
The Bacchae

Adapted freely from various translations of Euripides by George 
Gray

Characters: (If 3 actors) (if 5 actors)
Dionysus A 1
Cadmus B 2
Tierisias A 3
Pentheus C 4
Guard B 3
Herdsman B 3
Messenger A 3
Agave C or A 1 or 5
Chorus of Bacchae
Attendants

Prologue

Before the royal palace in Thebes.
On the left is the way to 
Cithaeron; on the right, to the 
city.  In the center stands the 
tomb of Semele, half-ruined and 
thickly covered with vine.  Every 
now and then, a strand of smoke 
rises up out of the stones.  

There is a crash of thunder, 
followed by an eerie stillness, 
accentuated by the rustle of 
leaves.  Out of it grows a distant
drone of women's voices, and 
Dionysus enters.  

His face is beardless; he is 
dressed in a fawnskin and carries 
a thyrsus (a fennel staff, twined 
with ivy, topped with a pine 
cone); on his head is a wreath of 
ivy.  His long blond curls 
rippling down over his shoulders 
and his lithe, smooth-skinned 
limbs complement the feline, 
almost feminine grace of his 
movements, confirm his supernal 
trans-sexuality.  Throughout the 
play he wears a smiling mask.
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DIONYSUS
I am Dionysus, Son of God.  
This place is Thebes, where I was born—
blasted from the womb of Semele by a lightning 
bolt.  I’m here, in mortal form, to dance 
by Dirce's stream, the water of Ismenus, 
beside my mother's grave, her ruined house 
still smoldering in the living fire of Zeus.  

Hell hath no fury like Hera scorned.  

God bless my grandfather, King Cadmus.  
He sanctified this holy shrine for her, 
his virgin daughter, and her nearborn son.
I added the clustering ivy.  

I come a stranger to this land.
From golden-rivered Lydia and Phrygia, 
up the sunburned steppes of Persia, 
over the giant Bactrian walls, 
across the wasteland of the Medes
and through rich and happy Araby
to the shimmering seashore cities of Aegeus,
where Greeks and Mongols mingle, I made 
my madcap way, dancing my exotic rite, 
spreading my mysteries throughout the East:
The son of God as Man—is Man.  

And now I come to Thebes.

Ancient Thebes, the cradle of Greece,
first of all the great Greek cities,
now echoes the ecstatic bellowing of my Bacchae;
Theban flesh is draped with fawnskin; 
Theban hands hold hard my fennel thyrsus.

I have a special motive here.

My jealous aunts, Agave, Ino, and 
Autonoe, who never loved my mother,
claim I’m not the son of Zeus; that she 
had intercourse with some unworthy mortal; 
and that Cadmus, to his shame, advised her 
to conceal her guilt by blaming it on God.
‘Of course he blasted her,’ they said.  ‘She blasphemed!’
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I’m here to prove the blasphemy is theirs.

Even as we speak, those envious wives 
are abdicating sanctity of homes,
raving mad and very lewdly clad 
in the fashion of my faithful fold,
to climb the cliffs of Cithaeron.

And they’re not by themselves.  Oh, no.  My spell
infects all women—mothers, daughters, wives—
all itch with urgings to carouse; they charge,
squealing and rutting like sows in heat
under the pungent pines.
Thebes will learn from their mad ecstasy
how Dionysus answers calumny. 
So shall I vindicate my virgin mother
and reveal myself to all as a true God,
the son of God.

If only that were all.

King Cadmus has conferred the powers of his 
Throne upon his grandson Pentheus, 
my cousin, who perpetuates his mother’s
lies to contradict my deity,
to bar my name from public sacrifice 
and worship under penalty of law.  
He must be taught as well.  I’ll prove to him 
and all the world whose birthright is divine.  

The son of God is God.

As soon as Thebes accepts my mysteries
I’ll lift the spell and carry my crusade
abroad, but only then.  If Pentheus 
attempts to force my maenads from the hills 
with arms, I’ll lead them into bloody war
and wreak my everlasting retribution.

In vengeance, man or god, I win.

Again the sound of women's voices,
only this time near and eager.  

Here they come.  Listen.
My adoring hoard of she-barbarians.
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(He wheels and calls offstage.)
You!  Women of the East, who followed me
from native lands as far from Greece as Lydia,
in love and consecration, come to me!
Raise up your Phrygian drums 
that pulse to Mother Earth and me.  
Pound at the doors of the palace of Pentheus
and turn the city out to see, while I return
to Cithaeron’s forest glens, where my Theban women
wait for me to join the dance.

Parados
64-71

Dionysus exits to a rising 
crescendo of drumbeats as the 
Chorus of ASIAN BACCHAE dances on.
They wear fawnskins and garlands 
of ivy leaves and flowers twined 
around their necks.  Besides 
thyrsi, several carry drums, 
timbrels, and flutes, which they 
play as the action—or their 
emotion—requires.  

Prelude
64-717

CHORUS DANCE
Out of the heart of Asia,
down from the holy mountain
we come for the Son of God
Dionysus!  Evoe!
Fatigue is sweet to the limbs,
and effortless effort the dance,
we thrill in our joyful cry:
Bromius!  Bacchus!  Evoe!

Thebans!  Wherever you are, 
Whatever you’re doing, stop.  
Stand still.  Don’t breath a word
while we chant our ageless prayer 
to Dionysus!

Hymn
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Strophe 1
72-87
— Blessed is she who understands the mysteries of our God.  
— Blessed is she who hallows her life in the worship of God, 

she whom the spirit of God possesseth, 
she who is one with the ones who belong to the body of God.  

— Blessed are the dancers
who dance on the hill in the holy dance of God 
for they are purified, 

— Blessed are those who engage in the sacred orgies of Cybele,
Mother of Fertility, for they are one with God.

— Blessed are those who wield the holy thyrsus, wand of God,
and wear God’s crown of ivy.  

— Blessed, blessed are they: Dionysus is their god!  

Antistrophe 1
88-104
We are the blessed ones, the Bacchae,
bearing God in triumph home, our Bromius!
down from the Phrygian hills!
into the spacious streets of Greece,
his native land.

Here his mother carried him
to painful, premature delivery
in a flash of fire and thunder
that burned her to a cinder.

But quicker than death,
Zeus swept the child
into a makeshift womb
in his thick thigh,
away from Hera’s eyes

And when the weaving fates fulfilled the time,
Zeus brought forth the bull-horned god,
and crowned his head with serpents.
So we who worship him, 
thyrsus-wielders, Maenads,
twine snakes in our hair.

Strophe 2
105-119
— Women of Thebes, remember Semele!

Crown your heads with ivy,
weave bryony between your thighs,
grow green!
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— Lift your holy oaken thyrsi high,
and pound the pulse of the thiasoi 

— Fringe your dappled fawnskin skirts 
with pure white tufts of twisted wool!  

— Measure your violent passion in time
to the sensual beat of his holy baton 

— Then let the whole world dance!
— Bacchus will lead the dancing

to the mountain!  
to the mountain!  

where the throng of women waits, 
driven from shuttle and loom, 
possessed by Dionysus!

Antistrophe 2
120-134
Let us now praise high holy Crete,
cradling the caves of the Curetes,
where Zeus was born of Rhea;
where the Corybantes first kept time,
playfully prancing, stamping their feet
to the beat of their hands on a taut-stretched hide
and the wailing, squealing flute!
Let us sing to the Goddess Mother Earth
and her son, and the son of her son, Dionysus,
the Song of the Satyrs, his horned disciples, 
who kicked up their hooves with the ravishing dervishes,
writhing in pulse-panting rhythm and sopping in sweat,
sucking up sweet wine, until they lost their senses,
conned the secret of the nymphs, their gift to Rhea,
music, which the satyrs shared with men.
Now every other year thiasoi dance
to celebrate God’s name:
Dionysus!

Epode
135-169

He is sweet upon the mountains!
Breaking from the revels, dropping to the earth
in holy fawnskin after the hunt.
How sweet the kill—
the fresh goat-blood—the sacred sacrifice—
the relish in raw flesh.
His sweetness magnifies our lust:

Evoe!  Bromius!



Bacchae 7

Oh Asia, great mother,
my distant mountain home!
Where milk flows from the earth, and wine,
and the nectar of bees,
and the God, like Syrian frankincense, arises 
with his blazing torch of pine.
He dances in a whirl of flame, 
rousing the faithful—crazing our limbs with his roar—
his long curls streaming in the wind.

‘On, my Bacchae!  On!’ he cries, ‘Go on!’
And we cry Evoe!  Evoe!

And the golden hills reverberate with songs
to Dionysus!

Sing out in joy:
Evoe!  Evoe!

to the thunder of his holy drum
while the sacred flute like honey climbs the scale
and scaling Maenads climb up

to the mountain!  
to the mountain!

Then, like a filly in a fenceless field
prancing in play by its grazing dam,
a girl like me breaks free:

She leaps!
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First Episode

The Chorus remains grouped in two 
semi-circles about the orchestra 
as Tierisias makes his entrance.  
He is incongruously dressed in the
bacchant's fawnskin and is his 
head is crowned with ivy, as is 
his long, shriveled phallus.  Old 
and blind, he uses his thyrsus to 
tap his way.

TEIRISIAS
Who’s there?  Who hears my voice?  Go summon Cadmus!
Cadmus, son of Agenor of Sidon,
who built these towering Theban walls.  Go now.
Tell him Tierisias wants him.  He’ll know why.
We made a promise when this time would come
to dress in fawnskin, and to deck our wands
and crown our heads with ivy.

Enter Cadmus from the palace.  
Also dressed in Dionysian costume 
and bent almost double with age, 
he is an incongruous and pathetic 
figure.

CADMUS
Tierisias, my dear old friend!  I knew you’d come.
The voice of wisdom makes a wise man welcome.
And look at us!  Dressed up to worship God,
as well I should!  For isn’t Dionysus
my own daughter’s son?  Now that mankind
has seen his light, we must join in the dance.
Which way to go, Tierisias?  Where shall we 
shake our legs and toss our grizzled heads?  
You lead the way, you understand these things.
I’ll dance all night and day, relentlessly 
beating the earth with my thyrsus!  
How sweet it is to forget being old!

TEIRISIAS
I know exactly what you mean!  I’m young again!
Young enough to dance to Cithaeron!

CADMUS
Maybe we should take a cab.
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TEIRISIAS
Now, Cadmus.

Dancing shows more honor to the God.

CADMUS
Then let me lead the way, old man.  I’m older,
but you’re blind.

TEIRISIAS
Let’s let God lead.  He knows

what’s coming, after all.

CADMUS
Are we the only 

men in Thebes who dance for Dionysus?

TEIRISIAS
We’re the wise ones.  Everybody else 
is nuts.

CADMUS
We’re wasting time.  Here, take my hand.

TEIRISIAS
And you take mine.  We’ll do the two-step.  

CADMUS
Why not?

Who am I to argue with the God?

TEIRISIAS
Only fools trifle with divinity.  
We are the heirs of custom and tradition,
learned from our fathers, beliefs as old as time.
No quibbling logic of this clever age, 
no subtle argument or complex theory
can shake us from our faith.
People may say, ‘Aren’t you ashamed, old man?
At your age, dancing, decked in ivy?’  So?
When did God say the young and not the old
should dance?  He wants the honor of all people,
not just the strong and beautiful!

CADMUS
Tierisias, be thankful you are blind,
or else you’d see what I see and must say:
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Young Pentheus, son of my son Echion,
to whom I’ve given all the powers of state,
is storming toward the palace in a rage.
There’s something in the wind.  Wait.  Listen.

They step aside as Pentheus bursts
on accompanied by his military 
GUARD.  A dark young man of 
masculine athletic build; like 
Dionysus, he is beardless.  He 
addresses the audience.

PENTHEUS
What the mother fuck is going on?  
I go hunting for a fucking week, 
some asshole tells me Thebes is out to lunch!
All the women witched away from kitchen,
children, running wild on Cithareon
like drunken maenads, dancing in the forest, 
singing, wild and wanton, brainwashed by
some prophet’s lies about that shitface faggot
would-be god-man, what’s his name?  The one
whose worship I proscribed by law.

It’s said 
they guzzle wine from everflowing gourds,
and then, discretely, two by two or three
or more, they slip off in the shadows for 
a little lesbo action, priestesses 
performing some profound religious rite—
Bullshit.  It’s just a motherfucking 
orgy, and it’s going to stop right now!

I’ve caught some already, locked them down 
in chains and under guard; the others I’ll
round up tomorrow, piece of cake.  Women.
They’ll come to their senses soon enough,
recant their heathen urges, mortify
their sordid flesh, or suffer by ordeal.

But first, there is this prophet, this messiah,
self-proclaimed, with golden scented hair 
that falls in curls down to his shoulders, skin that 
glows like rosé wine, and eyes that promise 
too damn much, who travels with his tribe 
of holy whores, and he’s their god damn pimp.
Just let him show up on the streets of Thebes,
pounding his wand, tossing his curls,
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I’ll cut his fucking head off!  Asshole.
Preaching that seditious shit about how
Dionysus is a God, hatched out of Zeus’s thigh,
when everybody knows that Zeus himself
incinerated Semele the Slut
with a blinding bolt of pentecostal fire
that fried the unborn bastard in her womb
when she said he had fucked her virgin ass.
Anyone who spreads that shit, by law
is guilty of high treason, and I warn him,
his death will not be fucking easy.  

He turns to go and sees Tierisias 
first, then Cadmus.

Oh, shit—I think I’m going to lose my lunch!
Tierisias in fawnskin!  No!  And Grandpa!
Playing like bacchanties with your wands!
You look ridiculous!  Is this old age,
or have you both just lost your fucking minds?
Take that shit off, and drop those stupid sticks.

(To Tierisias.)
No.  Wait.  I get it.  This is all your doing.
You want to introduce another god
to the Olympiad, it’s good for business—
more mystic signs to read, more holy goats
to sell for burning at the holy altar.
You make me puke.  Your fucking dotage is 
the only reason you’re still here and not
in prison with those squealing nympho groupies.
How dare you preach these heresies in Thebes?  
Our women drunk on wine and gorging down 
raw flesh?  This God turns people into beasts!

CHORUS
Blasphemy!
Who is this man
to think he can insult our Bromius?
Shame on his father’s house!
Shame on Cadmus
who sowed the dragon’s teeth
to people Thebes

TEIRISIAS
When a wise man pleads a righteous cause,
eloquence is no remarkable achievement.
But you, King Pentheus, are glib; your tongue
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is slick and smooth, so simple men might think
your words made sense, when they are worse than foolish;
for when a man of power is both glib
and stupid, he becomes a public danger!
I’m warning you, this God you ridicule 
will soon attain enormous power in Greece.

Two blessings grace the lives of mortal men.  
The first and best is Demeter, the Earth,
the Mother Goddess, who sustains mankind
with bread, the staff of life.  But second only
to the Mother is the God you’ve banished,
Dionysus, born by Semele,
the virgin bride of Zeus, who gives the blessing 
of his blood, fermented fruit, red wine.  
Filled with that gift, man forgets his grief.
From it comes sleep; with sleep, relief from all
the burden of our mortal misery.
There is no other medicine for pain.
And when we pour libations for the gods,
we pour the blessed blood of God himself.

You deny the legend of his rescue,
sewn inside the thigh of Zeus.  Let me
explain to you how myths are made.
Zeus snatched the mortal infant from the fire 
as any father would, and brought him to 
Olympus, where they say a jealous Hera 
schemed to hurl the infant god to earth;
so Zeus tore pieces from sky and gave them
to her as his ashes.  But as men
retold the tale, the father didn’t ‘snatch’ 
the babe, he ‘stitched’ him, ‘in his ‘thigh,’ not 
‘from the sky.’  What difference does it make?
The new man-god was saved.

He is a prophet!  His true followers
achieve ecstatic states; they speak in tongues,
foresee the future, feel no human pain.
For when God fills the body of a man,
He opens the eyes of the soul.

His power even stretches to the realm of war.  
When a thousand seasoned soldiers set to fight,
in sudden panic, drop their spears and run, 
their brains on fire, the demon in their souls
is Dionysus.  
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A day will come when you shall see him 
straddling the rocks of Delphi amid a blaze of torches, 
leaping from peak to peak, swinging and hurling high 
his thyrsus, the emblem of his glory 
acclaimed throughout Greece.  So Pentheus, 
mark my words: Your power is an illusion.  
The fantasies of your sick mind corrupt
the wisdom you pretend when you deny
what everyone but you believes is true.
Be truly wise.  Welcome this god to Thebes!
Drink to his pleasure!  Crown your head with 
Ivy, and revel in the Bacchanal!

So what if Dionysus doesn’t force 
a woman to be pure.  Free will presumes 
all people act according to their nature.  
No Dionysian revel can corrupt
an honest woman.

As for the homage he would have us pay:
How do you feel when crowds outside your gates
shout glory to your name.  
Why should not he 
Rejoice to have his name exalted?  
I say he should.  
So I—and Cadmus, whom you ridicule—
will wear our ivy crowns, and we will dance.  
Old as we are, I promise you we'll dance.  
And nothing you can ever say will make me 
turn against the Gods.  You’re sick, young man,
possessed by madness so perverse, no drug can cure, 
no madness can undo.  

CHORUS
Your words bring honor to Apollo 
Even as you praise our Bromius, his holy peer.

CADMUS
Listen to Tierisias, my boy.
Flow with the tide.  The whole of Thebes 
rejoices in the dithyramb!  What good is
childish anger, wounded pride.  A king
Turns fate to his advantage.  Use your head!  
Even if you’re right, and Dionysus
is no god, what good does it do you
to denounce him?  After all, a lie
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that makes my Semele the mother of a god
confers no small distinction on our family.
On the other hand, remember Actaeon,
your other cousin, turned into a stag
by Artemis and hunted, torn to shreds 
by loving dogs he’d raised and trained himself, 
because he happened by while she was bathing.  
Don’t let his fate be yours.  For your sake,
and for Thebes, entwine your crown with ivy,
and come with us to worship Dionysus.

Pentheus swings around, knocking 
the thyrsus out of Cadmus's hand. 
The old man staggers and falls to 
the ground.

PENTHEUS
Get your fucking hands off me!  God damn!
You want to play the senile fool, play on,
but don’t infect me with it.  

(To Tierisias.)
As for you,

for spreading this conspiracy, hear this:

He turns to his attendants.

You three, go trash this prophet’s holy shrine.
ASAP!  Obliterate the sucker.  Dig up
his apostate Rock of Prophecy and 
pulverize it, turn it into sand,
and throw his holy icons to the winds.  
The rest of you, go find that girly boy
who turns our women into animals.
Find him, chain him up, and bring his ass
to me for royal justice.  Fucking stoned to death.
He’ll wish he never played his game in Thebes.

Guards run off in several 
directions.

TEIRISIAS
Poor fool.  You know not what you do.
What you said before was mad, but this!
Cadmus, come.  Now we must go and pray
not only for the city, that the god
might spare it from his rightful vengeance,
but for this raving idiot as well,
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blood of your blood, King Pentheus.
Take up your thyrsus and walk on with me.
You hold me up, and I’ll hold onto you, 
and hope we don’t fall and shame ourselves.
We have to go, for Bacchus, son of Zeus.
And yet, I fear your house will suffer grief
for this.  It is not prophecy, but fact,
that fools give rise to folly when they act.

Exeunt Tierisias and Cadmus.  
Pentheus retires into the palace.

First Stasimon

CHORUS
Strophe 1
370-85
— Holiness, mother of heaven, 

soaring on golden wings,
hovering close to the earth, 
do you hear this blasphemy?
Do you hear King Pentheus
vilify Bromius, born of Zeus,
Semele’s sacrifice, immortal
god of abundance and bliss?

— Laughter pours forth from his flute!
Delivered from trouble and care
by the fire of his blood-red wine,
we dance to the drum with abandon,
consumed by ecstatic illusion.
Being one with the living god!
we burn beyond memory,
gradually give to dreams,
cool shadows of ivy sleep.

Antistrophe 1 DANCE
386-401
An unbridled tongue,
defiance, obtuseness
lead to disaster.
Life that is tranquil,
tolerant, wise,
is anchored in rock,
preserving, sustaining
the man and his house.
Far though the gods may be,
hidden in heavenly haze,
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they watch the ways of men.
Knowledge is not wisdom!
He who knows and denies,
he who aspires beyond,
lives very briefly, 
and briefly, he dies.
Such men are unstable,
their council unwise,
their purposes evil.

Strophe 2
402-16
Take me to Cyprus
where sweet Aphrodite
casts love’s spell
on the hearts of men!
Or to lush Paphos
whose many-mouthed river
brings fruit without rain!
Or Pieria, where the muses play
to the clouds of Mount Olympus.
Take me there, Bromius!
Lead me with singing
to the place where the graces
give in to Desire, and
Women can worship
the god they adore, 
free to dance.  

Antistrophe 2 DANCE
417-33
— The living son of god rejoices

in the feast, the festival.  
He comes in love and peace, 

— generous of spirit, 
— savior of our souls.  
— To rich and poor alike he gives 

the ecstasy and sleep of wine,
unoffending pleasures.  

— One who contemns these simple gifts, 
one who mocks the happiness
of those blessed both by day’s rich joys
and doubly night’s delights, he hates.
Common wisdom warns against
proud men who know better than gods.
I believe in the simple faith
of ordinary men.
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Second Episode

Pentheus steps out of the palace 
as several guards enter, leading 
Dionysus captive, shackled.

GUARD
Pentheus, we’re back, mission accomplished.
We got the son of a bitch, no fucking sweat.  
The sucker just stood there, held out his hands,
didn’t even try to make a break.
I think he was drunk.  His face was red,
and he smiled, the whole time, fucking smiled,
as though he had nothing to fear, as if
he feared for me.  He made me feel ashamed.
‘Hey man,’ I said, ‘this shit ain’t my idea.
I’m just a fucking soldier.’

Bad news is,
those crazy cunts you chained up in the dungeon?  
They’re gone, man, on the loose, off to the mountain,
laughing and dancing and singing to the new god Bacchus.
Fucking chains just fell a-fucking-part.
The dungeon doors just fucking opened.
If you ask me, this bi-gay caballero
makes miracles, that’s what I fucking think.
But it’s your business, boss.

PENTHEUS
Untie his hands.

I have him now.  Unless his ass can fly,
no way this sucker gets away from me.

While the servants untie 
Dionysus's hands, Pentheus 
attentively scrutinizes his 
prisoner.  Then the servants step 
back, leaving Pentheus and 
Dionysus face to face.

So, pretty boy, you’re here to turn our women
into holy whores.  I do admit
you’re fucking well equipped: your natural curls,
too long, too soft for wrestling, I’d say.  Yes?
Your fine, fair skin, that never sees the sun,
suggests your sport is played in the dark of night,
hunting poontang; your beauty fucking bait.
Right, asshole?
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So who the fuck are you, and where the fuck
do you come from?

DIONYSUS
I can answer the last with ease and modesty.
You know Mount Tmolus, famous for its flowers.

PENTHEUS
It rings the city of Sardis, like an asshole.

DIONYSUS
I come from there, my country, Lydia.

PENTHEUS
Where did you learn these orgiastic rites 
you bring to Greece?

DIONYSUS
From Dionysus, twice-born son of Zeus.  

PENTHEUS
Is there another Zeus in Lydia
who breeds new fucking gods?

DIONYSUS
There is one Zeus, who married Semele.

PENTHEUS
This Dionysus, how did he appear?
In a dream or face to face?

DIONYSUS
As you and I, he shared his mysteries.

PENTHEUS
So share with me, asshole, as you and he.

DIONYSUS
You have to be initiated first.

PENTHEUS
What are the benefits of membership?

DIONYSUS
I can’t say, even though you’d live to know.
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PENTHEUS
You’re trying to arouse my curiosity.

DIONYSUS
Oh, no.  Our rites abhor the unbeliever.

PENTHEUS
Yeah, right.  Okay, this god you say you saw,
what did he look like?  What shape did he take?

DIONYSUS
Whatever shape he wished.  The choice was his,
not mine.

PENTHEUS
Answer the question, fuckface.

DIONYSUS
Talk sense to a fool and he abuses you.

PENTHEUS
Where else have you spread this shit?  Is Thebes
your debut?

DIONYSUS
Throughout the Orient his maenads dance,
his followers are legion.

PENTHEUS
Orientals.  Fucking ignorant 
barbarians compared to Greeks.

DIONYSUS
In this case, they’re far more civilized.  

PENTHEUS
Customs differ.  This worship is at night?

DIONYSUS
Darkness is well-suited to devotion.

PENTHEUS
And to fucking someone else’s wife.

DIONYSUS
You think your willing wife is safe by day?
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PENTHEUS
You’ll pay for that crack, motherfucker.

DIONYSUS
And you, for your unholy blasphemy.

PENTHEUS
The Bacchus-bitch is bold.  You wrestle well
with words.

DIONYSUS
How will you make me pay?

Pray you, what is the torture you propose?

PENTHEUS
What if I start by cutting off these curls?

DIONYSUS
My hair is holy.  It curls long for god.

(Pentheus cuts off the god’s 
curls; they reappear at once.)

PENTHEUS
Next, I’ll have that fucking magic wand.

DIONYSUS
Take it, if you will—from Dionysus.

(He holds out the thyrsus; 
Pentheus takes it; another appears
in Dionysus’s hand.)

PENTHEUS
You know, I think it’s time your candy ass
was on its way down to my dungeon.

DIONYSUS
The Son of God Himself will set me free.

PENTHEUS
Like those squealing bitches in the bowels
of my palace.  Call him to appear.

DIONYSUS
He is here now.  He sees what you’re doing.
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PENTHEUS
Here?  Now?  Where?  Show me your fucking god.

DIONYSUS
He’s right in front of you.  Your blasphemies
have blinded you to truth.

PENTHEUS
Take him away!

He’s mocking me and sabotaging Thebes!

DIONYSUS
Let fools be warned: Place no chains on me.

PENTHEUS
And I say chain him.  I’m the fucking king here.

DIONYSUS
Your reign has limits, cousin.  You know not
what you do, not even who you are.

PENTHEUS
I’m Pentheus, shithead—royal son
of Echion, the snake, and of Agave, glory.

DIONYSUS
You will repent for boasting of that name.

PENTHEUS
Take him away.  Lock him up the stables.
He likes it dark?  Give him what he wants.
Let him dance his fucking head off.
As for these whores who follow after you,
who drum the undulating dithyramb,
I’ll sell them off as fucking slaves, or work them
to a different rhythm at my looms.

Dionysus holds out his hands to 
the Guards.

DIONYSUS
I’ll go, but I won’t suffer harm;
no harm can come to me.  But you
outrage Dionysus, you deny
his godliness; and you will pay.
When you set chains on me, you shackle god.
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The Guards lead Dionysus away.  
Pentheus exits.
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Second Stasimon

CHORUS
Strophe
519-36
O sweet Dirce, daughter of Achelous,
holy river, virgin spring,
into whose refreshing waters
Zeus submersed his too-soon son,
still ablaze in his father’s flames,
as the father roared:
 
Come, Dithyrambus!
Come to my male womb!  
You are called Bacchus, the Twice-Born,
and Thebes will know that name.  

But you, once blessed Dirce, now
disown me when I, crowned with ivy, 
dancing, singing, come to praise you.
Why have you forsaken me?
By the clustered grapes I swear,
cruel creek; by Dionysus’s wine,
Thebes will soon come to know the name 
of Bromius!

Antistrophe 
537-55
— Proud Pentheus, of Echion
— O how he rants and raves
— Spartan son of the sunstruck soil
— Born of the teeth of the dragon of Ares
— Father of this wild and willful

Blasphemer, who defies our god!
— He has threatened me with bonds

though my body is bound to god.
— He cages my comrades with chains;

he has cast them in prison darkness.
— Oh lord, son of Zeus, do you see?
— O Dionysus, do you see

the unbreakable shackles that hold us 
in the bonds of oppressors?

— Descend from Olympus, lord!
— Come, whirl your wand of gold

and quell with death this beast of blood
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whose violence outrages man and god

Epode DANCE
556-75
Where are you Lord?  Where not?
Driving the women wild
on Mount Nysa, mother of beasts,
high on Corycian peaks?
Or deep in the woods of Olympus
where Orpheus fingered his lyre
and mustered the trees with music,
mastered the beasts of the wild?
O Pieria: how you are blessed!
Evius comes to dance,
bringing his whirling Bacchae, 
fording the rapids of Axios, 
waving his thyrsus high
across Lydias, father of rivers
and famed for his lovely waters
that fatten a land of good horses.
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Third Episode

The voice of Dionysus roaring from
within as thunder.  The earth 
quakes.  The Chorus is terrified.

DIONYSUS
Yo, my Bacchae!  Yo!
Do you hear me?
Bacchae!  Do you hear my cry?

CHORUS
Who cries?
Who calls out in the voice of Evius?  
Is it you, lord?  Where are you?

DIONYSUS
Yo!  Do you know me now—
the son of Zeus and Semele?

CHORUS
Yo, master!  Yo!  We know you!
Bacchus, the twice-born,
come to us in our time of need!
O Bromius, come now!

DIONYSUS
O Mother of the Earth, quake now.

The sky darkens; the earth rumbles
and heaves with mounting chaos.  
The Chorus reels.  

CHORUS
— Aiee!  The ground is shaking!  Help!
— The gods are angry!  Hold on tight!
— Look!  There!  The palace of Pentheus!  
— The palace!  It totters!  It cracks!  
— Dionysus is inside!  Adore him!  
— Pray to the god for the sake of god!
— Look!  Look!  The stone lintels

over the columns, splitting apart,
falling to earth!

— Terrible sight!
— Listen!  Listen!  Bromius laughs!

Thundering laughter!  Joy and revenge!
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DIONYSUS
Now, Father Zeus, a bolt of lightning!
Reduce the house of Pentheus to ash!

A crashing bolt of lightning 
kindles flames from the tomb.

CHORUS
— Aiee!  Look!  How the flame leaps up

from the embers of Semele’s tomb!
smoldering all these years,
rekindling to devastate Thebes!

— Maenads!  Look!  Where he comes!
Out of the ruins, unscathed!  

— Bacchae!  Bow down and adore
Dionysus, our god, son of Zeus!

The Chorus falls to the ground.  
Dionysus wends his way through the
rubble, calm and smiling.  

DIONYSUS
Oh, my poor barbarian women.  Were you frightened?
What are you doing on the ground?  It was just a little 
earthquake.  
Bromius bellowed, and the palace of Pentheus tumbled down.
It’s over now.  Get up.  Come on.  Stop trembling!

CHORYPHAEUS
Great light of holy revelry, Evoe!
It is so good to see your face!  I was lost without you.

DIONYSUS
Did you worry when they led me off to cast me down
in Pentheus’ dark dungeon?

CHORYPHAEUS
Of course I did.  You’re my protector, no?
But tell me how you managed to escape.  

DIONYSUS
All by myself.  It wasn’t hard.  I walked.

CHORUS
He didn’t have you bound and gagged?  

DIONYSUS
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He tried.
He thinks he did, poor fool.  My little joke.
His mind was playing tricks on him.  You see, 
as we approached the jail, a bull appeared
out of the blue, and Pentheus went berserk.  
He leapt on the beast, wrestled it to the ground,
hog-tied its legs—the whole time raging,
snarling, panting, heaving, sweating like a pig—
imagining he had me on the mat—
while I sat watching, quietly, enthralled.

Then Dionysus boomed, and shook the earth,
and reignited Semele’s fiery shrine;
only Pentheus, in his stupor, saw
the palace burning, and he ran around
in circles, shouting orders, making all the 
slaves bring water from the river to
extinguish non-existent flames.  Ha ha.

All at once the thought occurred to him
that I might possibly escape, and so 
he gave up on the fire, grabbed his sword,
and lunged back toward the palace, fit to kill.
But Bacchus must have set a phantom in 
his path (to me it was invisible),
which he pursued relentlessly,
slashing and stabbing empty air,
believing he was slaughtering a god.

But that’s not all the grief this Pentheus
piled upon himself.  In all his flailing
vanity, he brought the palace crashing
down around him in a heap of rubble.
Only then the god restored his senses,
waking him to bitter disillusion, 
all because he would imprison me.

With that, in sheer exhaustion, he let fall
his unstained sword and tumbled to the ground,
broken—as any mortal man will be 
who dares wage war against a god—while I 
discretely left the scene to be with you,
My faithful followers.

But it’s not over yet.  I hear his footsteps 
tramping through the rubble.  What will he
say now, I wonder?  Will he scream and shout?
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Whatever his distemper, I’ll be gentle.
A wise man knows restraint.

(Enter Pentheus.) 

PENTHEUS
Where is that son of a bitch?  That terrorist
that I had bound and beaten has escaped!
Ha!  There you are!  What the hell is going on?
How did you get out?

DIONYSUS
Hold on there, cousin.  

You’re going to have a cow!

PENTHEUS
Who turned you loose?

DIONYSUS
I told you earlier.  You didn’t listen.
 

PENTHEUS
Tell me again, asshole.  And tell it straight.
Who’s your fucking co-conspirator?  

DIONYSUS
He whose clustering vine yields sanguine wine.

PENTHEUS
God’s blood?  Bullshit!  His worshippers are drunks!  

DIONYSUS
I’m sure the god appreciates your praise.

PENTHEUS
 (To his servants.) 
Seal off the city.  Bolt the fucking gates.
Nobody in or out.  Do it!  

DIONYSUS
 What for?
Don’t you know gods pass through and over walls?  

PENTHEUS
Fucking smart-ass.  Clever—when it doesn’t count.

DIONYSUS
Who knows who’s clever and what counts?  Here comes
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a herdsman from the hills, with breaking news.  
Maybe his report will change your mind.  
Don’t worry, I won’t fly away—not yet.
 (Enter Herdsman.) 

HERDSMAN
Pentheus, ruler of Thebes!  I come from Cithaeron,
where dazzling flakes of snow forever fall.

PENTHEUS
Get to the fucking point.

HERDSMAN
The point.  I saw them: may the gods forgive me—
all the mothers and wives of Thebes gone mad,
dancing barefoot in the wild, half naked,
acting out amazing rituals—
and I’ve come to tell the tale.  But first,
Your Majesty, I beg your pardon, do I
tell it as it happened, whole and true,
or should I, you know, leave out certain aspects?  
I only ask, Great King, because the truth
is terrible and strange, and—truthfully—
your hasty temper, more than royal rage… 

PENTHEUS
Leave out one fucking detail and you’re dead,
you got that?  Tell me everything you saw.
The filthier their fucking revelry,
the more I’ll torture the cocksucking shit
who put them up to it.  Make your report.

HERDSMAN 
I was driving the herds to a ridge on the hill 
to feed, in the warmth of the morning sun,
when lo!  I see three bands of women asleep
on the ground, with Autonoe head of the first,
Your mother, Agave, the second, and Ino
the third.  

Exhausted from dancing, they lay
where they fell, some on soft branches of resinous pine,
some on oak leaves—but all of them modestly posed;
not lewdly, the way you imagine, from drinking
and sex.  

Then your mother, aroused by my cattle, 
cried out to her Bacchae to wake from their rest, 
and they nimbly rose up, brushing sleep from their eyes,
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mothers and daughters, old maids and young wives.
First they let down their hair so it covered their shoulders 
and fastened their fawnskins, modestly girdling 
their waists with affectionate serpents that licked 
at their cheeks.  Then some of them, mothers of infants
abandoned at home, their breasts swollen with milk,
cradled young fawns in their arms, or the cubs
of wild wolves, and suckled them.  Then they all crowned 
themselves Bacchae with garlands of ivy and oak 
and full-flowering bryony.
 One took her thyrsus and 
struck at a rock, and a cold water spring 
issued forth, while another drove hers in the earth
and out bubbled red wine.  Those who preferred 
to drink milk simply scratched the rich soil, and it flowed
in abundance, while honey dripped copiously
from their ivy-twined wands, like sparkling dew.  

Had you been there to see these miracles, Great King of Thebes,
you would prostate yourself before this god you would destroy.  
So we poor herdsmen speculated, gathered on the hill
sharing disbelief and wonder at the marvelous and strange.
Then one of our company, 
just returned from Thebes, a man who has a way with words,
stood up and spoke persuasively:
‘Herdsmen of the hills, 
why don’t we hunt Agave down,
rescue her from these orgies,
for Pentheus, her son, to do him service?’
We thought he made good sense,
and so we hid ourselves in leaves to wait.
When it was time,
the Bacchae shook their thyrsi and began to dance,
singing in a single voice:
‘Bacchus!  Son of Zeus, the god of gods!  Evoe!’
Then the mountain moved in rhythm
with the dance;
and the creatures of the wild echoed their cry:
‘Evoe!’
and everything around us rocked and rolled.

That’s when your mother, whirling by in rapture, 
almost landed in my lap, and I 
jumped up and tried to take her down.
But she drew back and screamed: ‘Let loose the dogs!
We are assaulted by these men!  But follow me!
Let the thyrsus be your sword, and follow me!’
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Needless to say—and with no shame—we fled;
those women would have ripped us into shreds
with their bare hands.  That’s what they did to our 
poor cows and sheep.  I can’t describe the carnage.  

Picture your mother there, sinking her nails
in a cow, throat and udders, and
lifting it, bellowing, over her head,
while her handmaids dismember it!
Picture a blizzard of ribs, legs, and hooves, flying 
through the air, everywhere!
Picture the ribbons of carrion flesh 
in the trees, dripping blood.
Even the violent, furious bulls,
as they charged to the kill,
stumbled and fell in their tracks, to be mauled,
their flesh stripped to the bone 
by the bloodthirsty maenads, quick as a wink 
of Your Majesty’s eye.

Then, all at once,
all together, they took off
like a flock of gulls,
swooping down from the hills 
to the plentiful plains 
on the banks of Asopus, 
to the hamlets Hysiae and Erythrae,
rampaging, murdering, 
looting and ransacking, 
snatching young children,
reigning destruction 
and terror; and then
they withdrew, piled high with plunder.

Only—everything they took seemed weightless,
even brass and iron; nor did they have to 
strap it to their shoulders.  And their heads
blazed with a fire that didn’t burn their locks.

Then the people took up arms—
enraged at the outrage, right?
Charge the heathen maenad army!
Then the battle.  Ugly sight!
By magic, it seemed,
their spears missed their mark,
while the women, with god’s help,
struck home and drew blood,
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Putting the people to rout.

Finally, exhausted, they returned
to Cithaeron, back where it started, where
the god made water spring from stone; and there
they washed the blood of battle from their hands,
while serpents licked their faces.  

O Great King,
whoever this god is, he has power,
if only by the vine, to ease man’s sorrow
and increase delight.  Unpack your hatred
and welcome him with reverence and joy.
 

CHORUS
Fear warns me not to speak out freely
in the presence of a Theban king;
but truth must out: Dionysus
is the One True Son of God.

PENTHEUS
Fuck you!  Fuck all of you!  Look what these
boozed-up bitches did!  This bacchic shit
is like a cancer; once it starts, it spreads.
You’ve got to nip it in the bud.

(A general order.)
 Listen up!
I order the Electran Gate to close.
I order every able-bodied man to arms.
I order up the fucking Calvary. 
They want a fucking war, they got one.
I’ll be god-damned if I let a bunch of 
fucking women tell me what to do.

(To the Herdsman.)
 Get out.  

(Exit Herdsman.)

DIONYSUS
You idiot.  You just don’t listen, do you?
One more time—in spite of all you’ve 
done to me, I’m warning you: Don’t fight 
against this god.  He won’t sit idly by
while you assault his worshippers.

PENTHEUS
Shut the fuck up, okay?  Just because
you got out once, that doesn’t mean I can’t still
whip your motherfucking ass.  
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DIONYSUS
 If you
were smart, you’d sacrifice an offering.
Threatening god is like beating your head
head against a wall: it feels good when you stop.  

PENTHEUS
You want a sacrifice?  Why not the blood
of those rampaging whores on Cithaeron?
How’s that for sacrifice?  

DIONYSUS
 What if the women win?
Think of the shame.  Theban warriors
shellacked by women bearing ivy wands.

PENTHEUS
This sucker won’t shut up no matter what.
He’s like a broken record, on and on.

DIONYSUS
You know, there is a way to fix all this.

PENTHEUS
If I do what?  Bow down to fucking females?  

DIONYSUS
What if I bring the ladies here, unarmed?

PENTHEUS
No way, asshole.  You’ve got tricks up your sleeve.  

DIONYSUS
What tricks?  I want to save your sorry ass!

PENTHEUS
You have it all planned out, you and your ‘ladies’:
You want to bring your orgies into Thebes.

DIONYSUS
That is the plan.  God was my co-conspirator.  

PENTHEUS
(Preparing to start forth) 

That does it.  No more parley.  Bring my armor!  
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DIONYSUS
No, Wait!  What if I could show them to you,
lounging on the hillside, drunk and naked?

PENTHEUS
Okay, I’m listening..  Name your price, cocksucker.

DIONYSUS
I see your nobler passions are aroused.  

PENTHEUS
It makes me fucking sick to think about it.  

DIONYSUS
But you’ll still cop a little gander, right?  

PENTHEUS
Oh, yes.  But not overtly.  Under cover.

DIONYSUS
Bad idea.  They’ll find you out—they’ll smell you.
 

PENTHEUS
Right.  I’ll go out in the fucking open.

DIONYSUS
So, are you ready?  Shall I go ahead?

PENTHEUS
Lead on, shithead.  Now.  We’re wasting time.

DIONYSUS
First, your disguise.  You’ll need to wear a peplos.

PENTHEUS
What?  Women’s wear?  I’m Pentheus, the King.

DIONYSUS
They’ll kill you if you show up as a man.

PENTHEUS
Good point.  You’re not as stupid as you look.

DIONYSUS
Again, my wisdom comes from Dionysus.
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PENTHEUS
Bullshit.  You just make it happen, pilgrim.  

DIONYSUS
Go put on something from your mother’s closet.  

PENTHEUS
No.  Do I have to?  It’s embarrassing.

DIONYSUS
It’s your call, dude.  You want to see the show?

PENTHEUS
Shit.  Okay, fuck it.  What’s the game plan?  

DIONYSUS
Number one: You’re going to wear a wig.  

PENTHEUS
Cocksucker.  You think this is funny, don’t you?  

DIONYSUS
Flowing linen raiment, ivy crown… 

PENTHEUS
I’ll have to shave my beard.  Should I wear makeup?  

DIONYSUS
Dappled fawnskin.  And, of course, a thyrsus.

PENTHEUS
I can’t do it.  I’d never live it down.  

DIONYSUS
You’d rather die?  You don’t have any choice.  

PENTHEUS
I need to know what’s going on out there.  

DIONYSUS
You do.  First-hand intelligence wins wars.

PENTHEUS
I won’t be seen by Theban citizens.

DIONYSUS
Oh no.  We’ll take the backstreets.  I’ll go first.  
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PENTHEUS
What are you fucking bitches smiling at?

DIONYSUS
They’re pleased at your wise choice, King Pentheus.  

PENTHEUS
Nothing’s decided yet.  I have to think it over.

DIONYSUS
Why don’t you go inside?  I’ll be right there.

PENTHEUS 
If I come out in armor, you’re in deep shit.
Otherwise, I’ll be in fucking drag.  

(Exit Pentheus.)

DIONYSUS
Now, my darling dears, he’s in the net.
He’ll find our bacchanal and pay the price.
O Dionysus!  Now it’s up to you.
Mystify his mind.  Obsess his soul
with curiosity that kills the cat.
Confuse his manly pride with lechery
as he pretends to play the girly-boy.  
Convince him he’s invisible when I
parade him through the streets in women’s wear.
For all his sacrilegious arrogance,
this King will be the laughing stock of Thebes.  
Now, with your leave, I’ll go help Pentheus
get ready for his journey into hell,
a victim of his mother’s holy rage,
where he will know my Dionysus is the son of God,
himself a god, and wonderful, and terrible, to man.  

(Exit Dionysus.) 
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Third Stasimon

CHORUS DANCE
Strophe
862-81
How soon will it be?  How soon till I dance 
through the night,
bare wet feet in the dewy cool grass,
face to the moon,
like a frolicking fawn in the forest,
unfettered and free,
scarcely escaped from the harrowing hunt, 
outrunning the hellhounds, howling for blood,
clearing the meadow, crossing the stream,
to her woodland safe asylum.

What is wisdom, after all,
except this common understanding:
good for one is not for others?
Conquerors are god’s survivors.
Fair is fair when friends’ foes fall.

Antistrophe
882-901
How long can I wait?  Omnipotent gods
play with time, 
but as sure as the stars, when the moment is right,
their will be done
on deniers of rhyme beyond reason,
which is insane.
Out of the blue, in a time to come,
the godless discover, too late to be saved,
the law of common custom suffers all.
What does it cost to recognize
whatever is mortal, the rest is the gods!
God is truth in nature over time.
 
What is wisdom, after all,
except a common understanding:
good for one is not for others?
Conquerors are god’s survivors.
Fair is fair when friends’ foes fall.

Epode
902-11
Happy the one who escapes from the sea to safe harbor; 
as happy the one without laborsome burdens and debt.
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Happier still, a few wealthy and powerful potentates;
while the countless have hope.  What else?  Hope against hope.
Some hopes happen; others crash and burn.
The one who lives each day in awe is blessed.

(Enter Dionysus.) 
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Fourth Episode

DIONYSUS
So, Pentheus, you want to watch your mother 
in the act?  You’re wasting time.  Come out.
Nobody’s going to laugh at your disguise;
since only as a Bacchante can you gain
intelligence to vanquish Dionysus.

(Enter Pentheus.) 
Oh, my.  You could be one of Cadmus’s daughters.

PENTHEUS
It’s fucking awesome!  Like I’m seeing double!
Two suns, two—wow!—two fortresses of Thebes,
with fourteen gates—and you’re a bull,
I see your horns, you beast.  Are you my guide?
Were you a bull before?  I don’t remember.

DIONYSUS
The god has been appeased by your compliance.
Now you can see the things you ought to see.

PENTHEUS
So who do I look like the most?  Aunt Ino?
She stands tall.  Or Agave, my mother?  

DIONYSUS
All three living sisters live in you.
But wait.  One of your curls is out of place.

PENTHEUS
I was practicing my dance inside,
tossing my head in Bacchic ecstasy.  

DIONYSUS
Here, let me fix it.  Bacchus will be handmaid.  
Hold your head still.  

PENTHEUS
 I’m all yours, you brute.

DIONYSUS
Your girdle is loose, too.  Your dress is riding
up above your ankles.
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PENTHEUS
 Only on
the right.  The left is even with my toes.  

DIONYSUS
You know, I think you’ll love me better, cousin, 
when you find the bacchantes safe and sane.

PENTHEUS
How do I hold the thyrsus?  Which hand?  Right
or left?  I have to be authentic.  

DIONYSUS
Right.  

And set it down in time with your right foot.
Yes.  Yes.  I like your attitude.

PENTHEUS
Will I

have the strength to carry Cithaeron
and all the bacchantes on my shoulders?

DIONYSUS
Sure.

Anything.  Your mind was sick before.
Now you’re thinking like a god.  

PENTHEUS
Do I

need machines?  Or can I tear it out
with my bare hands, grabbing the peaks?  

DIONYSUS
No, no!

You won’t destroy the temple where the wood-nymphs
dance, the shrine of Pan the Piper!  

PENTHEUS
No,

you’re right.  No need to use brute force to conquer
women.  I’ll hide in the pines… 

DIONYSUS
You’ll hide

where no one would expect, among the maenads,
all the better to play the spy…
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PENTHEUS
I can

see them now, all humping in the bushes,
tangled up like fucking birds…

DIONYSUS
You see

what you expect and hope to see.  And who knows?
You may catch them, if they don’t catch you first.

PENTHEUS
Lead the way—straight through the heart of Thebes.  
Let people see that Pentheus alone 
is man enough to dare this fucking god.
 

DIONYSUS
Amen, cousin.  You bear all the burden, 
you alone, and for your courage, you’ll 
get your deserts.  I’ll lead you to your quarry.  
Somebody else will bring you home to Thebes.

PENTHEUS
My mother, right?

DIONYSUS
For all the world to see…

PENTHEUS
I’ll be a hero!

DIONYSUS
…in your mother’s arms … 

PENTHEUS
Her little baby boy…

DIONYSUS
…your head held high…

PENTHEUS
She’ll spoil me with her pride.  

DIONYSUS
Oh, you will spoil.

 
PENTHEUS

No less than I deserve.  Let’s go.
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(Exit Pentheus.)

DIONYSUS
Poor Pentheus.  So eager to embrace 
the horror of your legendary fate.
Reach out, Agave, mother of this pouty pawn,
and Cadmus’ other daughters, sisters, aunts:
I bring him to observe your ecstasy.
Do what you will with him: the victory 
belongs to me and Dionysus.  God is good.

(Exit Dionysus.)
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Fourth Stasimon

CHORUS
Strophe
977-96
To the hills, hounds of hell!  
Arouse the daughters of Thebes!
Enrage them!  Enflame them 
with fury and hatred against the man
who lurks in the trees in girlish garb and 
spies on women of god!
His mother discovers him first.  
From a rock where she basks in the buff, she howls
‘What horrible monster comes to the mountain 
to ruin our maiden delights?
For no man is he; 
no woman shed blood in his birth.  
Some lioness squeezed him out, or a Lybian, or, 
even better (or, worse) a Medusa!’

Now justice appears with a sword.  
It plunges again and again and again
in the throat, deep in the throat 
of the arrogant, criminal, heretic son
of the Dragonseed, Echion, sown in the soil, 
ripped by the roots from his mother, the earth.

Antistrophe
997-1016
Pentheus!  Call him by name: 
Man of Sorrows!  Unrighteous, unjust,
jealous of joy.  Who, enraged 
by her ritual Bacchic delights,
abuses his mother and god.
Life is not logic.  It’s mad.
No man can begin to perceive
the whole—and why?  We all die.
Let me live my life day to day,
unquestioning, reverent, sane,
while gods guide the stars
and kings uphold their laws.

Now justice appears with a sword.  
It plunges again and again and again
in the throat, deep in the throat 
of the arrogant, criminal, heretic son
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of the Dragonseed, Echion, sown in the soil, 
ripped by the roots from his mother, the earth.

Epode
1017-23
Now, Bromius!  Evoe!
As bellowing bull!  Evoe!
Or snake with a hundred heads!
Or lion breathing fire!  
Now smile, laugh, Bacchus!  Roar!
Hunt down the man among maenads, and bind him;
then throw him to those he would conquer.  Evoe!  
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Fifth Episode

(Enter Messenger.) 

MESSENGER
O house, so long so prosperous and proud,
cream of the crop of the dragon’s teeth that Cadmus
scattered in the fertile soil of Thebes—
now even I, your slave—I weep for you.  

CHORUS
What’s wrong?  What’s happening on Cithaeron?

MESSENGER
Pentheus the King is dead.  

CHORUS
Praise god!  Dionysus prevails!

MESSENGER
You shut the fuck up, bitch!  The King of Thebes
is dead—nobody celebrates.  Okay?  

CHORUS
I am an alien!  My alien tongue
proclaims my liberty from Theban chains!  

MESSENGER
If you think the men of Thebes can’t make you…

CHORUS
Men are powerless before my God.
Dionysus tells me what to do.

MESSENGER
Fuck Dionysus!  Nothing justifies
you gloating over this abhorrent murder!
 

CHORUS
Abhorrent?  How?  Tell me.  Tell all of us:
how did the monster die?  Tell us the story.

MESSENGER
After we leave the city—past the farms,
over the streams of Asopus, into the foothills
of Cithaeron—Pentheus and I, his minion, 
following the stranger, come upon
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a grassy knoll, from which, crouched low and hushed,
we see and are not seen—and what we see!
A sylvan gorge, walled in between two cliffs,
with streams and waterfalls, and towering pines,
and flowers, and birds, and bees, and there among them, 
one with nature, Maenads, happily
engaged in pleasant occupation—twining
thyrsi with fresh ivy, singing Bacchic ballads,
frolicking like colts without their halters.
But Pentheus, poor moron—he can’t see 
the obvious.  He whispers to the stranger,
’Look, I need a closer view.  From here
these so-called priestesses seem tame, but if
I creep to the edge of the ridge and climb that tree,
I’ll witness their obscenities up close 
and personal.’  And then the stranger works
a miracle!  He reaches up and grabs
the top branch of the tallest tree, and pulls it
down, and down, and down, and curving down
like a bow, but in a perfect arc—
a wheel drawn with a compass—so he bends 
this tree down to the ground, like Superman!  
Then he sets Pentheus on the branch, and Pentheus
grabs the stem; the stranger lets the branch
slip from his fingers, and the tree springs back
—but slowly, not a catapult—like magic—
gently lifting Pentheus to his perch, 
and there he sits—poor bastard, up a tree—
where Maenads can look up and see him just
as easily as he can spy on them.  
Especially when, no sooner is he settled
in his seat than the magician simply
vanishes, and out of nowhere comes 
the voice of Dionysus—who else?—calling: 
‘Women!  I deliver unto you 
the man who mocks your worship.  Punish him!’ 
And as he speaks, a dazzling, holy light
gleams in the sky, and everything grows still—
the air, the leaves, even the animals
stand silent in the hushing echo,
and the maenads hold their tongues and stare:
they heard the sound, but not the words.  And then
the voice rings out again, and this time
Cadmus’ daughters learn the will of Dionysus.  
At once, as one—a flock of angry doves—
the women swarm and race across the glen,
Agave and her sisters in the lead,
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leaping over boulders, through the falls, 
straight up the craggy cliffs of Cithaeron
with all the speed and skill and strength of madness,
raging in the holy spirit.  Jesus.  
Now they see him—Pentheus, in his perch—
and in a wink they start in throwing rocks
with all their might, and some climb up the facing 
cliff and try to batter him with branches,
and some throw up their thyrsus sticks, like spears;
but Pentheus is just beyond their reach,
helpless, hopeless, but so far unscathed.
Then they tear limbs from oaks to use for levers 
to pry up the roots of Pentheus’ pine;
and when that doesn’t work, Agave cries out:
‘All you Maenads, come and grab the trunk!  
Bring the monster down!  Don’t let him steal
our holy secrets!’  And with that all hands
take hold and wrench the pine tree from the earth,
and Pentheus plunges—twisting, turning, screaming—
finally, too late, aware of doom.  
His mother, as high priestess, has the honor
of the kill.  She closes in, crouched low,
stalking Pentheus, her prey, who rips off
his disguise, and crouching, naked, reaches
out to touch her cheek; his tear-blind eyes 
beg to be recognized; he wails and blubbers:
’Mother, look, it’s me, it’s Pentheus,
your only son, your prince!  Have pity on me!
I was wrong, I know!  I’m sorry!  Stop!  
What kind of mother kills her child?’ 
But she goes foaming at the mouth, her eyes
rolled back and bulging, out of her mind
in ecstasy and rage, oblivious 
to Pentheus’ piteous pleas—bewitched by god!
She takes his outstretched left arm by the wrist
and plants her foot against his ribs and pulls
with more strength than two men, wrenching his shoulder
from his socket with a vicious snap.  
At the same time, on the other side,
Agave’s sister, Ino, tears away 
her nephew’s living flesh, while Aunt
Autonoe kicks him over and over and over
in the crotch, and all the others, howling
like banshees, a shrill cacophony
that joins and carries Pentheus’ agonizing 
shrieks and groans, then swells with pride and triumph,
drowning out his dying gasp.  It’s done.
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The victors to the spoils: one woman runs off
with a forearm; another a foot with the boot
still on; his ribs are stripped of flesh—they claw
him clean!  They lick his warm blood from their fingers!
They play keep-away and dodge-ball with his
organs—tug-of-war with his intestines!
In the end, no Pentheus remains—
or, rather, his remains are everywhere
in gory shreds and splinters, in the grass,
the rocks, the woods—downstream—no one will mourn
his corpse.  Only his head is whole.  His mother
clutches it with pride; she holds it high; 
she skewers it on her thyrsus stick—a prize!  
A hunting trophy!  And she dances with it!
Rides it like a lover—bumping, grinding,
’round and ‘round, in praise of Dionysus.
Then suddenly she darts away; she races
madly down the mountain, through the forest, 
leaving Ino and Autonoe 
to celebrate their victory—while she
bears down on Thebes.  Now she’s inside the walls,
showing off her gory souvenir,
proclaiming Bromius her god, her fellow
hunter, ally in the kill, in whose name
she accepts the glory and the blame.  
And now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go
before she gets here.  All I have to say is,
when you’re dealing with a god, humility
and reverence come first, no matter who
you are.  If only men were practical
and wise.  

(Exit Messenger.) 
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Fifth Stasimon

CHORUS
Ode
1153-64
Io!  Evoe!  Evoe, Dionysus!
We sing in praise, we dance
to celebrate your blessed names:
Bacchus!  O Bromius!  Evoe!
Pentheus, the King is dead!  
The dragon’s seed, who dared to stand
against our god, in girlish garb,
holding a thyrsus wand, led by a bull,
is food for birds and beasts,
his burning soul in hell.  Evoe!
O Theban bacchae, sisters in our faith!
We sing in praise, we dance 
to glorify your victory:
Evoe!  Women of the Bacchanal!  
You won the battle!  You killed the king
who mocked our god—a mother’s son!
For all the horror, shame and tears 
that lie ahead, you set us free; 
all praise to you, and pity.
There, look!  Agave!  Mother of the monster!
Wild-eyed and proud, she comes
full speed to show her prize.
Evoe!  Dionysus, welcome her
with dithyrambic song and open arms!

(Enter Agave.) 

AGAVE
Asian women!  Bacchants, yes?  

CHORUS
She calls.  We have to answer.  

AGAVE
Look what I brought from the mountain,
from the hunt: a tender
curly-headed tendril, freshly cut.  

CHORUS
Yes.  Yes, I see.  Congratulations.
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AGAVE
Never used a net.
Noble savage lion—whelp.
Take a close look.  See?

CHORUS
Say how it happened.

AGAVE
Cithaeron…

CHORUS
Mount Cithaeron…?  

AGAVE
We slaughtered him…

CHORUS
Who struck first?  Whose hands…?  

AGAVE
Mine first!  I claimed his noggin, see?
The women sing to me:
‘Happy Agave, blessed queen!’

CHORUS
Who else?  What other hands…?

AGAVE
Oh.  Cadmus…

CHORUS
Cadmus?

AGAVE
Cadmus’ daughters.  
Sisters?  Mothers?  Aunts?
But only after me.  Me first.
 

CHORUS
The gods smile down on you.  

AGAVE
God bless you.  Will you share my feast?  

CHORUS
I’ll pass, if you don’t mind.
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AGAVE
He’s very young and tender.  Look—
Under this wild, tousled mane
he barely has a beard.

CHORUS
Those gory curls make him a beast.  

AGAVE
Our god knows how to hunt.
He trapped the traitor in a tree
and set his maenads loose.
 

CHORUS
Bacchus made you do it then?

AGAVE
Do I have your praise?

CHORUS
Oh yes, absolutely—praise…

AGAVE
Soon everyone will bow to me…

CHORUS
But Pentheus, your son, your own… 

AGAVE
Will praise me when he sees
this bloody lion’s head.  Evoe!

CHORUS
Strange lion.

AGAVE
Strangely slain.

CHORUS
Are you so proud of what you’ve done?  

AGAVE
I am!  Ecstatic—yes!
The god gave me these laurels!  
The world will praise Agave!  
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CHORUS
Poor woman.  Go ahead, then.
Show the people what you’ve brought them.  
Mercy on your soul.

AGAVE
Citizens of Thebes!  Io!  Come and see
the loathsome monster we have slain, your women,
Cadmus’ daughters—mothers, wives—women!
And not with Thessalian spears, or nets,
but with our dainty, soft, white hands and fingers.
Men bear arms and boast of their adventures;
these bare bleeding hands pulled down this beast
and tore him limb from limb.  Where is my father?
Bring him here.  And where is Pentheus,
my son?  Let him put a ladder up against
the palace wall, to mount the hideous gargoyle
I have caught and brought to Thebes.  

Sixth Episode (Lacuna)
(Enter Cadmus.) 

CADMUS
This way, friends.  Lay your wretched burden
on the altar—grisly flesh and bones
of my poor stupid Pentheus, torn apart
and scattered through the hills of Cithaeron,
all I could find of him.  Be careful!—there.
I only learned of these my daughters’ doings
when the bacchanal was done, when old
Tierisias and I got back to Thebes,
and I turned back at once, back to the mountain,
where the maenads raged, to gather these remains.
There I saw Ino and Autonoe
still enthralled by Dionysian rapture,
dancing madly in a grove of oaks.
Agave, someone said, delirious 
with ecstasy, had bolted off, triumphant,
to bring the news back home.  

Oh my dear god!
She’s here.  Poor woman.  My poor child.

AGAVE
Father, look!  Be proud.  You have the bravest
daughters ever born to mortal man—
all three of us, but mostly me—I’ve left
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my shuttle at the loom for greater exploits:
tearing beasts to bits with my bare hands!
And here’s the proof!  The prize, my trophy.  Take it.
Get someone to climb and nail it high up
on the palace wall, and call your friends
to feast in honor of your daughter’s fortune
in the hunt; for you are truly blessed.  

CADMUS
In grief, if grief’s a blessing, yes, I am.
O god!  That I should live to see this—murder!
Murder, yes!  You’ve butchered with those hands!
And you serve up this glory to the gods,
expecting me to praise you to my friends?
May Dionysus, god of love and joy, 
have pity on the two of us—you mostly,
but I suffer, too—and justly, true,
but most unfairly, in our case, perhaps,
considering we are his family.  

AGAVE
Men do get peevish when they age.  Look how
he scowls at me.  I want my son
to grow up like his mother, hunting lion,
bringing home the trophy every time,
outshining all the other in the chase—
but all he does is wage war with the gods.
You have to scold him, Father.  He won’t listen
to his mother.  Where is he?  Somebody
call for Pentheus.  I want him here
to celebrate his mother’s victory.

CADMUS
My poor dear daughter.  Once you learn the truth 
of what you’ve done, you’ll suffer grief ten times 
the joy you take in this delusion.  Rave on!
Lunacy is blessed bliss when reason
recognizes misery and shame.

AGAVE
What misery?  Have I done something wrong?  

CADMUS
Agave—look up at the sky.  Look up!

AGAVE
The sky?  It’s brilliant, Father!  Swirling round…
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CADMUS
Keep looking.  Tell me when the spinning stops.  

AGAVE
It’s winding down a little.  Clearing up.

 
CADMUS

And you, inside your soul, your raging passion…?

AGAVE
Father, don’t be silly.  Raging passion?  
I do feel more collected, somehow.  Calmer
than I was before.  Awake.  Aware.  

CADMUS
And you can listen?  Answer questions?  Yes?
 

AGAVE
Of course, except—I don’t remember now… 
 

CADMUS
What house received you on your wedding night?

AGAVE
The house of Echion Dragonseed.  You gave me…

CADMUS
And what child was born to Echion’s house?  

AGAVE
My Pentheus, his son—our pride and joy.

CADMUS
And he whose head you clutch so close to heart, 
whose lifeless lips would suck your shriveled breasts?
 

AGAVE
My prize—the king of beasts.  These women say…

CADMUS
Look at him.  Look hard and tell me what you see.  

***Two Added lines

AGAVE
I see his curly mane, all caked in blood…
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CADMUS
A woman’s wig!  Look at his face.  Look hard.

AGAVE
O god.  O dear god no!  No!  Dear god, no!  

CADMUS
Does he look like a lion?  Look at him!

AGAVE
It’s Pentheus!  My son, my baby!  Father!

CADMUS
Mourn him now.  The worst is still to come.
 

AGAVE
Who did this?  Who delivered me this head?  

CADMUS
So sad, so soon—now you must know the truth.

AGAVE
What truth?  My heart—I can’t breathe!  Who?  Tell me!

CADMUS
You, Agave.  You.  You and your sisters.

AGAVE
No.  No, no.  Where?  Here?  At home?  I can’t… 

CADMUS
Where Actaeon was slaughtered by his dogs.

AGAVE
Mount Cithaeron?  What was he doing there?  

CADMUS
Spying on your maenad rituals.  

AGAVE
A maenad?  Me?  That’s crazy.  On the mountain?

CADMUS
Holy rapture.  Dionysus.  Thebes…
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AGAVE
I see.  I see now.  God destroyed us.  Why?

CADMUS
Because you said his mother was a whore,
his father wasn’t Zeus, the king of gods.  
 

AGAVE
So I was wrong.  Did he leave my son’s corpse?  

CADMUS
In pieces.  What we found is here.  Don’t look.

AGAVE
Did you lay him out for obsequies?  

CADMUS
As time allowed.  Except, of course, his head…

***Work this:

AGAVE
Remove the shroud and I’ll restore it right.
Look, father, at his face.  He barely has 
a beard.  How could I think he was a lion?

CADMUS
Prepare yourself, Agave.

AGAVE
What?  What’s this?  

Aie!  God!  God no!  Please, god, no god!  My god!
A stew of blood and flesh and splintered bones!
My Pentheus!  This is a nightmare.  Father!
What god finds satisfaction in such slaughter?
Hold his head while I arrange a place.

(She begins to compose the remains.)

CADMUS
Agave, stop.  Both decency and law
prohibit those who kill from laying hands.  
The god is mad enough at you already.

AGAVE
Damn the god!  No mother kills her son!  
I have a duty to my only child
to make him ready for the life to come.
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CADMUS
His corpse is cursed by Bacchus Dionysus,
pestilent, untouchable, unclean.

AGAVE
Why, Father?  Why my son?  I was the one
who slandered Semele—why Pentheus?  

CADMUS
He took your jealous gossip for true fact, 
and banned cult your sister’s son aroused,
for which that god, in one fell swoop, made you 
the murderer not only of the fruit 
of your own womb, but Pentheus, the King, 
the hope of Thebes, my sole surviving grandson.
Pentheus, poor boy, I don’t blame you.
You were the terror of the city.  Under
your proud rule, the people stepped aside
to let the old king pass, for fear of you.
Now I’ll be outcast, banished into exile.
I, Cadmus the Great, who sowed the seed 
that yielded the crop of earth-men who built Thebes.
Beloved grandson, even dead, I hold you dear,
although you’ll never grab my beard again,
or hug my neck and say ‘I love you, Paw-Paw,’
or ‘I’ll save you,’ from assassination,
disrespect, dishonor, shame, old age;
‘Just say the word, I’ll kill the sorry bastard.’
Now I’m doomed, you’re butchered, and your mother—
our whole family.  For what?  God’s will.
For any man who doubts what gods will do,
there is no surer antidote than you.

CHORUS
Poor Cadmus.  Sad.  The boy earned what he got;
Agave too, but you?  We share your grief.

AGAVE
O father, what have I become?  No longer
loving mother of the King of Thebes,
so elegant and proud, so proud, and loving.
Now look at me, drenched in clotted blood,
sorting through his organs.  Almost done.
God’s will.  I see it now.  Zeus did seduce 
my sister, who gave birth to Dionysus, 
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which made me his aunt.  I laughed at that, 
and he did this.  But how was I to know?
He made me kill my only child!

CADMUS
Daughter…

AGAVE
I’ve laid his limbs in order.  Arms, legs, hands,
feet, thirteen fingers (no thumbs), nine toes;
random ribs and vertebrae; his pelvis.
All the rest is stuffing.  Muscle, flesh,
skin, stomach, lungs, intestines, spleen.  No heart.  
No liver.  What’s this?  Ah.  His scrotum.  Empty.  
And no penis.  Punishment in hades.
It wasn’t only me.  No one in Thebes
believed the god of gods loved Semele,
not even you, father; though you pretended 
for prestige; and when she burned, you said
it was because she lied.  How could we know?
The truth defied our human reason.  God’s will
makes no sense, father.  We meant no harm.  
I think that’s it.  Some pieces still seem
out of place.  Give me his head.  There, now.
Yes.  That’s my boy.  That’s him.  Poor little baby.
Now the shroud.  Wait.  One last look.  

CHORUS
We pity you, Agave, even as
we revel in the triumph of our god,
who, even as we celebrate and grieve,
remains unsatisfied.  We feel him near
around us, in the air above, the earth;
we hear him breathing in our hearts; we hear
him roaring in the tall trees: Dionysus!
Dazzle Thebes!  Show men your dreadful splendor
and pass final judgment on their heresies.

Epiphany and Exodus

DIONYSUS
I am Dionysus, Son of God.
Look on me!  I am your wildest dream 
and your worst nightmare. I am Bromius, 
the Thunder; or the Bull, the fiery lion,
lusty Goat, or snake, or Dithyrambus, 
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twice-born demi-god—or, as you will, 
a mortal.  As you see me, so I am.

Wine is my blessed gift and baneful curse.  
It lets you live like gods, in tipsy bliss,
life of the party, laughing at the stars,
oblivious to worry and fatigue,
reality be damned—you know the truth!—
until you drink too much, fall down, throw up,
wake up with a headache and amnesia.
Nine months later you remember.  Truth
and consequence.  But in that moment…

Cadmus, foreigner, Phoenician prince
who chased the Bull, my father Zeus, as he
absconded with your sister, Europa,
and wound up following a cow to water—
water sacred to my brother Ares, 
guarded by his son, Ismenios, 
the serpent you destroyed to people Thebes—
then, likening yourself to Zeus, abducted 
Ares’ and our sister Aphrodite’s 
love-child, goddess of tranquility,
Harmonia, whose name belies her fate,
cursed by Hephaestus for her mother’s sin—
as Ares has cursed you for taking her
and slaughtering his dragon—now you see!

Your crimes bore fruit as you bore Cadmeans—
my mother, blasted for offending Hera, 
loving Zeus; her jealous sisters—you,
Agave, and your tribe—who spread the lie
that Zeus was not my mother’s ravisher,
whose only sons, my feckless mortal cousins, 
dwell among the dead—first Actaeon, 
who spied on Artemis, devoured by dogs; 
now Pentheus, who spied on you and angered me, 
dismembered by the three of you—a crime
for which you are condemned to live in exile
from this land forever.  Now you see!

Nor, Cadmus, will your only son and heir,
young Polydorus, innocent in all but 
parentage, escape your legacy—
although he will be king, and marry and 
beget, and Thebes will thrive; he will 
die young, and Labdacus, his only son, 
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will father Laius, who in turn will father 
patricidal Oedipus, whose children 
by his mother murder one another
over which will rule the House of Thebes.

Meanwhile, you, Cadmus, our progenitor,
for killing Ares’ sentinel, will be 
transformed into a snake, and Ares’ child
as well, your wife Harmonia, with whom,
according to an oracle of Zeus,
you’ll drive an oxcart far and wide, and lead
barbarian tribes of warriors against
great cities, plundering and pillaging,
until you sack Apollo’s oracle at 
Loxias, and all your men at arms
turn into snakes like you, and run away.
Then, Cadmus—only then—will Ares rescue
his Harmonia and you, and settle
you to live forever with the blessed.  

This do I prophecy—I, Dionysus,
twice-born Son of Zeus, immortal God!
***Now you see!  Had you seen
Had you been willing to be wise when you
were not, the Son of God would be your ally,
and your house be blessed with happiness. 

CHORUS
Human truth is never rational.
Human instinct, passion, self-awareness, 
will, experience, instruction, hope, 
ambition, fancy—
any one shapes man’s true understanding 
far more urgently than reason—all
with reason crumble in confusion at
the slightest sudden whim of fickle fate.

CADMUS
Almighty Dionysus!  We were wrong!

DIONYSUS
Too late.  You had your chance and chose unwisely.  

CADMUS
Granted, but your vengeance is too cruel.
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DIONYSUS
You made light of my divinity.

CADMUS
Immortal gods are not like jealous men.

DIONYSUS
Immortal Zeus, my father, has ordained me.  

AGAVE
Father, it’s no use.  We’re doomed to exile.

DIONYSUS
That’s it.  Time to disappear.  Begone!

(He vanishes.)

AGAVE
Father, without you, in exile, I… 

CADMUS
Poor child, you hold me in your arms just like a
young white swan enfolds an old grey goose.  

AGAVE
Where can I go?  My life is here in Thebes.  

CADMUS
Don’t turn to me.  I have nor wit nor wisdom.

AGAVE
Farewell, home!  Farewell, my land of Thebes!  
Farewell to everything I know and love… 

CADMUS
Go to Aristaeus.  Autonoe
and Ino will be waiting there for you.  
His son was my only other grandchild.  

AGAVE
I’m sorry, father.  

CADMUS
I, too, child, for you

and your sisters, all my childless children.
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AGAVE
I can’t get over it.  The shameful outrage
Dionysus brought down on your house.  

CADMUS
For your offenses, and you son’s, and mine,
when all he wanted was to be adored.  

AGAVE
We have to go.  

CADMUS
Farewell, Agave, dear.

As well as one may fare whom god condemns.  

AGAVE
Guide me, sisters of my soul, to where
my sibling sisters patiently delay
our journey into exile.  Send me off
so far that I may nevermore set eyes
on godforsaken Cithaeron, somewhere
no ivy grows, no thyrsus pounds a beat.
Let other maenads dance for Dionysus.  

(Agave exits.)

CHORUS
God takes many forms and subtle guises 
to accomplish his sublime surprises.
What man hopes, he never lives to see;
what he could never dream, that comes to be.
In theatre, discovered truth‘s reverse
is recognized, for better or for worse.

FINIS


