is painful, intellectual, reality-seeking, identity-seeking, and her cries are of devastating knowledge.  The kind of cycle completed by the awakening of Agave is quite different from that defined by Aristotle, and which we expect to find in a Greek drama:  a series of complications followed by an illuminating unravelling was Aristotle's perception of dramatic structure, a type found in some of Euripides' plays, most notably Hippolytos, but which is more evident in Sophocles and Aeschylus.  We will, however, usually be frustrated if we look for Aristotelian structure in Euripides, even (and especially) in his finest plays.  Instead of a plot in the ordinary sense we find that the essential action must be described in terms of a shift in our attitudes and sympathies.  This kind of shift should also be distinguished from a movement common in modern literature which takes the reader or viewer through the development, maturation or decay of a central figure.  It has often been remarked that except for rare cases (such as the education of Neoptolemos in Sophocles' Philoctetes), Greek dramas do not concern themselves with this kind of conscious growth.  Yet, in the more characteristic Euripidean plays such as The Bakkhai, we do have a movement of an analogous sort.  Euripides builds plays not so much on a shift in what the dramatic character understands, but on a shift in the audience's understanding of these characters.  Euripides refuses to give us what modern readers and audiences look for--a sympathetic figure through whose eyes we can experience the actions of the play.  In The Bakkhai our sympathies are not allowed to be attached permanently to any figure, not the god, or the king, or the king's mother.  As a consequence the audience can accept more readily than it could in a modern plot a constant series of discoveries that it had been incomplete in its perception of the several characters.


The audience at first is fascinated with Dionysos' aloof cunning, and feels distaste for the blundering and sadistic Pentheus; then it moves toward sympathy for the doomed and mesmerized king, while it grows more and more repelled as the savage god reveals his nature.  Agave, whom we glimpsed earlier only as a spiteful sister of Semele, now draws our shock and pain for a mother unconsciously forced to butcher her son.  Reinforcing this movement is the steady transformation of the Chorus' songs from celebration of sweetness and purifying revelation to ecstatic cries for brutal revenge.  This change in the way we perceive the characters helps us to measure the thrill and utter disorientation of having the opposite sexual nature possess one's being.  Ultimately the audience discovers that it was mistaken to think that divinity could long wear a human face and receive human admiration.  It learns that mortal intelligence and emotions cannot cope with or even comprehend the violent extremes of the Bakkhic god.  Such shocks to its perception of the characters guide its understanding of Euripides' bitter vision of an implacable divine presence not outside, but within our nature, a presence utterly hostile to what we uneasily call our humanity.


The Bakkhai may plunge us into a chaos of impulses, but Euripides has skillfully imposed a form on an action that would make no sense unless he assumed a totally healthy and ordered person:  the audience or the reader of the play.  This person must do the reverse of living in the mindless present, no matter how tempted by the choral odes and stunning descriptions.  This reader must connect ideas and images in a hundred pregnant or alarming combinations; must listen to ironies undercut plausible speeches and hear the scream in the delicious lyrical outcry; must read the poetry with true sophia--wisdom responsive to both the Dionysian and rational lobes of the brain.  Such a reader will note that the word "blessed" is used of both Agave holding Pentheus' severed head and by the Chorus early in the play as it recounts the pleasures of the initiate.  The reader will connect Kadmos' healing questioning of Agave to Dionysos' destructive probing of Pentheus; see Pentheus' vanity and love of rage mirrored in that fury which the maenads love; and hear both the power of the Chorus' definition of sophia--and its madness.

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.  (877-88/1178-1184)
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