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ARGUMENT

SEMELE the daughter of Cadmus, a mortal bride of Zeus,
nas persuaded by Hera to pray the God to promise her
with an oath to grant her whatsoever she wouid. And,
when he had consented, she asked that he would appear
to her in all the splendour of his godhead, even as he
visited Hera. Then Zeus, not of his will, but constrained
by his oath, appeared to her amidst intolerable light and
flashings of heaven's lightning, whereby her mortal body
was consumed. But the God snatched her unborn babe
from the flames, and hid him in a cleft of his thigh, till
the days were accomplished wherein he should be born.
And so the child Dionysus sprang from the thigh of Zeus,
and was hidden from the jealous malice of Hera till he
was grown. Then did he set forth in victorious march
through all the earth, bestowing upon men the gift of the
vine, and planting his worship everywhere. But the
sisters of Semele scoffed at the story of the heavenly
bridegroom, and mocked at the worship of Dionysus.
And when Cadmus was now old, Pentheus -his grandson
reigned in his stead, and he too defied the Wine-giver,
saying that he mwas no god, and that none in Thebes
should ever worship him.

And herein is told how Dionysus came tn human guise
to Thebes, and filled her mwomen with the Bacchanal
possession, and how Pentheus, essaying to withstand him,
was punished by strange and awful doom.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

DioNysus, the Wine-god, who is called also Bacchus, and
Iacchus, and Bromius, the Clamour-king.

TEIRESIAS, o prophet, old and blind.

Capmus, formerly king of Thebes.

PENTHEUS, king of Thebes, grandson of Cadmus.
SERVANT of Pentheus.

HERDMAN.

MESSENGER, servant of Pentheus.

AGAVE, mother of Pentheus, daughter of Cadmus.

CHORUS, consisting of Bacchanals, Asiatic women who have
Sfollowed Dionysus.

Guards, attendants.
ScENE : before the royal palace of Thebes.
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THE BACCHANALS

Enter pionysus.

DIONYSUS

I 1o this land of Thebes have come, Zeus’ Son
Dionysus, born erstwhile of Cadmus’ child
Semele, brought by levin-brand to travail.

My shape from God to mortal semblance changed,
I stand by Dirce’s springs, Ismenus’ flood.

I see my thunder-blasted mother’s tomb

Here nigh the halls : the ruins of her home
Smoulder with Zeus’s flame that liveth yet—
Hera’s undying outrage on my mother.

Cadmus doth well, that he ordains this close, 10
His child’s grave, hallowed: with' the clustering
green

Of vines I, even I, embowered it round.

Leaving the gold-abounding Lydian meads
And Phrygian, o’er the Persian’s sun-smit tracts,
By Bactrian strongholds, Media’s storm-swept land,
Still pressing on, by Araby the Blest,
And through all Asia, by the briny sea
Lying with stately-towered cities thronged,
Peopled with Hellenes blent with aliens,
To this of Hellene cities first I come, 20
Having established in far lands my dances
And rites, to be God manifest to men. ~
So, of all Hellas, Thebes with my acclaim
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THE BACCHANALS

1 first thrilled, there with fawn-skin girt : her
limbs,
And gave her hand the ivied thyrsus-spear,
Because my mother’s sisters, to their shame,
Proclaimed Dionysus never bern of Zeus ;
But Semele by a man undone, said they,
Charged upon Zeus her sin of wantonness—
A subtle wile of Cadmus! Hence, they vaunted, 30
Zeus slew the liar who named him paramour.
So frenzy-stung themselves I have driven from
home,

And mid the hills with soul distraught they dwell,
The vesture of my revels forced to wear;
And all the woman-seed of Cadmus’ folk,
Yea all, I drave forth raving from their homes :
And there, with Cadmus’ daughters mingled, these
- ’Neath green pines sit on crags all shelterless.
For this Thebes needs must learn, how loth soe’er,
What means it not to be in my great rites 40
Initiate, learn that I plead Semele’s cause .
To men God manifest, whom she bare to Zeus.

Now Cadmus gave his crown and royal estate
To Pentheus, of another daughter born,
Who wars with Heaven in me, and from libations
Thrusts, nor makes mention of me in his prayers.
Therefore to him my godhead will I prove,
And to all Thebans. To another land
Then, after triumph here, will I depart,
And manifest myself. If Thebes in wrath 50
Take arms to chase her Bacchants from the hills,
Leading my Maenads 1 will clash in fight.
For this cause have I taken mortal form,
And changed my shape to fashion of a man.

Ho, ye who Lydia’s rock-wall, Tmolus, left,
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THE BACCHANALS

Women, my revel-rout, from alien homes -
To share my rest and my wayfaring brought,
Uplift the cymbals to the Phrygian towns
Native, great Mother Rhea’s device and mine,
And smite them, compassing yon royal halls
Of Pentheus, so that Cadmus’ town may see.
I to Cithaeron’s glens will go, where bide
My Bacchanals, and join the dances there. [ Exit.
Enter cHorus, waving the thyrsus-wands, and clashing,
their timbrels.
CHORUS
From Asian soil (Str. 1)

Far over the hallowed ridges of Tmolus fleeting,

To the task that I love do I speed, to my painless

toil [with greeting.
For the Clamour-king, hailing the Bacchanals’ God
(Ant. 1)

Who is there in the way?  [one, sealing

At his doors who is standing ¥ Avoid !—and let each
His lips from irreverence, hallow them. Now, in
the lay . [pealing.
Dionysus ordains, will I chant him, his hymn out-

O happy to whom is the blessedness given (Str. 2)
To be taught in the Mysteries sent from heaven,
Who is pure in his life, through whose soul the
" unsleeping
Revel goes sweeping !
Made meet by the sacred purifying
For the Bacchanal rout o’er the mountains flying,
For the orgies of Cybele mystery-folden,
Of the Mother olden,
Wreathed with the ivy sprays,
The thyrsus on high doth he raise, -

It
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THE BACCHANALS

Singing the Vine-god’s praise—
Come, Bacchanals, come !
The Clamour-king, child of a God,
O’er the mountains of Phrygia who trod,
Unto Hellas’s highways broad
Bring him home, bring him home !—
(Ant. 2)
The God whom his mother,—when anguish tore
her
Of the travail resistless that deathward bore her
On the wings of the thunder of Zeus down-flying,—
Brought forth at her dying,
An untimely birth, as her spirit departed
Stricken from life by the flame down-darted :
But in birth-bowers new did Zeus Cronion
Receive his scion ; .
For, hid in a cleft of his thigh,
By the gold-clasps knit, did he lie
Safe hidden from Hera’s eye
Till the Fates’ day came;
Then a God bull-horned Zeus bare,
And with serpents entwined his hair :
And for this do his Maenads wear
In their tresses the same.

Thebes, nursing-town of Semele, crown  (Str. 3)
With the ivy thy brows, and be
All bloom, embowered in the starry-flowered
Lush green of the briony,
While the oak and pine thy tresses entwine
In thy bacchanal-ecstasy.
And thy fawn-skin flecked, with a fringe be it
decked .
Of woal white-glistering
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THE BACCHANALS

In silvery tassels ;—O Bacchus’ vassals,
High-tossed let the wild wands swing!

One dancing-band shall be all the land
When, led by the Clamour-king,

His revel-rout fills the hills—the hills
Where thy women abide till he come

Whom the Vine-god chasing, in frenzy racing,
Hunted from shuttle and loom.

O cavern that rang when: Curetés sang,

(4nt. 3)
1

O bower of the Babe.Zeus’ birth, [glancing

Where the Corybants, dancing with helm-crests
Through the dark halls under the earth,

This timbrel found whose hide-stretched round
We smite, and its Bacchanal mirth

They blent with the cry ringing sweet and high
From the flutes of the Phrygian land,

And its thunder, soaring o’er revel-shouts roaring,
They gave unto Rhea’s hand ;'

But the gift passed on from the Mother, was won
By the maddmg Satyr-band ;:

And to Semele’s child gave the woodfolk wild
The homage he holdeth dear,.

When to feet white-flashing the timbrels clashing
Are wedded in each third year.

O trance of rapture, when, reeling aside (Epode)

F rom the Bacchanal rout o’er the mountains
flying,
One sinks to the earth, and the fawn’s flecked hide
Covers him lying

With its sacred vesture, wherein he hath chased

The goat to the death for its blood—for the taste
Of the feast raw-reeking, when over the hills
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THE BACCHANALS

Of Phrygia, of Lydia, the wild feet haste, [thrills
And the Clamour-king leads, and his « Evoé!”
Our hearts replying !

Flowing with milk is the ground, and with wine is it
flowing, and flowing [Araby soars ;
Nectar of bees; and a smoke as of incense of
And the Bacchant, uplifting the flame of the brand
of the pine ruddy-glowing,
Waveth it wide, and with shouts, from the point of
the wand as it pours, [and throwing
Challengeth revellers straying, on-racing, on-dancing,
Loose to the breezes his curls, while clear through
the chorus that roars
Cleaveth his shout,—* On, Bacchanal-rout,
On, Bacchanal maidens, ye glory of Tmolus the hill
gold-welling, " [thunder-knelling,
Blend the acclaim of your chant with the timbrels
Glad-pealing the glad God’s praises out
With Phrygian cries and the voice of singing,
When upsoareth the sound of the melody-
fountain, ‘
Of the hallowed ringing of flutes far-flinging
The notes that chime with the feet that climb
The pilgrim-path to the mountain !”
And with rapture the Bacchanal onward racing,
’ With gambollings fleet [grazing,
As of foals round the mares in the meads that are
Speedeth her feet.
Enter TEIRESIAS.
. TEIRESIAS
Gate-warder, ho ! call Cadmus forth the halls,
Agenor’s son, who came from Sidon-town,
And with towers girded this the Thebans’ burg.
. 17
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THE BACCHANALS

Go, one ; say to him that Teiresias

Seeks him—he knoweth for what cause I come,
The old man’s covenant with the elder-born

To entwine the thyrsi and the fawnskin don,
And crown our heads with wreaths of ivy-sprays.

Enter capmus.

CADMUS
Dear friend, within mine house I heard thy voice,
And knew it, the wise utterance of the wise.
Ready I come, thus in the God’s garb dight. 180
For him, who is my daughter’s very son,
Dionysus, who to men hath shown his godhead,
Ought we with all our might to magnity.
Where shall we dance now, and where plant the foot,
And toss the silvered head? Instruct thou me ;
Let eld guide eld, Teiresias : wise art thou.
1 shall not weary, nor by night nor day,
Smiting on earth the thyrsus. We forget
In joy our age.

TEIRESIAS

Thine heart is even as mine.

I too am young, I will essay the dance. 190

CADMUS
Come, to the mountain fare we, chariot-borne.

TEIRESIAS
Nay, riding should we honour less the God.

CADMUS
Age ushering age, I will escort thee on.
TEIRESIAS
We shall not tire ; the God will lead us thither.
CADMUS

Shall we alone of Thebes to Bacchus dance ?
19
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THE BACCHANALS

TEIRESIAS
Yea, we alone are wise ; the rest be fools.
CADMUB
Too long we linger. Come, grasp thou mine hand.
TEIRESIAS
Lo there : clasp close the interlinking hand.
' caDMuUS
Not I contemn the Gods, I, mortal-born !
TEIRESIAS
"Tis not for us to reason touching Gods. 200

Traditions of our fathers, old as time,

We hold : no reasoning shall cast them down,—

No, though of subtlest wit our wisdom spring.

Haply shall one say I respect not eld,

Who ivy-crowned address me to the dance.

Nay, for distinction none the God hath made
Whether the young or stricken in years must dance :
From all alike he claims his due of honour:

By halves he cares not to be magnified.

CADMUS
Since thou, Teiresias, seest not this light, 210
I will for thee be spokesman of thy words.
Lo to these halls comes Pentheus hastily,
Echion’s son, to whom I gave the throne. [tell 2
How wild his mood! What strange thing will he
Enter PENTHEUS.

PENTHEUS

It chanced that, sojourning without this land,
I heard of strange misdeeds in this my town,
How from their homes our women have gone forth
Feigning a Bacchic rapture, and rove wild
O’er wooded hills, in dances honouring
Dionysus, this new God—whoe’er he be. 220
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THE BACCHANALS

And midst each revel-rout the wine-bowls stand

Brimmed : and to lonely nooks, some here, some
there,

They steal, to work with men the deed of
shame,

In pretext Maenad priestesses, forsooth,

But honouring Aphrodite more than Bacchus.

As many as I have seized my servants keep

Safe in the common prison manacled.

But those yet forth, will I hunt from the hills—

Ino, Agave, who bare me to Echion,

Autonoe withal, Actaeon’s mother. 230

In toils of iron trapped, full soon shall they

Cease from this pestilent Bacchic revelling.

Men say a stranger to the land hath come,

A juggling sorcerer from Lydia-land,

With essenced hair in golden tresses tossed,

Wine-flushed, Love’s witching graces in his eyes,

Who with the damsels day and night consorts,

Making pretence of Evian mysteries.

If I within these walls but prison him,

Farewell to thyrsus-taboring, and to locks 240

Free-tossed ; for neck from shoulders will I hew. o

He saith that Dionysus is a God !

Saith, he was once sewn up in Zeus’s thigh—

Who, with his mother, was by lightning-flames

Blasted, because she lied of Zeus's love.

Is not this worthy hanging’s ruthless doom,

Thus to blaspheme, whoe’er the stranger be ?

But lo, another marvel this—the seer

Teiresias, in dappled fawnskins clad !

Yea, and my mother’s sire—O sight for laughter !— 250
Tossing the reed-wand! Father, I take shame
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THE BACCHANALS

Beholding these grey hairs so sense-bereft.

Fling off the ivy ; let the thyrsus fall, '

And set thine hand free, O my mother’s sire.

Thou didst, Teiresias, draw him on to this :

"Tis thou wouldst foist this new God upon men

For augury and divination’s wage !

Except thine hoary hairs protected thee,

Thou shouldst amid the Bacchanals sit in chains,
For bringing in these pestilent rites; for when 260
In women’s feasts the cluster’s pride hath part, '
No good, say I, comes of their revelry.

CHORUS
Blasphemy !—Stranger, dost not reverence heaven,
Nor Cadmus, sower of the earth-born seed?
Son of Echion, thou dost shame thy birth !

TEIRESIAS
Whene'er a wise man finds a noble theme
For speech, ’tis easy to be eloquent.
Thou—roundly runs thy tongue, as thou wert wise ;
But in these words of thine sense is there none.
The rash man, armed with power and ready of speech, 270
Is a bad citizen, as void of sense.

But this new God, whom thou dost laugh to
scorn,

I cannot speak the greatness whereunto

In Hellas he shall rise. Two chiefest Powers,

Prince, among men there are: divine Demeter—

Earth is she, name her by which name thou wilt ;}—

She upon dry food nurtureth mortal men :

Then followeth Semele’s Son; to match her gift

The clustér’s flowing draught he found, and gave

To mortals, which gives rest from grief to men 280

Woe-worn, soon as the vine's stream filleth them.
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THE BACCHANALS

And sleep, the oblivion of our daily ills,

He gives—there is none other balm for toils.
He is the Gods’ libation, though a God,

So that through him do men obtain good things.

And dost thou mock him, as in Zeus’s thigh
Sewn? I will show thee all the legend’s beauty :
When Zeus had snatched him from the levin-fire,
And bare the babe to Olympus, Hera then

Fain would have cast his godhead out of heaven. 290
Zeus with a God's wit framed his counterplot.

A fragment from the earth-enfolding ether

He brake, and wrought to a hostage,! setting so
Dionysus safe from Hera’s spite. In time

Men told how he was nursed in Zeus’s thigh.
Changing the name, they wrought a myth thereof,
Because the God was hostage once to Hera.

A prophet is this God : the Bacchic frenzy

And ecstasy are full-fraught with prophecy :

“For, in his fullness when he floods our frame, 300

He makes his maddened votaries tell the future.

Somewhat of Ares’ dues he shares withal :

Hosts harness-clad, in ranks arrayed, sometimes

Are thrilled with panic ere a spear be touched;

This too is a frenzy Dionysus sends.

Yet shalt thou see him even on Delphi’s crags

With pine-brands leaping o’er the cloven crest,

Tossing on high and waving Bacchus’ bough,—

Yea, great through Hellas. Pentheus, heed thou
me:

1 j.e. Gave this counterfeit Dion{sus to Hera, as a hostage
against his investing her rival’s child with the honours of
divinity. The argument is based on the similarity of uépos,
““ fragment ” ; unpés, *‘ thigh > ; 8unpoes, *‘ hostage.”
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THE BACCHANALS

Boast not that naked force hath power o’er men ; 31
Nor, if it seem so to thy jaundiced eye,

Deem thyself wise. The God into thy land

Welcome: spill wine, be bacchant, wreathe thine head.

Dionysus upon women will not thrust

Chastity : in true womanhood inborn

Dwells temperance touching all things evermore.
This must thou heed ; for in his Bacchic rites
The virtuous-hearted shall not be undone.

Lo, thou art glad when thousands throng thy gates,

And all Thebes magnifieth Pentheus’ name : 320

He too, I wot, in homage taketh joy.

I, then, and Cadmus, whom thou laugh’st to scorn,

Will wreathe our heads with ivy, and will dance—

A greybeard pair, yet cannot we but dance.

Not at thy suasion will I war with Gods.

Most grievous is thy madness, and no spell

May medicine thee,though spells have made thee mad.
CHORUS

Old sire, thou sham’st not Phoebus in thy speech,

And wisely honourest Bromius, mighty God.
CADMUS :

My son, well hath Teiresias counselled thee. 330

Dwell with us, not without the pale of wont.

Thou’rt now in cloudland : naught thy wisdom is :

For, though this God were no God,—as thou sayest,—

God be he called of thee: in glorious fraud

Be Semele famed as mother of a God :

So upon all our house shall honour rest.

Rememberest thou Actaeon’s wretched doom,
Whom the raw-ravening hounds himself had reared
Rent limb from limb in the meads, for that high boast
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THE BACCHANALS

That Artemis in hunting he excelled ? 340
Lest such be thy fate, let me crown thine head
With ivy : honour thou with us the God.

PENTHEUS

Hence with thine hand! Go, play the Bacchant
thou,

Neither besmirch me with thy folly’s stain.
This seer, thy monitor in senselessness,
Will I chastise. Let someone go with speed—
(To an attendant) Thou, hie thee to his seat of augury ;
Upheave with levers, hurl it to the ground ;
All in confusion turn it upside down ;
His holy fillets fling to wind and storm: 350
For, doing so, I most shall wring his heart
Some—ye, range through the city, and track down
That girl-faced stranger, who upon our wives
Bringeth strange madness, and defiles our bed!.
And if ye catch him, hale him bound with chains
Hither, that death by stoning be his meed,
And so he rue his revelry in Thebes.

TEIRESIAS
Ah wretch, thou knowest not what thou hast said !
Thou’rt stark-mad now, who erst wast sense-bereft.
Let us go, Cadmus, and make intercession 360
Both for this man, brute savage though he be,
And Thebes, that no strange vengeance of the God
Smite them. Come with me, ivy-wand in hand,
Essay to upbear my frame, as I do thine.
Shame if two greybeards fell !-—nay, what of that ?
For Bacchus, Son of Zeus, we needs must serve.
Cadmus, beware lest Pentheus bring his echo,
Repentance, to thine house :—not prophecy here
Speaks, but his deeds. A fool, he speaketh folly.
: [ Exeunt.
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THE BACCHANALS

CHORUS
O Sanctity, thou who dost bear dominion (Str. 1) 370
Over Gods, yet low as this earthly ground,
Unto usward, stoopest thy golden pinion,—
Hear’st thou the words of the king, and the sound
Of his blast of defiance, of Pentheus assailing
The Clamour-king P—hear’st thou his blasphemous
railing
On Semele’s son, who is foremost found
Of the Blest in the festival beauty-crowned ?—
Who hath for his own prerogative taken
To summon forth feet through his dances to
leap,
When blent with the flutes light laughters awaken, 380
And the children of care have forgotten to weep,
Whensoever revealed is the cluster’s splendour
In the banquet that men to the high Gods tender,
And o’er ivy-wreathed revellers drinking deep
The wine-bowl droppeth the mantle of sleep.

Of the reinless lips that will own no master, (A4nt. 1)
Of the folly o’er law’s pale stubborn to stray—
One is the end of them, even disaster ;
But the calm life, still as a summer day,
But the foot whose faring discretion guideth, 390
Their steadfast state unshaken abideth,
And the home still findeth in such its stay.
Ah, the Heavenly Ones dwell far away,
Yet look they on men from their cloudy portals.
O, not with knowledge is Wisdom bought ;
And the spirit that soareth too high for mortals
Shall see few days: whosoever hath caught
At the things too great for a man’s attaining,
Even blessings assured shall he lose in the gaining.
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THE BACCHANALS

Such paths as this, meseemeth, be sought - 400
Of the witless folly that roves distraught.
(Str. 2)
O to flee hence unto where Aphrodite
Doth in Cyprus, the paradise-island, dwell,
The sea-ringed haunt of the Love-gods mighty
To weave the soul-enchanting spell,
Or the fields where untold is the harvest’s gold,
"Where the stream of the hundred mouths hath
" rolled,
Whereon rain never fell !
But O for the land that in beauty is peerless,!
The Pierian haunt where the Muses sing ! 410
On Olympus the hallowed to stand all fearless
Thitherward lead me, O Clamour-king !
O Revel-god, guide where the Graces abide
And Desire,—where danceth, of no man denied,
The Bacchanal ring.
(4nt. 2)
Our God, the begotten of Zeus, hath pleasure
In the glee of the feast where his chalices
shine ;
And Peace doth he love, who is giver of treasure,
Who of Youth is the nursing-mother divine. 420
On the high, on the low, doth his bounty bestow
The joyance that ma