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Eurpides

And Kadmos' daughters first among all.
Wild for me they huddle, witless,
By roofless crags and shaggy pines.

Thebes. An open space before PENTHEUS' palace. First light.
Enter DIONYSOS on high.
DIONYSOS.

You see the son of God. I have returned.

Dionysos, son of Zeus. Home, here, to Thebes.

My mother was Semele, King Kadmos' daughter,
My father Zeus. Lightning the midwife:

Bornin a flash, the fire-child.

I have changed my shape: God comes in mortal guise.
See - here by the waters of Dirke, Ismenos’ stream -
My mother’s tomb, lightning-scorched,

Still smoking, Hera’s vivid rage,

Palace and pyre. King Kadmos - honour to him -
Declared it holy: no foot must touch it,

His daughter’s shrine. Here, too, my offering:

A cluster of springing vines.

My journey began in golden fields;

Phrygia, Lydia, sun-blistered Persian plains,
Baktria’s battlements I passed,

The wintry country of the Medes,

Then generous Arabia, wide Asia—
Tall-towered towns, twinned in glassy sea—
Greeks and barbarians, clamorous community.
All of them I quickened into dance, charged
With my mysteries. And now I come to Thebes,
First of all Greek cities. Here God appears

To mortals.

I've goaded them to ecstasy,

Decked them in fawnskins,

The thyrsos in their hands, the ivied spear.

Thebes must be first! For here

My mother’s sisters - they should have known better -
Denied me. I was not the seed of Zeus:

Semele, they said, their sister, my mother,

Gave some man her virginity and laid the blame on Zeus.

Blasphemy, they said: King Kadmos' idea,
Punished by a thunderbolt from Zeus.
They denied me, God,

And for that I've sent them mad,
Panicked them into the mountains,
Parted from their wits, animals

In ritual’s savage panoply -

Yes, all the female seed of Thebes,

Every woman in the place,

Location 224 of 1350

This city must learn - once and for all,

Like it or not - that I am master

Of the world’s dance and they must revel in it.
Prisoners of death, look up, say yes to God,

To Semele’s son, the living seed of Zeus.

King Kadmos has abdicated. His throne and power
Are Pentheus’ now, his daughter’s son.

And Pentheus battles the God in me,

Denies me sacrifice, excludes me from his prayers.
No mercy! He'll acknowledge me God for this -

And all the Thebans too. Only then,

Rights vindicated here, will  move on

And show my majesty in other lands.

If Thebes takes sullen arms against my worshippers,
My Bacchae, tries to drive them from the mountains,
I'll lead my army at them, my maenad-force.

Why else thus clothe myself in mortal form?

Why else dress God as man?

Women! Women! You followed me

From Tmolos, breastplate of Asia,

My women, my dancers, my holy ones.
Drum now, drum, the beat I made

For Mother Earth, with Mother Earth,
Drum here, now, drum on Pentheus’ walls,
Be seen! Be seen! To Kithairon now

I go, to the mountain, to lead the dance.

Exit. Enter CHORUS.

CHORUS.
Asia, Asia,
From there we crowd;
Sacred Tmolos left behind,
We come, praising Dionysos,
Sweet burden,
Dionysos, lord.

Who's listening?

Inside, out here with us?

Shrink back, bow down,

No word of doubt as I cry his name,
Over and over:

Dionysos, lord.



Happy, happy
Who brims with God,

Soul charged with God;
Who chants, who dances,
High in the hills;

Who chants her mysteries,
Kybele, Mother, Mother,
Lifts thyrsos high,

Wears ivy crown,

For Dionysos, lord.

Come Bacchae, come Bacchae —

Dance him here, the roaring boy,
Dionysos, God son of God,

God son of Zeus.

Dance him from Phrygia’s hills,

Dance him through all the ways of Greece,
Your Dionysos, dance.

Dionysos, lord!

She carried him. She bore him,
Racked by lightning

Before her time was due,

His birth her death,

Torn by the thunderbolt.

Then Zeus, Zeus, a second womb,
Hid child in godly thigh,

Pinned tight with golden pins

Safe hidden from Hera, queen.

And then, when the Fates decreed,
Gave him second birth,

Bull-horned, snake-crowned.

So now his worshippers, his dancers,
Snatch living snakes,

Wear crowns of snakes.

Thebes, Thebes,

Where Semele was born,

Wear ivy crowns,

Wear briony -

Green tendrils, berries white.
Oak spears, fir spears,

Dappled fawnskins

Crown them, tufts, white wool.

The thyrsos, proud, erect -
Worship it, worship it!
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Earth shudders, dances.
Dionysos herds us

To the mountain, the mountain.
There they throng, the women,
Spindles forgotten, looms,

In rut for Dionysos.

God-guarded cave of Crete,

Secret womb where Zeus was born,
Where the three-layered drum,
Bronze mouth, tight leather skin,
The Korybantes beat,

Beat in rhythmic dance,

To the whistle and pipe of flutes.
Mother Earth takes up the beat;

Her worshippers shriek joy,

Shriek joy. Then satyrs snatch the beat;
They dance and dance,

His festival, his,

He smiles, Dionysos!

Sweet in the hills, dance done, race done,
We plunge fulfilled to earth,

We're fawns! We're fawns!

Drink blood, goat's blood,

Raw flesh we eat, joy, joy.

To the hills, to Phrygia, Lydia,

Lord Dionysos lead us! Evohi!

Earth runs with milk, wine, honey -
God-priest lifts high the torch -
Sweet smoke, sweet incense —

He runs, he races, dances -

Goads stragglers,

Dance, dance, evohi,

Hair streaming in the wind,

He sings his Maenads on:

Come Bacchae,

Bacchae, dance.

From golden Tmolos, dance.
Praise Dionysos. Sing.

Beat drums, squeal flutes.
Eveea, evohi. Shout his praise.
To the peaks, the peaks.

Foals we are, foals

In green fields frisking,
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Leaping,
For Dionysos, Dionysos.

Dance. Enter TEIRESIAS, dressed as a Bacchant.
TEIRESIAS.

Who's on guard? Call Kadmos out,

Agenor's son, who quit Sidon’s city

And came here to build towering Thebes.

Goin, fetch him. Say Teiresias wants him.

He knows what I've come about -

His business too. An old man with an older,

We've agreed to dress in fawnskins,

Carry the thyrsos, wear ivy crowns.

Enter KADMOS, dressed as a Bacchant.
KADMOS.

My dear old friend, I was inside

And heard your voice - wise man, wise words!

[ hurried out, ready, dressed for God.

It's right! We must! My daughter's son,

Dionysos, has revealed himself as God -

We owe him all praise, all honour.

Where shall we dance? Where stamp our feet?

Where shake grey heads? Tell me, Teiresias:

I'mold, you're old, but you're the one who knows.

I'll not grow tired. All day, all night,

I'll thump my thyrsos on the ground -

How sweet it is to dance, to forget old age!
TEIRESIAS.

You feel as I do-like a boy again,

Thrilling to the dance.
KADMOS.

No carriage to take us to the mountain?
TEIRESIAS.

-and show disrespect for God?
KADMOS.

Shall Tlead the way, old helping old?
TEIRESIAS.

Leave that to God. He'll help us both.
KADMOS.

Are we the only ones in Thebes to dance?
TEIRESIAS.

The only ones to see; the rest are blind.
KADMOS.

We'd better start. Here, take my hand.
TEIRESIAS.
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Two horses in harness. Off we go!
KADMOS.
I'm mortal. It's not for me to sneer at gods.
TEIRESIAS.
No mortal mind can comprehend the gods.
Religious traditions - ancestral,
0ld as time itself, beyond argument:
Prove what you may, they're proof against it.
Are we really such fools, two daft old men
Inivy crowns, popping off to join the dance?
God makes no distinction: dance old,
Dance young, dance one, dance all.
Equal honour from all and none exempt -
That's his demand.
KADMOS.
Teiresias, you're blind (except for second sight) -
I'll see for you, prophesy who's coming.
It's Pentheus, Echion's son, King Pentheus,
The man I gave my throne. What a state he's in!
What's the matter? Does he bring bad news?

Enter PENTHEUS, with GUARDS.
PENTHEUS.
As soon as I leave the city, trouble flares!
Some. .. epidemic of nonsense invades all Thebes.
They’re leaving home, the women, skipping to the woods,
Tripping off to the hills in bogus ecstasy!
They're dancing in homage to the latest fad -
Dionysos, whoever he may be! They say there's more:
Wine-jugs, brimming beside the dancers’ feet,
Our women slipping off on the quiet, one by one,
To whore with men. Divine service, they call it;
Priestesses they say they are; it's holy work.
They worship lust, not God.
As many as1 found, I rounded up and jailed.
Guards; chains; the cells are crammed.
Some got away, I'll hunt them down.
Away in the hills - my own mother, Agave,
Her sisters, Ino, Autonoe -
I'll soon have them in irons as well.
This nonsense will stop, and smartly.
They say some stranger came smarming into Thebes -
Some magician, some fancy-man from Lydia -
Golden curls, perfumed ringlets, bangs -
Sex dancing in his eyes. A charmer!
They say he's at it with the girls,
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Wole Soyinka

The Bacchae of Eurpides: A Communion Rite

ERIPIIIIIA NI

To one side, a road dips steeply into lower background, lined by the
bodies of crucified slaves mostly in the skeletal stage. The procession
that comes later along this road appears to rise almost from the bowels
of earth. The tomb of Semele, smoking slightly is to one side, behind
the shoulder of this rise. Green vines cling to its charred ruins.

In the foreground, the main gate to the palace of Pentheus. Farther
down and into the wings, a lean-to built against the wall, a threshing-
Sloor. A cloud of chaff, and through it, dim figures of slaves flailing
and treading. A smell and sweat of harvest. Ripeness. A spotlight
reveals DIONYSOS just behind the rise, within the tomb of Semele.
He is a being of calm rugged strength, of a rugged beauty, not of
effeminate preteiness. Relaxed, as becomes divine self-assurance but
equally tensed as if for action, an arrow drawn in readiness for flight.

DIONYSOs. Thebes taints me with bastardy. I am turned into an
alien, some foreign outgrowth of her habitual tyranny. My
followers daily pay forfeit for their faith. Thebes blasphemes
against me, makes a scapegoat of a god.

It is time to state my patrimony ~ even here in Thebes.

I am the gentle, jealous joy. Vengeful and kind. An essence that
will not exclude, nor be excluded. If you are Man or Woman, I
am Dionysos. Accept.
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A seed of Zeus was sown in Semele my mother earth, here on
this spot. It has burgeoned through the cragged rocks of far
Afghanistan, burst the banks of fertile Tmolus, sprung oases
through the red-eyed sands of Arabia; flowered in hill and
gorge of dark Ethiopia. It pounds in the blood and breasts of
my wild-haired women, long companions on this journey home
through Phrygia and the isles of Crete, It beats on the walls of

Thebes, bringing vengeance on all who deny my holy origin
and call my mother - slut.

He looks down on the clouds of smoke wrapped round his fees, rising

from k;he tomb. He scuffs the ground with a Joot, scattering ashes and
sparks.,

Something lives yet, there is smoke among the rubble, Live
cfnbers. The phoenix rises and that is life - wings from cooling
cinders, tendrils from putrefaction, motion from what was
petrified . . . There are green vines on the slag of ruin, Mine,
As on the mountain slopes, clustering and swelling. They flush,
they flood the long-parched throats of men and release their
joy. This sacrament of earth is life, Dionysos.

I:‘rom.the direction of the ‘crucifixion slope’ comes a new sound, a
liturgical drone - lead and refrain, a dull, thin monotone, still at some

distance. A HERDSMAN carrying a jar darts across the stage to the
threshers.

DIONYSOS stands still, statuesque.

HERDSMAN, I think I hear them coming.

SLAVE LEADER (eagerly seizes the jug and takes swig). What did
you say?

HERDSMAN. The Masters of Eleusis. They’ve begun the revels,
The SLAVES gather round and listen. The jug is passed round,

SLAVE LEADER (spits). Revels!
HERDSMAN. Which of us is the victim this year?
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SLAVE. That old man of the king’s household. The one who
looks after the dogs.

HERDSMAN (shrugs). He’s old enough to die.

SLAVE LEADER. He had better survive!

HERSDMAN (fearfully). Sh-sh!

SLAVE LEADER, I have said it before. If another of us dies under
the lash .. .! (The jug is passed to him again. He takes a long
draught, sighs.) There is heaven in this juice. It flows through
my lips and I say, now I roll the sun upon my tongue and it
neither burns nor scorches, And a scent-laden breeze fills the
cavern of my mouth, pressing for release. I know that scent, I
mean, I knew it once. I live to know it once again.

HERDSMAN. I think I understand you. Forget it, friend,

SLAVE LEADER. A scent of freedom is not easily forgotten. Have
you ever slept, dreamt and woken up with the air still perfumed
with the fragrance of grapes?

HERDSMAN. There is no other smell at this time of the year, If
you live in the hills, that is. It gets oppressive sometimes, to tell
the truth. You know, rather cloying.

SLAVE LEADER. Surrounded by walls one can only dream. But
one day ... one day ...

HERDSMAN. Not you. No one will ever trust you outside of the
city walls, Dissimulation is an art you will never master. You
need the sly humility, the downcast eye. Yes Sire, King
Pentheus, no sir, Honourable Eunuch of the Queen’s Bed-
chamber . ..

SLAVE LEADER, Let’s speak of better things, Tell me of those
hidden vineyards. They are like my buried longings. I know
each precious acre of the forbidden terrain, inch by inch, And I
know I envy you, The air of Thebes is sterile. Nothing breathes
in it. Nothing - really ~ lives, Come closer ... distend your
nostrils . . . now breathe in, deeply . . . smell!

HERDSMAN. Look, if every time I bring you wine you have to. .,

SLAVE LEADER. Do you smell anything? Anything at all? After
the hills and the vines and the wind can you smell me? Do I live?
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HERDSMAN. You promised ..,

SLAVE LEADER (makes an effort, takes a deep breath). What does
it matter anyway. An open-air slave or a walled-up slave . . . we
all fold our arms and thank the gods for a generous harvest.

HERDSMAN. Generous is not the word for it. The vines went mad,
50 to speak; they were not themselves. Something seemed to
have got under the soil and was feeding them nectar. The
weight that hung on the vines even from the scrubbiest patch,
each cluster . . . (his hands shape them) pendulous breasts of
the wives of Kronos, bursting all over with giant nipples.

SLAVE LEADER, I felt it on my tongue, The sun has left the
heavens and made a home within the grapes of Boetia.

HERDSMAN. You may say that. It was a joy to tread them.

The liturgical drone is now very close.

They are nearly here. I must go,

SLAVE LEADER, Wait, (Takes hold of him.) Suppose the old man
dies?

HERDSMAN, We all have to die sometime,

SLAVE LEADER. Flogged to death? In the name of some un-
speakable rites?

HERDSMAN, Someone must cleanse the new year of the rot of the
old or the world will die. Have you ever known famine? Real
famine?

SLAVE LEADER. Why us? Why always us?

HERDSMAN. Why not?

SLAVE LEADER. Because the rites bring us nothing! Let those to
whom the profits go bear the burden of the old year dying,

HERDSMAN. Careful. (He points to the row of crosses.) The palace
does not need the yearly Feast of Eleusis to deal with rebellious
slaves. (He takes the jug and turns 1o go.)

SLAVE LEADER. Look, tell them on the hills, tell your fellows up
there ...

HERDSMAN (gnstantly rigid), What?
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SLAVE LEADER (hesitates, sighs). Nothing, Tell them ~we also are
waiting,

The HERDSMAN goes off the same way as he entered. Led by a
solemn figure who is the MASTER OF REVELS, a procession emerges
and proceeds over the rise.

First, the MASTER OF REVELS, next black-robed PRIESTS intoning
a liturgy, punctuated by hand-bells. After them come a group of
VESTALS in white. The first pair carry fresh branches; the middle
section garlands and flowers ; the last pair carry bowls. The VESTALS
are followed by an old man, TIRESIAS, completely white-bearded,
dressed in what might approximate to sackcloth-and-ashes, who
carries a bunch of used twigs. Behind him are four stakwart figures in
red, armed with strong, supple lashes. At every three or four paces
the PRIESTS ring their bell, upon which the two maidens in front of
TIRESIAS turn and sprinkle him with what might be ashes or chaff,
while the four men lay into him from all sides with their whips, A
straggle of crowd follows. This sedate procession passes through and
around DIONYSOS without seeing him and proceeds downstage
towards the gates of the palace. The SLAVES have stopped work and
are watching.

A small ceremony of ‘cleansing’ is performed on the palace gate. The
PRIESTS take branches from a bundle borne by the two leading girls,
symbolically scouring the gates with them, then pile the used twigs on
the bunch already borne by TIRES1AS, He is sprinkled and flogged as
before.

At the sight of TIRESIAS, there is distinct surprise and agitation
among the SLAVES.,

Suddenly TIRESIAS appears to wilt, collapse. A further stroke of the
lash btings him to his knees. The intoning continues without stopping,
and the lashes.

As ke falls prone, a bright flash reveals DIONYSOS on the tomb of
Semele. All action ceases. The music of DIONYSO0S,



