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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: READING DIONYSUS THEN AND Now

1.1 STAGING THE DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Dionysus comes in many forms. His arrivals are attended with conflicts and often
result in the transformation of civilization. The most famous myth of Dionysus from
antiquity is that enacted in Euripides’ Bacchae, a drama that embodies several moments
of radical social and political transition and upheaval. It is the last surviving tragedy
from Classical Athens; it earned first prize for its performance at the Great Dionysia in
405 BCE after the playwright’s death in exile at the closing years of the Peloponnesian
War, a war that was catastrophic for Athens and resulted in a military and economic
decline from which it would never fully recover. The play stages another moment of
conflict and transformation. Dionysus returns to his birthplace of mythological Thebes in
order to establish his cult and avenge himself upon those who refused to acknowledge
that his mother Semele had been impregnated by Zeus. Pentheus, the newly installed
king of Thebes, refuses to recognize the god and vigorously opposes the arrival and
establishment of his cult. As champion of rationality and civic order, the young tyrant
opposes the excess, madness, and sensuality of the invading barbarian cult as well as its
challenge to traditional structures of Theban civilization. Over the course of the
narrative, however, Pentheus’ rigorous hostility gives way to his curiosity to view the
women who have gone out to the mountains to engage in the frenzied worship of

Dionysus. The disguised god convinces Pentheus to spy on the women who, possessed



by the god and led by his own mother Agave, unknowingly subject him to sparagmos,
that is, tear him to pieces in an act of sacrificial ritual.

This play of Euripides was widely popular throughout antiquity. As an
exploration of the contestation of political and religious power, the Bacchae provided
repeated opportunities for readers and audiences in subsequent eras to confront their own
historical moments and to interrogate the urgent problems of their own worlds. This
study explores the ancient reception of this tragedy in several works of literature in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods, ranging from the third century BCE to the third century
CE, at various moments and crisis and transformation. Each author and text explored
herein evokes Euripides’ mythological world and finds in it new relevancies for voicing
contemporary experiences.

The Bacchae’s ancient reception involves a range of materials, the study of which
demands a thoroughly cross-disciplinary methodology. As this study demonstrates,
ancient interest in the Bacchae extends well beyond the circles of the educated elite
within the “pagan” Greco-Roman world. Hellenistic Jews and early Christians also
engage with the tragedy in various and interesting ways. Thus, as an analysis of the
reception of the Bacchae among Greeks and Romans, Jews and Christians, this study
reevaluates the traditional historical dichotomies between “pagan,” “Jew,” and
“Christian,” together with the disciplinary divisions that undergird them. This work,
therefore, is an experiment in multi-disciplinarity that attempts to bring several academic
fields more fully into conversation (i.e., classical, biblical, Jewish, and early Christian
studies). At the same time, it aims to provide fresh insight into the meaning of the
Bacchae in antiquity, as well as the role of literary engagement in the process of cultural
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negotiation and the construction of identity. What follows, then, is in a sense the drama
of a drama, that is, the unfolding story of the variegated ways in which Euripides’
powerful narrative is repeatedly revisited and reinvented for new purposes in new eras.
This introductory chapter situates this narrative within its fifth-century Athenian
“origin.” First, I explore the place of Dionysus in the Greek religious imagination and
the role of tragic theater in Athenian society (8 1.2). | then outline an interpretation of
the Bacchae that attends to its meaning in the fifth century while repeatedly anticipating
the ways in which the play’s interpretive puzzles and ambiguous potentialities animate
and provoke the readings that are explored in subsequent chapters (§ 1.3). Finally, |
survey the scholarly methodologies that inform this study (8 1.4) and summarize the

scope of inquiry (§ 1.5).

1.2 DIONYSUS, THE THEATER, AND ATHENS

1.2.1 DIONYSUS: CHARACTERIZING AN UNCHARACTERISTIC GOD
More than any other Greek god, Dionysus defies classification and
characterization." The most apt generalization is that Dionysus eludes all generalization.

Indeed, as Albert Henrichs summarizes, in contrast to other deities, Dionysus “is

! Among the many studies devoted to the god Dionysus, see Walter F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and
Cult (trans. Robert B. Palmer; Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1965); H. Jeanmaire, Dionysos:
histoire du culte de Bacchus (Paris: Payot, 1951); Adrien Bruhl, Liber Pater: origine et expansion du culte
dionysiaque & Rome et dans le monde romain (Paris: Boccard, 1953); Carl Kerényi, Dionysos: Archetypal
Image of Indestructible Life (trans. Ralph Manheim; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976); Richard
Seaford, Dionysos (New York: Routledge, 2006); Walter Burkert, “Dionysos—,different” im Wandel der
Zeiten: Eine Skizze,” in A Different God? Dionysos and Ancient Polytheism (ed. Renate Schlesier; Berlin:
de Gruyter, 2011), 15-22; Henk S. Versnel, “Heis Dionysos!—One Dionysos? A Polytheistic Perspective,”
in ibid., 23-46.



essentially a paradox, the sum total of numerous contradictions.” His identity modulates
between Greek and barbarian, male and female, life and death, gentle and violent; he is
both a founder and a destroyer of civilization, a god “most terrible yet most gentle to
mortals” (dewvdtatoc, avOpmmoiot &’ Nmmtatog, Bacch. 861). Moreover, the nature of
the god and his worship varies greatly over both time and region.® Thus, to the extent
that his nature and worship can be delineated at one moment or in one place, things may
appear that much different at another. The reception of the Bacchae in the Hellenistic
and Roman worlds, therefore, is inevitably bound up with the development of Dionysiac
religion. Variations in ancient readings of the Bacchae are shaped significantly by the
variations of the god and his religion.

In spite of Dionysus’ elusive nature, however, several themes emerge consistently
in connection with this god. As a god of life and fertility, he is the inventor of wine and
his emblems include ivy and the phallus. Dionysus is associated with sensuality and his
worship is often ecstatic, expressed in festivals of rustic frivolity and ritualized madness,
the latter most famously in the female cults of maenadism. He is also a god who
represents death. In the Dionysiac mysteries, initiation entailed a ritualized death that
secured one’s rebirth ultimately into a more fortunate post-mortem life. Within Orphic

religion, this was expressed by the death and dismemberment of Dionysus by the Titans

2 Albert Henrichs, “Greek and Roman Glimpses of Dionysos,” in Dionysos and His Circle:
Ancient through Modern (ed. Caroline Houser; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 3.

® Differences across place and time are emphasized respectively by Versnel, “Heis Dionysos!”;
Burkert, “Dionysos—,different’.” For a study of the Anthesteria, a festival of Dionysus observed in Athens
and many lonian cities, that emphasizes significant transformations over time, see Sarah C. Humphreys,
The Strangeness of Gods: Historical Perspectives on the Interpretation of Athenian Religion (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 223-75.



and subsequent rescue by Zeus and resurrection.* Dionysus was also a liberator, as
evidenced in his various cult titles (eleuthereus, lusios, luaios). This entailed his power
to release people from pain and anxiety; in the mysteries, it included the ultimate release
from the vicissitudes of the mortal experience with the offer of immortality. Dionysiac
liberation could also be more immediately tangible: he delivered from imprisonment and
overthrew tyranny and could thus be claimed as a champion of democracy.
Paradoxically, Dionysus also became a prominent symbol of imperial conquest,

especially in the Hellenistic and Roman periods.

1.2.2 GREEK TRAGEDY: THE THEATER AND ITS GOD

An additional attribute of Dionysus that was particularly important in Classical
Athens and pertinent to the present study is his role as patron god of the theater. All the
surviving works of the three great tragedians—Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides—
were performed at the dramatic festivals of Athens in honor of Dionysus. The most
important, the Great Dionysia, was established in the sixth century and included several
days of civic rituals of Dionysus, culminating in at least three days of dramatic
competitions.”> On the day preceding the performances, there was a grand procession for
Dionysus (mopnn), in which a bull and other victims were sacrificed to the god.®
Institutionally, therefore, Greek tragedy in Athens is indisputably an aspect of the

worship of Dionysus, a link that continues from Classical Athens into the Hellenistic and

* For a discussion of the Orphic myth of Dionysus, see § 7.3.2.

> For an account of the Great Dionysia, see Arthur Pickard-Cambridge, The Dramatic Festivals of
Athens (2d ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), 57-101. On the dramatic performances at the
Lenaia, see 40-42.

® See ibid., 61-63.



Roman periods in various ways.” Since antiquity, however, scholars have wondered
whether the relation between tragedy and Dionysus is anything more than superficial.
Dionysus is largely absent from the narratives of extant tragedy. The ancient proverb,
“Nothing to do with Dionysus,” expresses perplexity over this apparent discrepancy.®
Indeed, the Bacchae is the only extant play in which Dionysus is among the dramatis
personae.’ Consequently, scholars from antiquity to the present have sought to
understand the reasons for and nature of the god’s role as patron of the theater. An
influential theory, developed by Aristotle in the Poetics, situated the origin of tragedy
within Dionysiac ritual and worship. He proposed that tragedy originated from the
improvisations (an’ apyiic avtooyedootikic) of the leaders of dithyrambs (amo tdv
g€apyoviav Tov 6100paupov, 1449a9-11) and subsequently from satyric dance (1o éx
ocatvpikod petaPareiv, 1449a20). Aristotle’s interest in the link between tragedy and
Dionysus concerned little more than its historical antecedents; for when it acquired its
natural form (tijv avtiic edow) it ceased to be Dionysiac in any meaningful way.*

In the nineteenth century, the connection was given a more far reaching and

enthusiastic treatment by Friedrich Nietzsche in Die Geburt der Tragidie™ Here

" See, for example, § 2.2 on the “Dionysiac Guild of artists” (oi mepi TV Advucov tegvitar) in
Alexandria.

8 This proverb is applied to the tragedians Aeschylus and Phryrnichus by Plutarch for altering the
subject matter of tragedy away from Dionysiac myth (Mor. 615a). See also Lucian, Bacch. 5.

° He was, however, staged in several lost plays; for a list of these, see Anton F. H. Bierl, Dionysos
und die griechische Tragddie: Politische und “metatheatralische” Aspekte im Text (Classica Monacensia
1; Tabingen: G. Narr, 1991), 10-13.

19 Aristotle’s central proposition in discussion the nature of tragedy is that it is “an imitation of
action” (mpa&emc ot pipmotg, 1449b36). He defends the value of mimesis in art over against the attacks of
Plato; for a discussion, see John Jones, On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1962), esp. 21-29; see also Elizabeth S. Belfiore, Tragic Pleasures: Aristotle on Plot and Emotion
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 45-70 on mimesis.

' Friedrich W. Nietzsche, Die Geburt der Tragédie aus dem Geiste der Musik (Leipzig: Fritzsch,
1872). Translation available in The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings (ed. Raymond Geuss and Ronald
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Nietzsche develops his now famous antithesis between the Apollonian and the Dionysiac,
the former embodying rationality, self-control, individuality, and the respecting of
boundaries and limits, the latter transgressing boundaries, celebrating excess, and
destroying individuality.> For Nietzsche, the birth of tragedy and indeed the production
of all art result from the synthesis of these forces. Thus, whereas Aristotle maintained
that tragedy merely grew out of dithyrambic performance and satyric dances, Nietzsche
regarded the orgiastic nature of Dionysiac song and dance as essential to the nature of
tragedy (§ 6).** Dionysus is so fundamental to tragedy, according to Nietzsche, that this
god alone is its proper subject matter: the primordial dismemberment of Dionysus
Zagreus stands behind the suffering of all tragic heroes, who “are merely masks of that
original hero, Dionysus” (§ 10).

Neither Aristotle’s nor Nietzsche’s theory of the connection between Dionysus
and tragedy is now fully accepted by scholars.* Nevertheless, their influence upon
subsequent interpreters has been profound. Few would now question that there is some

historical or essential link between Dionysus and tragedy.'® Little consensus exists,

Spiers; trans. Ronald Spiers; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). For a comprehensive
treatment of this work, see Michael S. Silk and J. P. Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981). Nietzsche’s views of tragedy, although flawed, are important for the present
study because they have exerted remarkable influence on modern scholarship. On Nietzsche’s influence,
see Charles Segal, Dionysiac Poetics and Euripides’ Bacchae (enl. ed.; Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1997), 359-62.

12 On this, see Silk and Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy, 166-85. They note that, even though as a
historical account of these two ancient deities this antithesis is deeply deficient, it is nevertheless “a
uniquely productive distortion” (at 166).

13 On the relationship between Nietzsche’s view and Aristotle’s Poetics, see ibid., 225-38.

4 On the deficiency of Aristotle’s theory of origins, see Scott Scullion, ““Nothing to Do with
Dionysus’: Tragedy Misconceived as Ritual,” CQ 52 (2002): 102-37, esp. 102-07. For criticism of
Nietzsche, see Albert Henrichs, “Loss of Self, Suffering, Violence: The Modern View of Dionysus from
Nietzsche to Girard,” HSCP 88 (1984): 205-40, esp. 219-23.

1 Perhaps the most extreme exception is the view of Scullion, who suggests that Dionysus’
connection with tragedy may reflect nothing more than that the precinct of Dionysus Eleuthereus on the
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however, on how this should be construed. One approach is to situate the origin of
tragedy within the ritual of sacrifice. In the early twentieth century, scholars of the
Cambridge Ritualist School developed this theory by finding ritual patterns underlying
the dramatic features of Greek tragedy. Gilbert Murray, for example, like Nietzsche
maintains that the death of Dionysus underlies all tragedy; even though “the content has
strayed far from Dionysus, the forms of tragedy retain clear traces of the original drama
of the Death and Rebirth of the Year Spirit.”16 Later in the twentieth century, the
anthropologist René Girard analyzed Greek tragedy along similar lines, arguing that
beneath the dramatic surface of tragedy are commemorations of primitive sacrificial
rituals."” Classical philologists find little merit in these theories.'® There are, however,
more nuanced analyses of Dionysiac ritual in tragedy.’® An important exponent and

leader of a renewed interest in ritual aspects of tragedy is Richard Seaford.”® He

east slope of the Acropolis proved to be the most suitable location to construct the theater (“‘Nothing to Do
with Dionysus’,” 135-36).

1 Gilbert Murray, “Excursus on the Ritual Forms Preserved in Greek Tragedy,” in Jane E.
Harrison Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion (2d ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1927), 241-63, at 342.

" René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (trans. Patrick Gregory; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1977), 68-88, 119-42.

'8 For criticism, see esp. Henrichs, “Loss of Self, Suffering, Violence,” 229-34. Regarding
Girard, Henrichs argues that he ignores too many of the varieties of Dionysiac cult within Greek culture
and of the literary features of tragedy to make his emphasis on Dionysus’ inherent violence credible (232-
34). The criticisms of Denis Feeney, though directed primarily toward Roman sacrifice, are apt here: “[t]he
meaning of ritual is not to be found in the survival of some prehistoric trace... [i]t is always the current
work of ritual that matters, not where it might once have come from” (“Interpreting Sacrificial Ritual in
Roman Poetry: Disciplines and Their Models,” in Rituals in Ink: A Conference on Religion and Literary
Production in Ancient Rome [ed. Alessandro Barchiesi, Jorg Riipke, and Susan A. Stephens; Stuttgart:
Franz Steiner, 2004], 1-21, 2-4 [at 2]).

9 A more plausible approach to the origin of tragedy in ritual sacrifice is offered by Walter
Burkert. He argues that the traditional etymological connection between tpay®dia and the songs sung at
the goat-sacrifice (tpayoc) to Dionysus has historical validity, although he adds “[w]hether this has any
bearing on fully-developed Attic tragedy cannot be determined in advance”(“Greek Tragedy and Sacrificial
Ritual,” GRBS 7 [1966]: 87121 [at 88]).

0 See, e.g., Richard Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac Mysteries,” CQ 31 (1981):
252-75; Richard Seaford, Reciprocity and Ritual: Homer and Tragedy in the Developing City-State
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), esp. 235-327; Richard Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae with an
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emphasizes the importance of tragedy’s religious context within the Dionysiac festivals
of Athens and that Dionysus “embodies the communality of the polis.” Consequently,
what makes tragedy distinctively Dionysiac is that like Dionysus, whose ambiguity
includes that of savagery and civilization, the narratives stage the conflict between the
claims of the royal house, the autonomous household, and the polis.** Even a critic as
averse to ritualist readings of tragedy as Rainer Friedrich maintains that Dionysiac ritual
“gave birth to drama” primarily because it “prefigur[ed] as it did the structure of the
dramatic plot.” He is, however, careful to distinguish between ritual as part of drama’s
thematic material and “drama as ritual.”?

Another approach to the problem Dionysus and tragedy has emerged in recent
decades, one which emphasizes that the god’s role as patron of drama derives from his
distinctive powers over illusion and over ambiguities of identity.?> That Dionysus was a
god of illusion and disguise can be seen, for example, in the cultic representations of the
god as a mask.?* This cultic symbol reflects the god’s role as patron of the theater and

captures the paradox that his epiphanic presence coincides with the concealing of his

Introduction, Translation and Commentary (Plays of Euripides; Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1996),
passim; Helene P. Foley, Ritual Irony: Poetry and Sacrifice in Euripides (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1985), 17-64.

2! seaford, Reciprocity and Ritual, 251-62.

%2 Rainer Friedrich, “Everything to Do with Dionysus? Ritualism, the Dionysiac, and the Tragic,”
in Tragedy and the Tragic: Greek Theatre and Beyond (ed. M. S. Silk; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996),
257-83, esp. 268-74 (at 269). For Friedrich’s criticism of Seaford’s “New Ritualism,” see his “Dionysos
among the Dons: The New Ritualism in Richard Seaford’s Commentary on the Bacchae,” Arion 7 (2000):
115-52 (at 118); for a response, see Richard Seaford, “The Dionysiac Don Responds to Don Quixote:
Rainer Friedrich on the New Ritualism,” Arion 8 (2000): 74-98.

% See here esp. Jean-Pierre Vernant, “The God of Tragic Fiction,” in idem and Pierre Vidal-
Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece (trans. Janet Lloyd; New York: Zone Books, 1988), 181-88;
Bierl, Dionysos und die griechische Tragddie, 1-25.

2 Jean-Pierre Vernant and Francoise Frontisi-Ducroux, “Features of the Mask in Ancient Greece,”
in Vernant and Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, 189-206, esp. 201-05 on Dionysus.
Dionysus is of course not the only god for whom the mask was a feature of ritual performance. For a
general discussion of the importance of the mask in Greek tragedy, see Jones, On Aristotle and Greek
Tragedy, 43-46.



identity. As Jean-Pierre Vernant argues, the theater corresponds to one of Dionysus’
central traits, namely, “to confuse the boundaries between illusion and reality, to conjure
up the beyond in the here and now, to make us lose our sense of self-assurance and
identity.”® Thus, in contrast to the approaches mentioned above that seek the Dionysiac
character of tragedy through its historical antecedents or its ritual patterns, Vernant, in a
partial return to Nietzsche, maintains that Dionysus is the patron of the theater because of
his essential nature. While this hypothesis may not be entirely convincing as a general
account of all tragic drama, as | shall argue below (8 1.3.1), it provides several powerful
insights into the meanings and effects of Euripides’ Bacchae where the god of the theater

himself appears masked on the tragic stage.?

1.2.3 GREEK TRAGEDY: THE THEATER AND ITS CITY

Another matter of importance for understanding Greek tragedy and one very
much related to its connection with Dionysus is its place within the civic and political life
of Athens. As Simon Goldhill has argued, because tragedies were performed as part of
an important Athenian civic festival they should be understood “as a social, political, and
theatrical phenomenon,” that is, as a form of civic discourse rooted in “democratic polis

ideology.”’ Indeed, the entire festival functioned not only to strengthen and unify

% \ernant, “The God of Tragic Fiction,” at 187-88.

% Some have been critical of this approach, perhaps none more caustically than Friedrich: “[w]ith
Vernant the Dionysiac has been attenuated to a mere metaphor: the metaphor for dramatic illusion and
fictionality. Itis not really a correction of the ancient view; it is rather an elegant rhetorical move, in the
precious style of current Parisian theorizing, that brings tragedy in line with a discourse that prizes the
Dionysiac” (“Everything to Do with Dionysus,” 261-62).

% Simon Goldhill, “The Great Dionysia and Civic Ideology,” in Nothing to Do with Dionysos?
Athenian Drama in Its Social Context (ed. John J. Winkler and Froma I. Zeitlin; Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1990), 97-129, at 98 and 114. This article is an expansion of his “The Great Dionysia
and Civic Ideology,” JHS 107 (1987): 58-76. Goldhill’s approach to the social context of tragedy has been
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Athenian society but also, as Arthur Pickard-Cambridge notes, due to being open to the
entire Greek world, it was “an effective advertisement of the wealth and power and
public spirit of Athens.”®® Moreover, the audience was made up of all classes of
Athenian citizens as well as foreign delegates, and the plays were judged democratically
by ten representatives, selected one from each tribe.”® Within this context of collective
festivity and celebration, tragic performances represent an inversion, that is, the
destruction of civic order. As Goldhill suggests, what makes the tragic festival “an
essentially Dionysiac event” is “the interplay of norm and transgression enacted in the
festival which both lauds the polis and depicts the stresses and tensions of a polis society
in conflict.”® As | discuss below (§ 1.3.3), the Bacchae provides a clear example of such
political stresses in fifth-century Athens, and consequently its reappropriation in
subsequent historical moments of political crises takes on heightened interest.

This role of Greek tragedy in the civic discourse of Athens has been supported by
close readings of individual plays. Edith Hall, for example, has shown that tragedy

reflects a wider literary and cultural phenomenon in Athens, in which the “barbarian” was

accepted by many, recently, for example, with slight modifications by Natale Spineto, “Athenian Identity,
Dionysiac Festivals and the Theater,” in A Different God, 299-313. There have been criticisms, however.
Friedrich, for example, although he appreciates Goldhill’s contribution to a renewed interest in the social
context for tragedy, argues that the emphasis on tragedy as a “transgressive Dionysiac force” reflects a
postmodern rather than ancient ideology (“Everything to Do with Dionysus,” 265-66). P.J. Rhodes argues
that Goldhill overemphasizes the democratic nature of the dramatic festivals; see his “Nothing to Do with
Democracy: Athenian Drama and the Polis,” JHS 123 (2003): 104-19; “The Dionysia and Democracy
Again,” CQ 61 (2011): 71-74.

%8 pickard-Cambridge, The Dramatic Festivals of Athens, 58.

2% On the procedures of selecting judges and voting, see ibid., 95-99. On the composition of the
audience in the theater, see Spineto, “Athenian Identity, Dionysiac Festivals and the Theater,” esp. 301-10.
He observes that “[t]he form of the theatre and the relatively egalitarian nature of the seats, which except
for a few cases, are all more or less the same, allude symbolically to the unity of the social fabric” (303).
The presence of women at the performances is possible but uncertain (308). As Spineto observes, festivals
of Dionysus in Athens afforded greater openness to segments of society that were otherwise marginalized,
including foreigners. This correlates to Dionysus as a xenos (esp. 308-10).

%0 Goldhill, “The Great Dionysia and Civic Ideology,” 129.
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becoming an increasingly important antithesis against which Greeks constructed their
own identity.! This is seen, for example, in mythological narratives where the most
extreme moral outrages, such as the sacrificial killing of Pentheus, are represented as
“ethnically other” and fundamentally non-Greek.* Similarly, Froma Zeitlin surveys of
the role of Thebes in Athenian tragedy and argues that this city functions as an “Anti-
Athens,” a means for Athenians to explore questions of self and identity.*® By staging
the most outrageous familial and political breakdowns there, Thebes “provides the
negative model to Athens’s manifest image of itself with regard to its notions of proper
management of city, society, and self.”®* The analyses of Hall and Zeitlin, among others,
point to the importance of tragedy in the formation of Athenian identity, which was often
achieved through a construction of the other. This function of tragedy in general and the
Bacchae in particular will resurface in several chapters of this study, where these texts

are reappropriated in similar ways but in very different cultural contexts.

1.3 EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE: SOME MEANINGS AND EFFECTS
Euripides’ Bacchae provides a promising node around which to interrogate the
scholarly problems posed in the three foregoing sections; indeed, they have each been

prominent in various ways within modern interpretations of this tragedy.*® First, the

%! Edith Hall, Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy (Oxford Classical
Monographs; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989).

%2 1bid., 146-48, at 147.

% Froma 1. Zeitlin, “Thebes: Theater of Self and Society in Athenian Drama,” in Greek Tragedy
and Political Theory (ed. J. Peter Euben; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 101-41.

% Ibid., at 102.

% The scholarly literature on the Bacchae is vast. Important commentaries include E. R. Dodds,
Euripides, Bacchae: Edited with Introduction and Commentary (2d ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1960); Jeanne Roux, Euripide, Les Bacchantes I1: commentaire (2 vols.; Bibliotheque de la faculté des
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Bacchae has for good reason served as a starting point for historical reconstructions of
Dionysus and Dionysiac religion. Second, the Bacchae raises important questions about
the god’s relationship to tragedy generally. Third, by staging conflicts that are at once
political, religious, and ethnic, the Bacchae engages in an ongoing civic debate over the
nature of Athenian and Greek identity. In this section, | provide a brief sketch of an
interpretation of the Bacchae that addresses these three problems in various ways. The
analysis, on the one hand, attends to its context in fifth-century Athens and, on the other,
anticipates the ways in which the interpretive problems resurface repeatedly in the
Bacchae’s reception in the Hellenistic and Roman periods. As a point of departure | take
a central feature of the Bacchae’s narrative, namely, the question of the stranger’s
identity (§ 1.3.1). The god’s disguise and Pentheus’ inability to recognize him drive the
dramatic action and at the same time are self-reflexive of the illusory nature of theatrical
performance. This dramatic self-reflexivity in Bacchae functions as “metatragedy.” In
the two subsequent sections, | explore the Bacchae’s relationship first to Dionysiac
religion (8 1.3.2) and then to politics and Greek identity (8 1.3.3). My analysis here
draws on a rich body of scholarship on the Bacchae, in which these issues have all been

much discussed (even if little consensus has been reached). What is distinctive about this

lettres de Lyon 21; Paris: Société d’édition “les belles lettres,” 1970-1972); Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae.
Among the many important studies are Arthur W. Verrall, The Bacchants of Euripides and Other Essays
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1910), 1-163; R. P. Winnington-Ingram, Euripides and
Dionysus: An Interpretation of the Bacchae (Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1969); Foley, Ritual Irony, 205-58;
Jennifer R. March, “Euripides’ Bakchai: A Reconsideration in the Light of VVase-Paintings,” BICS 36
(1989): 33-65; Valdis Leinieks, The City of Dionysos.: A Study of Euripides’ Bakchai (Beitrage zur
Altertumskunde 88; Stuttgart: Teubner, 1996); Segal, Dionysiac Poetics.
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study, however, is its attention to the ways in which the questions posed by modern

critics also factor into the tragedy’s ancient reception.®

1.3.1 THE BACCHAE AS METATRAGEDY: THEORIZING A STRANGER’S IDENTITY

As Nietzsche maintained, correctly in my view, any theory of the relation of
Dionysus with tragedy must account for his role in the Bacchae. His interpretation of the
Bacchae emphasized that by placing the patron god of drama on the stage Euripides
represents his own attitudes toward the Dionysiac (or rather in Nietzsche’s view the non-
Dionysiac) nature of tragedy. This self-reflexive aspect of the Bacchae is part of a larger
theatrical technique that has been labeled “metatheater” or “metatragedy.” The meaning
of these terms has not acquired a universally accepted definition or application.*” For my
purposes, they simply indicate a dramatic device whereby the playwright signals the
theatricality of the performance event. This can be achieved through a wide array of

techniques; my discussion here, however, focuses primarily on the metatragic effect

% Thus, one indirect result of this study is to counter Friedrich’s criticism that the so-called “post-
modern” readings of the Bacchae discussed here are merely reflections of a “current habit of forcing
ruthlessly modern concerns and preoccupations on ancient subjects.” Attention to ancient reception may
reveal that these “post-modern” concerns (“the cult of transgression, subversion, anti-structure, self-
referentiality, ambiguity, ambivalence, paradox, and refusal of closure™) are more ancient than Friedrich
appreciates (“Dionysos among the Dons,” at 117).

%" The term “metatheater” was apparently first coined by Lionel Abel (Metatheatre: A New View
of Dramatic Form [New York: Hill and Wang, 1963]). The scope of his analysis ranges from ancient to
contemporary drama, although he defines “metatheater” largely as a phenomenon of the twentieth century
over against ancient tragedy (see esp. 113). Nevertheless, his conception of metatheater as the dramatic
exploration of “our inability to distinguish between illusion and reality” (at 111) turns out also to be
remarkably relevant for several ancient tragedies. Thus, | employ metatheater and metatragedy
interchangeably. For discussions of metatheater focused on ancient drama, see Bierl, Dionysos und die
griechische Tragddie, esp. 23, 111-76; Mario Erasmo, Roman Tragedy: Theatre to Theatricality (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 2004), 81-139. In her recent monograph on Euripides, Isabelle Torrance
employs the term metatheater as a subset of metapoetry; the latter is an umbrella term that “encompasses all
instances of poetic self-reflexivity,” including both theatricality and the use of literary sources (Metapoetry
in Euripides [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], at 3). For a more cautious assessment of the use
metatheater in the interpretation Greek tragedy, see Thomas G. Rosenmeyer, “‘Metatheater’: An Essay on
Overload,” Arion 10 (2002): 87-119.
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produced by the dramatic presence of the patron god of theater. Anton Bierl has set out
to demonstrate that almost any mention of Dionysus or the Dionysiac on stage is
potentially metatragic.*® My own analysis is limited to the Bacchae, where this device is
perhaps most obvious and easily recognizable.® | organize my discussion around three
central themes: the god’s disguise, Pentheus as spectator, and Dionysus’ palace miracle.

The God'’s Disguise. The theme of the interplay between the god’s actual and
disguised identities is signaled in the opening lines of the prologue:

ko A10¢ Ttoic tvoe OnPainv x06va

Awdvvoog...

poponyv &” aueiyag €k Bgod Ppotnoiav

TapELL...

I, Dionysus child of Zeus, have arrived at this land of the Thebans... but [ am

present after having taken a mortal form in exchange for that of a god. (Bacch. 1-

2, 4-5)%
Here and throughout the prologue Euripides anticipates the persistent tension between the
god’s stated intention of self-disclosure, on the one hand, and his actual hiddenness, on
the other. Indeed, he declares to the audience that he came “in order that | might become

manifest as a god to mortals” (iv’ einv éupovng daipwv Bpotoig, 22) and after recalling

Pentheus’ and the Thebans’ refusal to acknowledge him he adds, “because of these things

% See Bierl, Dionysos und die griechische Tragddie, 111-76. On this, Rosenmeyer comments that
“Abelians have gone overboard to convert any mention of Dionysus into a hint at metatheater.” Regarding
the Bacchae, however, he concedes that of all ancient dramas it most exhibits the phenomenon in which
“the plays-within engulf the play proper” (“‘Metatheater’,” at 100-01).

% The theatrical self-reflexivity of the Bacchae has been explored in several important studies; see
esp. Jones, On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy, 270; Foley, Ritual Irony, 205-58; Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Le
Dionysos masqué des Bacchantes d’Euripide,” L ’Homme 25 (1985): 31-58; translated in Vernant and
Vidal-Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece, 381-412; Simon Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 259-86; Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 215-71, 369-78;
James Barrett, “Pentheus and the Spectator in Euripides’ Bacchae,” AJP 119 (1998): 337-60.

“® The Greek text of the Bacchae follows James Diggle, Euripidis fabulae I11: Helena, Phoenissae,
Orestes, Bacchae, Iphigenia Aulidensis, Rhesus (OCT; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
Translations of all ancient texts are mine throughout.
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| shall demonstrate that | am a god to [Pentheus] and all the Thebans” (&v obvek” adT
0e0c yeymg évdeiCopon maoiv te OnPaiotowy, 47-48). It is striking, therefore, that in spite
of this explicitly stated purpose Dionysus refers again to his costume: “because of these
things | have changed and have a mortal figure; | have altered my form to the nature of a
man” (v obvex’ €180 OvnToV GALGEAS Exm HopeNY T &unv peTéParov eic avSpdc pvoy,
53-54).

From the audience’s perspective, the prologue points to several layers of
theatricality: a human actor is playing the role of Dionysus who is disguised as a human.
The audience must ask along with the dramatic characters, whom they are really
beholding on the stage. In the performance, this question would be underscored by the
actor’s mask, regarding which there are several explicit comments throughout the
drama.** With Dionysus off the stage, Pentheus recounts the rumors of the stranger’s
blond curls (§avOoiot Bootpvyototv) and ruddy complexion (oivondc, 235-36), which
would have corresponded to the mask. Later, as Pentheus’ servant brings the stranger
bound before the tyrant, he remarks that “he did not change his ruddy appearance” (003’
fiAaéev olvomov yévuv) but was in fact “laughing” (yel@v 6€) even as he was arrested.
What the servant in the narrative takes to be a surprising indifference to misfortune, the
audience recognizes to be a feature of the unchanging expression of the actor’s mask.

Later, the chorus refers again to the laughing mask: in an excited song to the god, it

1 For discussions of this effect of Dionysus’ mask in the Bacchae, see esp. Jones, On Aristotle
and Greek Tragedy, 270; Foley, Ritual Irony, 246-54; this is a restatement of her earlier article, “The
Masque of Dionysus,” TAPA 110 (1980): 107-33; Vernant, “Le Dionysos masqué”; Goldhill, Reading
Greek Tragedy, 259-61; Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 272-73. For a discussion of wider artistic depictions of
Dionysus in the fifth century and its interplay with his representation in tragic masks, see Thomas H.
Carpenter, “On the Beardless Dionysus,” in Masks of Dionysus (ed. Thomas H. Carpenter and Christopher
A. Faraone; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 185-206.
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exhorts him to bring Pentheus to his final demise by appearing (pévn6u) as a “bull”
(tadpog), or a “many-headed serpent” (moAdKpavog... dpdxwv), or a “blazing lion”
(ruprpréyomv... Aéwv), as a “beast with a laughing face” (0np... yehdvt tpocdn, 1017-
21). This use of tpécwnov, which can mean “theatrical mask,” is particularly striking.

In contrast to the god’s ability to take on these many animal forms, his “mask” remains
unchanged; and it continues laughing. When Dionysus appeared back on the stage ex
machina in full epiphany to pronounce his final judgment (Bacch. 1330), we do not know
whether the actor had changed his mask or costume. If, as is probable, he continued
wearing the same mask, then, as Helene Foley observes, “[t]he smile of the ‘gentle’
stranger” that became “a divine sneer” finally culminates in “a ghoulish expression of
inappropriate glee at vengeance too easily executed.”? While the question of Dionysus’
mask in this closing scene remains unknown to us, Cadmus returns explicitly to the
theme of the conflict between Dionysus’ human and divine appearance, when he states,
“in their tempers it is not appropriate for gods to be like mortals” (0pyag mpémet Beovg
ovy opotovoBat Bpotoig, 1348). With this assertion, the audience is reminded of the
ambiguity of the god’s identity, which was signaled by his own comments in the
prologue and represented by his theatrical mask.

The effects of these self-referential pointers to the stranger’s theatrical disguise
involve a series of ironies within the narrative. When Pentheus first rails against the
arrival of the Dionysiac rites (215-62), he emphasizes that it is the stranger who makes
claims for Dionysus’ divinity: “this man claims Dionysus is a god—this man claims he

was sewn in the thigh of Zeus” (éksivoc ivai enot Advucov 0gdv, / £keivog v pumpd

“2 Foley, Ritual Irony, 249.
17



ot éppapOot Adg, 242-43), and he adds, “the stranger, whoever he is” (6otic £tV O
Eévog, 247). When the stranger and Pentheus subsequently enter into a heated exchange
(461-518), Euripides exploits the stranger’s mistaken identity with a string of ironic
claims and counterclaims. Bacchae 498 is particularly illustrative of this and is of special
interest in this study because of its subsequent proverbial status: “the god himself will set
me free whenever [ wish it” (Moet 1 6 Saipov avtoc, dtav &yd 0&hm, 498).*°* Within the
narrative, this assertion is a clear prediction of the god’s subsequent self-deliverance. In
view of the wider cultic associations of Dionysiac release (lusis), however, this statement
functions at another level entirely. Dionysus was associated with several types of lusis.**
On the one hand, he was thought to provide tangible delivery in the here and now, such
as from imprisonment and the overthrow of tyranny.*> On the other, he promised the
release of the soul into a more fortunate afterlife. This latter aspect is connected with the
Dionysiac mysteries in which initiation provided a form of lusis by way of ritualized
death (see § 1.3.2). This type of lusis is represented on two late-fourth-century gold
leaves from Pelinna buried with a woman in her sarcophagus with a nearly identical
formula to Bacchae 498 (¢’ 611 B<ax>y1o¢ avtog Elvcé, “the Bacchic one himself has set
you free”).*® This ritual text points to the experience of initiation and release in the
afterlife. Thus, Bacchae 498 employs a clear allusion to a cultic scenario and thus

heightens the ambiguity of the speaker’s identity. Whereas the audience might expect the

*® This line is quoted by Horace, Plutarch, Celsus, and Origen (see §§ 3.4, 3.5, 7.2.4, and 7.3.3).

* On the interconnection of the types of liberation offered by Dionysus evoked in Bacchae 498,
see esp. Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae, 190.

*® Anne-Frangoise Jaccottet discusses several examples in which Dionysus” cult titles luaios/lusios
are connected to historical (rather than mythological) events of deliverance, such as the political liberation
of Eretria from Ptolemy (ca. 308 BCE) and the miraculous escape of Theban prisoners from the Thracians
(“Le lierre de la liberté,” ZPE 80 [1990]: 150-56).

* For further discussion of these leaves and references to relevant scholarship, see § 3.5.
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formula, “the god himself will set me free,” to be spoken by the god’s devotee with
respect to salvation at death, Euripides has the god himself, disguised as his own devotee,
declare it in anticipation of his own escape from prison.*’

In sum: Euripides’ emphasis on the stranger’s disguise is more than merely an
aspect of the narrative plot. Within the performance, it calls attention to the illusory
nature of the theater over which Dionysus himself presides. Moreover, it questions the
very possibility of Dionysiac epiphany because, so it seems, the god’s self-revelation
entails his own disguise. In addition, as | argue below, the irony produced by the
disguised god’s prediction of his own release prepares the audience for a reevaluation of
the nature and scope of Dionysiac lusis.

Pentheus as Spectator. Closely connected with Dionysus’ disguised identity is the
theme of Pentheus’ desire for true vision. When he first interrogates the stranger (461-
518), Pentheus demands to know the nature of the rites. The stranger repeatedly
emphasizes that true knowledge of the god and his rites is only available to the initiated
(472, 474, 476). He asserts that Pentheus’ exclusion from the rites results from his
inability to see truly and that conversely his own knowledge of the god derives from
sight: “while seeing the one who sees, he also gave me the rites” (Op&dv OpdVTa, Koi

didwowv dpyia, 470). Pentheus asks, “this god, what is his nature? For you claim to see

*" It is not possible to establish a literary relationship between these gold leaves and Bacchae 498.
Given that the latter is about a century older, its influence on these subsequent ritual formulae is possible;
see Leinieks, The City of Dionysos, 148-49. However, the Pelinna leaves reflect beliefs and rituals that are
in continuity with a tradition dating back to at least the mid-fifth century; see Richard Seaford,
“Immortality, Salvation, and the Elements,” HSCP 90 (1986): 1-26, esp. 4-9; Charles Segal, “Dionysus and
the Gold Tablets from Pelinna,” GRBS 31 (1990): 411-19, esp. 412. A standard study of the gold leaves
that retains its significance even though it was published prior to the discovery of the Pelinna leaves is
Gunther Zuntz, Persephone: Three Essays on Religion and Thought in Magna Graecia (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1971), 275-393.
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him clearly” (6 0g6c, Opdv yap nig capdc, moidg Tic Nv; 477). He receives the response,
“whatever he wishes” (omoioc 1j0e)’, 478). Over the course of the narrative, Pentheus
comes genuinely to desire to see the maenads on the mountains. When he had first
learned of the activities of the Theban women, he imagined the most extreme forms of
licentiousness (they “place Aphrodite before the Bacchic one,” tnv 6" Agpoditnv tpdch’
dysw tod Bakyiov, 225; see also 260-62). He insists that he intends to prevent the
stranger from ruining their marriages (353-54). Yet, even after the report of the
messenger assures Pentheus of their chastity (co@pdvac, 685-86) he does not alter his
imagination. A fundamental turning point occurs at line 810. In 809, Pentheus had
requested his armor so as to attack the women—after the exclamation of Dionysus in 810
(&), the god henceforth takes possession of Pentheus’ mind, driving him into madness.
The following exchange highlights Pentheus’ transformed desire for vision:

BovAn oo’ €v dpect cuykaOnuévag 1delv;

pdAaicta, popiov ye 600G ¥puood GTOOUOV.

11 6’ €lg Epwta ToDdE TENTOKAG UEYQV;

Aompdg viv gicido” av EE@vmpEva.

Oumg & 10015 av NO€we & oot TKPd;

66’ 1601, owyf) vy’ On” Eldtong kabnpevog.

Dionysus: Do you wish to see them reclining together on the mountain?

Pentheus: Very much indeed, I would give gold beyond measure.

Dionysus: Why have you fallen into a great passion for this?

Pentheus: With grief | would behold it, if they are drunk.

Dionysus: All the same, you would look with pleasure on what is painful to you?

Pentheus: Clearly you understand, though as I sit quietly under the pines. (810-16)
Pentheus now no longer wishes to arrest the maenads but rather to become their
spectator. Whereas he had formerly intended to prosecute them because of their
eroticism and sensuality, he is now the one who has fallen into eros. This new role as

spectator for Pentheus draws attention to the tragic audience’s own position, particularly
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with the emphasis on finding pleasure (ndéwg) in viewing what is painful (Avzpdg,
mikpd).*® The roles quickly reverse yet again, however. Dionysus convinces Pentheus to
disguise himself as a maenad and in a humorous scene he assists the tyrant in arranging
his Bacchic costume (821-46).*° When Pentheus hesitates, Dionysus asks, “are you no
longer an eager spectator of the maenads?” (o¥Kétt Osatig povadmv mpodovpog i, 827)
The term Ogatnc, etymologically connected to 6¢atpov, together with the detail with
which Pentheus’ disguise is described and organized, functions as a metatragic signal, in
which the boundaries between actor and audience are again blurred.®® After the
costuming is complete, Pentheus asks, “how then do I appear?” (ti paivopoun o7t’;) and
whether he resembles Ino and Agave (925-26). Dionysus responds, “seeing you, | seem
to be looking at those women themselves” (adtag ékeivag gicopav 6ok®d 6° OpdV, 927).
This reversal in which Pentheus’ desire to become spectator is replaced by his
role as spectacle proceeds through a series of mistaken visions culminating in his final
destruction.>® The deterioration of Pentheus’ sight is expressed in his famous lines,

“indeed, I seem truly to see two suns and two Thebes” (kai pnv 0pav pot 300 pev HAiovg

*8 The discussion of Pentheus’ desire to see and the notion that viewing what is painful produces
pleasure relates to Aristotle’s theoretical discussion of tragedy. He maintains that “the [tragic] poet must
furnish pleasure from pity and fear through imitation” (t7v 4o €éAéov kai eOPov did pipnqoems del NdovVIV
napackevalew Tov Tomtny, Poet. 14.1453b 12-13). Aristotle’s view of “pleasure” (ndov)) and tragedy is
connected with his conception of tragic catharsis (1449b 27-28). For an analysis of Aristotle on catharsis,
see Elizabeth S. Belfiore, “Pleasure, Tragedy and Aristotelian Psychology,” CQ 35 (1985): 349-61; eadem,
Tragic Pleasures, 337-60. “Unless we are hopelessly licentious, we also believe that unrestrained pursuit
of pleasure is shameful, and we desire to avoid shame. In this way, tragedy makes us realize that we, like
Pentheus, would take pleasure in seeing what is bitter to us (Euripides, Bacchae 815)” (at 344-45).

*° On this robing scene, see Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 223-32.

*® On the significance of Ocotric in this passage, see ibid., 225-27; Goldhill, Reading Greek
Tragedy, 274-75.

*! Barrett, “Pentheus and the Spectator in Euripides’ Bacchae,” esp. 338—40.

21



Sok®, dlooic 8¢ ONPag, 918-19).>* He adds that the stranger now appears to him in the
form of a bull, to which Dionysus responds, “now you see the things it is necessary for
you to see” (vdv 6" 0pdg d ypn o Opav, 924). He leads Pentheus to the mountain and sets
him up on a fir tree in order that he might view the women; however, as the messenger
reports, “he was seen more than he looked down upon the maenads” (d@6n 8¢ poiiov fj
Kotelde povadag, 1075). Although he attempts to remove his disguise and reveal his true
identity to his mother so that she might spare his life (1115-17), it is too late. She tears
him to shreds in her state of madness. Thus, in the destructive climax of the tragedy, as
Foley observes, “the god alone remains spectator,” and it might be added that he is also
the choregos, who ultimately directs the action.>®* Only upon returning to Thebes with his
head in her hands, does Agave come to recognize Pentheus, after Cadmus asks, “whose
face then do you hold in your arms?” (tivo¢ tpocmmov ofjt év dykdloig Eyeig; 1277)
Thus, in yet another metatragic gesture, the point is emphatically underscored that the
only remains of Pentheus’ identity is his tragic mask, thus completing his transition from
spectator to spectacle.*

The Palace Miracle. An additional metatragic feature of the Bacchae is the palace
miracle that occurred in connection with Dionysus’ release from imprisonment.>® After

Pentheus had cast the stranger into prison, the chorus begins to call on the god to destroy

%2 On these lines, see Richard Seaford, “Pentheus’ Vision: Bacchae 918-22,” CQ 37 (1987): 76—
78. He argues that in contrast to later readers (e.g., Clement of Alexandria) who find this double vision to
be a symptom of drunkenness, it may rather be a reflection of the use of mirrors in Dionysiac initiations (on
Clement’s use of these lines, see § 8.2). This view of the Bacchae’s relationship with the mysteries is more
fully developed in Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama”; see § 1.3.2 below.

> Foley, Ritual Irony, at 212.

> Additional examples of spectators-in-the-text are discussed by Barrett in connection with the
two messengers, both of whom describe their own viewing of the maenads (“Pentheus and the Spectator in
Euripides’ Bacchae”).

% For this scene, Verrall, The Bacchants of Euripides, 26-30, 64-82; Segal, Dionysiac Poetics,
218-223; Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy, 276-86.
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the palace with earthquakes, lightning, and fire (582-603). While it is impossible to be
certain what stage effects may have been employed throughout this scene, clearly they
did not match the events as described. Thus, as the audience listens to the choral song,
they are made aware of the discrepancy between the words sung and the theatrical
realities. From their perspective, the miracles described by the chorus of maenads are
simulated by their dances.®® Certainly, an audience could reasonably be expected to
imagine the things described as actually taking place within the narrative world even
while the palace continued to stand unchanged as the theater’s background (skene).
There are, however, several ways in which Euripides emphasizes the illusory nature of
the miracles. After the supposed events, the Lydian maenads had fallen to the ground
from fear; Dionysus asserts, “you perceived, so it seems, the Bacchic one shaking the
house of Pentheus” (1j60ec0’, i¢ £ouce, Bakyiov dwatva&avtoc T odpa IevBémg, 605-
06). The potential discrepancy between seeming (¢ £owke) and reality underlies the
dialogue that follows. Dionysus proceeds to state that he had changed his own
appearance so that Pentheus perceived him as a bull (616-21) and adds not that the palace
was actually on fire but merely that Pentheus was “thinking the palace was on fire”
(dodpoat’ aibecbon dokdv, 624). His subsequent language calls his entire narrative
account into question: “next, Bromios, so it seems to me at least, I report my opinion,
made an apparition throughout the house” (k30 6 Bpopioc, m¢ &porye paivetar, d36Eav
Ay, eac’ émoinoev kot  avAV, 629-30). Thus, when Dionysus reports that “he
shattered the house to the ground” (dopat’ Eppnéev yopdle, 633) the audience recognizes

the deception, particularly when eight lines later Pentheus walks out of that very palace

% On this point, Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy, 279.
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and observes that the stranger “appears” (@aivn) to be standing “in front of my house”
(mpog oikoig Toig €poig, 646). In this scene, therefore, the distinction between narrative
and theatrical realities collapses before the audience’s eyes. Consequently, the scope of
Dionysus’ power is relocated, as Charles Segal observes, into “something that can
hypnotize us, the audience, into thinking that we can see something occur that has not in
fact occurred.” The god’s power is that “of illusionistic tragedy and of illusionistic
(mimetic) art generally to reveal divinity.”>’

These three aspects of the Bacchae’s metatragic effect relate in several salient
ways to its reception explored in this study. First, the question of the stranger’s identity
animates several subsequent readings and transformations of the myth. In one prominent
version of the myth, the stranger is in fact not the disguised god at all but merely his
devotee.®® H. J. Rose has theorized that this may have been a pre-Euripidean version of
the myth and that the conflation of the stranger and the god was in fact Euripides’
innovation.>® While literary evidence for the myth prior to Euripides is lacking, by the

second century BCE, both versions are attested and continue to be employed.

Consequently, in subsequent retellings of the myth, the stranger’s disguised identity

%" Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 220. Verrall interpreted this scene along similar lines: “[t]hus the
scene, the words and actions of it, is so arranged as to produce, and to put in the strongest possible light, a
contrast and contradiction between the story told by the prisoner and the facts which accompany it [...] The
broad effect of the scene is to show the adept as a most dangerous mixture of enthusiasm and fraud” (The
Bacchants of Euripides, 66-67, 81).

%8 The most important examples are Pacuvius’ Pentheus and Ovid’s Metamorphoses 3.511-733; on
these, see § 3.3.

*H. J. Rose, “Dionysiaca,” Aberystwyth Studies 4 (1922): 19-29, esp. 24-28. Rose’s theory has
received little attention, perhaps because there is insufficient evidence regarding the pre-Euripidean myth
of Pentheus. The Bacchae (and others of Euripides’ myths), however, are remarkably innovative of the
received tradition. Jennifer March has argued, for example, on the basis of artistic representations that
Euripides’ version was the first in which Pentheus went to Cithaeron disguised as a maenad rather than
leading an armed force and in which he is killed by his own mother (“Euripides’ Bakchai: A
Reconsideration”).

24



functions not only as a narrative problem but can signal a larger metaliterary
engagement.®® This ambiguity opens potentialities for numerous transformations, such
that, for example, for Horace the stranger becomes a Roman Stoic and for Clement of
Alexandria he becomes Jesus Christ.* Second, the breakdown of the distinction between
Pentheus as spectator and spectacle points to the potential dangers of seeing and
sensuality in the Dionysiac experience. If, as Aristotle observed, a central aim of tragedy
was to produce pleasure for its audience through pity and fear, then Pentheus’ failure to
achieve his desired pleasure in seeing what is painful suggests the limits both of tragedy
and of the Dionysiac experience. Under the influence especially of Plato, the Dionysiac
experience was radically reinterpreted. Within Platonism the language of Bacchic
ecstasy could be used to describe the ascent of the soul to philosophical enlightenment
while replacing its traditional sensuality with a spiritual mysticism (see § 5.3 on Philo).
In this context, readers of the Bacchae could appropriate its emphasis on “seeing” in a
manner that muted its sensuality in favor of purely spiritual vision, as Clement of
Alexandria does, for example, in describing initiation into Christian gnosis (8 8.4).
Finally, the illusory nature of the palace miracle as a theatrical event stands in contrast
with the subsequent history of this trope. Whereas the Bacchae’s audience could well
have perceived that the destruction of the palace was ultimately an aspect of Dionysus’
power of illusion, several later authors would present miraculous prison escapes as

authentications of true divine power, using the Bacchae as a point of reference.®?

% Here, “metaliterary” (or, the closely related term “metapoetic™) simply refers to presence of self-
reflexivity whereby an author comments on the processes of literary production.

°! These are discussed at length in §§ 3.4 and 8.4 respectively.

82 This is prominent in my discussions of Artapanus (§ 4.3), Acts (§ 6.3), and Origen (§ 7.3).
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1.3.2 THE BACCHAE AND DIONYSIAC RELIGION: ON PERILS AND RECONSTRUCTIONS

Every interpretation of the Bacchae must inevitably ask how the tragedy relates to
“actual” Dionysiac religion. The cult of Dionysus is of course central to the tragedy’s
subject matter. Throughout, one continuously finds cultic references that would have
readily evoked practices that were well-known to a fifth-century audience. Modern
scholars have therefore employed the Bacchae for two distinct yet interrelated questions,
which, as this study demonstrates, were also of interest to ancient readers: (i) what can
we learn about the nature of Dionysiac religion in fifth-century Athens? and (ii) what
does Euripides want to communicate about it? In spite of extensive scholarly attention,
little consensus has emerged. Regarding (ii), since antiquity Euripides had a reputation
as a rationalist, a foe of traditional religion. Indeed, prior to the production of the
Bacchae, Aristophanes had one of his characters charge, “now [Euripides] in his
tragedies has persuaded men that the gods do not exist (viv 8" ovtoc v taicty Tpaymdiog
To®V ToVC Bvdpag Gvoméneikey ovk givar Osovc, Thesm. 450-51). This reputation
persisted throughout antiquity and down into modern times.?®* The Bacchae’s place
within Euripides’ developing religious outlook, however, is much disputed—it has been

seen, on the one hand, as a last reiteration of his atheism and, on the other, as an

% On Euripides’ ancient reputation, see Mary R. Lefkowitz, “‘Impiety’ and ‘Atheism’ in
Euripides’ Dramas,” CQ 39 (1989): 70-82. This ancient view was reiterated by Nietzsche. In his view,
Euripides was a Socratic rationalist whose works sought to “expel the original and all-powerful Dionysiac
element from tragedy and to re-build tragedy in a new and pure form on the foundations of a non-Dionysiac
art, morality, and view of the world” (The Birth of Tragedy, 8§ 10-12, at 12). On Nietzsche’s view of
Euripides, see Silk and Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy, 258-62. In an important essay, E. R. Dodds questions
the characterization of Euripides as a rationalist, though without reference to Nietzsche. Dodds argues that
while the playwright may not have advocated for traditional modes of piety, his own view of reality was
nevertheless irrational, what Dodds labels “systematic irrationalism” (“Euripides the Irrationalist (A Paper
Read before the Classical Association, April 12, 1929),” CR 43 [1929]: 97-104 [at 103]).
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attempted repudiation of it.* This question has now long gone out of fashion—it is no
longer regarded as methodologically sound to probe an author’s beliefs nor is it seen to
be very interesting. Segal is undoubtedly correct that this is an “ultimately sterile
debate.”® Nevertheless, for ancient readers of the Bacchae, with whom this study is
concerned, Euripides’ status as philosopher and his alleged radical religious views, were
very relevant indeed.®®

Regarding (i)—the nature of Dionysiac religion—the Bacchae has posed
significant challenges both in terms of historical reconstructions and of methodologies for
construing myth and ritual. A key problem is that the evidence for much of the religious
practices reflected in the Bacchae is late (Hellenistic and Roman periods) and it is clear
that due to its popularity the tragedy itself influenced subsequent developments in
Dionysiac religion. This dynamic and reciprocal relation between the Bacchae and
Dionysiac religion demands great care in historical reconstruction. For the purposes of
this study, which focuses on the tragedy’s reception in the Hellenistic and Roman
periods, this dynamic interplay is of central importance.®’ In this section, therefore, |
highlight four aspects of Dionysiac religion in the Bacchae that are especially relevant to
the ancient readers analyzed in subsequent chapters: violence and sacrifice, maenadism,

mysteries, and prophecy. In each case, | attend briefly to the social and literary context

% The latter—the theory of recantation—was adopted by Nietzsche, though he regarded it to be
half-hearted and unsuccessful (The Birth of Tragedy, 8 12). Verrall argued for the former (The Bacchants
of Euripides, esp. 10-13). For a discussion of the interpretive issues involved in these divergent
conclusions, see Winnington-Ingram, Euripides and Dionysus, 1-13.

% Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 375. Leinieks similarly writes, “[t]he question, whether Euripides
believed in the gods or not, is largely irrelevant” (The City of Dionysos, 40).

® That, e.g., both Clement (Strom. 5.11.70.2) and Origen (Cels. 4.77) refer to Euripides as “the
philosopher of the stage” reflects the importance of this reputation in his ancient reception.

% For a discussion of methodological issues in Roman religion that emphasizes the interactive and
reciprocal relationship between ritual and text, see Jorg Riipke, “Acta aut agenda: Relations of Script and
Performance,” in Rituals in Ink, 23-43.
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of the fifth century and then observe how the tragedy relates to the broader history of
Dionysiac religion and the ways in which this shapes its use by ancient readers.
Violence and Sacrifice. As discussed above (8 1.2.2), Greek tragedy has been
variously theorized as originating with sacrificial rituals of Dionysus. The question of
tragic origins continues to be much debated by scholars; moreover, it is not clear that
even if this could be established it would significantly illuminate the meaning of tragedy
in the fifth century. Within this historical problematic, the Bacchae functions as an
important test case. The killing of Pentheus is clearly presented by Euripides on the
pattern of a ritual sacrifice. As Bernd Seidensticker’s analysis demonstrates, many
details of the preparation for and execution of Pentheus’ death closely parallel well-
established cultic procedures.®® Such observations have led to various theories of
violence and Dionysiac religion. Girard, for example, takes the Bacchae as evidence for
his theory of the origin of religion in the containment of violence through its
institutionalization: “[t]he Euripidean version of the myth emphasizes the spontaneous
aspect of the ritualistic proceedings and thus affords us a fleeting glimpse—or at least a
strong intimation—of a real relationship between the rite and a past event, grounded in
fact and partially reconstituted by the dramatist.”®® This interpretation of the violent
killing of Pentheus in the Bacchae is flawed on several grounds. On the one hand,
Girard’s characterization of Dionysus’ fundamental nature as “the god of decisive mob

action,” for whom the connection with fertility, wine, and revelry is merely secondary is,

®8 Bernd Seidensticker, “Sacrificial Ritual in the Bacchae,” in Arktouros: Hellenic Studies
Presented to Bernard M. W. Knox on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday (ed. Glen W. Bowersock, Walter
Burkert, and Michael C. J. Putnam; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1980), 181-90; see also, Foley, Ritual Irony, 208—
18.

% Girard, Violence and the Sacred, 119-42 on the Bacchae (at 131).
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as Albert Henrichs notes, an arbitrary construction (see also § 1.2.2 above).”® Moreover,
such an approach to the death of Pentheus fails adequately to attend to the Bacchae’s
literary context. As Foley’s study of Euripides’ wider work has shown, sacrificial ritual
provided him with “a kind of grammar of procedural terms to articulate in a compressed
and symbolic form the nature of the relations of men in the community and of men to the
larger world of animals and gods around them.”’* Consequently, it is methodologically
problematic to reify sacrifices in tragedy as commemorations of actual violence."

A more promising approach to the mythological killing of Pentheus and its
connection with historical instances of human sacrifice to Dionysus is provided by Maria
Daraki.”® She argues that this myth functions as part of a wider civic discourse by
illustrating the consequences of the breakdown of established ritual practice. In Greek
society, men, rather than women, were supposed to perform sacrifice, and thus Agave’s
killing of her own child exemplifies the worst sort of human sacrifice that can result from
the violation of traditional sacrificial procedures.’* Therefore, to construe this act of
violence as evidence of a distant “historical” event, as Girard does, overlooks this

important function of the narrative. Girard’s approach to Greek tragedy, however, has

" Ibid., 132-36 (at 134); Henrichs, “Loss of Self, Suffering, Violence,” 232-34.

™ Foley, Ritual Irony, at 39.

"2 In addition to violence connected with sacrifice, violation against kinship and reciprocal
relationships, as Elizabeth Belfiore’s study has shown, is a central feature of the entire literary genre of
tragedy (Murder among Friends: Violation of Philia in Greek Tragedy [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000]).

"8 Maria Daraki, “Aspects du sacrifice dionysiaque,” RHR 197 (1980): 131-57. In a famous
example reported by Plutarch (Them. 13), in obedience to a prophecy Themistocles sacrificed Persian
prisoners to Dionysus at Salamis; on this see 135-39.

™ Ibid., 135-43. For a recent discussion of sacrifice to Dionysus, see Stella Georgoudi,
“Sacrificing to Dionysos: Regular and Particular Rituals,” in A Different God, 47-60. Her analysis of a
sacrifice to Dionysus Anthroporrhaistes practiced at Tenedos demonstrates the difficulty in interpreting the
significance of the sacrificial victim. In this case, some scholars have taken the animal victim to be a
substitution for human sacrifice; others see it as representing the god’s own suffering. Georgoudi disputes
both explanations.
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interesting analogues among ancient readers. As this study will demonstrate, several
ancient critics of Greek culture and its religion employ the violence narrated in tragedy as
direct evidence for the inherent moral flaws of polytheism. Such reified readings of
tragedy serve as effective tools in religious polemic, so as to demonstrate, for instance,
that “pagans” engaged in child sacrifice and cannibalism.”

Maenadism. A second important aspect of Dionysiac religion in the Bacchae is
maenadism. Here again there is a strong contrast between its presentation in Euripides’
myth and its actual practice in Greek society.”® In the former, the women of Thebes
were, at least in Pentheus’ view, subversive of established familial and political
hierarchies and they in fact ultimately brought about the fall of his royal house. By
contrast, the historical evidence of maenadism suggests that maenadic cults were
instituted and recognized in various Greek cities by the civic authorities. Although it is
difficult to assess the nature of maenadism in Athens during Euripides’ lifetime because
the evidence for it is almost exclusively from the Hellenistic and Roman periods, it is
seems certain that the irrational violence and subversion of maenads in the Bacchae

would not have resembled any known expression of this cult in antiquity.”” This contrast

" Such uses of tragedy are discussed in my analyses of the Wisdom of Solomon and Clement of
Alexandria; see 88 4.2 and 8.3.

8 Valuable studies of historical maenadism include Albert Henrichs, “Greek Maenadism from
Olympias to Messalina,” HSCP 82 (1978): 121-60; Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman
Religion I: Ter Unus: Isis, Dionysos, Hermes, Three Studies in Henotheism (Studies in Greek and Roman
Religion 6; Leiden: Brill, 1990), 137-50; Barbara E. Goff, Citizen Bacchae: Women'’s Ritual Practice in
Ancient Greece (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 213-16, 271-88.

" As Versnel observes, “[t]hough Dionysus is an ambivalent god, his thiasoi were not generally
distrusted as a danger for the city. Like their god they belong to routinized religion” (Inconsistencies, 157);
see also Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 38.
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between myth and ritual provides a space within which Euripides’ image of the maenad
could subsequently be redeployed and modified in various directions.”

Mysteries. By contrast to sacrifice and maenadism, references to Dionysiac
mystery initiation in the Bacchae, due to its required secrecy, are much less explicit.
Mystery cults were prominent in the Greco-Roman world throughout antiquity.”® In
general, they consisted in secret rites and sacred formulae (hieroi logoi) in which initiates
participated but were forbidden to reveal subsequently to outsiders. Dionysiac mysteries
became particularly popular during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, although it is now
generally accepted that they also were practiced in Classical Greece.®’ In his important
article, “Dionysiac Drama and Dionysiac Mysteries,” Richard Seaford argues that the
Bacchae contains several features that may derive from the hieroi logoi of the Dionysiac
mysteries.®* On his reading, “the experiences of Pentheus seem to express the subjective
aspect of initiation, the ignorance, fear and confusion of the initiand.”® Thus, the desire
of the initiate to achieve enlightenment through ritual initiation is reflected in Pentheus’
desire to see the Bacchic rites. In initiation rites, various aspects of knowledge were

communicated with perplexing riddles, not unlike the words spoken to Pentheus by the

" Euripidean maenads are variously evoked and transformed by Theocritus (§ 2.3), Dio
Chrysostom (8§ 2.4) and Clement (88.3). Philo alludes to maenadism generally (85.3).

™ On mystery cults generally, see Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1987); Albert Henrichs, “‘Hieroi Logoi’ and ‘Hierai Bibloi’: The (Un)Written
Margins of the Sacred in Ancient Greece,” HSCP 101 (2003): 207—66.

8 On the Dionysiac mysteries, see Martin P. Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries of the Hellenistic and
Roman Age (Lund: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1957); Walter Burkert, “Bacchic Teletai in the Hellenistic Age,” in
Masks of Dionysus, 259-75; Versnel, Inconsistencies, 150-55. Whereas earlier scholarship viewed
Dionysiac mysteries as originating in the Hellenistic period, a new consensus has emerged, as Burkert
writes, “the question about Bacchic mysteries in the Hellenistic age cannot be that of invention but only of
transformation” (“Bacchic Teletai,” 260). Leinieks maintains, however, that Dionysiac mysteries did not
exist in Athens during the fifth century (The City of Dionysos, 123-52).

8 |n this sense, he regards the Bacchae’s relationship with Dionysiac mysteries as analogous to
that of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter with the Eleusinian Mysteries.

8 Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama,” at 257.

31



stranger in the Bacchae (e.g., 472, 474, 477-80).%% Pentheus’ transvestitism also parallels
certain gender reversals that accompanied initiations.®* Moreover, his costume is
described as a funerary garb (Bacch. 857-58), which reflects the important conception of
initiation as a ritualized death and rebirth. Thus, the conflictive experience of the initiate
in facing fear and death while at the same time entering into divine life is well captured
by the narrative. The obvious difference, of course, is that Pentheus’ opposition to the
god and consequent self-destruction functions as the antithesis to the initiate’s
enlightenment. A central interest in the Dionysiac mysteries and one which is prominent
in several of the readings of the Bacchae explored in this study centered on one’s
condition in the afterlife secured through ritualized death.®

Prophecy. A final aspect of religion in the Bacchae and one that has received
somewhat less attention is Euripides’ presentation of Dionysiac prophecy. In the speech
of Teiresias (266-327), the prophet delivers a defense of the god before Pentheus in a
manner that clearly employs modes of rhetoric and argumentation common to Euripides’
contemporary intellectuals.*® Among Dionysus’ benefactions enumerated by Teiresias is
that he inspires prophecy; Teiresias declares both that the god is a prophet and that his
madness provides mantic power (298-301). This passage and the nature of Dionysiac

prophecy are discussed in greater detail in a later chapter (§ 6.4.2). Here it is sufficient to

% Ibid., 253-55.

* Ibid., 258.

# On the importance of the afterlife in the Dionysiac mysteries, see above on the gold leaves from
Pelinna (8§ 1.3.1); also Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 116-32; Seaford, “Immortality, Salvation, and the
Elements,” 1-26, esp. 4-9; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 21-23; Fritz Graf and Sarah Iles Johnston,
Ritual Texts for the Afterlife: Orpheus and the Bacchic Gold Tablets (2d ed.; London: Routledge, 2013),
94-136. Passages from the Bacchae are quoted by Horace, Plutarch, and Clement as relevant to their own
discussions of death, virtue, and piety; see 88 3.4, 3.5, and 8.4.

8 For a discussion of the influence of the sophistic movement in the Bacchae, see Roux, Euripide,
Les Bacchantes I: introduction, texte et traduction, 43-55.
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observe that Teiresias’ claims for Dionysus’ prophetic powers pose a series of questions
that recur throughout antiquity regarding the nature of Dionysiac inspiration and, in
particular, whether it entails a repudiation of rationality (e.g., drunkenness).®’
Throughout the Bacchae, Euripides challenges established conceptions of Dionysiac
mania, particularly its opposition with sophrosyne. In keeping with this reevaluation in
the tragedy, Dionysiac madness and possession will subsequently be understood in
various ways; some will connect it with poetic inspiration, others with wine-induced
prophecy.®

In sum: many of the debates in modern scholarship regarding the Bacchae’s
relationship with Dionysiac religion are closely connected with the play’s ancient
reception. A reader’s interpretation and application of the Bacchae potentially reveal a
great deal about his or her experience of and attitude toward the religion. At the same
time, however, it is important to observe that over the course of antiquity the symbols of
Dionysiac religion became imbedded within the cultural fabric of the Greco-Roman
world. Consequently, references to its mythology and cult need not reflect deeply held
positions for or against it. This is well illustrated by Katherine Dunbabin’s study of
Roman floor mosaics. She observes that the religious subjects represented on these

mosaics reflect wider cultural developments, in which “[m]ythology itself seems to have

8 1t has often been observed that the sophistic content of Teiresias’ speech stands in ironic
contrast with what would be expected from a fifth-century prophet. As Paul Roth argues, however, this
may reflect the assumptions of a modern audience more than an ancient one (“Teiresias as Mantis and
Intellectual in Euripides’ Bacchae,” TAPA 114 [1984]: 59-69). He identifies several fifth-century prophets
who also employ sophistic discourse.

8 On the former, see § 3.4.1 on Horace; on the latter, see § 6.4.2 on Acts.
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degenerated into a source-book of familiar motifs.”® Among the traditional deities
represented, Dionysus was second only to Venus in popularity, and a variety of
Dionysiac iconographic tropes appear in the mosaics. As Dunbabin observes, however,
“[sJuch works cannot be taken as providing any evidence that either the patron or the
mosaicist regarded Dionysus primarily as an object of worship, was interested in the
details of his cult, or wished the mosaic to serve any function beyond that of pleasing the
eye.”® Thus, similarly, while some ancient readers clearly encountered the Bacchae
within the context of profound religious commitments or ideological struggles, for others,
its poetry may have represented something more akin to what Dunbabin finds in

Dionysiac iconography: “a half-comprehended motif almost devoid of significance.”*!

1.3.3 THE BACCHAE AND PoLITICS: A GOD OF CONFLICTING IDENTITIES

As discussed above, Greek tragedy served as an important venue for civic
discourse in which Athenian values could be both celebrated and problematized. In
keeping with this, the Bacchae touches on several issues of great importance to Athens at
the close of the fifth century. In this section, I highlight two of these that become
particularly important in subsequent eras, namely, questions of ethnic identity and of

political tyranny and liberation.

8 Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, The Mosaics of Roman North Africa: Studies in Iconography and
Patronage (Oxford Monographs on Classical Archaeology; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), at 44.

% |bid., 173-87 (at 174).

°! 1bid., 181.
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One of Dionysus’ distinctive ambiguities is his ethnicity. In mythology and ritual
he is consistently represented as barbarian, foreign to Greece.”” Consequently, prior to
the discovery Dionysus’ name in the Linear B tablets from the Bronze Age, scholars
generally assumed that he was in fact a late addition to Greek religion.*® That Dionysus
iIs in fact “indigenous” to Greece highlights the significance of his “foreign” status in
myth. This tension is central to the Bacchae, where Pentheus rejects the god’s cult as
barbarian because he refuses to recognize that the god’s mother is Theban. Henk Versnel
suggests that Euripides employs this ambiguity as a means of exploring religious tensions
within contemporary Athens. He observes that in fifth-century Athens, one could be
prosecuted for impiety in connection with introducing new or foreign gods.** The most

1. There are, however, several additional

famous example of this is Socrates’ tria
instances of “foreign gods” that were introduced into Athens during the fifth century,
many of which involved ecstatic rituals.®® As Versnel argues, the disconnect between the
actual Athenian practice of Dionysiac religion and the excess, violence, and subversion
with which it is portrayed in the Bacchae is in part the result of Euripides’ projection of

these aspects onto invading foreign cults: “By staging Dionysos as a foreign, new god,

introduced by a foreign and doubtful prophet and worshipped by an unmistakably

% In the Anthesteria, for example, Dionysus’ image was escorted into Athens on a wheeled ship
representing his arrival from overseas. As Pickard-Cambridge notes, however, this may reflect either his
original arrival or his return (The Dramatic Festivals of Athens, 12-13).

% In 1910, for example, Verrall could write, “[a]ccording to the legend, which to this extent may
safely be accepted as historical, this orgiastic religion was introduced into Greece and specially into Delphi,
at a time comparatively recent” (The Bacchants of Euripides, 3). On Dionysus in the Bronze Age, see
Kerényi, Dionysos, 5-28; Burkert, “Dionysos—,different’,” 15-16.

% Versnel, Inconsistencies, 96-205; Versnel, “Heis Dionysos!,” 40-46. For a broader discussion
of the processes whereby new gods were introduced into Athens, see Robert Garland, Introducing New
Gods: The Politics of Athenian Religion (London: Duckworth, 1992), esp. 160—61 on the Bacchae.

% On this trial, see Garland, Introducing New Gods, 136-51.

% Versnel, Inconsistencies, 102-31. These include cults of Adonis, Cybele, Bendis, Kotys,
Sabiazius, and Isodaites; see also Dodds, Euripides, Bacchae, xx—xxv.
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sectarian movement, Euripides intentionally blurred the comfortable distinctions between
the solid foundations of institutional religion and the deviant sects on the margin of
Athenian society.”®’ The Bacchae’s fictionalized construction of a religious other within
the context of fifth-century Athens anticipates the ways in which it is reused by several
subsequent readers explored in this study.

The Bacchae’s treatment of the conflict between a foreign god and the state
relates closely with the theme of political tyranny and liberation. As observed above,
Euripides’ narrative exploits the interplay between various types of Dionysiac liberation
(lusis). Moreover, in Athens Dionysus was closely connected in various ways to the
democratic ideal because he was a god who leveled distinctions of class and gender.
Consequently, the destruction of the royal house resulting from his arrival at Thebes can
naturally be understood as a celebration of the ideals of Athenian democracy. Such a
reading of the Bacchae must also be juxtaposed with another aspect of the narrative,
however. Versnel observes that Euripides’ Dionysus anticipates the gods of the
Hellenistic era, “who cherished essentially greater ambitions than any of the traditional
Greek gods and whose arrival was accompanied by a radically novel religious
mentality.”®® Thus, while Dionysus does indeed overthrow the tyrant, he also exhibits a
sort of totalizing and universal claim that anticipates his role within the Hellenistic
period, in which he became a favorite patron of the Ptolemaic emperors. Within imperial

ideology, Dionysus’ role as political liberator and symbol of democracy is supplanted by

" Versnel, Inconsistencies, 189; see also Hall, Inventing the Barbarian, 151-53, 167-68.
% Versnel, Inconsistencies, 189; see also Dodds, Euripides, Bacchae, xx.
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that of universal conqueror. This inherent tension in Dionysus is revisited at various

points in antiquity both by advocates and critics of imperial rule.”

1.4 EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE, RELIGIOUS IDENTITY, AND LITERARY RECEPTION

1.4.1 HYBRIDITY DIVINE: IDENTIFYING WITH DIONYSUS

This study, like the play that is its subject, explores the complex phenomena of
constructing religious identity amidst social transformation and upheaval. Audiences and
readers throughout antiquity encountered Euripides’ Bacchae in a remarkably wide array
of geographical, political, and religious contexts. Thus, the various ways in which this
tragedy is interpreted, imitated, translated, excerpted, and debated provide important
insights into the self-definition and ideology of those who employ it. As a play about the
mythology and cult of Dionysus, the Bacchae is an especially striking text around which
religious and political identities were negotiated, especially given that the god himself
embodies a range of ambiguities. It is particularly interesting to observe who wishes to
identify with Dionysus and for what purposes. As we shall see throughout this study,
beginning in the Hellenistic period emperors (and aspiring emperors) associated with the
god, some adopting the title the “New Dionysus.” This epithet could symbolize universal
power and also reflect Dionysiac practices of sensuality. In Rome, Dionysus’ role as an
imperial deity was complicated by the conflict between Antony and Octavian, where the
former identified with Dionysus and the latter with Apollo. Within this political and

religious context, Jewish and Christian interactions with Dionysus take on heightened

% For discussions of place of Dionysus within both the propaganda and criticism of empires, see
the discussions of Alexandria (§ 2.2), Rome (83.2), and Philo (85.2).
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urgency. Both Yahweh and Jesus and their respective cults were conflated with Dionysus
by various Greco-Roman (and modern scholarly) observers, a fact which motivated
several Jewish and Christian writers to assert their religious difference.’® In view of this
political and religious landscape, when Jews and Christians living under Greek and
Roman imperial rule reflect on the god Dionysus, it is often amidst conflict in the
maintenance of their own religious commitments.

The importance of empire as a matrix within which cultural and religious
identities were constructed and negotiated in antiquity has featured prominently in some
recent scholarship. The influence of “postcolonial” criticism is increasingly taking hold
in the various disciplines represented in this study, evidenced by a growing number of
publications. Within classics, for example, a collection essays edited by Simon Goldhill
explores the range of ways in which Greeks represented themselves over against the
Roman Empire.’®* This volume demonstrates the scope of the influence of the Roman
Empire upon Greek life and its role in shaping Greek cultural identities, which were
formed in the intermediate spaces between Greek, barbarian, and Roman. In a recent
study of Judaism in the Seleucid Empire, Anathea Portier-Young has made similar
observations. She writes that “asserting and (re)defining particular Jewish identity as
distinct and separate from Hellenistic ‘culture” and identity emerges most strongly as a
response to perceptions of threat originating with the Hellenistic imperial powers and

those who support them.”'% Her study demonstrates in particular the importance of this

1% These are discussed below in §§ 4.1.1 and 6.1.1 respectively.

191 Simon Goldhill, ed., Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the
Development of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

192 Anathea Portier-Young, Apocalypse against Empire: Theologies of Resistance in Early
Judaism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2011), 107-14 (at 113).
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perspective in the development of apocalyptic literature. Likewise in the New Testament,
Stephen Moore employs a postcolonial analysis of the Book of Revelation.'®® He
observes that “Revelation, though passionately resistant to Roman imperial ideology,
paradoxically and persistently reinscribes its terms,” by employing imperial metaphors as
a primary source of its theological imagination.’®* Regarding the appropriation of Greek
philosophy by Christians in the Roman world, Sara Parvis writes of Justin Martyr that his
dual identity “undermines the purity of difference and therefore its authority.”
Consequently, he is “a subversive danger to both Christian orthodoxy and pure
Hellenism.”%

Several insights from postcolonial theory will be relevant throughout this study.
In the cultural encounters under empire, there are various modes of resistance and
accommodation. Within this process, religious and political identities are negotiated
often through a characterization of the other. The results can be described by what Homi
Bhabha calls “the hybrid moment of political change. Here the transformational value of
change lies in the rearticulation, or translation, of elements that are neither the One [...]
nor the Other [...] but something else besides, which contests the terms and territories of
both.”% Thus, identity emerges through a “Third Space,” in which “[c]ultures are never
unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in relation of Self to Other.”®" This study

explores the ways in which Dionysus functions in antiquity as a powerful symbol of such

193 Stephen D. Moore, Empire and Apocalpyse: Postcolonialism and the New Testament (The
Bible in the Modern World 12; Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 97-121.

% Ibid., at 118.

1% Rebecca Lyman, “Justin and Hellenism: Some Postcolonial Perspectives,” in Justin Martyr and
His Worlds (ed. Sara Parvis and Paul Foster; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 160-68 (at 165).

1% Homi K. Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,” in The Location of Culture (London:
Routledge, 1994), 28-56 (at 41).

7 Ipid., 52.
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hybridity; his distinctive ambiguities create a space for interrogating and articulating

cultural change and conflict.

1.4.2 LITERARY (DIF)FUSIONS: CLASSICAL TEXTS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITIES
Alongside Dionysus, his cult, and mythology, this study explores the role of
“classical” literature as a locus of cultural interaction and contestation. Along with other
ancient poets, the works of Euripides belonged to an established corpus that served as the
basis of Hellenistic heritage and education (paideia). Very early on, they acquired the
status of classics and remained so throughout antiquity and down to the present. This
study attends to the concerns of authors in subsequent eras with negotiating their own
positions vis-a-vis this literary tradition. The Hellenistic poets of Alexandria worked
under the shadow of the Alexandrian Library, which embodied the cultural value of
classical literature; yet at the same time these poets innovatively developed new modes of
literary expression. Roman poets were similarly heirs of Greek models, including the
Bacchae, which was translated into Latin; yet they transformed these into distinctively
Roman products. Greek-speaking Jews similarly adapted Greek literary forms: in
addition to the translation of Hebrew Scripture, they produced much literature in Greek
that incorporated classical models. Christian writers also responded to and adapted
Greek literature: their narratives share in Greek prose genres while at the same time
developing them in new directions. Moreover, writers such as Clement and Origen

engaged directly in debates over the meaning and application classical texts.
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1.4.3 INNOVATOR, PHILOSOPHER, AND ATHEIST: THE ANCIENT RECEPTION OF EURIPIDES

Among ancient poets, Euripides’ popularity in antiquity was second only to that
of Homer.'®® His tragedies, however, evoked diverse responses. In his own lifetime, he
does not seem to have reached the status of Aeschylus or Sophocles; on the basis of his
success rate in the tragic competitions, for example, he lagged far behind, winning only
four times out of some 22 entries.’® Aristophanes’ comedies reveal a critical distaste for
Euripides for, among other things, his novelty of style, his sophistry, and his religious
views (see § 1.3.2 above).™® Moreover, Aristotle preferred Sophocles: he identified
Euripides as the “most tragic” of poets but he was highly critical of Euripidean plots for
their recourse to a deus ex machina (Poetics 15). Nevertheless, already in the fourth
century, Euripides’ popularity began to outstrip the other tragedians. An important
turning point in the reception of fifth-century tragedy in general came in 386 BCE when
revivals of old plays were incorporated into the Great Dionysia in Athens. This provided
an initial impetus for the establishment of a “classical canon” of Attic tragedy.

Subsequently, in the 330’s or 320’s Lycurgus established official state texts of the extant

1% On Euripides’ ancient reception, see H. Funke, “Euripides,” JAC 8/9 (1965-1966): 233-79;
Heinrich Kuch, “Zur Euripides-Rezeption im Hellenismus,” Klio 60 (1978): 191-202; Patricia E.
Easterling, “From Repertoire to Canon,” in The Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy (ed. Patricia E.
Easterling; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 211-27; David Kovacs, “Text and
Transmission,” in A Companion to Greek Tragedy (ed. Justina Gregory; Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 379-93;
Donald J. Mastronarde, The Art of Euripides: Dramatic Technique and Social Context (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 1-9.

109 See Kuch, “Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 196-97. Aeschylus and Sophocles, by contrast, were
both successful in more than half of their entries; see Pickard-Cambridge, The Dramatic Festivals of
Athens, 98-99. That his plays were repeatedly selected for competition is, however, a sign of their high
estimation.

110 See Mastronarde, The Art of Euripides, 2.
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works of the three great tragedians in Athens’ public archive.'** The evidence for which
tragedies were revived in the fourth century is very limited; there is, however, an
inscription (IG 112 2319-23) indicating that Euripides’ plays were performed for three
consecutive years (341-39 BCE).™? In addition to Athens, in the fourth century
Euripides’ plays were performed in other cities around the Greek-speaking world.*** His
popularity continued well beyond the fourth century. With the construction of theaters
throughout the Mediterranean world, performances of his plays became widely
accessible, including, as we shall see, to both Jews and Christians (see 88 4.1.2 and
6.1.2), and at Rome, where several of his plays were translated (§ 3.3).***

The restaging of classical dramas potentially involved metatragic significance.
As Kuch argues, for example, the production of Euripides’ Orestes in 340 BCE
functioned to connect the current political decline of Athens with that at the play’s first
staging in 408 BCE.'> As in the closing years of the Peloponnesian War, so again

Athens’ survival was in jeopardy, this time by the threat of Macedonia. Thus, the

Athenian audience of 340 BCE might recognize the similarity of their current straits both

11 gebastiana Nervegna, “Staging Scenes or Plays? Theatrical Revivals of ‘Old’ Greek Drama in
Antiquity,” ZPE 162 (2007): 14-42, esp. 15-18; Pickard-Cambridge, The Dramatic Festivals of Athens,
99-100.

112 On this, see Pickard-Cambridge, The Dramatic Festivals of Athens, 107—111; Kovacs, “Text
and Transmission,” 381-83.

13 Ruch, “Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 193.

114 For a standard treatment of the history of ancient theater, see Margarete Bieber, The History of
the Greek and Roman Theater (2d ed.; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961). For a recent analysis
of the evidence for the reproduction of classical plays in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, see Nervegna,
“Staging Scenes or Plays.” She argues in particular against the widespread scholarly view that these plays
were increasingly performed in extracted forms. Euripides’ influence is found in the development of
drama, both tragedy and comedy; on his influence on Menander, see John R. Porter, “Euripides and
Menander: Epitrepontes, Act IV,” in Euripides and Tragic Theatre in the Late Fifth Century (ed. Martin
Cropp, Kevin Lee, and David Sansone; ICS 24-25; Champaign, Ill.: Stipes, 1999-2000), 157-81. In
addition, non-dramatic poetry was influenced by Euripides; see Kuch, “Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 194-96.

115 Kuch, “Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 191.
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to 408 BCE and to the mythological narrative; in the latter the self-destruction of
civilization was averted only by the appearance of Apollo deus ex machina.'*®

The manuscript tradition also testifies to Euripides’ popularity; in contrast to
Aeschylus and Sophocles, two separate collections of Euripides’ plays survive from
antiquity and thus we have eighteen complete tragedies of Euripides compared with
seven each of Aeschylus and Sophocles.**” Moreover, the number of surviving papyri of
Euripides is significantly greater than the others.*® The frequency of Euripides among
the papyri is due in part, as Rafaella Cribiore suggests, to his popularity as a school text
and also his use in rhetorical training."*® Euripides’ poetry was also prominent in
anthologies and viewed as a valuable source of gnomic wisdom.*® Dio Chrysostom’s
advice to the aspiring orator well captures the ancient attitude toward Euripides:

1 1¢ Evpunidov mpocnvela kol mhovotng Tod HEV Tpayikod AvacTiUATog Kol

AE1ONATOG TUYOV OVK AV TEAEMG EPIKVOTTO, TOMTIKGD & AvOpi ThvL MEEALLOG, ETL

0¢ NN kai AN devdg TANPAGAL, KOl YVOUAG TPOG ATOVTO OQEATLOVGS

Katapiyvuct Tolg Tompacty, dte Aocoeiag ok dmelpog dv.

Although the smoothness and persuasiveness of Euripides may not happen to

reach completely the most worthy condition of tragic majesty, it is nevertheless
entirely useful to the political man; he is clever at filling his works with characters

118 For a discussion of other similar reactualizations of tragic scenes in connection with historical
events, see esp. Easterling, “From Repertoire to Canon,” 218-24. Several examples in the Roman context
are discussed below; see 8§ 3.3; also Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 91-101.

Y71 ike other tragedians, Euripides’ plays were transmitted through the Byzantine period in a
“Select” edition (ten plays), fixed perhaps around 200 CE and used as a school text. In addition, Euripides’
plays also survive in an alphabetical collection. On the transmission of Euripides, see esp. Glnther Zuntz,
An Inquiry into the Transmission of the Plays of Euripides (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1965); Kovacs, “Text and Transmission,” 383-87.

118 Kuch enumerates 75 for Euripides, 28 for Aeschylus, and 21 for Sophocles (“Zur Euripides-
Rezeption,” 196).

119 Raffaella Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 198-99. “The papyri generally show that members of the
cultivated public were very fond of Euripides; they read Aeschylus rarely, and Sophocles even more
infrequently. School papyri confirm this, showing an absolute preference for Euripides and only two
excerpts dated to the Ptolemaic period from Aeschylus’s tragedies” (198).

120 5ee Mastronarde, The Art of Euripides, 6-9. The importance of gnomic anthologies is
discussed in connection with Clement (§ 8.2).
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and experiences and he mixes gnomic wisdom into his poetry that is useful for all
occasions, being that he is not inexperienced in philosophy. (Or. 18.7)

Dio’s comments reveal a range of factors contributing to Euripides’ widespread
appeal.121 Kuch proposes that the growth of his plays’ popularity beyond the fifth
century may be because they express views that anticipated those of the Hellenistic
world.*?? In addition, as mentioned above and underscored here by Dio, Euripides was
known for being a philosophical playwright. Given this reputation, philosophical debates
over the meaning and application of his poetry are particularly interesting. John Dillon,
for example, traces the dispute over the meaning of Medea 1078-79, which presents the
internal struggle between the heroine’s rationality and her passions.’*® He observes the
various ways in which this passage was employed “as a proof text in philosophical
discussion of psychology, ethics, and the problem of free will and determinism down
through later antiquity.”*** In sum, the plays of Euripides were encountered extensively
throughout antiquity: they were often restaged both in Greek and Latin; moreover, they

were read widely in education, quoted by orators, and debated by philosophers.®

2L Dio’s own use of the Bacchae is discussed below in § 2.4.3.

122 Kuch mentions, for example, that the Euripides’ plays were less tied to polis-society and more
in keeping with the cosmopolitan outlook of the Hellenistic age (“Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 197-202).

2 ol povOave pév ola Tolmonm kakd, Bopdg 88 kpeioowv Tdv udv PovAsvpdtov, “indeed,
while I understand the extent of the evils I shall dare to perform, my passion is stronger than my counsels.

124 John M. Dillon, “Medea among the Philosophers,” in Medea: Essays on Medea in Myth,
Literature, Philosophy, and Art (ed. James Joseph Clauss and Sarah Iles Johnston; Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 211-28 (at 217).

125 Kuch concludes, “[d]ie Tragodie des Euripides 1Bt sich in besonderem Mafe als ein
‘historisches Produkt’ ansehen, das in das lebendige literarische Schaffen der jeweiligen Epochen
eingegangen ist, und zugleich als ein ‘produktives Moment’ der jeweils gegenwartigen Kultur, ‘das in der
Geschichte wurzelt.” In dieser Weise hat die Euripideische Tragddie die antike Literatur vielfaltig
befruchtet, ja hat sie die Weltliteratur bereichert bis in unsere Zeit” (“Zur Euripides-Rezeption,” 201-02).
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1.4.4 THE BACCHAE’S ANCIENT AUDIENCE

In addition to Euripides’ general status in antiquity, the Bacchae’s popularity in
particular is also well attested.*?® The aim of this study is not the production of an
exhaustive catalogue of quotations from and references to the Bacchae; rather, the
individual examples explored in each chapter represent a limited selection (see § 1.5
below for a summary). In addition to these detailed studies, a brief survey here will
function to illustrate the extent of the interest in this play throughout antiquity. On the
one hand, the Bacchae inspired and influenced subsequent retellings of the myth of
Pentheus; it was translated into Latin drama by Accius and adapted for epic by Ovid
(Metam. 5.513-733) and Nonnus (Dion. 44-46)."*" On the other hand, the Bacchae was
read, performed, quoted, and studied in a wide array of settings, from the mundane to the
momentous. For example, an epigram of Callimachus complains of the frequency with
which school children quote from the play (Pfeiffer 48).22 Moreover, in an amusing
anecdote, Lucian reports that the Cynic Demetrius (first century CE) encountered in
Corinth “an illiterate man reading a beautiful volume” (dnaidevtov Tiva BifAiov
KaAAoTov avayryviokovtoa) of the Bacchae. At the scene of the rending of Pentheus,
Demetrius “snatched the book and tore it apart, saying, ‘it is better for Pentheus to suffer

299

sparagmos once by me than frequently by you’” (dpndcoag diéomacev avto eindyv,
‘Guewvov ot @ IevOel dna omapaydijvar K™ Epod f Vo 6o ToAldkig,” Ind. 19).

According to Dio Cassius, Nero may have sung extracts from the play accompanied by

126 On the reception and transmission of the play, see Roux, Euripide, Les Bacchantes I, 72-77;
Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae, 52-54; Zuntz, An Inquiry, 110-25.

127 The myth of Pentheus is also mentioned by Ps.-Apollodorus (3.5.2), Ps.-Hyginus (Fab. 184),
and Pausanias (1.20.3, 2.2.7, 9.5.4).

128 This is quoted in § 2.2 below.
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the kithara (61.20).*° A performance of part of the Bacchae is attributed to a significant
historical event. According to Plutarch, when the severed head of Crassus was brought to
the kings of Parthia and Artashat, they were enjoying a production of the Bacchae.
Jason, an actor, employed it as a prop for Pentheus’ head in his role as Agave and recited
Bacchae 1169-71.*° In addition, as suggested by Dio’s remarks quoted above, the
Bacchae was studied by orators. For example, in his third-century CE treatise, the Art of
Rhetoric, Aspines of Gadara employs the Bacchae as a model for arousing pity (eleos)
among the judges: “Euripides employed this method when he wished to arouse pity for
Pentheus; as his mother grasped each of his limbs in her hands she lamented over them
one by one” (todtov Tov oMoV kekivikev Evpiidng oiktov éni ¢ IMevOsl kivijcan
BovAdpevog: EKaoToV Yap adTOD TV HEADV 1] UNTNP €V TOlG ¥EPTi KpaTodoa Ko’
Exaotov ovtdVv oiktiCetar, 10.41)." Finally, and of particular interest for this study, in
the eleventh or twelfth century, the Bacchae formed the basis of the Christus patiens, a
Christian drama about Christ’s suffering, traditionally attributed to Gregory of

Nazianzus.**?

129 See Roux, Euripide, Les Bacchantes |, 74; Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae, 53. Other emperors
are said to have quoted from the Bacchae. According to Plutarch, Alexander quoted Bacch. 266 (Alex. 53);
Dio Cassius (79.8) reports that the emperor Caracalla quoted Bacch. 1388-92 on his deathbed.

130 pépopiev §€ dpgwv / Ehca vedTtopov i péhadpa, / popéprov Opav, “We are bringing from the
mountains a fresh cut to the halls, a blessed prey” (Crass. 33); see Seaford, Euripides: Bacchae, 242-43;
Easterling, “From Repertoire to Canon,” 221-22.

131 See Mervin R. Dilts and George A. Kennedy, Two Greek Rhetorical Treatises from the Roman
Empire: Introduction, Text, and Translation of the Arts of Rhetoric Attributed to Anonymous Seguerianus
and to Apsines of Gadara (Mnemosyne 168; Leiden: Brill, 1997). Aspines’ assertion is, of course,
debatable. As shall be seen in connection with Theocritus (8§ 2.3.2), whether or not Euripides evokes pity
for Pentheus is very much an open question.

132 See André Tuilier, ed., Grégoire de Nazianze: La Passion du Christ, tragédie: introduction,
texte critique, traduction, notes et index (SC 149; Paris: Cerf, 1969); F. L. Van Cleef, “The Pseudo-
Gregorian Drama Christos Paschon in Its Relation to the Text of Euripides,” TWASAL 8 (1888-1891): 363—
78.
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In sum: the Bacchae’s ancient reception encompasses a remarkably wide variety
of mediums and contexts. It was reused and transformed in a plethora of literary genres
for a range of purposes. Before turning to a detailed analysis of these, some further

theoretical considerations are necessary.

1.4.5 TEXTUAL SPARAGMOS: THEORIZING RECEPTION

The methodologies in the study of literary reception are highly contested by
scholars. Delineating various modes of textual relationships has been a major
preoccupation in the scholarship of recent decades.*® The various disciplines and sub-
disciplines in the study of antiquity, however, often carry out their work with little cross-
disciplinary interaction.’* One aim of this study, therefore, is to challenge these
traditional separations by bringing into closer conversation ancient authors and texts as
wells as the work of modern scholars, which are frequently separated by disciplinary
divisions. This cross-disciplinary approach produces a fuller appreciation of the wide
scope of the Bacchae’s interest and influence in antiquity, while at the same time
problematizing both the categories of “pagan,” “Jew,” and “Christian” and the

segregations in the modern academy that are organized around them. This section

133 In classical studies, there is now a sub-discipline of “reception studies,” which is interested in
the reception of the classics in all periods of history; see Lorna Hardwick, Reception Studies (Greece &
Rome: New Surveys in the Classics 33; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), esp. 12-31 on antiquity.
In the study of the New Testament and early Christianity, see, e.g., the essays in Dennis R. MacDonald, ed.,
Mimesis and Intertextuality in Antiquity and Christianity (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press International,
2001).

134 On this point, Bernard Levinson calls for a greater degree of conversation between the
discipline of biblical studies and other fields of the humanities (Legal Revision and Religious Renewal in
Ancient Israel [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008], 1-11).
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provides a brief survey of the various methodological approaches that inform the
subsequent analyses.

Within biblical criticism, one of the more influential methodologies since the turn
of the twentieth century has been form criticism. While its initial impetus came in the
study of the Pentateuch, it took hold in New Testament studies as a means of analyzing
the development of individual components of narratives such as parables and miracles.
In the study of Euripides’ Bacchae and the New Testament, the seminal work of form
criticism is Otto Weinreich’s Gebet und Wunder, published in 1929."* This work brings
together a several ancient accounts of prison escape miracles, including the Bacchae, in
an effort delineate the formal elements. His approach has been widely influential and,
although my own study does not directly employ form criticism, Weinreich provides a
necessary starting point in the study of Artapanus and Acts (see 88 4.3 and 6.3.2).

Another method of analyzing the relationship of a text to a predecessor that has
acquired renewed popularity in recent decades and one that spans the disciplines of
classical and biblical studies is mimesis-criticism. In his study of Greek literature in the
Roman Empire, for example, Tim Whitmarsh emphasizes that a distinctive characteristic
of literary activity in this period “was necessarily to anchor the present in tradition and
reanimate the past.”** For elite Greeks living under Rome, as we shall see at several
points of this study, establishing of one’s status as a literary and cultural heir of Classical
Greece offered potential political and economic payoffs. Consequently, mimesis “was

not simply a means of marking a stable relationship between two fixed coordinates, the

13 Otto Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder: Zwei Abhandlungen zur Religions- und
Literaturgeschichte (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1929).

138 Tim Whitmarsh, Greek Literature and the Roman Empire: The Politics of Imitation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), at 26.
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present and the past; it was a locus of conflict between various groups trying (vainly) to
define that relationship in different ways.”**" Within New Testament studies, the most
influential advocate of mimesis-criticism is Dennis MacDonald. His primary focus has
been on the relationship of the Homeric epics with biblical and related narratives; several
of the texts explored in this study have also been analyzed by MacDonald under the
rubric of mimesis-criticism.**® Here, 1 outline the six criteria he has developed for
detecting mimesis in ancient texts: (i) accessibility: “the physical distribution of the
model and its likely availability to the author of the imitation”; (ii) analogy: “examples of
imitations of the same story by other authors. If no analogy exists, the case for
dependence weakens” and vice versa; (iii) density: “the volume of parallels between two
texts”; (iv) order: similarity in the sequence of the parallels; (v) distinctive traits: unusual
characteristics shared with the model often signals mimesis; (vi) interpretability: “an
assessment of why the author may have targeted the model for imitation, such as the
replacement of its values with different ones.”*

An additional and perhaps more controversial theoretical construct, which is also
important for this study, is “intertextuality.” The challenge in employing this term arises
in part from the divergent ways in which scholars of various fields apply it. It is, for
example, often used to refer to any instance of the influence of one text upon another. It
is also employed as the analysis of a text’s sources. This study will be interested in both

of these; however, neither corresponds to the meaning of intertextuality in its initial

137 H
Ibid., 29.
138 See my discussions of Artapanus (§ 4.3) and Acts (§ 6.3.1) with further bibliographical
references to MacDonald’s works.
139 For this concise summary, see MacDonald, “Introduction,” in Mimesis and Intertextuality, 1-9,
esp. 2-3.
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coinage by Julia Kristeva.'*® For Kristeva intertextuality was a means of describing the
status of a text, or word, in relation to two axes: the horizontal—“the word in the text
belongs to both writing subject and addressee”—and the vertical—"“the word in the text is
oriented toward an anterior or synchronic literary corpus.” Within Kristeva’s framework,
“any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and
transformation of another.”**!

Kristeva’s intertextuality has been enthusiastically applied by some and strongly
resisted by others. My aim is not to enter into the many and complex theoretical issues
involved in this ongoing debate. Here, | note a framework outlined by Stephen Hinds
that is particularly useful for navigating this controversy.*** Although his focus is on
Latin poetry, his discussion is relevant to this study in several ways. Hinds observes a
split in the study of Latin poetry between “intertextualists” and “philological
fundamentalists.”**® The latter maintain a sharp distinction between “the clearly defined
allusion,” on the one hand, and the “accidental confluence” of language, on the other.
The former, in keeping with Kristeva, hold that the traditional application of “allusion,”
to the extent that it depends on authorial intention, must be replaced by intertextual
relationships in which the meaning is ultimately constructed by the reader. Hinds

negotiates a middle ground between these two extremes. On the one hand, against the

philological fundamentalists he argues that “there is no such thing as a wholly non-

10 gee esp. “Word, Dialogue, and Novel” in Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic
Approach to Literature and Art (ed. Leon S. Roudiez; trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S.
Roudiez; New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 64-91 (org. 1969).

141 H

Ibid., at 66.

142 Stephen Hinds, Allusion and Intertext: Dynamics of Appropriation in Roman Poetry (Roman
Literature and Its Contexts; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

'3 On this, see ibid., 16-51.
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negotiable confluence.”*** As for the intertextualists, while he accepts their larger
epistemological position, Hinds wishes to maintain for literary critics the conceptual
apparatus associated with the “intention-bearing author” even if this process entails “a

»15 Thus, in Hinds’ model, there is

considerable amount of inefficient circumlocution.
room to speak of “allusion” while not falling prey to the intentional fallacy.™*

In sum: in view of the diversity of the modes of reception of the Bacchae in
antiquity, an equally wide range of methodological tools is required. This study,

therefore, draws on a variety of theoretical approaches developed from different

disciplines, while at the same time acknowledging their contested status.

1.5 ScoPE OF THIS STUDY

The material chosen for analysis in a study such as this is necessarily selective
and potentially arbitrary. It would be profitable, for example, to include more extensive
explorations of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Plutarch’s various quotations, additional treatises
of Philo, or the Maccabean literature. Some readers will no doubt be disappointed to find
that there are only passing references to the Septuagint, the apocryphal Acts,
Neoplatonists, Nonnus’ Dionysiaca, and the Christus patiens, and none to the Emperor
Julian, Basil, or Augustine. There is, nevertheless, a logic and coherence underlying my
presentation of authors and texts. First, in order to produce a study that genuinely cuts

across disciplinary boundaries, | have selected materials that traditionally fall into

“ Ibid., 34.

' Ibid., 49-50.

148 For an additional study that effectively navigates the tensions between allusion and authorial
attention, see William Irwin, “What Is an Allusion?,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 59 (2001):
287-97.
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categories of classical, Jewish, biblical, and early Christian studies. Moreover, the range
of genres analyzed includes poetry, philosophy, oratory, prose narrative, biblical
exegesis, and religious polemic and apologetic. Second, this study explores texts and
authors that are situated at moments of conflict and transformation that in various ways
reflect the Bacchae’s own narrative and interpretive problems. In addition to the
selection of material, its organization provides distinctive challenges. The threefold
structure that | have employed runs the risk of reasserting the very dichotomies of
“pagan,” “Jew,” and “Christian” that this study seeks to problematize. In order to address
this problem, throughout each chapter | have cross-referenced repeatedly other materials
in order to signal interrelationships among various authors. Moreover, over the course of
the investigation additional organizational nodes emerge—e.g., geographical,
chronological, thematic, philosophical—that challenge other binaries.

The following history of the Bacchae’s reception begins in Part | at Alexandria.
This city plays a central historical role in the establishment and preservation of what
becomes “classical” literature. Moreover, at Alexandria Dionysus figures prominently in
the Ptolemies’ self-presentation and ideology. Thus, chapter two explores the twenty-
sixth Idyll of Theocritus, a poem that is the earliest extant retelling of Euripides’ tragedy
and also anticipates the various literary, religious, and political interests that animate the
play’s subsequent reception. The Alexandrian poet adapts the Euripidean presentation of
maenadism with a view to the interests of his Ptolemiac patron. Also in Alexandria,
though performed nearly 400 years later, Dio Chrysostom’s Alexandrian Oration
employs the Bacchae’s description of mythological maenads in order to characterize the
violent and unruly behavior of the city’s mob. Chapter three continues the exploration of
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“Reading Dionysus under Empire,” moving to Rome, where the tragedy and its god
appear in various ways. This chapter’s central focus is on Horace’s Epistles 1.16, which
adapts a scene from the Bacchae. His treatment of the stranger’s conflict with the
Theban tyrant reveals his own attitudes toward Augustan Rome and also provides
important evidence for a developing tradition of philosophical interpretation of the
Bacchae, which is seen through a comparison with Epictetus and Plutarch.

Part I, “Jews Reading Dionysus,” begins with an introduction to Jewish
interactions with Dionysus and Greek tragedy as an aspect of the encounter between
Judaism and Hellenism. Chapter four then examines two biblical narratives which are
both recreated in view of the Bacchae. First, the Wisdom of Solomon reimagines the
conquest of Canaan by characterizing the religion of its inhabitants as entailing child
sacrifice and cannibalism. For his conceptual vocabulary, the author evokes various
Greek tragedies, including the Bacchae. Second, Artapanus creates a romanticized
narrative of the exodus in which Moses’ confrontation with the pharaoh includes an
imprisonment and miraculous escape that strikingly resemble those of Dionysus. Chapter
five explores two treatises of Philo as an example of broader Jewish engagement with
Dionysus and the theater. First, in the Legatio ad Gaium, Philo criticizes the emperor’s
Dionysiac and theatrical pretentions; second, in De ebrietate he employs Dionysiac
religion as a negative foil in his construction of ideal piety.

Part III, “Christians Reading Dionysus,” opens in chapter six with survey of
Christian engagement with Dionysus and attitudes toward the theater. It then analyzes
the relationship between the Acts of the Apostles and the Bacchae. Although “the
problem of Acts and the Bacchae” has stimulated a flood of scholarship since 1900, little
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attention has been paid to the tragedy’s treatment of madness (mania) and moderation
(sophrosyne), drunkenness and sobriety, as important religious counterpoints against
which Acts constructs its Christian values. Thus, chapter six examines not only possible
allusions to the Bacchae in Acts but also its larger interest in shared religious themes.
Chapter seven explores the dispute between Celsus and Origen preserved in the Contra
Celsum over the proper comparison of the Bacchae and New Testament narratives.
Finally, chapter eight considers Clement of Alexandria’s various uses of the Bacchae, in
particular, his transformation of Dionysus’ conflict with Pentheus in Stromateis 4, in
which the former becomes Christ the mystagogue and the latter the potential Christian

initiate.
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PART |

Reading Dionysus under Empire

vapOnkopopot pev moAroi, Baxyot 6¢ te Tavpot.
“Thyrsus bearers are many, but true Bacchic ones few.”
(Plato, Phaedrus 69c)
Dulce periculum est, o Lenaee, sequi deum cingentem viridi tempora pampino.
“It 1s a sweet danger, O Lenaean one, to follow the god, wreathing my temples with a

fresh vine.”
(Horace, Odes 3.25.18-20)



CHAPTER TWO
EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AT ALEXANDRIA:

THEOCRITUS, D10 CHRYSOSTOM, AND THE POLITICS OF MAENADISM

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The history of the ancient reception of Euripides’ Bacchae is bound up with
political and religious conflict and transformation. The drama stages the contestation of
power between Dionysus and the Theban tyrant and was first performed in Athens as the
city was suffering the consequences of its own failed imperial enterprise. Therefore, the
ways in which the Bacchae is redeployed and adapted at new moments of transition and
crisis are particularly striking. The two chapters of Part | explore several of these under
the rubric “Reading Dionysus under Empire,” first at Alexandria then at Rome. Within
the Ptolemaic and Roman Empires, where Dionysus was variously appropriated in
imperial ideology, the Bacchae would afford opportunities for exploring the tension
between Dionysiac liberation and universal power. For poets, such as Theocritus and
Horace, working under imperial patronage, autocratic authority complicates the processes
of poetic composition. Their respective adaptations of the Euripidean myth reveal
important aspects of their literary strategies that are at once intertextual, political, and
religious. In juxtaposition with these two poets, | examine philosophers and orators who
also employ the Bacchae as a means of expressing their own attitudes toward the empires

in which they lived.
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This chapter begins the literary history of the Bacchae in Alexandria with the
poetry of Theocritus, who provides the first extant retelling of the tragedy in his twenty-
sixth Idyll. Theocritus was a court poet of the Ptolemies, who patronized various cults of
Dionysus as well a library that established a classical corpus of Greek literature. My
reading of Idyll 26 suggests that Theocritus draws on Euripides’ description of maenads
but transforms them so that they are no longer political subversives who undermine and
ultimately destroy the monarch; rather, his maeands are submissive imperial subjects. A
second Alexandrian example in which Euripides’ maenads are redeployed is in Dio
Chrysostom’s Alexandrian Oration (Or. 32). He compares them with the Alexandrian
mob whose riots had brought on military action from Rome. His use of the Bacchae
functions to highlight the moral shortcomings of the Alexandrian people, which, he
argues, are the ultimate cause for their imperial subjugation. Before considering
Theocritus and Dio, however, | briefly sketch the history of Euripides’ Bacchae and

Dionysiac religion in Alexandria, noting in particular their importance to the Ptolemies.

2.2 THE ARRIVAL OF EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AND DIONYSUS IN ALEXANDRIA

With the conquests of Alexander and the founding of Alexandria, Euripides’
Bacchae arrived in Egypt as part of the process of Hellenization. Indeed, Alexander’s
successors the diadochi constructed Greek theaters throughout the conquered lands of the
east and Euripides’ Bacchae would certainly have been staged in Alexandria (even if

direct evidence is unavailable).! More readily demonstrable is that the play was well

! For a discussion of the practice of restaging fifth-century plays, see § 1.4.3 above. The
Ptolemaic theater in Alexandria has left no remains. For a presentation of the archaeological remains of
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known through reading and education. By founding the Alexandrian Library and
employing international scholars, the Ptolemies sought to lay claim to the heritage of
classical Greek literature, of which the Attic tragedians held pride of place, second only
to Homer. Moreover, the education of the young consisted in learning and copying lines
of poetry, of both epic and drama.? The popularity of the Bacchae, in particular, is
reflected in an epigram of Callimachus (Pfeiffer 48), in which the poet speaks through the
voice of a tragic mask of Dionysus dedicated by one Simos to the Muses. It complains of
school children who repeatedly parrot Bacchae 494: “they are saying, ‘sacred is my hair.’
This is my dream” (oi 82 Aéyovotv, ‘iepdg 6 TAOKapoc,” TodpdV velap duoi, 4-5).3

In addition to employing scholars of classical literature, the Ptolemies patronized
many poets and commissioned new literary works. Indeed, much of the poetry that
survives from Ptolemaic Alexandria was produced by court poets, some explicitly
encomiastic, others not (see § 2.3.1 below). Moreover, several prominent literary figures
(e.g., Callimachus and Apollonius) were both scholars at the library and poets engaged in
their own literary activities. Thus, Hellenistic poetry must be understood as a negotiation
between past and present, in which the authors were establishing the corpus of literature
that embodied the ideals of Greek civilization and yet at the same time innovating for a

new era.* In Hellenistic Alexandria, the Greek city-state was no longer the dominant

other major Hellenistic theaters, see Margarete Bieber, The History of the Greek and Roman Theater (2d
ed.; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), 108-28.

2 For an analysis of the role of poetry in grammatical education in Egypt based on evidence from
school papyri, see Raffaella Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 185-219. On the popularity of Euripides, see 198-99.
Of Euripides’” works, the Phoenissae was the most popular both in education and in general.

® The translations of all ancient texts are mine throughout, unless otherwise indicated.

* For discussions of the distinctive literary characteristics of Hellenistic poetry, see G. O.
Hutchinson, Hellenistic Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 1-25; Marco Fantuzzi and
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political entity within which poetry was composed and performed; centuries-old civic
cults were replaced by new ones, tailored to serve the purposes of the imperial regime. In
this context, the production and performance of poetry became tightly entwined in new
ways with Dionysus and his cult. Ptolemy Il Philadelphus supported a Dionysiac Guild
of artists (ot mepi tov Atdvucov teyvital, Athenaeus 198c), which may have included both
performers and poets and which produced tragic drama (though not exclusively).> The
close relationship between Dionysiac cult and tragic poetry in Alexandria can be seen in
Philadelphus’ patronage. In the 270°s BCE, Philadelphus put on a famous religious
festival, the Grand Procession, which is known to us from the detailed description given
by Callixenus of Rhodes, excerpted by Athenaeus (197¢-203b).° It is noteworthy that the
tragic poet Philicus, who was also a priest of Dionysus, marched with the Dionysiac
Guild. Thus, in the imperial advancement of Hellenism, tragic poetry and Dionysiac cult
were intimately connected as modes of cultural and religious propaganda.’

The importance of Dionysus to Hellenistic imperial ideology can be seen from

very early on in Alexandria.® Soon after his death, Alexander became identified with

Richard Hunter, Tradition and Innovation in Hellenistic Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 1-41.

> See Peter M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria (3 vols.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972),
1.618-20; 2.816 n. 2; E. E. Rice, The Grand Procession of Ptolemy Philadelphus (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 55-58; Walter Burkert, “Bacchic Teletai in the Hellenistic Age,” in Masks of
Dionysus (ed. Thomas H. Carpenter and Christopher A. Faraone; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993),
259-75, esp. 263.

® The most comprehensive commentary and analysis along with a critical text and translation is
given in Rice, The Grand Procession; see also H. Jeanmaire, Dionysos: histoire du culte de Bacchus (Paris:
Payot, 1951), 448-49; Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 1.202-03.

" Burkert stresses that in the Hellenistic period, the spread of Dionysiac religion was “linked with
two new forms of ‘show’ that were gaining control of the ‘media’ in that period: the theater and theatrical
life that was spreading everywhere, and the royal parades of the Hellenistic kings” (“Bacchic Teletai,”
261).

® See, for example, Julien Tondriau, “Les thiases dionysiaques royaux de la cour Ptolémaique,”
ChrEg 21 (1946): 149-71; Jeanmaire, Dionysos, 446-53; Martin P. Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries of the
Hellenistic and Roman Age (Lund: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1957), 11-12; Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 1.201-
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Dionysus.® In his homeland of Macedonia, Dionysiac cult had been particularly popular,
and Alexander’s mother Olympias was known to have been a maenad. According to
legends recounted by Plutarch, her conception of Alexander resembles Semele’s of
Dionysus (Alex. 2).° The Ptolemies openly exploited the connection between Alexander
and Dionysus, seen most prominently in the Grand Procession. Although several Greek
deities were featured, they were all subordinated to Dionysus.** He was represented by a
15 foot statue and accompanied by an extravagant retinue of figures both from his
mythology and cult (Athenaeus 197e-200c). A second larger statue of Dionysus staged
his triumphant return from India including a statue of an elephant (200c-201c).*> Next
followed statues of Alexander and Ptolemy | Soter in a manner that suggested
unambiguously that Alexander’s conquests were to be understood as analogous to those
of Dionysiac mythology. If the Procession fell short of directly identifying Ptolemy |
with Dionysus, such claims would be soon to follow. Ptolemy IV Philopator is

apparently the first to be given the name the “New Dionysus” and this title was

07; Burkert, “Bacchic Teletai,” esp. 261-70. It is significant that Herodotus (2.42.2) had identified
Dionysus with Osiris, who himself had close association with the pharaohs.
° On Alexander’s identification with Dionysus, see Arthur Darby Nock, “Notes on Ruler-Cult |-
IV,” in Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (ed. Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1972), 1.134-59, esp. 134-44.
Alexander was represented with various divine attributes in royal portraiture, including those of
Dionysus, Zeus, Ammon, and Heracles; see R. R. R. Smith, Hellenistic Royal Portraits (Oxford: Oxford
Universit%/ Press, 1988), 38-45.
! As Fraser notes, “[t]his subordination of the other Olympian deities, including the Father of the
Gods, to Dionysus, is in fact characteristic of official Alexandrian religion” (Ptolemaic Alexandria, 1.194).
12 The elephant was an important symbol of Dionysiac triumph, employed by the Ptolemies in
several other contexts. As early as the 310°s BCE, coins of Ptolemy I depicted Alexander with elephant
scalp; see Smith, Hellenistic Royal Portraits, pl. 74.1-2. A statue of Ptolemy Il in the British Museum
(BM 38442) shows the ruler with elephant scalp as well as club (attribute of Heracles); see ibid., 44; pl.
70.6.
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subsequently adopted by others (Ptolemy XI1 Auletes and Marc Antony).*® Prior to
Ptolemy 1V, however, Dionysus may already have been included in the Ptolemaic divine
lineage.™ In short, Dionysus was an important ideological symbol of the Ptolemies’
imperial power.

Philadelphus’ Grand Procession is representative of larger transformations in
religious practice in the Hellenistic world. As Ellen Rice points out, when Greek
religious festivals were transferred to foreign lands, they became divorced from their
traditional civic settings. As such, several gods could be honored simultaneously and
consequently there were greater possibilities for the inclusion of ruler cult as mentioned
above.™ The Grand Procession also illustrates the great varieties of Dionysiac religion
that Philadelphus supported. In addition to the Dionysiac Guild of artists mentioned
above, there are a variety of cultic officials in the Procession. It is also possible that
initiates of Dionysiac mystery cults were included, which would reflect the increased
popularity of mysteries (Dionysiac and others) in the Hellenistic period.*® There were
“all sorts of sacred bands” (Biacotl mavtodanol), “women bearing winnowing fans” (ta

AMkva eépovoar), and, particularly important for the discussion below, maenads identified

13 The title first occurs in the fragmentary poem of Euphronius, the Priapeia: “Not to be trodden,
O initiates of the New Dionysus,” (O0 BéBniog, ® tedetai tod véov Atovicov). The text is in G. U.
Powell, Collectanea Alexandrina (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1925), 176. For a discussion of the
meaning and application of the title “New Dionysus,” see Nock, “Notes on Ruler-Cult I-IV,” 144-52.

1 For a presentation of the evidence for each of the deities with which individual Ptolemies were
identified, see Julien Tondriau, “Rois lagides comparés ou identifiés a des divinités,” ChrEg 23 (1948):
127-46.

> Rice, The Grand Procession, 26-27.

16 See ibid., 6061, 187-90. The text of Athenaeus mentions “initiates” (nepoeiotehetai, 198E)
but here the text is corrupt. On the development of Dionysiac mysteries in the Hellenistic and Roman
periods, see, e.g., Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 4-21; Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987), 21-23. Burkert emphasizes that it is now well established that
mystery cults were already widespread in Classical Greece and that the Hellenistic period sees their
transformation not their invention (“Bacchic Teletai,” 259-61).
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by Callixenus as “Macedonian women, who were called Mimallones, Bassarai, and
Lydai” (Moakéton ai kadovpevor Mywodroves kai Baoodpat kai Avdai, 198e). Although
maenadism is known from at least as early as Homer (ll. 22.460), historical evidence for
its establishment in Greek cities comes largely from the Hellenistic period. For example,
a Roman copy of a Hellenistic inscription on a tombstone at Magnesia in lonia (IMagn.
215) records a Delphic oracle instructing the city to import maenads from Thebes in order
to establish Bacchic orgia and thiasoi in their own city.” The names of the three Theban
women and of their three thiasoi are recorded on the tombstone. Thus, Philadelphus’
inclusion of maenads in the Procession, complete with its three-fold structure, is
consistent with a common institutionalized ritual form of maenadism found elsewhere in
the Hellenistic period.®

In the decades subsequent to the Grand Procession, Ptolemaic interest in Dionysus
continued. For Ptolemy IV Philopator, who reigned from 221-205 BCE, the title “New
Dionysus” was symbolic not only of imperial conquest but also of his reputation for a
debauched lifestyle. Moreover, as Julien Tondriau demonstrates, beginning with
Philopator there is evidence that various Ptolemies sponsored royal Dionysiac thiasoi.
Whereas early on these would have primarily been connected with mystery initiations,

they came to serve a variety of purposes: they could be used both for the gratification of a

7 0 8 Opeiv Sboovot kai Spyta kod voppa §60Ai kai Oi1icoug Baiyoto kadeidpicovoty &v dotel,
“the women will give you rites and good ordinances and they will set up sacred bands of Bacchus in the
city” (11-12). For the text of the inscription, see H. W. Parke and D. E. W. Wormell, The Delphic Oracle
I1: The Oracular Responses (Oxford: Blackwell, 1956), 137-38 no. 338 . On this inscription, see Albert
Henrichs, “Greek Maenadism from Olympias to Messalina,” HSCP 82 (1978): 121-60, esp. 123-37. He
dates the import of the Theban maenads to between 278 and 250 BCE.

'8 The absence of historical evidence for maenadism in the Classical period makes it difficult to
assess the extent to which the civic establishment of maenadic cult in the Hellenistic period is an
innovation. For analysis of historical maenadism, see Henrichs, “Greek Maenadism”; Barbara E. Goff,
Citizen Bacchae: Women's Ritual Practice in Ancient Greece (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2004), 213-16, 271-88. On the nature of Euripides’ portrayal of maenadism, see § 1.3.2 above.
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ruler’s sensuality and as part of a wider sophisticated political strategy.*® The most
important evidence for such Ptolemaic oversight of Dionysiac religion comes from a
papyrus in Berlin (BGU 1211).%° It contains a Ptolemaic decree requiring all newly
arriving practitioners of Dionysiac initiations (Tovg kota v y®pav teAodvTa[g] Tdt
Aovocomt) to register with a court official, Aristobulus, to establish the origin of their
“sacred things as far as three generations” (ta iepa £wc yeve[dv tpi]@dv), and to present a
sealed copy of their hieros logos (tov iepov Adyov g[co]payic[uévov]). The
interpretation and date of this decree are much disputed. It is generally attributed to
Ptolemy IV Philopator but it is unclear whether it is designed to promote or to curb the
spread of the mysteries.?! In any case, it establishes that from early on (i.e., at least
“three generations” prior to the decree) the mysteries of Dionysus were widespread and
that the Ptolemies had reason to concern themselves with how they were practiced.
Unfortunately, due to the secretive nature of Greek mysteries, the contents of the hieroi

logoi in view in the decree are unknown.? For the purposes of the present study it is

19 Tondriau, “Les thiases dionysiaques royaux,” 149-56 on Philopator. In addition to Philopator,
he finds evidence for royal thiasoi sponsored by Ptolemy XII Auletes and Cleopatra and Antony.

% The text first published in 1916 is reprinted in Marie-Thérése Lenger, Corpus des ordonnances
des Ptolémées (C. Ord. Ptol.) (Brussels: Academie royale de Belgique, 1964), 71 no. 29; it is also printed
in Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 2.345 n. 114. For discussion of the edict, see Tondriau, “Les thiases
dionysiaques royaux,” 155-56; Jeanmaire, Dionysos, 447—48; Giinther Zuntz, “Once More: The So-Called
‘Edict of Philopator on the Dionysiac Mysteries” (BGU 1211),” in Opuscula Selecta: Classica,
Hellenistica, Christiana (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1972), 88—-101; Fraser, Ptolemaic
Alexandria, 1.204; Albert Henrichs, “‘Hieroi Logoi’ and ‘Hierai Bibloi’: The (Un)Written Margins of the
Sacred in Ancient Greece,” HSCP 101 (2003): 207-66, esp. 224-31.

21 Zuntz, for example, suggests a later date and argues that the decree is not aimed at promoting
Dionysiac mysteries but rather limiting the influx of religious personnel who promoted unauthorized cults
largely among lower classes (“Once More”).

22 Albert Henrichs has suggested that a good candidate might be found in the fragmentary papyrus,
P. Gurob 1 in Dublin. This text is concerned with both myths and rituals of Dionysus (though not
exclusively) and seems to have been intended for initiates with the sort of secrecy expected for a hieros
logos (““Hieroi Logoi’ and ‘Hierai Bibloi’,” esp. 233-35). Although hieroi logoi were intended to be kept
secret, scholars have attempted to find traces of them in various extant literature. Regarding Dionysiac
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sufficient to observe that BGU 1211 points to a Ptolemaic interest in Dionysiac mystery
cults. This official oversight of the mysteries of Dionysus is consistent with other
evidence of Ptolemaic religious policies. Martin Nilsson, for example, has analyzed
another fragmentary papyrus (Antinoopolis Papyrus no. 18) in which he finds “royal
mysteries,” that is, a conflation of ruler and mystery cults.”® Taken together, these
observations point to a shift in Dionysiac religion in which “‘Royal mysteries’ take
precedence over private cults practiced in the corner” such that “the charisma of power is
seen to override other forms of reverential awe.”%*

The foregoing discussion has established two points that are fundamentally
important for this study. The arrivals of Euripides’ Bacchae and Dionysus in Alexandria
were intimately tied to Ptolemaic imperial power and ideology. They represent Greek
cultural and religious identity in ways that were central to Ptolemaic interests. Any
reading of the Bacchae in Alexandria must therefore be attentive to these political and
religious realities. The two authors discussed below (Theocritus and Dio Chrysostom)
powerfully illustrate these interconnections in an Alexandrian context. Both evoke the
words of Euripides’ play in order to construct a portrait of maenads; and both do so with

a view to the implications of maenadism for the context of Greek and Roman imperial

rule in Egypt.

hieroi logoi in Euripides’ Bacchae, for example, see Richard Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac
Mysteries,” CQ 31 (1981): 252—75.

% Martin P. Nilsson, “Royal Mysteries in Egypt,” HTR 50 (1957): 65-66. The papyrus is from
the second century CE but its content seems to have originated in the Ptolemaic period.

2 Burkert, “Bacchic Teletai,” 269.
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2.3 THEOCRITUS’ IDYLL 26 AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE: FROM SUBVERSIVE

MAENADISM TO COURT POETRY

In his twenty-sixth Idyll (Afjvau i} Bakyau, or the Bacchantes), Theocritus presents
the myth of the death of Pentheus at the hands of Agave and her sisters. This hymn-like
poem serves as a useful starting point for this larger study because it is the earliest extant
adaptation of Euripides’ tragedy and thus sets the stage for many subsequent literary
efforts. Moreover, the chronological and geographical gap between Euripides and
Theocritus represents a transformational historical moment over which fundamental
political, religious, and literary changes occurred. Euripides’ works are literary products
of the polis of Athens, performed at civic festivals of Dionysus. His tragedies were
composed for the Athenian demos and judged democratically by citizens selected, one
from each of the ten tribes.”® The circumstances of the Bacchae’s production and
performance are distinctive, however: Euripides wrote it in exile at Macedonia, and it
was performed posthumously in Athens. By contrast, Theocritus worked primarily in
Alexandria and his poetry probably never reached the masses; rather, his audience was
limited to his Ptolemaic patrons and others of his literary circles.”® Instead of writing for
the favor a democratic audience, Theocritus required the approval of his royal patron. In
both Classical Athens and Ptolemaic Alexandria, Dionysus was a central figure in official
cults and closely connected with the production and performance of poetry; yet, as
discussed above, several transformations occurred under the Ptolemies in the function of

Dionysiac religion. In my analysis of Idyll 26, my contention is that these crucial

2> On the place of tragedy in the civic life of Athens, see § 1.2.3.
% Hutchinson, however, warns against excessively limiting the audience of Hellenistic poetry
simply because of its learned quality and royal patronage (Hellenistic Poetry, 5-7).
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differences between the worlds of Euripides and Theocritus are central to the latter’s
transformation of the Bacchae and in my view have not received sufficient attention.
Theocritus’ treatment of the Bacchae, therefore, provides a productive site for exploring

the dynamic interplay between literature, religion, and imperialism in Alexandria.

2.3.1 THEOCRITUS: THE POET AND HIS PATRON

Theocritus has earned a place of prominence in the history of literature primarily
for his bucolic, or pastoral, poetry.?” Although less than half of his works are properly
characterized as pastoral, these poems have been rightly judged as masterpieces of this
genre and thus tend to receive the most attention.?® Little is known about Theocritus” life
apart from what can be deduced from his poems.?® He was born in Syracuse sometime
around 300 BCE. The reasons for his subsequent move to Alexandria can be inferred
from Idylls 16 and 17. The former appears to be a failed appeal for patronage, addressed
to Hieron 11, tyrant of Syracuse; the latter is an encomium to Ptolemy |1 Philadelphus,
from whom he had subsequently acquired what he failed to obtain in his homeland. As a
native of Syracuse, he employs the Doric dialect of its mother-city Corinth. Some of his

pastorals evoke the rustic landscape of Syracuse, as for example Idyll 11, in which he

%" For general introductions to and studies of the poetry of Theocritus, see Frederick T. Griffiths,
Theocritus at Court (Mnemosyne 55; Leiden: Brill, 1979); Steven F. Walker, Theocritus (Twayne’s World
Authors Series 609; Boston: Twayne, 1980); Hutchinson, Hellenistic Poetry, 143-213; Susan A. Stephens,
Seeing Double: Intercultural Poetics in Ptolemaic Alexandria (Hellenistic Culture and Society; Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2003), 122-70; Fantuzzi and Hunter, Tradition and Innovation, 133-90.
The most comprehensive commentary is A. S. F. Gow, Theocritus: Edited with a Translation and
Commentary (2 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950). Also useful for most poems is
Kenneth J. Dover, Theocritus: Select Poems (London: Macmillan, 1971).

%8 Of the 32 extant poems, the pastoral corpus consists of seven (1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 11). Thus,
some have challenged the tendency to develop a view of the poet from these alone; see, e.g., Bernd Effe,
“Die Destruktion der Tradition: Theokrits mythologische Gedichte,” RhM 121 (1978): 48-77, esp. 48-53,;
Hutchinson, Hellenistic Poetry, 143-45.

% On which, see Gow, Theocritus, 1.xv—xxii; Walker, Theocritus, 13-31.
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identifies himself with the land of Polyphemus, “the Cyclops, my countryman” (6
Kboxkhoy 6 map' apiv, 11.7). In addition, he seems to have spent time on Cos, where he
may have been connected with a prominent circle of poets.

The importance of Theocritus’ Ptolemaic patron can be seen in several of his
poems. The most obvious example is Idyll 17, which praises the ruler, his family, and his
administration. Although it falls short of making Ptolemy himself a god, it celebrates his
divine lineage (17.13-33) and compares his marriage to Arsinoé with that of Zeus and
Hera.*® Yet even in poems that do not explicitly mention the ruler, Ptolemaic references
can be detected. As Frederick Griffiths has demonstrated regarding several mythological
poems, Theocritus shapes his materials so as to indulge “the interests of the court as his
audience.”® In 1dyll 24, the Heracliscus, for example, he recreates the hero’s youth as a
“Ptolemaic Heracles,” who lacks the excessive passions of earlier traditions so as to
become “a Hellenistic gentleman.”** This refined version of Heracles would have played
well in a court where this hero was as an especially prominent ancestor (e.g., Id. 17.13-

33).

% See Richard L. Hunter, Theocritus, Encomium of Ptolemy Philadelphus: Text and Translation
with Introduction and Commentary (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), esp. 24-45 for a
discussion of Theocritus’ Ptolemaic patronage; see also Stephens, Seeing Double, 147-70.

3! Griffiths, Theocritus at Court, 51-106 (at 57). For discussions of Theocritus’ wider treatment
of classical mythology, see Effe, “Die Destruktion der Tradition”; Graham Zanker, “Current Trends in the
Study of Hellenic Myth in Early Third-Century Alexandrian Poetry: The Case of Theocritus,” A&A 35
(1989): 83-103; Maria Christoforidou, “Mythological Figures in the Bucolic Idylls of Theocritus,”
Materiali e discussioni per [’analisi dei testi classici 55 (2005): 31-60.

%2 Griffiths, Theocritus at Court, 91-98 (at 92); see similarly Stephens, Seeing Double, 123-46.
She emphasizes that Theorcitus also adapts Eyptian mythology in his representation of Heracles.
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2.3.2 IDYLL 26: EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE REVISITED OR REVISED?

As with 1dyll 24, the twenty-sixth reworks a well-known myth.** The poem opens
with a narrative (1-26) that describes Ino, Autonoé, and Agave leading three sacred bands
(thiasoi) to the mountain and preparing to make their sacred offering to Semele and
Dionysus in the manner that the god had taught them (1-9). As they are about to perform
their rites, Pentheus enters the narrative, spying on them from a crag (10-11). When
Autonoé spots him, she quickly conceals the sacred objects (12-14), and after a brief
pursuit and exchange of words (18-19), in a maddened state the three maenads tear him
apart and return him bloody to Thebes (20-26). The narrative is followed by a moralizing
reflection in which the poet disavows any sympathy for one such as Pentheus who acts as
an enemy to Dionysus (27-32).*

0K AAEY®* und’ dALog dmeyBopéve Atovion

epovtilotl, und’ el yohemwtepa T@®VO  poynoat,

e &’ évvaétng 1j kai dekdto EmPaivor.

a0TOG O’ €VLAYEOLUL KOl EDAYEEGTLY HOOTYLL.

€K A10G atyloy® Tiav Exet oietodg oVTMG.

e0oePEwV maidesot Td Ada, OLGGERE®V &’ 0D.

| do not care; nor should another give a thought to one who is an enemy of
Dionysus not even if he should suffer more painfully than these things and should

% Several scholars have produced important interpretations and analyses of Idyll 26, in spite of
Walker’s view that it is “not a very interesting poem in itself” (Theocritus, 111); see Jean Carriere,
“Théocrite et les Baccantes,” Pallas 6 (1958): 7-19; B. A. van Groningen, “Les Bacchantes de Théocrite,”
in Miscellanea di studi alessandrini in memoria di Augusto Rostagni (ed. Leonardo Ferrero et al.; Torino:
Bottega d’Erasmo, 1963), 338-49; M. H. A. L. H. van der Valk, “Theocritus XXVI,” AC 34 (1965): 84-96;
K. J. McKay, “Theokritos’ Bacchantes Re-examined,” Antichthon 1 (1967): 16-28; Daniel E. Gershenson,
“Theocritus 26. 31,” CR 18 (1968): 148; Effe, “Die Destruktion der Tradition”, 71-74; Griffiths, Theocritus
at Court, 98-104; Hutchinson, Hellenistic Poetry, 160—62; Zanker, “Current Trends in the Study of
Hellenic Myth”, 87-88; Francis Cairns, “Theocritus, Idyll 26,” PCPS 38 (1992): 1-38; Christophe Cusset,
“Théocrite, lecteur d’Euripide: I’exemple des Bacchantes,” REG 110 (1997): 454-68. In addition to the
commentaries of Gow and Dover, there is also a commentary devoted entirely to Idyll 26: Christophe
Cusset, Les Bacchantes de Théocrite: texte, corps et morceaux: édition, traduction et commentaire de
I’Idylle 26 (Etudes grecques; Paris: Harmattan, 2001).

* The Greek text follows A. S. F. Gow, Bucolici Graeci (OCT; Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1952). Translations are mine throughout. These lines contain several text critical problems; for a
discussion supporting the emendations, see Gow, Theocritus, 2.480-83.
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be nine years old or even coming onto his tenth. For my part, | wish to be pure

and to please those who are pure. Thus the eagle possesses honor from aegis-

bearing Zeus. Better things belong to the children of the pious but not to those of
the impious.

Piety is thus the poet’s utmost concern and, he insists, those who lack it should
suffer the consequences. The closing lines (33-38) consist of a hymnic farewell to
Dionysus, Semele, and her sisters (Xaipot pév Atdvocog..., 33) and a justification of “this
deed” (t6d¢ Epyov) as “not blameworthy” (ovk émpuouatdv) because it was performed
with “Dionysus instigating” (6pivavtog Atovocm, 37-38). Thus, Theocritus closes: “Let
no one revile the things of the gods” (undeig ta Oe®v dvocarto, 38).

Most scholars agree that Idyll 26 has some relationship to Dionysiac cult. It has,
for example, several generic features of a hymn, such as its mythological narrative and
closing farewell. The absence of a hymnic opening, however, is problematic for such a
characterization. Idyll 26 is often compared with Callimachus’ mimetic Hymns, which
relate to ritual occasions, even though they are literary rather than genuinely cultic.*® As
Andrew Gow suggests, “it seems likely that, though the poem may be connected with or
1',,36

suggested by ritual, it was not itself designed for performance as part of the ritua

Scholars have detected ritualized formulae, as for example in the exchange between

% See Cairns, “Theocritus, Idyll 26,” 2-4, 13-16; Cusset, Les Bacchantes de Théocrite, 26—27.
Idyll 26 in fact shares several literary features with Callimachus’ Hymns. For example, its response to
Pentheus’ suffering is analogous to the “mock-nervous prayer” with which Callimachus’ Hymn 6 responds
to the fate of Erysichthon (Adpoatep, ur tijvog éuiv oilog, 6¢ Tot dmeydng, / €in und’ opotoryog, “O
Demeter, may one who is your enemy be neither my friend nor neighbor,” 116-17); see Hutchinson,
Hellenistic Poetry, 161. In addition, a similar ritual formula seems to underlie Idyll 26.30 (avtog 8’
gvayéoyu kai evaysesowv Géou) and Callimachus” Hymn 4.97, where the unborn Apollo rejects Boeotia
and Cithaeron as his birth place: “being pure I would care for those who are pure” (evayéwv 8¢ kai
evayéeool peloiunv); see Gow, Theocritus, 2.483.

% Gow, Theocritus, 2.475.
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Autonoé and Pentheus in lines 18-19.%” There is, however, no consensus in identifying
the rituals in view. Ernst Maass, for example, drew attention to a parallel between the
Idyll’s three-fold structure of maenadic thiasoi and the Hellenistic inscription at
Magnesia (IMagn. 215) that sanctioned the importation of three thiasoi from Thebes.®
Others have emphasized possible connections between the mythological death of
Pentheus and Dionysiac mystery initiations.*® Given the importance of Dionysiac
religion to the Ptolemies, it is also possible that official Ptolemaic rituals are in view. As
noted above, thiasoi and maenads were included in Philadelphus’ Grand Procession.
Moreover, as in ldyll 26, the Procession gave Semele a prominent position within the cult
of Dionysus (Athenaeus 200b).*°

It is not possible to establish conclusively the specific ritual resonances in this
poem. More pertinent for this study is the relationship of Idyll 26 with Euripides’
Bacchae. Most scholars maintain that the Bacchae is the primary literary source that

informs Theocritus’ presentation of the myth.** There are in fact several unmistakable

%7 Cairns suggests that the repetition of 168’ &eune in 18-19 may reflect ritualized speech (ITevOedg
Hev 108 Eeune: ‘tivog Kéxpnobe, yovaikes;” / Avtovoa 100’ Eeue: “Taya yvmon mpiv dkodoat,’ “Pentheus
said this: ‘O women, what do you want?’ And Autonoé¢ said this: ‘You will learn quickly before you hear’”
(“Theocritus, ldyll 26,” 7).

% Ernst Maass, “Theokrits Dionysos aus einer Inschrift erliutert,” Hermes 26 (1891): 182-84. On
which, see § 2.2 above.

* With particular attention to the Bacchae, see Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama,” esp. 274 n. 212 on
Idyll 26. J. M. Edmonds suggests that the suffering of the nine or ten year old child refers to a ritualized
death involved in his initiation (The Greek Bulolic Poets [LCL; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1912], 325).

“0 See Rice, The Grand Procession, 78-81.

# Gow, Theocritus, 2.476 (with qualification: “the debt to Euripides is slight”); Carriére,
“Théocrite et les Baccantes,” passim; McKay, “Theokritos” Bacchantes Re-examined,” passim; Effe, “Die
Destruktion der Tradition,” 71-74; Griffiths, Theocritus at Court, 102-03; Zanker, “Current Trends in the
Study of Hellenic Myth,” 87-88; Cusset, “Théocrite, lecteur d’Euripide”; Cusset, Les Bacchantes de
Théocrite, 9-15. Van Groningen theorizes that Idyll 26 may have been written in response to a
performance of Euripides’ Bacchae (“Les Bacchantes de Théocrite,” esp. 347-49). Other sources are of
course possible (e.g., Aeschylus) but none are extant. Other scholars point out that some of the shared
features may result from a common ritual source rather than literary dependence; see, e.g., Cairns,
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borrowings and yet at the same time some important differences, both of which are
relevant for interpreting the Idyll.** The Idyll’s opening with the three women leading
three thiasoi (tpeic Oowc £ dpoc tpeig dyayov avtai éoicat, “these three led three
sacred bands to the mountain,” 2) closely follows the structure of Bacchae 680-82.%
Moreover, as in Bacchae 115-16, Theocritus’ thiasoi are led “to the mountain™ (&g
8poc).* In both cases, Pentheus spies on the women: in the Bacchae he did so from the
top of a pine tree (1063-74) whereas Theocritus has him on a steep crag hiding in a
mastich bush.* In both, Pentheus’ fundamental error is related to “seeing” and as a result
profaning the “sacred things” (6pywa, Bacch. 470-76; 1080-81; 1d. 26.10-14). In
Theocritus, the subsequent exchange between Pentheus and the women is altered slightly.
Euripides had Pentheus plead for mercy but receive no reply (Bacch. 1118-21); rather, in
her state of madness his mother mistakes him for an animal which she hunts and kills
(1122-1152). By contrast, Theocritus has Autonoé give an answer (téya yvoon npiv
axodoat, “quickly you will know before you hear,” 19) reminiscent of Dionysus’
warning to Pentheus in Bacchae 474 (00 0 dkodoai o, Eoti 6™ &L €idévar, “it is not
permitted for you to hear [the rites] although they are worth knowing”). As Agave tears

her son apart, in Theocritus she roars like a lion (6ccov nep Tokddoc TeAébel poknua

“Theocritus, ldyll 26,” 5—7. He maintains that Euripides and Theocritus “are patently not model and
imitation but two variants on the same ritual model” (7).

*2 The relationship between them is set out concisely in a table in Dover, Theocritus, 263-64. A
thorough survey and analysis of all the literary borrowings is conducted by Cusset, “Théocrite, lecteur
d’Euripide.”

2 5pd 82 OLac0VC TPETS YuvauKkeinv xopdV, / BV fpy EvOC pev ADTOVOT, Tod SevTépov / piTnp
Ayaon on, tpitov & Tve yopod, “I see three sacred bands of female choruses, of which Autono€ leads one,
your mother Agave the second, and Ino a third chorus.” Given that this three-fold structure was common in
Hellenistic maenadic rituals, however, this does not establish literary dependence.

“ Bpopog e0t' &v &yn Oooug / gic 8poc eic dpoc, “Bromios would lead the sacred bands from
mountain to mountain” (Bacch. 115-16).

* evOedg & dMparov métpag dmo vt €0edpet, / oyivov &¢ apyaiav kotadvc, “Pentheus was
observing everything from a steep crag, having gone into an ancient mastich bush” (Id. 26.10-11).
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Aeaivag, “a roar occurred as of a lioness with her brood,” 21), whereas in the Bacchae she
mistakes Pentheus’ head for that of a lion cub (tévde Aeovtoeva, 1196). Finally, in both
cases the sisters return Pentheus’ body bloody to Thebes.*® Although Theocritus’
narrative ends here, his moral conclusion echoes the sentiments of Euripides’ messenger,
who averred, “it is best to be moderate and to reverence the things of the gods” (10
oOEPOVELY 0¢ Kol o€Pev 10 TV Oedv kdAMotov, 1150-51). Theocritus similarly
connects religious piety with a disavowal of sympathy for Pentheus: “I myself would be
pure and would please those who are pure... Better things belong to the children of the
pious but not to those of the impious” (a0tdg 6™ edayéolu Kai evayéecoty Goout. ..
evoePénv naideoot Ta Adia, dvocefiéwv & ob, 30, 32).

The nature of Theocritus’ use of Euripides has generated significant scholarly
attention; there is, however, little agreement on how to understand it. Among scholars
who emphasize Theocritus’ dependence on Euripides, some stress the continuity between
the Alexandrian poet and his classical model. Christophe Cusset, for example, maintains
that the differences in Theocritus’ poem can be largely accounted for by the change of
genre and from Theocritus’ interposition of different scenes from Euripides within the
limits of a 26 line narrative. Theocritus has merely exploited “indécisions ou
alternatives” inherent in the tragedy and thus Idyll 26 reinforces “[1]a continuité entre

, . .. 47
I’époque classique et 1’alexandrinisme.”

“® At this point, Theocritus plays on the name Pentheus: “They brought grief and not Pentheus
from the mountain” (¢€ 8peog mévOnpa kai ov IMevOija pépoica, 26). This recalls Teiresias’ words in the
Bacchae: “may Pentheus not thus bring grief to your house” (ITevBglg 8° 6mwg un mévbog gicoicel dopoig
101 coiot, Bacch. 367-68).

" Cusset, “Théocrite, lecteur d’Euripide,” at 468.
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Other scholars find greater consequence in Theocritus’ departures from Euripides
and detect in them evidence for his own ideological tendencies. Here, however, there is
remarkable diversity of opinion in the meaning of the divergences. This can be
illustrated by contrasting the interpretation of two scholars, Jean Carriére and Bernd Effe.
Carriére sees Theocritus as a critic of Euripides’ theological liberalism, noting that in
antiquity Euripides had a reputation for impiety and acquired the title “censeur des actes
divins.”*® In the Bacchae, Euripides’ impiety reveals itself through various expressions
of sympathy for Pentheus’ sufferings and outrage at the violence of Dionysus.*® Carriére
finds Theocritus’ narrative to have removed these sentiments and he makes lines 27-29 a
centerpiece of his interpretation (quoted above). He sees GAAoc in v. 27 not as a
generalizing statement but a specific allusion to Euripides himself, whose impious
tragedy rendered him an enemy of Dionysus. Moreover, he argues that the reference to
the age of nine or ten years is not to literal years but rather “great years” (= eight years)
which is thus 72-80 years, the very age of Euripides when he wrote the Bacchae.>
Although most scholars have found this line of argument more fantastic than persuasive,
it nevertheless illustrates in its most extreme form the view that Theocritus was a true
Dionysiac devotee who rewrote the Bacchae so as to purge it of its liberalizing and anti-
Dionysiac tendencies.>

In contrast to Carriere, Effe finds a very different motivation underlying

Theocritus’ transformation of Euripides. He concurs that Theocritus has downplayed the

48 Carriére, “Théocrite et les Baccantes,” 19. On Euripides’ reputation, see § 1.4.3.

* Ibid., 12. In the third-century CE, Aspines of Gadara takes Euripides to be evoking pity for
Pentheus; see § 1.4.4.

*%bid., 10-12, 16-17.

%1 \Van Groningen also finds Idyll 26 to be the work of a true devotee of Dionysus but without
taking it as a radical repudiation of Euripides (“Les Bacchantes de Théocrite,” esp. 348—49).

73



pathos and sympathy for Pentheus found in Euripides but argues that the Alexandrian
poet does this ironically.®® In Effe’s view, Theocritus emphasizes the brutality and
absurdity of the slaughter so as to contrast sharply with the poet’s subsequent claims of
pious purity. The reader would be expected to recognize that the piety presented in the
Idyll’s narrative was unacceptable and that it “kann sich nicht ernsthaft auf den Boden
dieses traditionellen, naiv-religidsen Bekenntnisses stellen.”®® Effe’s analysis of Idyll 26
fits within his larger view of Theocritus’ approach to the classical mythic tradition, which
he characterizes as “das Moment der ironischen Distanz.”>* Thus, where Carriére found
Theocritus’ transformation of the Bacchae to be the work of a true believer who was
troubled by Euripides’ religious innovation, in Effe’s view Theocritus regarded the myth
of Pentheus narrated by Euripides as an unsavory remnant of a less sophisticated
religious past and thus repudiated it through irony.

Most interpreters of Idyll 26 find middle ground between these two extremes and
offer more nuanced analyses.” Ultimately, however, Theocritus’ personal religious
commitments lie beyond the scope of literary investigation and thus the detection of irony

may depend more on the ideology of his readers (ancient or modern) than the author

52 Effe, “Die Destruktion der Tradition,” 71-72.

* Ibid., 73.

54 Ibid., 50. Others have come to similar conclusions. Valk also emphasizes that Theocritus has
eliminated the pathos found in Euripides and can “scarcely believe that in the euhemeristic Alexandrian age
a poet who introduced this religious sentiment, should be taken serious and should wish to be taken so”
(“Theocritus XXVI1,” 92-96, at 92). Similarly, Hutchinson maintains that “[t]he attitude proclaimed [in
lines 27-38] is obviously intended to conflict with the attitudes aroused in the reader by the narrative”
(Hellenistic Poetry, 161).

% See, e.g., Zanker, “Current Trends in the Study of Hellenic Myth,” 87-88. Particularly
interesting is McKay’s theory that in addition to the Bacchae Theocritus’ recreation of the scene may have
been influenced by artistic representations of the myth and thus need not imply a critical stance toward
Euripides (“Theokritos’ Bacchantes Re-examined,” 19-22). He cites, for example, the painting of the myth
described in Philostratus, Imagines 1.18.
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himself.>® | propose a different line of investigation of the Idyll in the hope of providing

a way forward through this scholarly impasse.

2.3.3 THEOCRITEAN MAENADS AS IMPERIAL SUBJECTS

Although there has been much scholarly attention to Theocritus’ works as
Hellenistic poetry and as such his relationship to the classical literary tradition, the
implications of his relationship with the Ptolemaic court for understanding Idyll 26 have
not been fully explored.”” Griffiths’ analysis has been most attentive to the implications
of this connection and thus his reading of 1dyll 26 serves as a valuable starting point. As
Griffiths points out, “[n]o Ptolemaic ancestor figures more largely in cult than Dionysus”;
consequently, he argues that Theocritus’ transformation of the myth is in keeping with
the Ptolemies’ larger propagandistic interests in mythology.”® Thus, for example, the
Alexandrian poet names a lesser known birth place of Dionysus, Dracanus or Dracanum
(év Apakdve vipoevty, 1d. 26.33), which Griffiths proposes may recall Drecanon
(Apexavov) a mountain on Cos, the birthplace of Philadelphus. While he advances this
proposal with caution, he notes that it would cohere well with the works of other

Hellenistic poets who sought to bring divine biographies into line with those of the

% As, for example, Zanker notes in his criticism of Effe, his interpretation “shows the danger
involved in importing modern sensibility into ancient literature” (“Current Trends in the Study of Hellenic
Myth,” 88).

¥ Cusset, for example, is dubious about “une portée politique” in Idyll 26, noting that in other
poems there are precise indications of Theocritus’ political interpretations of myths (e.g., Idd. 17 and 24),
whereas here there are not (Les Bacchantes de Théocrite, 25-26).

%8 Griffiths, Theocritus at Court, 98-104 (at 98). It should be stressed, however, as Griffiths
acknowledges, that the explicit identification of a Ptolemy with Dionysus occurs somewhat later; the
adoption of Heracles as a Ptolemaic ancestor occurred earlier. When Theocritus arrived in Alexandria,
“Dionysus was in the process of being adopted.” It is noteworthy that in Idyll 17.13-33, “Dionysus does
not appear in the ancestral portrait gallery” (53 n. 9). On the divine identifications of the Ptolemies, see §
2.2 above.
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Ptolemies, such as Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos.”® More importantly, Griffiths doubts, in
contrast to Effe, that Theocritus would ironically pillory the cult of Dionysus which was
of such great importance to his patron; rather, he argues that Theocritus has transformed
the myth to make it more appealing for Philadelphus.®® Thus, in contrast to Euripides,
Theocritus presents the women’s actions more as a rational and just retribution. While
they did act in a maddened frenzy (15), this was the result of Pentheus’ transgression and
not the normal state of their religious experience. As such, Theocritus emphasizes the
guilt of Pentheus by presenting his transgression as premeditated rather than, as in
Euripides’ version, the result of Dionysus’ own instigation. This alteration negates any
pathos and sympathy that had been permitted in Euripides’ tragedy.®* Theocritus’
Dionysus is thus more a god with whom Ptolemy might identify, one who is purely Greek
(not the foreign invader of Euripides), and one whose religion is characterized by piety
and just retribution rather than uncivilized ecstasy and violence.®

An additional indicator of a Ptolemaic background to Idyll 26 is found in v. 31
(quoted above). Kenneth McKay suggests that Theocritus is developing an analogy
between the eagle and the poet. As the eagle had earned honor (tyun) from Zeus for
service rendered, so also the poet should be honored by his patron.®® In Idyll 16, he

bemoans his failure to procure patronage and the cold reply of a would-be patron, “the

* Ibid., 100-01.

% See also Idyll 17.112, in which Theocritus praises Philadelphus for sponsoring Dionysiac
competitions.

81 Griffiths, Theocritus at Court, 102-03.

62 Ibid., 103-04. Griffiths concludes interestingly (even if more speculatively) that Theocritus’
Hellenization of Dionysus may have had an instructional component: “Theocritus has refashioned
Dionysus not only to be susceptible to the king’s vanity, but perhaps to lure that vanity from the oriental to
the Hellenic” (104).

% McKay, “Theokritos’ Bacchantes Re-examined,” 25-26. On the proverbial nature of the eagle
in this line, see Gershenson, “Theocritus 26. 31.”
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gods honor poets” (Beol Tiudov dodovg, 19). Theocritus would later receive such honor
from Philadelphus, whom he consequently compares with Zeus (Id. 17.133-34). If
McKay’s reading of the eagle is correct, then in Idyll 26.27-32 Theocritus presents
Pentheus as a foil for his own literary activities, which are acts of piety deserving of
honor from his royal patron.®* Thus, his desire to be “pure” (edayéoru) and to “please
those who are pure” (evayéeootv ddoyu) together with his assertion that “better things”
(ta. Ad1a) come “to the children of the pious” (evoepéwv naideoot) should be understood
as describing his desired relationship with Philadelphus as much as for his ritual status.®
Building on these observations, | suggest there is an additional difference in
Theocritus’ presentation of the myth that has gone largely unnoticed by scholars, namely,
that his maenads are engaged in what appears to be an officially sanctioned and rationally
organized cult. The spatial symmetry evoked by Theocritus, and his use of ritual
terminology suggest an orderly observance. Thus, for example, the three women
construct twelve altars (dvoxaideka Boung, 5), three for Semele and nine for Dionysus
(6).%° They then “take the sacred objects made with their hands out of the chest” (iepét 8’
€k Kiotog memovapéva xepotv Eloioat, 7), which they place reverently (edeauwc) on the
altars as Dionysus had taught them. This is clearly suggestive of well-known mystery

cults. Clement of Alexandria, for example, uses similar language in describing the

% Valk thinks that in v. 31 Theocritus alludes to lliad 12.243 in which a bird (oiwvdc) is an omen
from Zeus; the omen is that “[t]he offspring of pious men are bound to be happy” (“Theocritus XXVI,” 91—
93, at 92).

% |udwig Koenen demonstrates how in the Ptolemaic period terms of religious impurity (e.g.,
asebeia and anosios) began to be used in reference to political enemies of the state especially as the rulers
came increasingly to identify themselves with gods (“©@EOIZIN EX@POZX: Ein einneimischer Gegenkonig
in Agypten (132/1a),” ChrEg 34 [1959]: 103-19, esp. 106-12).

% As noted above (§ 2.2), Semele was also included in the Dionysiac Procession of Ptolemy
Philadelphus.
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Eleusinian Mysteries.®” The iepa in Idyll 26 are most likely, as Gow suggests, sacrificial
cakes that “have been molded into shapes.”® It is these cultic objects that Pentheus
conspires to see, and when Autonoé noticed him “she scattered the sacred things with her
feet” (oOv & &tapote moaiv... Spyw, 13).° The impression of these Theban maenads
given by Euripides is vastly different. There are no altars for Dionysus or Semele.”
Although in Euripides the Theban women possess certain Dionysiac implements (e.g.,
thyrsoi and fawnskins), there are no sacred objects as in Theocritus that the women had
prepared in advance (rerovapéva) and placed in a chest (kiotag, 7). By contrast, in the
Bacchae iepa and dpywa refer to ecstatic ritual actions, especially the song and dance of
the maenads, and invite Pentheus’ suspicions of unregulated sensuality (e.g., 161-62, 262,
470-74, 482, 485, 1080-81).” Theocritus’ narrative effectively elides this sensual aspect
of the maenadic rituals. Indeed, one wonders whether, if Euripides’ Pentheus had
encountered Theocritus’ bland and innocuous descriptions of the maenads, his interest
would have been aroused at all.

In connection with the innocuous nature of Theocritus’ maenads, it is noteworthy

that the motivations for Pentheus’ actions are not given. Euripides’ narrative had

8" He discloses the sacred Eleusinian formula as “I fasted, I drank the sacred drink, I took from the
sacred chest” (évriotevoa, Emov tov kukedva, ELafov €k kiotg, Protr. 2.21.2). He later speaks generally
of mysteries as employing ai xiotor ai pvoticoi that contain various sacred objects (2.22.1-7). On
Clement’s view of the mysteries, see § 8.3 below.

% Gow, Theocritus, 478.

% Gow’s view that the 8pya in v. 13 are identical with the iepé in v. 7 seems correct (ibid., 479).

" Dionysus in fact praises Cadmus, who was apparently alone in hallowing the place of his
mother’s death (Bacch. 10-11).

™ Cusset is aware of the possible conflict between the use of 8pywa by Euripides and Theocritus,
by which the former does not have “le sens étroit d’‘object rituels’ but rather “il désigne au sens large les
‘mystéres’ de Dionysos.” He minimizes this difference by noting that cOv 8 étdpa&e mooiv... dpy in Id.
26.13 need not mean that Autonoé scattered &pywa to keep Pentheus from seeing them. After all, he had
already seen them all in v. 10. Rather, he suggests that “elle déchaina avec ses pieds les mysteres”
(“Théocrite, lecteur d’Euripide,” 465-66); see also Cusset, Les Bacchantes de Théocrite, 81-83.
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emphasized that, as Thebes’ newly installed king, Pentheus sought to maintain civic order
and feminine chastity against which he viewed Dionysiac cult as an imminent threat.”
The fall of the royal house in the conclusion of Euripides’ narrative in fact demonstrates
that his fears were in part well-founded. Within Theocritus’ narrative, Pentheus’ role as
tyrant of Thebes, all-important in the Bacchae, also goes unmentioned. For Theocritus,
the political and social threat inherent in the women’s departure to the mountain is

absent; their maenadic cult is apparently already naturalized within the civic order.”
Indeed, the Idyll creates the impression that maenadism was by then an existing
institution at Thebes. Thus, Pentheus is shown to be acting against an established cult
rather than opposing the incursion of a new one as he had in Euripides.”

This presentation of maenadism in the myth by Theocritus may reflect
developments in its institutionalization in the Hellenistic world generally and in
Alexandria in particular. As evidenced by the Grand Procession of Philadelphus and the
Hellenistic inscription from Magnesia discussed above (8 2.2), the three-fold structure of
the thiasoi in Idyll 26 (and the Bacchae) corresponds to established ritual practice. At the
same time, in contrast to Euripides, clearly neither the maenadism imported to Magnesia
nor that supported by the Ptolemies was subversive; indeed, they were instituted by the
civic authorities. Thus, as a poet of the court, it was in Theocritus’ interest to depict
Dionysiac religion in general and maenadism in particular in a positive light. Not only

does Theocritus show maenads, as Griffiths argues, to be just and rational, he has

2 At the same time, by the end of the tragedy Pentheus’ motivation to see the maenads has shifted
as he gradually developed the desire to play the voyeur.

" Here Griffiths’ observation that Theocritus’ Dionysus is fully Greek and not foreign is
particularly pertinent (Theocritus at Court, 103-04).

" For a discussion of the Bacchae’s presentation of Dionysiac religion as “foreign,” see § 1.3.3.
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eliminated their politically destructive aspect. At the same time, he leaves no opportunity
for the Alexandrian monarch to be identified with his Theban counterpart. Indeed, as a
vigorous patron of Dionysus, such a comparison would be inappropriate for Philadelphus.
In sum: Theocritus’ Idyll 26 is a distinctly Hellenistic retelling of Euripides’
Bacchae that was both modeled on the tragedy and at the same time diverges from it in
important ways. Attempts to detect Theocritus’ own religious ideology in his
transformation of the narrative have proven inconclusive. He has been variously
characterized, ranging from a rigorous Dionysiac devotee, on the one hand, to an
exponent of Euhemerism, on the other. | have suggested that a more productive approach
to Idyll 26 attends to the poet’s relationship with the Ptolemaic court, whose interest in
Dionysus was well known. In Theocritus’ myth, the maenads are no longer disruptive of
the political order; they are practicing well-established and rational rituals. Pentheus thus
becomes the transgressor not the champion of traditional religion. In this transformation,
therefore, Theocritus has provided a version of the myth in which maenadism is properly

subjected to imperial power.

2.4 D10 CHRYSOSTOM’S ALEXANDRIAN ORATION: EURIPIDES’ MAENADS AND

THE ALEXANDRIAN MOB

Nearly 400 years after Theocritus composed the twenty-sixth Idyll, Dio
Chrysostom delivered his Alexandrian Oration (Or. 32). Like Theocritus, Dio was not
native to Alexandria but nevertheless composed his material with careful attention to the

cultural and political distinctiveness of his Alexandrian audience. Between Theocritus
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and Dio, Ptolemaic rule in Alexandria had been replaced by Rome. Whereas Theocritus’
poetic career depended on royal patronage, Dio’s orations were aimed at addressing a
range of political issues pertinent to the Greek cities of the Roman Empire. What makes
Dio’s Alexandrian Oration a striking point of comparison with Theocritus is that like the
latter he employs Euripides’ Bacchae as a means of portraying maenads in Alexandria.
As with the maenads described by Theocritus in Idyll 26, Dio has reinvented the
Alexandrian maenad with a view to her place within the empire. Whereas Theocritus
transformed the maenads so that they were now practitioners of an established civic cult
rather than the political subversives of the tragedy, Dio’s Alexandrian maenads are
disruptive of Roman rule. He draws an ironic comparison between Euripides” maenads
and the Alexandrian mob that serves an important function within his political rhetoric.
Before examining Dio’s use of the Bacchae (8 2.4.3), however, it is necessary to provide
context and background both of his life and career generally (8 2.4.1) and of the

Alexandrian Oration in particular (8 2.4.2).

2.4.1 D10 CHRYSOSTOM: ORATOR AND EMPIRE
Modern interest in Dio is stimulated by several wider concerns.” He provides

excellent historical evidence for the nature of Roman rule in the Greek East and in

" Important studies and discussion of the life and work of Dio include Hans von Arnim, Leben
und Werke des Dio von Prusa (Berlin: Weidmann, 1898); P. A. Brunt, “Aspects of the Social Thought of
Dio Chrysostom and of the Stoics,” PCPS 19 (1973): 9-34; C. P. Jones, The Roman World of Dio
Chrysostom (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978); John Moles, “The Career and
Conversion of Dio Chrysostom,” JHS 98 (1978): 79-100; Simon Swain, Hellenism and Empire: Language,
Classicism, and Power in the Greek World, AD 50-250 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 187—-241.
A valuable collection of essays covering a range of important issues in the study of Dio is found in Simon
Swain, ed., Dio Chrysostom: Politics, Letters, and Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
On Dio’s political relationship with Rome, in addition to the general studies above, see esp. John Moles,
“Dio Chrysostom, Greece, and Rome,” in Ethics and Rhetoric: Classical Essays for Donald Russell on His
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particular the political and cultural condition of Greek cities. As a leading citizen of
Prusa in Bithynia, he, like other elite Greeks of this period, acted as a benefactor to his
own community and even as an ambassador to the emperor Trajan, obtaining benefits for
his city.”® His speeches are largely political in nature and provide a window into Greek
civic life from the perspective of the elite class. Dio also attracts scholarly attention for
his contributions to the development of Greek intellectual life in the Second Sophistic.”’
He was well trained in rhetoric, philosophy, and classical literature and brought all of
these together skillfully within his political oratory.” At a time when increasingly
Greeks were gaining status and influence with Rome, Greek paideia became an important
locus in the cultural negotiation of Greek identity within the nexus of Roman power."
Over the course of Dio’s life, Roman attitudes toward Greek paideia varied greatly from
Domitian’s expulsion of philosophers from Rome around 93 CE to Trajan’s cultivation of
them.®®

Dio occupied a complex place within Greek society under Rome. Although he

had a prestigious place in the local social fabric of Prusa, Dio’s relationship with his city

Seventy-Fifth Birthday (ed. Doreen Innes, Harry M. Hine, and C. B. R. Pelling; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1995), 177-92; Giovanni Salmeri, “Dio, Rome, and the Civic Life of Asia Minor,” in Dio
Chrysostom, 53-92.

76 See Jones, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 19-20, 104-14. Dio asserts, for example, that
for their generosity the Prusans praise him and his peers as “Olympians, saviors, and nourishers” (tovg 8¢
‘O)lvpmiovg, Tovg 8¢ cwTiipag, Tovg 8¢ Tpoeéac, Or. 48.10); on his embassy to Trajan, see Oration 44.

" For discussions of Dio within the context of the Second Sophistic, see esp. Swain, Hellenism
and Empire, 187-241; Tim Whitmarsh, “‘Greece Is the World’: Exile and Identity in the Second
Sophistic,” in Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the Development of
Empire (ed. Simon Goldhill; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 269305, esp. 285-94; Tim
Whitmarsh, Greek Literature and the Roman Empire: The Politics of Imitation (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001), 156-67. On the Second Sophistic generally, see also Glen W. Bowersock, Greek Sophists in
the Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969); Tim Whitmarsh, The Second Sophistic
(Greece & Rome: New Surveys in the Classics 35; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

"8 See Jones, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 8-18.

" Greeks, for example, began to gain entrance into the Roman senate; see Salmeri, “Dio, Rome,
and the Civic Life”, 57-60.

8 See Whitmarsh, Greek Literature and the Roman Empire, 15-16.

82



was not always smooth. During the reign of VVespasian there was a shortage of grain; as a
wealthy and influential member of the elite, the people of Prusa suspected Dio of fixing
the prices and thus rioted at his house (see Or. 46).2" These events well illustrate the
place of Dio and others of the Greek elite within the Roman world. In contrast to the
lower classes, upper class Greeks benefited greatly from the maintenance of peace and
stability in their cities. Rome largely granted cities autonomy to govern their own affairs
and only intervened in cases of disturbance and disorder. Thus, many of Dio’s speeches
are aimed at preserving the (at times tenuous) harmony in various Greek cities. At the
same time, although he was often an active supporter of Roman rule, his own relationship
with the empire was complicated. Under Domitian, in 83 CE Dio was exiled from lItaly
and Bithynia and was only recalled after the emperor’s assassination in 96. In his post-
exilic career Dio enjoyed increased prominence with Rome and seems to have developed
a positive relationship with Trajan.?? His four orations On Kingship, for example, speak
positively of Trajan (albeit without naming him). Viewed broadly, Dio’s attitude toward
Rome is complex and dynamic, varying significantly depending on circumstances and
audiences.®®

Dio’s political career is inextricably tied to his intellectual development and

literary output. He shifts between philosophy and oratory in such a way that makes him

8 On the riot, see Jones, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 19-25.

8 This relationship is prominent, for example, in von Arnim’s interpretation of the Alexandrian
Oration discussed below (Leben und Werke, 435-38); see also Jones, The Roman World of Dio
Chrysostom, 115-23.

& Some scholars emphasize that Dio’s praise of Trajan and Roman administration should not be
taken at face value and that his attitude toward Rome is in fact rather ambivalent; see, e.g., Moles, “Dio
Chrysostom, Greece, and Rome”; Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 192-206. Salmeri, however, maintains
that even though Dio can deflate Roman origins and criticize Roman morality and individual emperors
(e.g., Nero and Domitian), none of this amounts to “real polemics against the Romans.” Even “the sense of
superiority displayed by the Greek Dio never, let us repeat, resolves itself into defiance of the Empire”
(“Dio, Rome, and the Civic Life,” 86-92 [at 88]).
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difficult to categorize. Philostratus, the third-century biographer of the Second Sophistic,
for example, includes him among “the philosophers with an appearance of being a
sophist” (tov¢ erhocoprcavtag &v d0EN 10D copiatedoat, Vit. soph. pref). Thus, his
career was viewed primarily as that of a philosopher; he could, however, also deliver
sophistic discourses, such as the Praise of a Parrot (1.7).2* Synesius, a fourth or fifth-
century biographer of Dio, solved the apparent conflict between the sophistic and
philosophical character of Dio’s orations by positing a conversion from rhetoric to
philosophy that took place during his exile. Several aspects of his career support such a
schema; in addition to a detectable increase in the philosophical content in his later
speeches, after his exile he began wearing the garb of a Cynic so as to underscore his
ideological commitments. This theory has remained influential down to modern times, in
large part due to its adoption in the seminal work of Hans von Arnim in 1898.%°
Beginning with studies by Christopher Jones and John Moles in the 1970’s, however, this
view has been significantly challenged.® It now seems best to understand Dio as
employing elements drawn from both sophistic rhetoric and philosophy throughout his

career to suit the occasion and audience.®” Thus, his adoption of the philosopher’s garb

8 Jones, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 8-18.

% | eben und Werke.

8 With respect to Or. 32, see C. P. Jones, “The Date of Dio of Prusa’s Alexandrian Oration,”
Historia 22 (1973): 3029, esp. 308. Building on Jones’ work, Moles issues a full scale refutation of a
reconstruction of Dio’s life based on a division between sophistic and philosophic (“The Career and
Conversion of Dio Chrysostom”). Moles’ position is now widely accepted; see, e.g., Jones, The Roman
World of Dio Chrysostom, 8-18; Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 187-92; Whitmarsh, Greek Literature and
the Roman Empire, 158-59.

¥ Dio’s contemporary Plutarch provides an interesting point of comparison. Although he was
known primarily as a philosopher, he made some attempts at oratory; see C. P. Jones, Plutarch and Rome
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 14-16, 67—71. For a comparison of the careers of Plutarch and Dio, see
34-37. On Plutarch, see also § 3.5 below.
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after his exile is more propaganda and dramatic self-presentation than the result of a
genuine conversion.®®

In view of Dio’s position within the political and intellectual world of the Roman
Empire, his use of mythology takes on particular interest.** On the one hand, Homer and
other classical authors form the basis for Greek paideia and consequently reanimating
this literary past was a means by which Greek intellectuals could assert cultural
superiority in the Roman world. At the same time, however, this literary heritage was
itself in flux and a matter of dispute among Greeks themselves. As a philosopher, Dio
can also use mythology within the tradition of Plato, inventing his own myths in the
service of ethical precepts.*® Dio could also treat myths as a sophist, employing them as
“a convenient repertoire of similes” and “a store of examples”; in addition, like Lucian,
he could treat mythology with sarcasm and parody.®* He also often uses mythology in
the service of his political interests. In the Trojan Oration (Or. 11), for example, he
engages in perhaps his strongest criticism of traditional Greek mythology, refuting

Homer’s account of the Trojan War. He insists that it was in fact the Greeks not the

8 Moles, “The Career and Conversion of Dio Chrysostom,” 96-100; Swain, Hellenism and
Empire, 189-91. For a discussion of the place of Dio’s exile in his self-presentation, see Paolo Desideri,
“Dio’s Exile: Politics, Philosophy, Literature,” in Writing Exile: The Discourse of Displacement in Greco-
Roman Antiquity and Beyond (ed. Jan Felix Gaertner; Mnemosyne 83; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 193-207.
Whitmarsh emphasizes that Dio employs his exile as a means of establishing his philosophical authority
(““Greece Is the World’,” 285-94). It may also be added that Dio’s deployment of various philosophical
positions has distinctive pragmatic functions. As Michael Trapp suggests regarding his use of Stoic
political theory, “philosophical argumentation linking political concord either with the order of the cosmos,
or with good states of the individual character, could be seen not as pure high-minded idealism, but as an
example of complicity with the values and interests of the socially and politically dominant class”
(Philosophy in the Roman Empire: Ethics, Politics and Society [Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007], 185-210 [at
195]).

% On this, see Suzanne Said, “Dio’s Use of Mythology,” in Dio Chrysostom, 161-86; Anne
Gangloff, Dion Chrysostome et les mythes: hellénisme, communication et philosophie politique (Grenoble:
J. Millon, 2006).

% Said, “Dio’s Use of Mythology,” 171-74.

*! Ibid., esp. 16471 (at 164-65).
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Trojans who were defeated, basing his arguments largely on internal contradictions
within the epic. His rewriting of the mythological past here is shaped at least in part by
the interests of his local audience. He enhances the heritage of the Trojans while at the
same time flattering the Romans by claiming that Aeneas was sent by a victorious Hector

to colonize Italy rather than fleeing conquered (Or. 11.137).%

2.4.2 THE ALEXANDRIAN ORATION: ON PERFORMANCES AND MOBS

In his Alexandrian Oration, Dio is concerned with the relationship between the
city’s populace and the Roman Empire.*® In particular, he chastises the Alexandrians for
their unruly behavior in the public events at the theater and the stadium. Based upon the
strength of Dio’s support of Roman interests in this oration, von Arnim asserts that at this
time Dio was a confidant (or even an agent) of the emperor himself. Dio contrasts the
current emperor with Nero, asking whether the Alexandrians wish “to appear to have the
same disease as Nero” (Népaovt @aivesBar trv adtnv Eyovieg vocsov, 60), who, like them,
suffered from an infatuation for music.”* On the contrary, “how much better indeed to
imitate the present ruler who attends to culture and reason” (kai oo kpeitTov ppeicOon

TOV VOV dpyovto modeiq kai Aoym mpocéyovta, 60). There is no consensus as to which

%2 Said notes, however, that the entire Trojan Oration cannot be sufficiently explained as Roman
propaganda (ibid., 178-79). See also Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 210-11.

% For discussions of the Alexandrian Oration, see Arnim, Leben und Werke, 435-38; Eugen
Wilmes, “Beitrage zur Alexandrinerrede (or. 32) des Dion Chrysostomos” (Diss., Bonn, 1970); E. K.
Borthwick, “Dio Chrysostom on the Mob at Alexandria,” CR 22 (1972): 1-3; Jones, “The Date of Dio of
Prusa’s Alexandrian Oration”; Moles, “The Career and Conversion of Dio Chrysostom,” passim; Jones,
The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 36-44; William D. Barry, “Aristocrats, Orators, and the ‘Mob’: Dio
Chrysostom and the World of the Alexandrians,” Historia 42 (1993): 82—103; Michael B. Trapp, “Sense of
Place in the Orations of Dio Chrysostom,” in Ethics and Rhetoric, 16375, esp. 167-75; Said, “Dio’s Use
of Mythology,” 169—71; Gangloff, Dion Chrysostome et les mythes, 273-78.

% The Greek text follows Hans von Arnim, Dionis Prusaensis quem vocant Chrysostomum quae
extant omnia (2 vols.; Berlin: Weidmann, 1893-1896). Translations are mine.
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ruler is in view. Von Arnim offers several arguments in support of his view that the
unnamed emperor (tov viv dpyovta) must be Trajan. First, clearly Domitian is excluded.
Moreover, he disqualifies Vespasian, the most viable alternative to Trajan, on the
grounds that Dio refers to generous public works bestowed upon Alexandria by the
current emperor (Or. 32.95), whereas Suetonius claims that Vespasian was unpopular
there (Vesp. 19).*> Dio’s description of the emperor coheres with what is known about
Trajan; indeed, earlier in the oration (25-26), he contrasts the good king (basileus) with
the tyrant (tyrannos) in a manner resembling his characterization of Trajan in his
kingship orations (Orr. 1-4).° A less central facet of von Arnim’s case for Trajan—but
one that has been most strongly criticized—is Dio’s self-presentation as a philosopher. In
22, Dio points out that he is wearing a threadbare cloak (tpip@viov), a distinguishing
characteristic of philosophers.®” Here von Arim is dependent on the larger theory of
Dio’s exilic conversion to philosophy, which, as noted above, has come under attack.
Thus, some scholars now prefer a pre-exilic date under Vespasian.”

Dio delivered his oration in the Alexandrian theater, a setting which he evokes
strategically in positioning his performance in relation to his audience. He begins by
requesting their attention: “Would you at least be willing, O men, to be earnest for a short

time and pay attention?” (Apd ye Podrots0’ &v, & &vSpec, cTovdacal ypOVoV GUIKPOV

% Arnim, Leben und Werke, 436-37.

% bid., 435.

*" Ibid., 435-36.

% A remarkable amount of scholarly attention has been devoted to the debate over the dating of
the Alexandrian Oration. In favor the reign of Vespasian, see Jones, “The Date of Dio of Prusa’s
Alexandrian Oration”; idem, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom, 134; Moles, “The Career and
Conversion of Dio Chrysostom”; Barry, “Aristocrats, Orators, and the ‘Mob’,” 98-103. In support of
Trajan, see Wilmes, “Beitrdge zur Alexandrinerrede,” 123-24; Jan Fredrik Kindstrand, “The Date of Dio of
Prusa’s Alexandrian Oration: A Reply,” Historia 27 (1978): 378-83; Harry Sidebottom, “The Date of Dio
of Prusa’s Rhodian and Alexandrian Orations,” Historia 41 (1992): 407-19, esp. 415-18 (though arguing
on grounds other than Dio’s conversion); Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 428-29.
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kai Tpocéyewv; 1) He proceeds to chastise them for their collective frivolity—I see that
there is an entire lack of seriousness among you,” cmovdf|g 6& DUIV TV Tacay Evoglov
op® ovoav (1)—and compares them to a chorus; whereas “it is praiseworthy for a chorus
to speak in unison” (yopod pev yap Emawvog to Gua ginelv), “for the populace it is
[praiseworthy] to listen well” (dnpov 8¢ 10 KoAdS drxovoat, 2). Indeed, the theater in
which he stood was a central venue for the Alexandrians’ collective vice: “into this [the
theater], nothing or scarcely anything good or honorable ever enters among you” (&ig
10070 [10 0€atpov] 6& KooV LV Tj Tipov 0VSEY VUV | omavimg ot gicépyetat, 4). On
the contrary, not only are the entertainments in their theaters devoid of virtuous and pious
content (4-6), we later learn that they are occasions for violent rioting (41-42).
Alexandria lacked the benefit found in Athens, where the poets were given freedom “to
reproach not only individual men but also the city collectively” (un poéovov tovg Kort’
BvSpa EAEyxEwY, GAAL Kol kowi] T moA, 6).%° He continues: “You have neither such a
chorus nor poet nor anyone else, who will reprove you with goodwill and make manifest
the illnesses of the city” (Vuiv 0& obte y0pOS £0TL TO10VTOC 0VTE TOM TG 0VTE AALOG
00d¢glc, 0g DUIV OVEISLET HeT’ gVVOTNG Kol paveEPA TOMGEL TO TG TOAEMG APPOCTALOTA,
7). In the absence of such dramatic productions, he offers his own present discourse as
that by which “people become happy, better, and wiser, and are able to inhabit their cities
more excellently” (dvOpwmot e0d0povodot Kol KPEITTOVG Kol 6O@POVESTEPOL YiyvovTal

b r 9 ~ 4 \ r 1
Kai BELTIOV OiKETV dUVOVTOL TOG TOAELS, 7). 00

% He quotes Aristophanes, Knights 2-3 and a fragment of Eupolis: kopodiog Aéyeobor dfjpog
TOKVITNG, SUGKOAOV YEPOVTIOV, DIOK®EOV,” Kol “Ti & o1’ AOnvaiowot Tpayl’ dnodpotov,” “it is said in the
comedies, ‘people of the Pnyx, miserable, aged, dumb,” and ‘what action is not forbidden in Athens?’”

1991n 8-9 he similarly criticizes the philosophers (esp. the Cynics) for failing in their duty to foster

virtue in the people.
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Dio’s self-positioning within the theater both physically as speaker and
metaphorically as comic poet provides an important frame for the subsequent sections in
which he criticizes their behaviors at public events, first music (47-74) then races (75-
95). From within this theatrical venue, he is able to provide culture (paideia) and reason
(logos) as the divine drug (pharmakon) that might heal the Alexandrians of their
inordinate addiction to frivolous entertainments (16). At the same time, it is important to
note how the theme of rioting at performances relates to Dio’s concern with fostering a
better relationship with Rome. As von Arnim suggests, Dio implies a correlation
between the Alexandrians’ behavior at concerts and races and their deteriorating
relationship with Rome.*® He notes that in 71-72 Dio reminds them of a recent incident
in which their singing and feasting escalated into a lethal confrontation with the Roman
army. Moreover, in 51 Dio hints that the consequence of these riots was the presence of
Roman soldiers, not merely stationed within the city, but at the very theater where he was

192 Tn connection with von Arnim’s observations, it should be added that Dio

speaking.
asserts that Alexandria’s captivity to Rome is directly related to (if not the result of) their
abandonment of “nobler pursuits” (t®v kperrtévov Enrtndevudtov), while “being seized

by drunkenness, or the singing of women, or chariots” (aipefeico Vo uEdNg 1| OOTC

yovauk®v i apudrov, 90).

101 Arnim, Leben und Werke, 437—38.

192 Toryapotv B¢ monsiv Hpiv Tadaymyodc SESmKE TODG PPOVILOTEPOVS THig TOAE®G, Hed’ GV Kai
Bewpeite kol tiAha Guevov Tpdrtete, “consequently, he has appointed men who are wiser than this city as
tutors for you all, with whom you are better both as an audience and at doing everything else” (51). The
implication seems to be that the only thing that kept them from rioting during Dio’s present speech was the
presence of the army at the theater.
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2.4.3 ALEXANDRIANS AND THE CREDIBILITY OF EURIPIDES’ MYTHOLOGY

Throughout this oration, Dio’s description of the Alexandrian mob is significantly
colored by mythological literature.’®® In his criticism of the Alexandrians’ response to
musical performances (47-74), Dio employs a number of mythological comparisons.*®*
He asserts, for example, that their entertainers affect them as Sirens (47) and that, by
contrast to the music of Orpheus, which tamed wild beasts, their musicians turn humans
into beasts (62). For my purposes here, however, his comparison to maenads is of special
interest. Whereas music ought to have a calming effect on its audience for them it is the
opposite. In a reversal of the experience of most others for whom drunkenness is an
inducement to song and dance, for the Alexandrians, “song brings about drunkenness and
madness” (1] yop @O puébnv éunotel kai mapdvowav, 55). This reversal of the effects of
wine and music leads to his comparison with maenads:

oV yap €k Movodv, aAL’ ék KopuBdviov Tivdv katéyeobe, Kol Totd moleite td

TV TomTdV puboroynuota: a¢ EKetvol ye mapelcdyovst Bakyag tvog

povopévag Ko PEAOLS Kal ZATVPOLS:

You are not possessed of Muses but of Corybantes and you make credible the

mythologies of the poets; as they indeed lead about certain Bacchants and Satyrs

maddened by a song. (58)

For Dio, “Bacchants” serve as a useful way of characterizing the Alexandrian populace.

Like maenads, they are possessed, not by the Muses but as shown by poets of mythology

193 Thus, as Barry demonstrates, Dio’s account of the mob is informed at least as much by poets
(esp. Homer) as by factual observation or reports (“Aristocrats, Orators, and the ‘Mob’,” 95-98).
Moreover, his views are influenced by his own aristocratic prejudices and encounter with the bread riot in
Prusa (84-89). Consequently, according to Barry, the Alexandrian Oration has little merit as a historical

document.

104 His procedure here is consistent with Said’s observation that in mythology Dio finds a

“convenient repertoire of similes” (“Dio’s Use of Mythology,” 164). For a discussion of the wider use of
mythology in this oration, see Gangloff, Dion Chrysostome et les mythes, 273-78. She emphasizes the
distinctly political nature of Dio’s choice of myths: “Les examples choisis par Dion insistent sur la mission
éducative et politique de la musique, que les Alexandrins ont oubliée au point d’aboutir, au contraire, a
I’absence d’harmonie” (276).
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they are “maddened by a song.” Several salient features emerge from this comparison.
First, Dio reverses the normal rhetorical pattern, which is to quote from a standard poet in
order to supply credibility to one’s own argument. On the contrary, Dio suggests that the
Alexandrians’ behavior lends credibility to the poets, that is, by establishing their
poBoroyruata as moté.'® The allusions and quotation that follow indicate that
Euripides is the primary poet in view.'®

At the same time, it becomes evident that his assertion that the Alexandrians
“make credible the mythologies of the poets” is ironic because in what follows he says
much more about how they are unlike maenads. “With you there are no fawnskins or
thyrsoi nor is there carrying of lions in your arms” (00kodV Dpiv T T®V VERpidwv Te Kai
BOpoV Evael kai TO Adovtac eépety &v Taic dykdhac, 58).%" Dio then returns directly to
the similarities: “In every other way, indeed, you seem to me to be entirely like Nymphs
and Satyrs; for [you are] always cheerful, lovers of laughter, and lovers of dancing” (ta
0¢ dAAa Kol Tavy pot dokeite Eotkévar NOp@aig Kol Xatdpotg. ihapoti te yop del kol
eroyéhmTeg Kol erlopynortai, 58-59). These traits, however, are rather general and
certainly not unique to maenads or to any particular poet’s description of them. He

follows immediately with more differences: “except that for you, when you thirst, wine

195 See Said, “Dio’s Use of Mythology,” 169; Gangloff, Dion Chrysostome et les mythes, 246.

106 gee also Wilmes, “Beitrdge zur Alexandrinerrede,” 73—74; Gangloff, Dion Chrysostome et les
mythes, 276.

97 There is nothing unique to Euripides about the fawnskin (veppic) and thyrsos; these are
common maenadic attributes. Wilmes regards Dio’s reference to carrying lions (10 Aéovtag @épewv €v taig
dykalong) as an inaccurate allusion to Bacchae 699-700, in which the maenads are described as “holding
deer and wild cubs of wolves in their arms” (ai 8’ dykahoict dopkdd’ fj cxkvpvovg Adkwv dypiovg Exovcart)
(“Beitrage zur Alexandrinerrede,” 74). The carrying of lions, however, may recall Agave carrying the head
of Pentheus atop her thyrsos “as though of a mountain lion” (¢ 0peotépov... Aovtoc, 1141-42) and
Cadmus and Agave’s later exchange: Cadmus: “Whose face then do you have in your arms?” Agave: “A
lion’s. At least so the hunting women were saying” (tivog tpécomnov d1jt’ v dykdiaig €xeig; Aéovtog, & 7’
gpackov ai Onpodpevar, 1277-78; see also 1215, 1283).
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does not bubble up spontaneously from some rock somewhere or from a glen; nor are you
able to have milk and honey so easily by scratching the ground with your fingertips”
(mAv ovK odTépaTog VUiV dvaBrdel Styrcacty 6 otvog &k TETpac mobEy Tvog i vamng,
000¢ YaAa kol pEM 60vache evyep®dg oVTmG EYEV ‘AKPOIoTt OaKTOAOIGL dtopudvTteg X06va,’
59). Here Dio quotes from Euripides Bacchae 709, where the messenger reports that the
maenads were “scratching the ground with their fingertips” (éixpotiot daxtodoict
dwapdoat ¥06va). This quote confirms that Euripides is the primary poet to whose
mythology Dio was referring. In addition, it signals Dio’s interest in the larger context of
Bacchae 704-11, where the messenger reports Dionysus’ miraculous provisions for the
maenads.'® As in Dio, in the tragedy there refers to liquid springing miraculously from a
rock and also wine, milk, and honey from the ground. Dio also employs the term
avtoparoc, which, although only found once in the Bacchae describing the maenads’
escape from prison (447), in later Dionysiac mythology becomes important term.*®®

The function of these poetic allusions, however, is ironically not, as he had
initially asserted, to confirm the mythologies of the poets but rather to contrast with the
Alexandrians’ political and economic subjugation to Rome. Dio proceeds: “Water does
not come to you here spontaneously nor presumably do you have bread within your own
authority, but even this you take from the hand of the stronger” (6AL’ 00d¢ 10 HOwpP VUTV

agkveitar 6edpo avTOpnaTOV 0VdE TV palav xete év €Eovoig dnmovbey, AALY Kol

198 Bacchae 704-11: Bvpoov 8¢ g AaPovc’ Eraicev &g métpav, / 60ev dpocddng HdaTog Ekmndal
voTig: / dAAN 6€ vapOnk’ éc médov kabfjke yiig / kal thde kprvny é€aviik’ oivov Bedc: / doaig 6€ Aevkod
TOpoTo¢ OO0 TPV, / dKpotot SakToAotot Sroudoar yBdVe / YEAOKTOC EGHOVC Elxov- £K 88 KIootvv /
Bvpowv yAvkeion péitog Eotalov poai, “One [maenad] took a thyrsus and struck a rock; from there
moisture of fresh water sprung forth; another placed a fennel on the foot of the earth and at that place the
god sent forth a spring of wine. As many as had a desire for milk, scratching the ground with their
fingertips, they acquired streams of milk. From their ivied thyrsoi, sweet streams of honey were dripping.”

109 see, for example, §§ 4.3.2 and 6.3 on Artapanus and Acts.
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TaOTV &K THS TV KperrTovay xepde AapBavete, 59)."° Dio’s halting comparison of his
audience to maenads recalls the oration’s opening where he began to compare his
audience to a dramatic chorus but quickly pulled back, preferring instead that they listen
rather than sing (2, see above). Similarly, here again, he begins to compare his audience
to the chorus of maenads from Euripides’ Bacchae only finally to emphasize that their
situation is unlike those maenads. He nevertheless concludes his comparison by
exhorting them to give up their maenadic behavior: “So it was perhaps time for you to
cease your Bacchic revels and attend more to yourselves. But now, should you listen
only to the lyre string, as though you heard a war trumpet, you would no longer be able to
maintain peace” (dGote owg konpdc Nv Hudc TavcsucOat Poicyetdy kol Tpocéyety poALOV
aOTOIC. VOVI 0& v VoV dkovonTE XopoiG, Aomep GAATLYYOS AKNKOOTES, OVKETL dUVOGHE
eipnvmv dyewv, 59). In this way, Dio brings his mythological discussion to bear on his
larger political goals of fostering a more peaceful relationship with Rome.**

Thus, when viewed in terms of Alexandria’s position within the Roman Empire,
Dio’s comparison with maenads cuts in two directions. On the one hand, their public
disorder—a central cause of political conflict—is likened to maenadic madness. On the
other, their political subjugation and economic dependency is entirely unlike the maenads
of Euripides where Dionysiac religion provided a release from Pentheus’ tyranny and

where the god lavished his devotees with abundance. It is clear from the rest of the

10 As Wilmes suggests, these references to water and bread would evoke Rome’s control over the
Nile (e.g., Augustus’ repairing of the Alexandrian dykes and canals) and the grain supply (cf. Pliny, Pan
31.3, which praises Trajan for this aspect of his administration of Egypt) (“Beitrdge zur Alexandrinerrede,”
76-78). The term automatos was used by Herodotus (2.14) to describe the flooding of the Nile.

1 Dio further develops the connection between music and war in the following section by noting
that the ancient Spartans made war to the accompaniment of the kithara.
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oration that Dio viewed these as closely connected: their collective licentiousness was in

large part responsible for their political captivity (see e.g., 88-90).'2

2.5 EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AT ALEXANDRIA: CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has traced several ways in which Euripides’ Bacchae was
reappropriated at Alexandria amidst religious and political transformation and upheaval.
From the founding of Alexandria, tragic poetry and Dionysiac religion were integral parts
of imperial self-presentation and ideology. Evocations of this famous tragedy, therefore,
provided powerful potentialities for exploring central tensions within Greek society. For
Theocritus, a poet of the imperial court, subtle transformations of Euripides’ narrative
allowed him to construct maenadism in a different light. Far from radical and frenzied
innovators who destroy the royal house, Theocritus” maenads are civilized and rational,
acting according to established norms of justice and propriety. Dio Chrysostom
addresses an Alexandrian audience now subject to Roman rule and observes that their
public rioting was like the maenadic madness portrayed by Euripides. In contrast to the
mythological maenads, however, the Alexandrians lacked political and economic benefits
provided by the god in the tragedy. Dio warns that if they persisted in such behavior,

they would continue to suffer repression at the hands of the Roman army. Thus, in

12 Gangloff’s analysis of Dio’s use of the Bacchae is consistent with my interpretation here; she
argues that it functions as a means of warning the Alexandrians about the consequences of their behavior
with respect to the Romans. In contrast to my reading, however, she proposes that Dio evokes the danger
faced by Pentheus at the hand of Agave, which Dio makes analogous to their own political danger (Dion
Chrysostome et les mythes, 276-77). While I do not dispute that Agave’s dismemberment of Pentheus is in
view with the evocation of the Bacchae, Dio’s own emphasis moves in another direction. He neither
mentions Pentheus nor alludes to the sparagmos. Moreover, he makes the Alexandrians analogous to the
maenads rather than their victim.
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keeping with its function in fifth-century Athens, the Bacchae continued to serve as a

means of reevaluating the relationship between religion and absolute power.
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CHAPTER THREE
EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AT ROME:

HORACE ON BACCHUS AS TRAGIC HERO AND STOIC SAGE

3.1 INTRODUCTION

The reception of Euripides’ Bacchae at Rome occurs amidst a range of tensions
and conflicts and highlights several fundamental problems in Roman society. As in
Alexandria, Dionysus was first introduced to Italy by Greeks. Subsequently, he was
introduced to Rome by the Senate, and at various points in its history the Roman
administration took an interest in and patronized his cult. Tragic drama was also
introduced to Rome from Greece, and the influence of the Bacchae is found early on in
Latin drama. This chapter surveys a range of Roman interactions with the Bacchae in
various genres, culminating with Horace’s adaptation of the conflict between Pentheus
and the disguised stranger (Bacch. 492-98) in Epistles 1.16 (8 3.4). Isituate Horace’s use
of this scene within the larger religious and political context of Rome, where both
Dionysus and the theater function as focal points in contestations of power. My analysis
addresses the interrelationship of two larger problems in Horatian studies, namely, the
poet’s attitude toward Augustan Rome and the nature of his Bacchic poetics. Although
attempts to approach these two aspects of Horace’s work in a unified manner have been
made, recently in an essay by Alessandro Schiesaro, their scope is limited to Horace’s
Odes to the exclusion of Epistles 1.16. In addition, in the history of the interpretation of

the Bacchae, Horace represents an important nexus of shifting literary and ideological
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interests. He provides the first extant instance of a philosophically informed allegorical
reading of the tragedy in which Dionysus has become a model Stoic sage, prepared to
face death virtuously. Two salient features implicit in Horace’s reading of the Bacchae
are prominently developed by two subsequent readers, Plutarch and Epictetus (§ 3.5).
Both apply the same tragic scene to the death of the sage yet with very different
emphases: the former is interested in achieving tranquility through a resignation to the

divine will, the latter in valorizing the courage to resist Roman tyranny.

3.2 THE ARRIVAL OF DIONYSUS AT ROME

In the eighth century BCE, Greek colonists arrived in the south of Italy and
brought with them Dionysiac religion.! Evidence for the practice of Dionysiac cult by
Greeks in Magna Graecia is available from the fifth century. For example, a famous mid-
fifth-century burial inscription from Cumae indicates a relationship between Bacchic
initiation and funerary rites: “it is not permitted to lie here if someone is not initiated into
Bacchus” (OV 8¢ évtodfa keiobon i pé tov PePayyevpévov).? A connection between
Dionysus and the afterlife is also found on a gold leaf from a burial chamber in
Hipponion (ca. 400 BCE), which speaks of “bacchoi” traveling along the sacred road in

the underworld.® Thus, based on the limited evidence available, early Greek practice of

! The most comprehensive account of Dionysus in the Roman world is Adrien Bruhl, Liber Pater:
origine et expansion du culte dionysiaque & Rome et dans le monde romain (Paris: Boccard, 1953); see also
H. Jeanmaire, Dionysos: histoire du culte de Bacchus (Paris: Payot, 1951), 453-82; Richard Seaford,
Dionysos (New York: Routledge, 2006), 58-70.

? Greek text follows Franciszek Sokolowski, Lois sacrées des cités grecques: supplément (Ecole
frangaise d’Athénes: travaux et mémoires 11; Paris: Boccard, 1962), 202—03 no. 120.

® For the text, see Radcliffe G. Edmonds, ed., The “Orphic” Gold Tablets and Greek Religion:
Further along the Path (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 30-31. On the importance of the
afterlife in Dionysiac ritual more generally, see Walter Burkert, Greek Religion: Archaic and Classical
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Dionysiac ritual in Italy seems to have been especially interested in death and the
afterlife.*

Dionysus was known to Romans as Bacchus and also acquired the title Liber
Pater. This latter name came from an Italian fertility god who was associated with the
plebian class and made up part of the divine triad Ceres, Liber, and Libera. The process
of assimilation between the Italian god Liber and the Greek Dionysus is complex and
occurred over an extended period of cultural interactions.” A series of significant
historical events in this process occurred in the 490°s BCE. According to the Roman
annalistic tradition, in response to a famine, in 496 the consul Aulus Postumius consulted
the sibylline oracle and was instructed to introduce a cult of three Greek agrarian deities
Demeter, Dionysus, and Kore (Dion. Hal., Ant. rom. 6.17). Consequently, the Romans
adopted them under the names Ceres, Liber, and Libera, and in 493 a temple was
dedicated to this triad on the Aventine Hill, which was later restored by Augustus and
Tiberius (17 CE).°

A full account of the history of Bacchus in the Roman world is beyond the scope
of this study. Here, I briefly sketch two historical developments in Bacchic religion that

are most pertinent for the subsequent analysis, particularly because they illustrate the

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1985), 293-95; with reference to the Bacchic gold tablets, see Fritz Graf and Sarah lles
Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife: Orpheus and the Bacchic Gold Tablets (2d ed.; London: Routledge,
2013), 94-136.

* Walter Burkert argues that the Dionysiac mysteries had a focus on the afterlife which they
developed “especially in Italy as a kind of analogue to the Eleusinian rites” (Ancient Mystery Cults
[Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987], 21-23 [at 22]).

> For a discussion of this period, see Bruhl, Liber Pater, 13-45.

® See ibid., 30-45; Mary Beard, John A. North, and S. R. F Price, Religions of Rome I: A History
(2 vols.; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 64-66. On the varying attitudes of Romans
toward the reception of Greek religion more generally, see also Denis Feeney, Literature and Religion at
Rome: Cultures, Contexts, and Beliefs (Roman Literature and Its Contexts; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 25-28.
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interconnection between Bacchus, political power, and questions of morality. The first is
the Bacchanalia affair of 186 BCE.” These events are known to us primarily through two
sources: Livy’s account (39.8-19) and an inscription of a senatorial decree on a bronze
tablet, known as the senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus (ILS 18; ILLRP 511).% Livy’s
account is highly romanticized and may reveal more about his own religious prejudices in
Augustan Rome than it does about the early second century. Nevertheless, in conjunction
with the senatus consultum and other historical evidence, various reconstructions have
been attempted. Several elements of Livy’s narrative are noteworthy. He regarded the
affair as a political conspiracy (coniuratio) that the Senate was compelled to put down
(39.8.1-2), resulting in the trials and executions of seven thousand (39.17-18). The
Bacchic rites came from Etruria, according to Livy, and were introduced to Rome by a
Greek of low status (graecus ignobilis); they consisted of all kinds of debauchery and
drunkenness, even murder, and they included the mixing of men and women, slave and
free, and young and old (39.8.3-8). Livy’s introduction is followed by a comic tale
whereby the consul came to learn of the conspiracy and reported it to the Senate. The
story involves one Publius Aebutius and a scheme hatched by his mother and stepfather
to ruin him by having him initiated into the mysteries; he is dissuaded by his mistress and

consequently the secret workings of the cult come to the attention of the consul.

" A comprehensive study of the Bacchanalia affair is Jean-Marie Pailler, Bacchanalia: la
répression de 186 av. J.-C. a Rome et en Italie: vestiges, images, tradition (Paris: Boccard, 1988); see also
Jeanmaire, Dionysos, 545-58; Bruhl, Liber Pater, 49-116; Martin P. Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries of the
Hellenistic and Roman Age (Lund: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1957), 12-21; John A. North, “Religious Toleration
in Republican Rome,” PCPS 25 (1979): 85-103; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults, 33-35, 52-53; P. G.
Walsh, “Making a Drama out of a Crisis: Livy on the Bacchanalia,” GR 43 (1996): 188-203; Beard, North,
and Price, Religions of Rome I, 91-96; Sarolta A. Takacs, “Politics and Religion in the Bacchanalian Affair
of 186 B.C.E.,” HSCP 100 (2000): 301-10.

& A translation of the senatus consultum is available in Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome
I1: A Sourcebook, 290-91.
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As P. G. Walsh suggests, Livy’s narrative resembles a comic drama more than a
historical account.” Nevertheless, several of Livy’s details of the Senate’s decree
(39.19.8-9) are verified by the inscription of the senatus consultum. In both texts, the
Senate outlawed new organizations of mysteries; those that continued to exist would
require special permission and have limitations on the number of participants and on the
mixing of genders. In other aspects, however, Livy’s version of events is historically
problematic. For example, he supposes that the Senate came to learn of the existence of
the mysteries for the first time in 186, when in fact it is clear particularly from the
comedies of Plautus that this religion was well known prior to this."® Perhaps more
significantly, whereas Livy is deeply concerned with the debauchery of Bacchic religion
and presents it as part of his larger narrative of the decline of Rome’s morality, most
scholars maintain that the Senate’s actions arose not from moral concerns but were aimed
more at the consolidation of its political power because the egalitarian structure of
Bacchic groups “evades the normal basis of State control and supervision of religion at
all levels.”

The Bacchanalia affair illustrates several key features of Bacchic religion in the
Roman world. First, it was seen as a threat to political stability. As Livy’s account
suggests, Dionysiac religion was fundamentally un-Roman yet it had attracted a

multitude so large that “it now was nearly another nation” (alterum iam prope populum

® Walsh, “Making a Drama out of a Crisis.”

19 North, “Religious Toleration in Republican Rome,” 88; Walsh, “Making a Drama out of a
Crisis,” 191-92; Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome I, 93.

1 North, “Religious Toleration in Republican Rome,” 93. Bruhl allowed for the genuine
coexistence of concerns over morality and political interests (Liber Pater, 114-16). North’s argument,
however, has been widely accepted; see Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome I, 95-96; Takacs,
“Politics and Religion in the Bacchanalian Affair.”
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esse, 39.13.14). Indeed, Bacchic cult consisted of a well-structured organization that
transgressed conventional boundaries of gender and class, which is precisely the aspect
targeted in the senatus consultum.*® The need for the Senate to regulate these religious
organizations is comparable to the decree of Ptolemy IV Philopator discussed above
(BGU 1211; see § 2.2)."* Underlying both decrees is an anxiety about the threat of
Dionysiac religion; it seems that its implicit promise of freedom in every aspect of human
experience stood in constant tension and potential conflict with political authority and
social hierarchy. This tension will emerge again below in my analysis of Horace’s poetry
where the demands of praising Augustan power conflict (at least potentially) with the
freedom promoted in Bacchic religious experience.** Second, from Livy’s perspective,
Bacchic religion is morally suspicious; its nocturnal rites, excessive wine and feasting,
mixing of gender, class, and age all threaten “to extinguish every distinction of modesty”
(discrimen omne pudoris exstinxissent, 39.8.6). This moral reputation of Bacchic religion
is important both for understanding the official attitudes of Augustan Rome and for
subsequent centuries, in which Bacchic associations functioned as an effective means of
slandering religious opponents.*

The political and moral aspects of Bacchic religion come together again in the
career of Marc Antony. Antony took on the title “New Dionysus,” an appellation which

developed from his relationship with Cleopatra and was in keeping with Ptolemaic

12 See Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome I, 95-96.

3 Upon the discovery and publication of the Ptolemaic decree in 1917, some scholars in fact
postulated a direct relationship between the Dionysiac organizations in Alexandria and Rome. For a
discussion and criticism of this theory, see Pailler, Bacchanalia, 73-75.

14 See also the discussion of various types of Dionysiac lusis above (§§ 1.3.1 and 1.3.3).

' Pliny the Younger’s attitudes toward the Christian community in Bithynia, for example, seem to
have been influenced by Livy’s account of the Bacchanalia; see § 6.1.1 below.
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tradition (see § 2.2 above).’® According to Plutarch, Antony was received in Ephesus
amidst a Dionysiac thiasos, where in addition to the “New Dionysus” he was hailed with
several others of the god’s epithets (Ant. 24). Antony’s Dionysiac pretentions would
have entailed a connection with the Ptolemaic line and thus been aimed at establishing his
right to rule their empire with Cleopatra.'” In addition, in keeping with the moral
reputation of Dionysiac religion, Antony’s association with Dionysus, according to
Plutarch, involved him in a debauched lifestyle.'® Finally, Plutarch’s narrative of
Antony’s final days before his suicide in Alexandria surrounded by Octavian’s army is
particularly striking. In the middle of a quiet night, there was suddenly heard the sound
of a Dionysiac thiasos of revelers passing through the middle of the city and out of the
gate toward Octavian’s camp. “To those who were interpreting the sign it seemed that
the god to whom Antony most likened and attached himself throughout his life was
abandoning him” (£d06xet 8¢ toig avaroyllopévolg 10 onueiov dmoieiney 6 Bedg
AVIGVIOV, O POMGTO GUVEEOUOIGV KOi GLVOIKEIDY £0TOV Stetéhecey, 73.4). Thus, with
Antony’s final political and military defeat it was evident that Dionysus must no longer

be in his camp.

18 On which, see Jeanmaire, Dionysos, 464-68; Bruhl, Liber Pater, 127-32; Arthur Darby Nock,
“Notes on Ruler-Cult I-IV,” in Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (ed. Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.;
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 1.134-59; Frederick E. Brenk, “Heroic Anti-Heroes: Ruler Cult and
Divine Assimilations in Plutarch’s ‘Lives’ of Demetrios and Antonius,” in Relighting the Souls: Studies in
Plutarch, in Greek Literature, Religion, and Philosophy, and in the New Testament Background (Stuttgart:
Franz Steiner, 1998), 152-69, esp. 159-68.

7 As Nock observes, “[i]t is now clear that that Antony and Cleopatra, in posing as Dionysus-
Osiris and Isis-Aphrodite, were assuming an attitude deliberately for political ends and pressed these claims
to divinity: they were merely accepting the homage that offered itself” (“Notes on Ruler-Cult I-IV,” 147).

'8 For a similar perspective on Antony’s Dionysiac debauchery, see Athenaeus, Deipn. 4.148b-c.
He quotes Socrates of Rhodes’ description of Antony’s visit to Athens, where he constructed a scaffold
above the theater and engaged in nocturnal Bacchic revels in view of the entire city. As Bruhl notes,
however, this widespread view of Antony may have been at least in part the product of Octavian’s
propaganda (Liber Pater, 130-31); see also Brenk, “Heroic Anti-Heroes,” 163—64. For a related use of this
trope in political rhetoric, see the discussion of Philo’s Legatio ad Gaium (8 5.2).
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In sum: Dionysus first arrived in Italy with Greek colonists and subsequently was
adopted into the Roman world through assimilation with the Italian god Liber. Early
evidence for Dionysiac rituals in Magna Graecia points to a particular interest in death
and the afterlife; yet, at Rome the religion of Bacchus developed in various other
directions. As in the Greek world, Bacchus came to be associated with licentious
behavior. Moreover, in Rome he came to have distinctive political connections as
illustrated, for example, in the “conspiracy” of the Bacchanalia affair and the aspirations

of Marc Antony.

3.3 EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE ON THE ROMAN STAGE AND IN IMPERIAL EPIC

The reception of Euripides’ Bacchae in Rome must be understood through its
adaptation in Roman tragedy.™ Indeed, the first Latin tragedy performed in Rome was
adapted from a Greek original and written by a native Greek speaker, Livius
Andronicus.?’ It was staged in 240 BCE at a festival for Jupiter to celebrate Roman
victory in the first Punic War. Livius’ subsequent tragedies would pave the way for the
transformation of the Greek medium for a Roman context. In Rome, the production and
performance of tragedy differed from its Greek antecedents in several important ways. In

Athens, all drama (both tragedy and comedy) belonged to the sphere of Dionysus and

19 The foundational study of Roman tragedy in the Republic is Otto Ribbeck, Die romische
Tragddie im Zeitalter der Republik (Leipzig: Teubner, 1875). He has also produced the standard collection
of fragments: Otto Ribbeck, Scenicae Romanorum poesis fragmenta I: tragicorum romanorum fragmenta
(3d ed.; Leipzig: Teubner, 1897). These have been updated in Alfred Klotz, Scaenicorum Romanorum
fragmenta I: tragicorum fragmenta (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1953). For a general introduction to Roman
Republican tragedy, see W. Beare, The Roman Stage: A Short History of Latin Drama in the Time of the
Republic (3d ed.; London: Methuen, 1964). A more recent study by Mario Erasmo provides a compelling
survey of the history of Roman tragedy with attention to performance criticism and metatragedy (Roman
Tragedy: Theatre to Theatricality [Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004]).

% On Livius, see Beare, The Roman Stage, 25-32; Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 9-14.
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was performed at fixed Dionysiac festivals. The production of plays was carried out in
keeping with Athenian democracy: the choregos was chosen by lot and the winner was
selected by a vote of citizens (see § 1.2.3). In Rome, plays were chosen by an official
(aedile or praetor urbanus); performances could be held at various ludi and could be put
on by any individual with sufficient wealth. Although in Rome drama was not attached
to Dionysus to the extent that it was in Athens, it is an interesting historical coincidence
that our knowledge of the development of Bacchic religion in Rome is connected to the
stage. As mentioned above, the primary historical evidence for the existence of Bacchic
religion in Rome prior to 186 is found in the comedies of Plautus, which repeatedly
present Bacchic cult as something familiar to Roman audiences.”> Moreover, the events
of the Bacchanalia as reported by Livy follow a narrative pattern resembling Roman
comedy.?

The role of tragedy in the celebration of and contestation for political and military
power is particularly striking. Romans frequently staged dramas from recent or
mythological history, often depicting the achievements of a contemporary aristocrat or

his ancestors.?® Moreover, past tragedies could be restaged in subsequent historical or

! Most scholars of Roman religion accept that Plautus’ depiction of Bacchic religion is reliable
evidence against Livy for its existence prior to 186; see Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries, 12—-14; North,
“Religious Toleration in Republican Rome,” 88; Walsh, “Making a Drama out of a Crisis,” 191-92; Beard,
North, and Price, Religions of Rome I, 93 n. 77. Robert Rousselle, however, cautions that his portrait of
this religion may develop from his Greek literary prototypes more than actual Roman practice (“Liber-
Dionysus in Early Roman Drama,” CJ 82 [1987]: 193-98).

22 Walsh, “Making a Drama out of a Crisis,” esp. 195-99. He finds in Livy’s account a prologue
and five acts in the manner of Plautus’ dramas.

% On the Roman dramatic genre of historical tragedy (fabula praetexta), see Erasmo, Roman
Tragedy, 52-80.
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political moments and thus acquire a new saliency.?* A striking example is Accius’
Brutus, a play that dramatizes the actions of Brutus, the traditional founder of the republic
who overthrew the last king Tarquin. In 57 BCE, while Cicero was in exile, it was
restaged at the ludi Apollinares.” In a later speech, Cicero would find a reference to
himself in the play’s mention of King Servius Tullius: “I am the one called by name in
the Brutus: ‘Tullius, who had established freedom for the people’” (nominatim sum
appellatus in Bruto: ‘tullius, qui libertatem civibus stabiliverat’, Pro Sestio123). Indeed,
the play’s actor Aesopus was a friend and supporter of Cicero, who throughout that
theatrical program, Cicero claims, had made interpolations so as to plead Cicero’s case
on the stage (120-21). Speaking of another play about Brutus, Cicero asserts that there
was no place in which there was not “some remark by the poet that would seem to apply
to our time” (aliquid a poeta dictum cadere in tempus nostrum videretur, 118). In 44
BCE after the assassination of Julius Caesar, the tyrannicide Brutus sought to have
Accius’ play staged again, presumably to associate himself with his heroic ancestor; he
was, however, prevented by Marc Antony’s brother Gaius.?® These observations indicate

that Roman audiences were prepared to find contemporary political allusions in tragedies

2 See Ramsay MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order: Treason, Unrest, and Alienation in the
Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), 36—38; Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 81-121.
For a discussion of significant restagings of classical Greek plays, see § 1.4.3.

% On this, see esp. Frank Frost Abbott, “The Theatre as a Factor in Roman Politics under the
Republic,” TAPA 38 (1907): 49-56, esp. 55-56; Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 91-96.

See MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order, 17; Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 96-101. Erasmo
analyzes another example of contemporary allusions in tragedy in Octavian’s commissioning of Thyestes
by Varius to be performed in 29 BCE for the celebration of his victory over Antony at Actium. He notes
two potential allusions in the choice of this tragedy. First, there is an implied analogy between the victors
(Atreus and Augustus) and the vanquished (Thyestes and Antony). These are admittedly vague, not least
because Atreus’ serving the unknowing Thyestes his own sons would have been an awkward association
for Augustus. Second, there may also be a metaliterary allusion to Pompey’s choice to stage a Thyestes
play at the opening of his theater in 55 BCE (ibid., 101-17).
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(both from historical and mythological narratives), not least in matters relating to tyranny
and liberation.

The earliest known Latin adaptation of Euripides’ Bacchae is the Pentheus of
Pacuvius (ca. 220-130 BCE), although the Bacchae’s wider influence on Roman theater
can be found earlier.?” Of Pacuvius’ Pentheus, unfortunately, no fragments remain.”®
For its content, we are dependent on the fourth or fifth-century (?) commentary, Servius
Danielis, on Vergil’s Aeneid. At 4.469, where Vergil briefly compares Pentheus’
madness with Dido’s, the commentator provides a summary of the plot of the Pentheus.”
Its major deviation from Euripides is that the imprisoned stranger is not Dionysus but
rather one of his devotees Acoetes (unum ex comitibus eius Acoeten, 13-14). A second
Latin adaptation is the Bacchae of Accius (ca. 170-86 BCE).*® Of this tragedy, several
fragments remain (19 according to Ribbeck), which show that it is largely a translation of
Euripides.®* In contrast to the innovation in Pacuvius’ plot, Accius follows his

Euripidean model, in that Pentheus’ prisoner is Dionysus himself.*?

27 Zeph Stewart argues that the Amphitruo of Plautus (ca. 254-184 BCE) is in part an imitation of
Euripides’ play. He finds several comic allusions to the Bacchae and shared themes which he suggests
must come either from Euripides or possibly an earlier now unknown Latin version (“The Amphitruo of
Plautus and Euripides’ Bacchae,” TAPA 89 [1958]: 348-73). For a general discussion of the appropriation
and adaptation of Greek mythology by the Romans, see Feeney, Literature and Religion at Rome, 47-75.

% See Ribbeck, Die romische Tragédie, 280-81. For general discussion of the tragedies of
Pacuvius, see Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 34-42.

# Text of Servius is in Arthur Frederick Stocker and Albert Hartman Travis, Servianorum in
Vergilii carmina commentariorum Il1: quod in Aeneidos libros I11-V (Editionis Harvardianae; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1965), 403-04. This tragedy of Pacuvius is mentioned by Servius (Pacuvii
tragoediam) in connection to Pentheus’ madness; the summary of the play is given in the later additions to
the commentary, Servius Danielis. In this passage of the Aeneid, Vergil seems to have been dependent on
Euripides. The phrase, “and a twin sun and a double Thebes appear” (et solem geminum et duplices se
ostendere Thebas, 4.470), derives from Bacchae 918-19 (kai punv 6pav pot 800 pev hiovg okd / S1660¢
8¢ OnPag, “I seem at least to see two suns and two Thebes”). On this line Servius Danielis notes that
Vergil “imitated Euripides™ (imitatus Euripidem).

% On Accius generally, see Beare, The Roman Stage, 119-27; Erasmo, Roman Tragedy, 42-51.

%! See Ribbeck, Die rémische Tragédie, 569-76. He notes that the greatest divergences from
Euripides are observable in the lyric sections. In addition to Ribbeck’s fragments, a more recent edition of
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The most complete extant Latin adaptation of Euripides’ Bacchae postdates
Horace; it is not a tragedy but rather an episode from Ovid’s epic, the Metamorphoses
(3.511-733). While a full analysis of Ovid’s treatment of the Bacchae is beyond the
scope of this study, several observations are relevant. Although it is clear that Ovid knew
the Euripidean version, he nevertheless diverges from it in important ways.** As in
Pacuvius’ Pentheus, the captured stranger is Acoetes rather than the god himself.** The
effect of the god’s absence from this scene of conflict is to mute Euripides’ emphasis on
the god’s vindictiveness in orchestrating the tragic events of Pentheus’ destruction. For
Ovid, however, the introduction of Acoetes allows for the inset narrative of the
Tyrrhenian pirates, where the god’s vengeance returns to the forefront.* Especially
interesting are the ways in which Ovid’s myth of Pentheus has been reshaped with a view

to Rome. As Philip Hardie has shown regarding Ovid’s larger Theban cycle (books 3 and

Accius is available: Jacqueline Dangel, Accius, oeuvres (fragments) (Paris: Société d’édition “les belles
lettres,” 1995). On the Bacchae, see 190-94 with commentary on 340-44.

* This is evident from fragments 11-13 (Ribbeck), in which the messenger describes his arrest of
the god (11) and Pentheus remarks on his effeminate appearance (12-13). The latter two fragments are
modeled closely on the exchange between Pentheus and Dionysus in the Bacchae (esp. 453, 455-56); see
Ribbeck, Die rémische Tragidie, 572—73; Dangel, Accius, 343.

% See William S. Anderson, Ovid’s “Metamorphoses”: Books 1-5 (Norman, Okla.: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1997), 388-89.

%It is likely, therefore, that Ovid derived this element of the plot from Pacuvius; see H. MacL.
Currie, “Ovid and the Roman Stage,” ANRW 31.4: 270142, esp. 2717-18. It is impossible to be certain,
however, as Ribbeck notes, because of the absence of evidence regarding the Pentheus plays by Aeschylus,
lophon, and Lycophron (Die rémische Tragodie, 281). Moreover, as H. J. Rose argues, the version of the
story in which the captured stranger is a human rather than the god himself should be given precedence to
Euripides’ version (“Dionysiaca,” Aberystwyth Studies 4 [1922]: 19-29, esp. 24-28). For discussions of the
larger influence of tragedy on Latin epic poetry (esp. Vergil), see Stanistaw Stabryta, Latin Tragedy in
Virgil’s Poetry (Wroctaw: Zaktad Narodowy im. Ossolinskich, 1970); Philip Hardie, “Virgil and Tragedy,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Virgil (ed. Charles Martindale; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997), 312-26.

* This story is known from the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus. Currie suggests the possibility that
the attribution of the story of the Tyrrhenian pirates to Acoetes had come from Pacuvius (“Ovid and the
Roman Stage,” 2717). The summary of Servius Danielis, however, is silent on this point. For an analysis
of Ovid’s narrative techniques in this scene, in particular his use of this type of “interrupting and
interrupted dialogue,” see Joanne McNamara, “The Frustration of Pentheus: Narrative Momentum in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 3.511-731,” CQ 60 (2010): 173-93 (at 174).
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4), the poet has composed a sort of tragic response to Vergil’s epic treatment of Rome (an
“anti-Aeneid”).*® Building on Froma Zeitlin’s conception of Thebes as “an anti-Athens”
in Greek tragedy, Hardie shows that, for Ovid, Cadmus’ founding of Thebes and the
tragic events of Theban mythic history provided negative examples and warnings for his
Roman audience.*’” In the conflicts and familial strife of mythological Thebes, Romans
might recognize their own recent history of civil wars. Ovid’s narrative signals such an
analogy in several ways. Pentheus describes his Theban ancestors as having wandered to
Thebes with their Penates, which recalls Vergil’s Trojan founders of Rome in the Aeneid
more than the myth of Cadmus.*® Moreover, in Ovid, Pentheus’ conflict with the
maenads has become sharply militarized. Pentheus views the invasion of Bacchus and
his maenads as an act of war and an attempt at military conquest (3.531-63). When
Pentheus later goes out to the mountain to pursue the maenads, in contrast to Euripides
where he had been feminized and disguised as a maenad, Ovid’s Pentheus “snorts as a
fierce horse” (ut fremit acer equus) prepared for battle (704-09).% That Ovid has

Pentheus advocate for the Roman virtues of manliness and courage is perhaps not without

% Philip Hardie, “Ovid’s Theban History: The First ‘Anti-Aeneid’?,” CQ 40 (1990): 224-35.

% See ibid., 229; Froma L. Zeitlin, “Thebes: Theater of Self and Society in Athenian Drama,” in
Greek Tragedy and Political Theory (ed. J. Peter Euben; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986),
101-41. On this function of Attic drama, see 8 1.2.3. Hardie’s treatment of Ovid’s Theban cycle has been
remarkably influential; he did not, however, fully explore the implications for the Pentheus episode. A
recent study by Micaela Janan, which employs a Lacanian analysis, develops Hardie’s observations and
devotes a chapter to Pentheus (“Pentheus Monsters Thebes”) (Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye: Thebes in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009], 185-223). This is an adaptation of her
earlier article, “The Snake Sheds Its Skin: Pentheus (Re)Imagines Thebes,” CP 99 (2004): 130-46.

3 50 Anderson, Ovid’s “Metamorphoses,” 392.

% Martial language is not absent from Euripides (see, e.g., Bacch. 50-52, where Dionysus
describes his maenads as an army); it is, however, far less central to Euripides’ narrative than to Ovid’s.
Moreover, Jennifer March argues that the absence of military action on the part of Pentheus is in fact a
narrative innovation of Euripides (“Euripides’ Bakchai: A Reconsideration in the Light of Vase-
Paintings,” BICS 36 [1989]: 33-65, esp. 35-43).
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some irony.*® Pentheus’ discourse appears to represent an official Augustan response to
Bacchic religion, which can be seen through a comparison with Livy’s account of the
Bacchanalia affair. For example, like the latter and in contrast to Euripides, a central
problem with Bacchic thiasoi for Ovid’s Pentheus is their transgression of distinctions of
gender, age, and class (3.528-30; Livy 39.8.3-8).

In sum: as in the Roman history of the god Bacchus discussed above, tragic drama
was taken over from the Greeks and adapted for the Roman world. Moreover, like the
god, Roman tragedy became variously emblematic for political contestations, as for
example in the struggles between liberty and tyranny. In view of this, the myth of
Pentheus, most closely associated with Euripides’ Bacchae, is an especially salient drama
for exploring such societal struggles. This Greek play went through various Latin
adaptations so that by the time of Ovid it could function as an expression of thoroughly
Roman political and social interests. The tragedy’s meaning and application, however,
remained very much open. Indeed, from a metaliterary perspective, there is no clear
consensus on the identity of the players: for example, is Pentheus’ prisoner a man or a
god? Perhaps more fundamentally, the play’s central problem turns out also to be a
perennial problem for Rome: what is to be the relationship between the Bacchic impulse,
on the one hand, and the authority and stability of the Roman political establishment, on

the other?

%0 Janan remarks on 3.543-47, where Pentheus harangues the Thebans to turn from Bacchic
worship by appealing to the courage of their ancestor, the serpent that “Ovid, making the monster snake
into an icon of macho patriotism, stretches Pentheus’ speech into satire” (Reflections in a Serpent’s Eye,
193-97 [at 196]).

“! See ibid., 191-92.
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3.4 HORACE’S EPISTLES 1.16 AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE: FROM CITHAERON TO

SABINE ESTATE

3.4.1 HORACE: THE POET, THE EMPEROR, AND BACCHUS

Horace’s life and career are better known to us than perhaps those of any other
ancient poet due to the autobiographical nature of his poems and Suetonius’ Vita
Horati.** He was born in 65 BCE in Venusia (southern Italy) to a freedman who had
acquired considerable wealth as an auctioneer (coactor). Thus, although Horace was an
outsider to the elite circles of power and influence in Rome—a point for which he
apparently bore some resentment (see, e.g., Sat. 1.6.71-75)—his father was able to secure
for him an expensive education, first in Rome, then in the Academy at Athens. In
Athens, he studied both Greek poetry and philosophy. This period of his life came to an
end, however, with civil war. In 44 BCE, Brutus arrived in Athens and Horace joined
him in resistance to Antony and Octavian. The Republican cause was lost at the battle of
Philippi in 42; Brutus committed suicide and Horace, who had commanded one of the
legions, as he later admits, fled “unwell, having left my shield” (relicta non bene
parmula, Odes 2.7.10).** Although he was granted amnesty, upon his return to Italy his
father’s estate had been confiscated. He became a clerk in the Treasury but it was only
through obtaining the patronage of Maecenas, an extraordinarily rich advisor to Octavian,

that he returned to a position of wealth. Maecenas gave Horace a Sabine farm which, as

*2 The standard work on the life and poetry of Horace is Eduard Fraenkel, Horace (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1957). For a concise introduction to Horace, see David Armstrong, Horace (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1989). For a recent discussion of Horace’s biography, see Robin G. M. Nisbet,
“Horace: Life and Chronology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Horace (ed. Stephen J. Harrison;
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 7-21.

*® The Latin text follows D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Q. Horatius Flaccus: opera (4th ed.; Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2008). All translations are mine.
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we shall see, would become profoundly important to him. He later quips that “bold
poverty compelled me to compose poetry” (paupertas implulit audax ut versus facerem,
Ep. 2.2.51-52). This assertion, as Eduard Fraenkel remarks, cannot mean that he took up
poetry in the hopes of making his fortune—an improbable economic scheme—»but rather
that had he not lost his property he would not have taken up poetry as a vocation.**
Through Maecenas, therefore, Horace would gradually develop a relationship with
Octavian. The latter would later offer him a position as his secretary, although Horace
declined.

Octavian/Augustus figured prominently in the poetry of the late Republic and
early Empire. Horace’s preoccupation with the power of the princeps is in keeping with
the work of other important poets, such as Vergil and Ovid. As Michéle Lowrie
observes, Octavian “posed an aesthetic problem: how to represent absolute power and
still maintain poetic independence.”® Yet, although the poet’s relationship with him has
been the focus of considerable scholarly attention, there is little consensus as to how it
should be understood. The first three books of his Odes, primarily written after
Octavian’s victory at Actium (31 BCE) and completed around 23 BCE, express open
praise of him. He hails Octavian as nothing short of the savior of the state (e.g., Odes
1.2; 3.24). Fraenkel viewed Horace as ungrudging in his praise of the princeps in Odes
books 1-3; his poetic creativity was aimed at navigating between Hellenistic modes of
ruler-deification and “the bounds of strictest Roman propriety.”46 That Horace was

chosen to compose the Carmen saeculare, a hymn for the ludi saeculares (17 BCE)

* Fraenkel, Horace, 13-14.

*® Michéle Lowrie, “Horace and Augustus,” in The Cambridge Companion to Horace, 77-89, at
78.

“® Fraenkel, Horace, 239-97 (at 297).
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celebrating a new era inaugurated by the reign of Augustus, indicates that the emperor
regarded his poetry as a desirable medium to commemorate his achievements.*” Since
Fraenkel, however, not all critics have read Horace’s admiration for Augustus in an
equally straightforward manner. Don Fowler, for example, argues that the poetic and
philosophical traditions from which Horace draws stand in ironic contradiction to the
very Augustan panegyric that his poetry expresses. His Callimachean poetics
(appreciation for the small) together with his Epicureanism (endorsement of the simple
life) “makes it impossible to produce successful panegyric.”*® Furthermore, in an
influential essay, Duncan Kennedy problematizes the categories of “Augustan” and
“Anti-Augustan” poetry. Whether a poem was read as subversive or not “will have been
a function of the reading practices of the day. Those reading practices and the
institutions, both official and unofficial, that fostered them were presumably so
constituted as to reproduce the discourse which created and sustained the position of
Augustus.”*® Moreover, as Lowrie suggests, it is often difficult to determine whether
Horace’s poetry was aimed at influencing Augustus’ policies or whether it sSimply parrots
official attitudes.® She well captures the interpretive complexities involved in assessing
Horace’s relation to Augustus, noting that not only do Horace’s political views reflect a

wide range and variation over the course of some three decades of writing, even in his

47 See ibid., 364-82. On Horace’s literary and religious strategies in the Carmen, see Feeney,
Literature and Religion at Rome, 32-38.

*® D. P. Fowler, “Horace and the Aesthetics of Politics,” in Homage to Horace: A Bimillenary
Celebration (ed. Stephen J. Harrison; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 24866, at 264.

* Duncan F. Kennedy, “‘Augustan’ and ‘Anti-Augustan’: Reflections on Terms of Reference,” in
Roman Poetry and Propaganda in the Age of Augustus (ed. Anton Powell; London: Bristol Classical Press,
1992), 26-58, at 46.

%0 Lowrie, “Horace and Augustus,” 78—79. She points, for example, to the restoration of the
temples in Odes 3.6.1-4
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praise of Augustus often “it is impossible for us to choose between his acceptance of the

ideology and his understanding it for what it is.”>

The treatment of Bacchus in Horace’s poetry provides a complex and striking
nexus of these political, religious, and literary interests.>* Throughout his works,
Bacchus figures variously as the god of wine and the symposium (e.g., Odes 1.18) and as
a symbol of human culture and civilization (e.g., Odes 2.19). In Odes 3.25, Horace
connects Bacchus with poetic inspiration and his desire to immortalize Augustus:

Quo me, Bacche, rapis tui

plenum? guae nemora aut quos agor in specus
velox mente nova? quibus

antris egregii Caesaris audiar
aeternum meditans decus

stellis inserere et consilio lovis?

Whither do you seize me, O Bacchus, full as I am with you? Into what groves or
caverns am | led, swift with a renewed mind? In what grotto would | be heard
practicing the implantation of the eternal glory of the eminent Caesar among the
stars and the council of Jove? (1-6)>*

*! Ibid., 85. See also Spencer Cole’s analysis of Odes 1-3 (“The Dynamics of Deification in
Horace’s Odes 1-3,” in Between Magic and Religion: Interdisciplinary Studies in Ancient Mediterranean
Religion and Society [ed. Sulochana R. Asirvatham, Corinne Ondine Pache, and John Watrous; Oxford:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001], 67-91). He emphasizes that in his treatment of questions of Augustus’
deification Horace exploits poetic ambiguities and carefully employs inconsistencies so as to leave the
emperor’s divine status undecided.

%2 On Bacchus in Horace’s poetry, see Bruhl, Liber Pater, 135-39; Teivas Oksala, Religion und
Mythologie bei Horaz: Eine literarhistorische Untersuchung (Commentationes humanarum litterarum 51;
Helsinki: Societas Scientiarum Fennica, 1973), 43-52; Emily E. Batinski, “Horace’s Rehabilitation of
Bacchus,” CW 84 (1991): 361-78; Alessandro Schiesaro, “Horace’s Bacchic Poetics,” in Perceptions of
Horace: A Roman Poet and His Readers (ed. L. B. T. Houghton and Maria Wyke; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009), 61-79. With particular attention to his treatment of sympotic themes, see Gregson
Davis, “Wine and the Symposium,” in The Cambridge Companion to Horace, 207-20.

>3 On this ode, see Bruhl, Liber Pater, 138-39; Fraenkel, Horace, 257—60; Oksala, Religion und
Mythologie bei Horaz, 48-50; Schiesaro, “Horace’s Bacchic Poetics,” 61-64. Cole notes that in this
passage Horace “merges the posthumous fates of poet and princeps and makes them both ultimately
contingent upon the reception of the Odes”; in so doing, he has thus subtly subordinated Augustus’ deity to
his own poetic project (“The Dynamics of Deification,” 88—89 [at 88]).
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Emily Batinski argues that readers of this and other Bacchic odes would have recalled
Marc Antony’s close association with Dionysus.>* Augustus by contrast had chosen
Apollo as the emblem of his victories, who was also the more popular god of poetic
inspiration.> Batinski suggests, therefore, that Horace’s treatment of Bacchus here
represents not only his “rehabilitation” of this god by incorporating him into Augustan
propaganda but also “Horace's own reconciliation to the Augustan regime.”®

A similar move can be seen in Odes 2.19, a hymn to Bacchus, where the poet
speaks of an epiphanic experience of possession with the god (plenoque Bacchi, 6). As
in Odes 3.25, Horace describes his poetic inspiration as Bacchic ecstasy (1-8). He later
credits Bacchus with several remarkable deeds, including victory in the Gigantomachy
(21-24), which is striking both because this is not ordinarily associated with Bacchus and

because the Gigantomachy had become a symbol for Octavian’s triumph over Antony

(e.g., Odes 3.4).>" In this ode, then, Bacchus is given a heightened role in both poetic

> For Antony’s identification with Dionysus, see § 3.2 above.

% On the importance of Apollo and Dionysus for Octavian and Antony respectively in their
mythological propaganda and artistic representation, see Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of
Augustus (trans. Alan Shapiro; Jerome Lectures; Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1988), 44-53.
He argues that for Octavian the identification with Apollo developed at least in part as a response to his
opponent’s identification with Dionysus.

% Batinski, “Horace’s Rehabilitation of Bacchus,” 374. An earlier example of a poem that
connects Bacchus with the praise of a contemporary political figure is Vergil’s fifth Eclogue, composed
around 42 BCE. This pastoral poem narrates the death of the shepherd Daphnis and his subsequent
apotheosis. He is hailed as the one who “instituted the thiasoi of Bacchus” (thiasos inducere Bacchi, 30).
Many scholars take the deification of Daphnis as an allegory for that of Julius Caesar one year earlier; see,
e.g., H. J. Rose, The Eclogues of Vergil (Sather Classical Lectures 16; Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1942), 117-38. Martin Pulbrook, however, argues that Daphnis in this poem better represents
Octavian (“Octavian and Virgil’s Fifth Eclogue,” Maynooth Review 4 [1978]: 31-40).

%" See Fraenkel, Horace, 199-201; Oksala, Religion und Mythologie bei Horaz, 45-48; Batinski,
“Horace’s Rehabilitation of Bacchus,” 372; Schiesaro, “Horace’s Bacchic Poetics,” 66.
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inspiration and in the primordial combat against the foes of Jupiter.”® Horace later
contrasts his own distinctly Augustan Bacchus with other opinions:

guamquam choreis aptior et iocis

ludoque dictus non sat idoneus

pugnae ferebaris; sed idem
pacis eras mediusque belli.

Although it is said that you are more suited for choruses and jests and games and

you are reported not to be sufficiently fitted for battle, you have nevertheless been

in the midst of both peace and war. (25-28)

Given the political subtext in this poem, Horace’s use of three mythological exempla
(Ariadne, Pentheus, and Lycurgus) in 13-16 is particularly significant:
fas et beatae coniugis additum
stellis honorem tectaque Penthei
disiecta non leni ruina
Thracis et exitium Lycurgi.

It is permitted [to sing] the honor of your blessed consort [Ariadne] fixed among

the stars and the house of Pentheus torn apart with no gentle destruction and the

ruin of the Thracian Lycurgus. (13-16)

Here, the myth of Dionysus’ destruction of Pentheus functions along with those of
Ariadne and Lycurgus to heighten the fear of Bacchus and emphasize the inevitability of
his triumph.>®  This use of myths of Dionysiac conquest in imperial propaganda is
consistent with Hellenistic ideology going back to Alexander (see § 2.2). It is also
noteworthy that Euripides’ Bacchae appears to be his source. Although an intermediary

Latin version cannot be ruled out (e.g., Pavucius or Accius), the resemblance of lines 14-

15 to Bacchae 587-88 is unmistakable: “At once the palace of Pentheus was shaken with

*® David West similarly sees Odes 2.19 as adapting Bacchus to make him appropriate for the
Augustan religious program (Horace Odes I1: vatis amici [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998], 144).
% See Batinski, “Horace’s Rehabilitation of Bacchus,” 372.
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a fall” (téya o MevOéwg péhadpa Stotvatetar teorpacty).’ This use of the Bacchae to
express the god’s conquest with distinctly Augustan associations contrasts sharply, as |
suggest below, with Horace’s application of the same myth in his moral instruction in

Epistles 1.16.”

3.4.2 HORACE’S EPISTLES BOOK 1: BEYOND ROME

Horace’s Epistles are distinctive both among his own works and within ancient
literature generally.®® The first book contains twenty verse epistles addressed to various
individuals covering a wide range of topics. Their composition was begun shortly after
the publication of the Odes (23 BCE), and they were published in 20 or 19 BCE. In their

use of hexameter and their ethical themes, they are similar to his early work in the

8 As Oksala suggests: “Der Einsturz des Palastes des Pentheus ist durch Worte ausgedriickt, die
sich als Hinweise auf die Erdbebenszene in den Bakchai des Euripides betrachten lassen” (Religion und
Mythologie bei Horaz, 46). Robin Nisbet and Margaret Hubbard note that the plural tecta and “the litotes
non leni ruina both have a flavour of tragic diction” (A Commentary on Horace: Odes, Book 11 [Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1978], 323). The connection with Euripides’ Bacchae may be suggested further
by the preceding lines (9-12), in which Horace describes maenads obtaining wine, milk, and honey through
“hollow trunks” (truncis cavis; cf. Bacchae 142-43, 704-11; and Dio, Or. 32.59 quoted in § 2.4.3). These,
however, are standard miracles of Dionysus and therefore do not conclusively establish an allusion to
Euripides.

81 Another political allusion in Horace’s Bacchic mythology may be found in Odes 1.18, which
advocates for moderation in the consumption of wine and gives negative exempla of mythological figures
who were destroyed as a result of excess. Bruhl suggests that Antony’s Bacchic pretentions and
consequent defeat at Actium are in view: “Horace ne veut pas laisser doute de son adhésion a la saine
politique religieuse d’Auguste opposée a celle du vaincu” (Liber Pater, 135-37 [at 136]).

%2 For discussions of various aspects of the Epistles, see Edmond Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa
pensée a I'époques des Epitres: étude sur le premier livre (Paris: Hachette, 1914); Fraenkel, Horace, 308—
63; M. J. McGann, Studies in Horace’s First Book of Epistles (Collection Latomus 100; Brussels: Latomus,
1969); Ross S. Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship: Horace, Epistles | (Edmonton: University of Alberta
Press, 1986); Armstrong, Horace, 117-35; W. R. Johnson, Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom: Readings
in Epistles 1 (Cornell Studies in Classical Philology 53; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993); John
Moles, “Poetry, Philosophy, Politics and Play: Epistles 1,” in Traditions and Contexts in the Poetry of
Horace (ed. Tony Woodman and Denis Feeney; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 141-57;
Rolando Ferri, “The Epistles,” in The Cambridge Companion to Horace, 121-31. Commentaries include
Adolf Kiessling and Richard Heinze, Q. Horatius Flaccus: Briefe (Berlin: Weidmannsche, 1957); O. A. W.
Dilke, Horace: Epistles Book 1 (3d ed.; London: Methuen, 1966); Roland Mayer, Horace: Epistles Book 1
(Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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Satires.®® The verse epistle is itself not Horace’s invention. Various precedents exist in
Greek and Latin literature; however, “an entire book of poems purporting to be a
collection of private letters was a novelty among ancient poetic genres, and one which
Horace must have initiated with some determination.”® There is broad agreement that
the collection has been shaped by Horace into its final form and thus must be understood
as a unified literary work, in which there are consistent themes developed over the course
of the book.®> Whether any of the letters originally functioned as genuine epistles, as
they stand within the collection Horace has incorporated them into a single, cohesive
book.®® Various prominent themes emerge over the course of the Epistles. Philosophy,
for example, figures more prominently than in Horace’s other poems. The philosophical
positions espoused are uneven, however, drawing on both Epicureanism and Stoicism.
Edmond Courbaud concluded the Epistles reflect a conversion to philosophy and their
inconstancies are the result of an intellectual transformation beginning with an earlier
Epicureanism and culminating in a robust and rigorous Stoicism.®” Courbaud’s theory is
not necessary, however; as M. J. McGann suggests, Horace’s emphasis on philosophy in
the Epistles is not a radical departure from his earlier work but rather “the culmination of

one of his interests.”®® Moreover, the coexistence of Epicurean and Stoic elements is

8 «Horace’s Epistles are an organic continuation of his Satires” (Fraenkel, Horace, 310).

8 Ferri, “The Epistles,” 121-25 (at 122).

% As Ferri argues, “[t]he Epistles are perhaps, among the works of Horace, the work that has been
most conciously planned and set up as a book: the letters gain enormously from being read one after the
other , indeed, they require a continuous reading, in which even backslidings, second thoughts,
contradictions are parts of a planned overall effect on the reader” (ibid., 125).

% Fraenkel, for example, argues that Epistles 1.14 appears to be a genuine letter (Horace, 310-14).
Armstrong, by contrast, regards them all as “imaginary letters” (Horace, 117).

% For Courbaud’s chronological reconstruction based on this theory, see Horace, sa vie et sa
pensée, 345-63. According to Courbaud, Epistles 10, 11, 14, 16, and 20 are the most Stoic and thus the
latest. Fraenkel also speaks of Horace’s “retiring into philosophical thought” (Horace, 308).

68 McGann, Studies in Horace’s First Book of Epistles, 32.
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representative of much of the non-dogmatic, eclectic philosophy of his contemporaries.®
Together with moral philosophy, other important themes in the Epistles include
friendship and freedom.”

Horace’s attitude toward Augustus in the Epistles is also a matter of debate. In
Fraenkel’s view, Horace’s admiration for the emperor increased over the course of his
career and he never abandons the patriotism of his earlier Odes.”* Other scholars have
been more attentive to the subversive elements in the Epistles. One striking feature of
these poems is the very absence of overt political themes as found in his earlier poetry.
The addressees are largely individuals of lesser significance rather than the major power
brokers of Rome.” Moreover, the apolitical fictional world of relationships created in
these correspondences, together with its strong preference for retirement from Rome, is
itself a political statement, which, as | shall suggest, is a means of repudiating the very
idea of Rome.”

Before turning to Epistles 1.16, a brief discussion of Epistles 1.1, the
programmatic poem for the collection, will be helpful in illustrating Horace’s larger
political and philosophical program.” As with his earlier books of poetry, he begins by

mentioning Maecenas; here, however, rather than his usual dedication of the work to his

% For a careful analysis of the relationship of the Epistles to Hellenistic philosophy, see esp. ibid.,
9-32. McGann notes in particular Horace’s knowledge of the philosophical ideals of decorum and
tranquillitas, demonstrated by his knowledge of the Stoic Panaetius (by way of Cicero) and by his
similarities with the later writings of Seneca and Plutarch; see also Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship,
xvii—xxii; Moles, “Poetry, Philosophy, Politics,” 149-51.

"0 See, respectively, Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship; Johnson, Horace and the Dialectic of
Freedom.

" See, for example, his discussion of Epistles 1.13, a message dispatching one Vinius with a
delivery of his poems to the emperor (Fraenkel, Horace, 350-56).

"2 Ferri regards this as a deliberate choice by Horace (“The Epistles,” 125-26).

"% See similarly Johnson, Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom, 40-53.

" On the programmatic function of Epistles 1.1 for the collection, see McGann, Studies in
Horace’s First Book of Epistles, 33-37; Mayer, Horace: Epistles Book 1, 110-11.
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patron, he declines his request for more poems, complaining that Maecenas would “lock
me up in my old game” (antiquo me includere ludo, 3). Ludus here introduces an
analogy between Horace as poet and Veianius (4-7), a gladiator who was now retired
from competition and “lies hidden in a field” (latet abditus agro, 5). Like Veianius,
Horace would prefer the country to the demands of the watching Roman populus.
Whereas the gladiator had laid down his arms (armis... fixis, 4-5), for Horace, retirement
entailed the cessation from poetic composition: “Now, therefore, I lay down verses and
other sports; | attend to what is true and decent, interrogate it, and am engrossed in it”
(Nunc itaque et versus et cetera ludicra pono; quid verum atque decens curo et rogo et
omnis in hoc sum, 10-11). This setting aside of versus may contrast his former lyric
poetry in the Odes with his present more serious and philosophical literary project written
in hexameter. It is of course ironic, however, that Horace here rejects the composition of
versus by means of versus. Thus, as Roland Mayer observes, this opening serves as a
sort of “un-dedication” that as such paradoxically introduces a major theme throughout
the Epistles: independence.” This independence is not merely freedom from the
demands of his patron; it is a repudiation of the populus Romanus, of their desires and
passions, greed and hypocrisy (70-79). The closing lines of Epistles 1.1 both summarize
this epistle and anticipate important themes throughout the collection:

Ad summam, sapiens uno minor est love, dives,

liber, honoratus, pulcher, rex denique regum,

praecipue sanus—~nisi cum pituita molesta est.

In sum: the sage is less than Jove alone; he is rich, free, honorable, beautiful,

indeed, king of kings and above all of sound mind, except when he has a
troublesome cough. (106-08)

" See Mayer, Horace: Epistles Book 1, 110-11.
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Here Horace signals his larger interest in the Stoic ideal of wisdom while at the same

time employing his ironic wit in satirizing Stoic philosophers.”

3.4.3 EPISTLES 1.16 AND THE CHANGING OF DRAMATIC IDENTITIES

Epistles 1.16 has been admired by critics as “[1]a piéce maitresse du recueil” and
as the “the greatest of the twenty poems.””’ It is addressed to Quinctius, who, although
he is now unknown to us, seems to have had some status in Rome. Horace opens by
responding to Quinctius’ implied question in regard Horace’s Sabine farm (ne
perconteris, “Lest you should ask...,” 1) and proceeds with a sprawling (loquaciter, 4)
description (1-16). As McGann notes, Horace’s use of si-clauses and non-indicative
verbs throughout out the description of his farm (only one indicative) indicates his desire
to persuade Quinctius of the truth of his account and makes him the judge of its reality.”
This section concludes thus: “This retreat, sweet and now, if you believe it, delightful,
keeps me in good condition in your interest in the September season” (Hae latebrae
dulces, etiam, si credis, amoenae, incolumem tibi me praestant Septembribus horis, 15-
16). This juxtaposition of Horace’s experience of his farm and Quinctius’ judgment of it

signals a central theme in the epistle: the distinction between esse (being) and videri

"® As Mayer suggests, Horace’s use of pituita is “a jibe at tiresome Stoic disquisitions about
indifference to illness” (ibid., 109).

" Respectively, Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa pensée, 168; Armstrong, Horace, 127. On
Epistles 1.16, see Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa pensée, 168-89; M. J. McGann, “The Sixteenth Epistle of
Horace,” CQ 10 (1960): 205-12; McGann, Studies in Horace’s First Book of Epistles, 73—75; Jonathan
Foster, “Horace, Epistles, 1.16.35ff,” CQ 21 (1971): 214; Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship, 96-102;
Armstrong, Horace, 127-31; Johnson, Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom, 43-46; Moles, “Poetry,
Philosophy, Politics,” 152-55.

™ McGann, “The Sixteenth Epistle of Horace,” 205-06.
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(seeming).” In line 17, without transition, the focus shifts from Horace’s Sabine estate to
Quinctius at Rome: “You are living rightly, if you take care to be what you hear” (Tu
recte vivis, si curas esse quod audis, 17).2° It becomes clear, however, that Tu recte vivis
is ambivalent because in the subsequent lines Horace demonstrates how Rome’s false and
fickle opinions (quod audis) are a fundamental obstacle to living rightly. In Rome,
Quinctius has a good reputation but Horace fears “lest you believe someone else’s
opinion about you more than yourself” (ne cui de te plus quam tibi credas, 19). The
praise of the people is both incorrect and unpredictable (17-40). One example of such
praise Horace provides is Augustan panegyric inappropriately applied to flatter another
man for his military achievements (25-29).

In the middle of the poem, Horace introduces its central question: “Who is the
good man?” (Vir bonus est quis, 40) He proceeds to show that the vir bonus is not
necessarily the man who settles matters in a court of law; for such a man may be foul
within (41-45). Nor is it the upright slave; for he merely obeys from fear of punishment
(46-56). By contrast, “good men hate to err from love of virtue” (oderunt peccare boni
virtutis amore, 52). Indeed, slavery and freedom are not at all as they seem. One who is
greedy (averus) is no freer than the slave; for cupidity is the cause of true bondage (63-
72).

Horace transitions to the myth of Pentheus in the closing lines (73-79) with a brief

introduction of the speaker as vir bonus et sapiens, thus suggesting an answer to the

" On this, see esp. Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa pensée, 175-79.
8 Commentators stress the striking effect of this lack of transition between 16 and 17; see, e.g.,
ibid., 175.
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question he raised in line 40. Then, in the subsequent narrative, he shifts into direct
discourse.

Vir bonus et sapiens audebit dicere: ‘Pentheu,

rector Thebarum, quid me perferre patique

indignum coges?’ ‘adimam bona.” ‘nempe pecus, rem,

lectos, argentum: tollas licet.” ‘in manicis et

compedibus saevo te sub custode tenebo.’

‘ipse deus, simul atque volam, me solvet.” opinor,

hoc sentit, ‘moriar.” mors ultima linea rerum est.

The good and wise man will dare to say, ‘Pentheus, ruler of Thebes, what

indignity will you compel me to bear and endure?’ ‘I shall confiscate your

possessions.” ‘Indeed, flocks, business, beds, and silver, it is permitted for you to

take these.” ‘I shall hold you in bonds and chains under a fierce guard.” ‘The god

himself will set me free whenever I wish it.” I suppose this means, ‘I shall die.’

Death is the ultimate goal of things. (Ep. 1.16.73-79)

This section corresponds to Bacchae 492-98 with some important alterations.
Three lines, in particular, from Euripides have evidently been translated into Latin. First,
the question of the vir bonus in 73-74 (quid me perferre patique indignum coges?)
reflects that of Dionysus in Bacchae 492: “Tell me, what is it necessary to suffer? What
terrible thing would you do to me?” (eip’ &t1 ToBelv del* Ti pe 10 devov Epydon;).
Second, Pentheus’ threat in Horace (in manicis et compedibus saevo te sub custode
tenebo, 76-77) is that of Bacchae 497: “We shall guard your body within the prison”
(elpxtaioi T &vdov odpa oov puAaéopev). Finally, the closest philological parallel is
found in Dionysus’ response: “The god himself will set me free whenever I wish it”

(MoeLp’ 0 daipmv antdc, dtav vy OEw, 498; ipse deus, simul atque volam, me solvet).

It is uncertain whether Horace has adapted this scene directly from Euripides or whether
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these translations are from Pacuvius’ Pentheus.®! In favor of the latter, H. J. Rose
observes that elsewhere when Horace translates directly from a Greek poet, he tends to
render his model as accurately as he can within his own linguistic and metrical
constraints.®* Likewise, when adapting a Latin poet, he follows his source as closely as
his meter will allow.®* Consequently, important divergences from Euripides point to an
intermediate source. Most notably, Horace transforms Pentheus’ threat; whereas, in the
Bacchae, he declared that he would cut off Dionysus’ hair (493) and confiscate his
thyrsos (495), for Horace this becomes a seizure of material goods and economic
livelihood (‘adimam bona.’ ‘nempe pecus, rem, lectos, argentum: tollas licet’, 75-76).
Indeed, the possession of furniture and livestock would not make sense if the prisoner
was Dionysus disguised as a travelling priest. Nor, however, could Ovid’s Acoetes, who
was a foreign sailor, be expected to have such possessions. Rose maintains, therefore,
that these possessions only make sense if the prisoner is a local Theban and thus he infers
that this must also have been the case for the prisoner in Pacuvius’ Pentheus.

In the absence of further evidence regarding the content of Pacuvius’ Pentheus, it
is not possible to settle the question of Horace’s literary source with certainty. Less

controversial, however, is that Horace depends on a traditional Stoic allegorical

8 Scholars are divided. Some regard Horace’s scene as an adaptation from Euripides; see
Kiessling and Heinze, Q. Horatius Flaccus: Briefe, 145; Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship, 100; Mayer,
Horace: Epistles Book 1, 229-30. In favor of Pacuvius, see H. J. Rose, “Horace and Pacuvius,” CQ 20
(1926): 204—-6; McGann, “The Sixteenth Epistle of Horace,” 211-12. Others express uncertainty; see
Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa pensée, 183-87; Oksala, Religion und Mythologie bei Horaz, 59. To my
knowledge, no scholar has proposed Accius’ Bacchae. Although parts from Accius’ translation of this
larger scene from Euripides are preserved (Ribbeck frags. 12-13; Bacch. 453, 455-56), lines 492-98 are not.

8 Rose, “Horace and Pacuvius,” 204. He points to the translation of the opening lines of the
Odyssey in Ars poetica 141 and of Odyssey 4.601-05 in Epistles 1.7.41-43.

% |bid., 204-05. Here he notes Horace’s adaptation of Terence’s Eunuchus 46-63 in Satires
2.3.262-71. Carl Becker disputes Rose on this point noting that elsewhere Horace similarly transforms
quotations from other literary genres for the context of a sermo (e.g., Eur., Hipp. 478 in Ep. 1.1.34) (Das
Spéatwerk des Horaz [Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1963], 39 n. 4).
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interpretation of the tragedy. Whereas in the original context, Bacchae 498 (Avoel pu’ 0
daipwv avtdg) was an ironic prediction of the god’s own escape from prison, Horace
interprets this line as a reference to death (opinor, hoc sentit, ‘moriar’). This same scene
is evoked by Epictetus (Arrian, Epict. diss. 1.1.22-25) and Plutarch (Trang. an. 476b-c)
who both, like Horace, apply it in a similarly Stoic manner to the sage’s attitude toward
death (see below). If, as seems likely, Horace, Epictetus, and Plutarch derive this
interpretation independently of each other, there must be some common Stoic tradition
upon which they depend.®* Within a Stoic context, the interpretation I shall die”
(moriar) brings to mind the notion that for the sage suicide is the final expression of
one’s self-determination.®® Such a death in the face of tyranny suggested by Horace’s
scene evokes famous Stoic heroes, such as Cato the Younger and Brutus, both of whom
took their own lives as their final acts of political opposition to tyranny.®® Thus, some
scholars suggest that by quoting Bacchae 498 with this Stoic interpretation, Horace’s
Pentheus may in some way represent Rome generally or even Augustus himself.®” As

John Moles argues, it is particularly remarkable that, in spite of all the benefits Horace

8 That a tragic scene from Euripides became important for Stoic ideas about death and suicide is
consistent with Catherine Edwards’ discussion of the importance of theatrical imagery for Stoics (esp.
Seneca) in narrating death scenes (Death in Ancient Rome [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007], 144—
60).

8 Most scholars see moriar as a reference to suicide; see Courbaud, Horace, sa vie et sa pensée,
185; Kiessling and Heinze, Q. Horatius Flaccus: Briefe, 145; McGann, “The Sixteenth Epistle of Horace,”
211; Dilke, Horace: Epistles Book 1, 131; Johnson, Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom, 46. Others
suggest that Horace is expressing a more generalized Stoic resignation to the acceptance of one’s final fate
rather than suicide; see Kilpatrick, The Poetry of Friendship, 101; Mayer, Horace: Epistles Book 1, 230.

% On Cato and Brutus and the legacy of the opposition to tyranny in subsequent generations, see
MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order, 1-45; Edwards, Death in Ancient Rome, 1-18.

8 Armstrong, Horace, 130-31; Moles, “Poetry, Philosophy, Politics,” 154-55. Johnson finds the
tyranny implied in this scene as a more general reference to his life under the patronage of Maecenas
(Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom, 45-47). McGann argues, however, that whereas Epictetus could
later use this scene in relation to Nero, it is not appropriate to read Horace’s Pentheus as an allusion to
conflict in his own time but rather as a general reference to the potential of political tyranny (“The
Sixteenth Epistle of Horace,” 211-12).
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received from both Augustus and Maecenas, he here alludes to the extreme cost
potentially involved in maintaining one’s virtue in Rome. With this dramatic scene,
Horace “voices his existential struggle between Stoic virtue and Caesarian tyranny.”

If we accept that Horace’s adaptation of this tragic scene allows such a political
reading, more attention is needed to how the conflict between Dionysus/Acoetes and
Pentheus functions within the wider context of the epistle. Moles’ interpretation provides
a compelling starting point. He notes that “[t]he poem operates with a rus/Epicurean-
Rome/Stoic contrast.”®® The persistent tension is between the ideals of Epicurean
withdrawal and Stoic engagement, the former represented by Horace’s preference for
retreat to his farm, the latter in the virtue of resistance to tyranny. In view of this larger
theme in Epistles 1.16, Horace’s adaption of the myth of Pentheus at the closing of the
epistle should be read in closer conjunction with his desire for retreat from Rome
expressed earlier. In Euripides’ version of the myth, the arrival of Dionysus stirred up
conflict, inexorably leading to the destruction of the civic order. In the prologue,
Dionysus declares that he is prepared to lead an army of maenads (Bacch. 52) and
throughout the tragedy he acts with decisive and strategic force so as to bring down the
royal house of Thebes. The mountain of Cithaeron stands in opposition to the city of
Thebes as a symbol of the repudiation of Theban civilization. In Horace, by contrast,
although Pentheus’ prisoner is also opposed to the city, he is not an advocate of the

savagery of Cithaeron but rather a spokesman for Horace’s rustic and cultivated Sabine

estate. He is not at the head of an invading barbarian army but is rather prepared to hand

8 Moles, “Poetry, Philosophy, Politics,” 155.
* Ibid., 153.
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over his possessions at the first request of the tyrant. Whereas in the tragedy, it is clear
from the opening lines that Pentheus will suffer a violent slaughter, in Horace’s version it
is the prisoner who willingly offers up his own life.®® Thus, the actions of Horace’s Stoic
sage are not those of statesmen or tyrannicides, such as Cato and Brutus. Horace’s sage,
by contrast, enacts his resistance to tyranny through a rejection of Rome’s moral code, by
withdrawing into the Sabine farm and, from the wider perspective of the book of epistles,
into an imaginary world of friendships between refined Roman gentlemen. Thus, in
bringing the myth of Pentheus together with Stoic ideals of virtue, Horace has
transformed both. Now, both Bacchus and the Stoic sage are passive, cultivated, and
rustic.*

At the same time, the epistle’s closing dialogue between Dionysus/Acoetes and
Pentheus should be understood as corresponding to his opening conversation with
Quinctius, in which Horace made the latter the judge of the true beauty of his estate in
contrast to the mere appearances that inform opinions at Rome. This reversion to the
opening conversation is achieved in part by presenting this tragic scene in direct
discourse in place of a closing greeting. Moreover, in several ways this scene also
reiterates the poem’s central problem of distinguishing between esse and videri. The
central irony in the scene in Euripides had arisen from the god’s speaking in disguise
about his own self-deliverance. In keeping with this theme, for Horace, the inability of

Pentheus to recognize the disguised god is analogous to the Roman people’s inability to

% This contrasts sharply also with the conquering Bacchus of Odes 2.19 discussed above.

°! Horace’s idealization of rustic piety in this epistle coheres well with a larger trope in Roman
poetry discussed by Feeney: “[i]t is crucial to recognize that the Romans’ nostalgia for rustic or private
piety is not a natural reflection of a really existing phenomenon, but one element of a highly complex and
self-conscious cultural debate” (Literature and Religion at Rome, 133-36, at 135).
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see beneath surface appearances to discover the identity of the true vir bonus. In this
regard, it may be significant that Horace never explicitly identifies the speaker but leaves
this ambiguous. The reader must choose between established alternatives: Dionysus in
Euripides and Accius; Acoetes in Pacuvius. Thus, the question of identity, central to
Euripides’ Bacchae, becomes for Horace a metaliterary problem, which functions to
reiterate the question of line 40: Vir bonus est quis?** Now again Quinctius must
distinguish at various levels between conflicting identities. Can he recognize the
stranger’s identity or is he like Pentheus blind to true virtue and divinity? More
importantly, he must decide which role he himself would play in the drama. Will he be
the vir bonus or he will side with the city and thus become Pentheus? By the end of the
epistle, however, Quinctius has faded from view, and thus Horace draws in his wider
audience of readers, which would include both Maecenas and Augustus. While he falls
short of identifying Penthean Thebes with Augustan Rome, the poem nevertheless invites
Maecenas and Augustus to assess their own role in this dramatic conflict. Given the
confiscation of Horace’s own family’s wealth after his defeat at Philippi, Pentheus’
threat, adimam bona, must have had some personal resonance. Consequently, beneath
these tragic utterances one might hear echoes of an Augustan voice.

In sum: Horace’s use of the Bacchae in Epistles 1.16 highlights the inherent
tensions between the poetics and mythology of Dionysus and imperial power. In his
earlier odes, Horace had found ways to reconcile Bacchus to the Augustan regime in the

wake of the defeat of Antony whose Dionysiac pretentions had entailed both a licentious

%2 On the importance of the stranger’s disguise in the Bacchae and its metatragic effect, see §
1.3.1.
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lifestyle and a claim to Ptolemaic legitimacy. In this context, Dionysus’ defeat of
Pentheus was one among many of the god’s accomplishments which could be reclaimed
to serve as imperial propaganda. In contrast to Horace’s earlier Dionysiac enthusiasm for
Augustus, the epistles reflect a disillusionment with Rome. The myth of Pentheus no
longer expresses imperial triumph but rather the ways in which the man of virtue may be
required to relinquish his worldly possessions and even his life in order to maintain his
virtue in the face of tyranny. To be sure, Horace never openly renounced his own support
for Augustus and he would return again to the composition of Augustan panegyric. In
Epistles 1.16, however, he expresses a certain ambivalence about absolute power. The
shifting and ambiguous identities of the dramatic players signal an underlying unease

about Rome itself.*

3.5 THE BACCHAE AND RITUAL DEATH FROM THE GOLD TABLETS TO

PLUTARCH AND EPICTETUS

In the foregoing discussion of Horace’s allegorical interpretation of Bacchae 498
as a reference to death, | noted that he was drawing on a larger Stoic interpretive tradition
shared independently by Epictetus and Plutarch in their use of the same passage. The

conception of Dionysiac release (lusis) as death, however, can be found much earlier. On

% A similar line of interpretation of the Epistles is given by Johnson who focuses especially on the
consequences of Horace’s acceptance of patronage on his freedom as poet. He thus sees Horace’s use of
the Bacchae as a response to the threat of enslavement through poetic patronage: “the mention of suicide is
not an idle or hysterical threat, screamed in a moment of panic and sudden realization that enslavement has
begun; it is a reasoned alternative to the possibility of enslavement” (Horace and the Dialectic of Freedom,
45).
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two late-fourth-century BCE gold tablets from a woman’s sarcophagus in Pelinna, a ritual
text is inscribed in which the opening lines strikingly resemble Bacchae 498:

VOV €0aveg kol viv €yévou, TpLoOAPie, dpatt TdOE.
elnelv Oepoepovar 6° &t B<ak>y10¢ antog Elvce.

Now you have died and now you have come to be, O Thrice-born one, on this
very day. Tell Persephone that the Bacchic one himself has set you free.**

This text belongs to the religious context of Orphism and the Dionysiac mysteries and
given its metrical composition reflects a ritual formula (legomena).*® The emphasis of
vov and dpatt tdde points to the moment of the ritual enunciation, although it is
uncertain whether these utterances belonged to initiatory or funerary rites. Most
important for the present analysis is that this deliverance by Dionysus is understood to be
a rebirth into life by way of death.*® For those among the audience and later readers of
the Bacchae who were familiar with this ritual conception of Dionysiac lusis, the phrase
Moel '’ 0 daipwv avtog would most naturally be understood as a reference to such a
release at death for an initiate. Indeed, this recognition would function to accentuate the
irony of its use in the tragedy, in which the god speaks it in reference to his own escape

from prison.” Thus, although the later Stoic interpretation of this line is a wide departure

% The text is printed in Edmonds, ed., The “Orphic” Gold Tablets, 36-37. It is seven lines long
and nearly identical on both tablets. For interpretation of the text and its religious context, see Charles
Segal, “Dionysus and the Gold Tablets from Pelinna,” GRBS 31 (1990): 411-19; Fritz Graf, “Dionysian
and Orphic Eschatology: New Texts and Old Questions,” in Masks of Dionysus (ed. Thomas H. Carpenter
and Christopher A. Faraone; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 239-58; Christopher A. Faraone,
“Rushing into Milk: New Perspectives on the Gold Tablets,” in The “Orphic” Gold Tablets, 310-30;
Alberto Bernabé and Ana 1. Jiménez San Cristobal, “Are the ‘Orphic’ Gold Leaves Orphic?,” in ibd., 68—
101, esp. 82-84.

% See Graf, “Dionysian and Orphic Eschatology,” 247-50.

% Graf sees this as entailing both the soul’s release from the body and also freedom from post-
mortem punishments (ibid., 242—44).

°" For a discussion of how the Bacchae exploits the ambiguities between various types of
Dionysiac lusis, see § 1.3.1.
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from its meaning in the narrative context of Euripides, it is in fact coherent with the
religious conceptions of lusis in the Dionysiac mysteries.”

Plutarch (ca. 46-120 CE) quotes Bacchae 498 in his treatise, On Tranquility of
Mind, instructing his addressee Paccius on how he might obtain the philosophical ideal of
tranquility (euthumia). The fear of death, Plutarch teaches, is a central obstacle to
euthumia. Only when one has arrived at “fearlessness in the face of death” (tnv mpog tov
Oavarov agpofiav) will one experience it; such a person is prepared to “depart [life]
without fear, saying, ‘the god himself will set me free whenever [ wish it’; what difficulty
or pain or trouble would we suppose could fall on this man?” (dded¢ dmeldelv gindvta
“Woel 1 6 daipwv avtog, dtav Eym BEA®,” Ti v ToVT® YoAETOV 1| SVGKOAOV 1| TOPAYDOES
gunintov émvonoauuey; Trang. an. 476b-c) Without entering the scholarly debate
regarding the philosophical sources employed by Plutarch in the treatise, it is sufficient
for my purposes to observe, as McGann has demonstrated, that he is drawing on the same
Hellenistic philosophical writings as Horace was.* In addition to the philosophical
influence on Plutarch’s attitude toward death, however, it is also important to note that he
himself was a Dionysiac initiate. In his consolation to his wife at the death of their child,
he refutes the Epicurean conception of the afterlife that “there is nothing evil or painful
for anyone who undergoes dissolution” (008&v ovdapt] T@ S1EAVOEVTL KakOV 0VOE

Aomnpov €otwv) by appealing to the hieros logos of the mysteries: “the ancestral teaching

% That language in the Bacchae reflects hieroi logoi used in Dionysiac mystery initiations
associated with ritual death supports the theory of Richard Seaford, which he developed prior to the
discovery of the Pelinna tablets (“Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac Mysteries,” CQ 31 [1981]: 252-75).

% McGann, Studies in Horace’s First Book of Epistles, 9-32. He establishes that Plutarch is
dependent on a work of the Stoic Panaetius, whose influence can also be found in Horace’s Epistles book 1
and Cicero’s De officiis. Plutarch is primarily a Platonist; it is, however, not unusual for a Platonist of this
period to draw heavily on Stoicism; see John M. Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (rev.
ed.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), 184-230.
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and the mystic symbols of the rites of Dionysus, which we know, we who shared them in
common with each other” (6 mdtprog Adyog kai té pvotikd cOpPora TAV TeEPl TOV
AOVOGOV OpYLICH@Y, 8 chVIGHEY GAAFAOLS Of Kovevodvteg, Cons. ux. 611¢).2%° He
follows with a summary of this hieros logos that emphasizes the imperishability of the
soul (&pOaptov odcav v yoyniv) and the desirability of its release from the body (611e-
f)."" Thus, Plutarch’s interpretation of Bacchae 498 in application to death and the
afterlife is both Stoic and at the same time confirmed by his own experience as an initiate
into Dionysiac mysteries.'%

In Plutarch’s gnomic use of Bacchae 498 in the context of Stoic ethics and
Dionysiac initiation, he stripped it of its political meaning so that no echoes of the
underlying conflict with tyranny remain.’® Epictetus (ca. 55-135 CE), by contrast,
moves Euripides’ scene in precisely the opposite direction. He alludes to the Euripidean

passage in the midst of a discussion of the virtuous sufferings of three members of the

100 O this letter, see Sarah B. Pomeroy, “Reflections on Plutarch, A Consolation to His Wife,” in
Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom and A Consolation to His Wife: English Translations,
Commentary, Interpretive Essays, and Bibliography (ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999), 75-81.

19%'1n a fragment preserved by Stobaeus (4.52.49), Plutarch offers a related explanation of the
relationship between the mysteries and the afterlife. He compares the wandering and confusion of the soul
at the point of death to the experience (pathos) of “those initiated into the Great [Eleusinian] Mysteries” (ol
TeAETOAg peydharg katopylalopevor).

192 Clement of Alexandria reads the Bacchae in similar ways; see § 8.4 below.

193 On Plutarch’s attitude toward Roman rule, see C. P. Jones, Plutarch and Rome (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1971), 122-30; Simon Swain, Hellenism and Empire: Language, Classicism, and Power
in the Greek World, AD 50-250 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 135-86. Plutarch had an
especially positive view of the benefits of Roman government for Greeks; he can even speak of Rome’s
conquest of Greece as divinely providential. Moreover, as Dillon observes, Plutarch’s political attitudes
shared more in common with Platonists, who in contrast to Stoics expressed little philosophical opposition
to the monarchy: “[w]e hear of no ‘Platonist Opposition’ to the Principate to match the Stoic Opposition”
(The Middle Platonists, 198).
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Pisonian conspiracy against Nero (Epict. diss. 1.1.18-32).2%* Lateranus stretched out his
neck before the axe for a second blow after the first was unsuccessful (1.1.27); Thrasea
committed suicide (1.1.27); Agrippinus willing accepted exile (1.1.28-32). In this
context, Epictetus evokes the Bacchae in a hypothetical dialogue between the sage and
the tyrant:
‘aAAd Moo oe.” AvOpome. Ti Aéyelg; EUE; TO GKEAOG LLOL ONGELS, TNV TPOOIPESTY
d€ 003”0 Zgvg ViKTioot duvatal. ‘€ig puAAKNY o€ BOA®.” TO COUATIOV.
‘dmokepolicm ce.” TOTE 0DV GOl £lov, HTL LOVOL £pod 6 TPéyMAOG AvamdTUNTOG
£0TWV;
“But I shall bind you.” “What do you mean, man? Me? You will bind my leg
but Zeus is able to conquer my intention.” “I shall cast you into prison.” “Merely
the body.” “I shall behead you.” “When did I tell you that mine was the only
unseverable neck?”
Epictetus’ literary dependence on the Bacchae is less direct than Horace and Plutarch; his
language is at most a loose paraphrase of Euripides. In his adaptation, the dramatic
conflict of this scene comes to represent a genuine struggle against a real emperor. Given
his own relationship with Rome, it is no surprise that Epictetus employs this scene in
such a way. He had been a slave in Rome and because he was a philosopher he was
exiled under Domitian probably in 92 or 93 CE.*® In Arrian’s account of Epictetus’
teachings in the Discourses the emperor frequently plays an important role against which
Stoic morality is to be lived out. The Stoic ideal of freedom from external constraints is

vividly demonstrated by those who repudiate dependency on the emperor; the reigns of

Nero and Domitian provided a full storehouse of examples of such Stoic virtue in the face

104 On this passage, see Robert F. Dobbin, Epictetus: Discourses Book 1 (Clarendon Later Ancient
Philosophers; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 74-78. For a discussion of the Pisonian
conspiracy, see MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order, 21-27.

105 op Epictetus’ relationship with Rome and its emperors, see Chester G. Starr, Jr., “Epictetus and
the Tyrant,” CP 44 (1949): 20-29; Fergus Millar, “Epictetus and the Imperial Court,” JRS 55 (1965): 141—
48,
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of imperial persecution.'®® Epictetus was especially contemptuous of those who attached
themselves to the emperor.'”’

This comparison between Horace, Plutarch, and Epictetus is particularly
instructive; in each case, the scene is far removed from its original narrative context and
redeployed with fresh religious and ideological import. Whereas Horace had left the
analogy between Pentheus and Rome as an ambiguous potentiality, Epictetus removes
any such subtlety, making Rome the oppressive Penthean tyrant. Plutarch quotes a line
from the very same scene as a means of expressing the dynamics of inner peace and he

consequently mutes its underlying narrative of political struggle.

3.6 EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AT ROME: CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has explored the interplay between the Bacchae’s reception at Rome
and a wider history of political and religious conflict. Bacchus was associated with
political conspiracy in the Bacchanalia affair and the failed imperial aspirations of
Antony. With Augustus’ consolidation of political power, the god would be reinvented
within the new regime, but not without transformations and persistent tensions. Tragic
drama in Rome also functioned as an expression of political contestation, and thus the
conflict between Dionysus and Pentheus is replete with potential contemporary allusions.

Horace’s Bacchic poetry exploits these in various directions. While his earlier odes

106 See, e.g., the discussion of Dio Chrysostom above (§ 2.4.1). For a discussion of the wider
tension between philosophers and the principate, see MacMullen, Enemies of the Roman Order, 46-94;
Michael B. Trapp, Philosophy in the Roman Empire: Ethics, Politics and Society (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2007), 226-43. As MacMullen observes more generally about the philosophers of this period, their
philosophy “made them see and hate the inner, moral consequences of subjection to any ruler or higher
rank” (Enemies of the Roman Order, 56).

197 See Millar, “Epictetus and the Imperial Court,” 14445,
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employ the mythology of Bacchus in imperial propaganda, his use of Bacchae 492-98 in
Epistles 1.16 expresses deep ambivalence regarding imperial power. His alteration of the
scene makes its hero not the barbarian destroyer of an autocratic civilization but a passive
sage who peacefully relinquishes his possessions and even his life to the tyrant. Horace’s
tragic hero does not inhabit savage Cithaeron but prefers the refined Sabine estate.
Drawing on the same Stoic allegorical tradition, Plutarch and Epictetus both find in this
dramatic scene a depiction of the sage’s attitude toward death; the former as a resignation
to the divine will, the latter in the struggle against Roman tyranny. In all these ways,
Euripides’ Bacchae continued to be reenacted amidst a continuously changing cast of

protagonists.
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PART Il

Jews Reading Dionysus

5970 XY 079K
“You shall not curse (the) God(s).”
(Exodus 22:27)
guymom Atdvocov;

“Have you imitated Dionysus?”
(Philo, Legatio ad Gaium 88)



CHAPTER FOUR
EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AND THE REINVENTION OF EXODUS AND CONQUEST IN

THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON AND ARTAPANUS’ MOSES FRAGMENT

4.1 INTRODUCTION: JUDAISM AND THE ENCOUNTER WITH HELLENISM

In the wake of Alexander’s conquests in the east, Judaism was faced with the
necessity of confronting the realities of Hellenistic culture. The resulting interactions
produced a wide array of conflicts and transformations that collectively entail the
complex phenomenon now labeled “Hellenistic Judaism.” This category is itself is a
matter of scholarly debate and continues to shift as new evidence emerges and new
theories are developed that refine our historical understanding. The nodes of cultural
interaction involve every aspect of human experience, including politics, religion,
intellectual life (philosophy, literature, and education), and economics. It is now widely
accepted, for example, that a sharp distinction cannot be drawn between Diaspora and
Palestinian Judaism as it relates to the phenomenon of Hellenization. As Martin Hengel
has argued, in his influential study of Hellenism in Israel, “[f]Jrom the middle of the third
century BC all Judaism must really be designated ‘Hellenistic Judaism’ in the strict

sense.”” Hengel’s thesis has been widely accepted.? Gregory Sterling, for example,

! Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine during the Early
Hellenistic Period (trans. John Bowden; 2 vols.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 1.104. He adds, however,
that “a better differentiation could be made between the Greek-speaking Judaism of the Western Diaspora
and the Aramaic/Hebrew-speaking Judaism of Palestine and Babylonia. But even this distinction is one-
sided” (1.104).

2 Gregory E. Sterling, “Judaism between Jerusalem and Alexandria,” in Hellenism in the Land of
Israel (ed. John J. Collins and Gregory E. Sterling; Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity 13; Notre Dame:
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reaffirms Hengel’s view by comparing cultural aspects of the communities of Jerusalem
and Alexandria. He notes, however, that Hengel’s conclusion does not “mean that Jews
in Judaea enculturated Hellenism in the same way that Jews in the Diaspora did nor that
all Diaspora communities did so in the same ways or to the same degree.”® Thus, in these
two chapters, Hellenistic Judaism will be treated as entailing complex and dynamic
attempts to negotiate Jewish identity in the face of Greek and Roman imperial power with
its associated religious and intellectual hegemonies. It will be seen that these interactions
range from the appropriation to the repudiation of Hellenism and often it is difficult to
distinguish between the two.*

Dionysus and Euripides’ Bacchae provide a particularly promising site for the
exploration of these dynamics. Judaism interacts with the god Dionysus at several
important historical and literary moments. Moreover, Greek tragedy, a characteristically
Greek cultural product, was exported to conquered lands through the processes of
Hellenization; its influence is evidenced both in the construction of theaters and through
literature. Furthermore, these two aspects of Hellenization—Dionysus and Greek
tragedy—complicate the distinction between Diaspora and Palestinian Judaism.

Although the central focus of these chapters is on Alexandrian Judaism where Dionysiac

University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 263-301; so also John J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem:
Jewish Identity in the Hellenistic Diaspora (2d ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000), 16-18.

3 Sterling, “Judaism between Jerusalem and Alexandria,” 264.

* See, for example, the view of Collins that all the writings of Hellenistic Jews “in various ways,
reflect attempts to discriminate between aspects of the culture that they embrace, beginning with the Greek
language and literary forms, and those elements that were unacceptable, primarily in matters of religion and
cult” (Between Athens and Jerusalem, 24). See also the survey of wide range of Jewish attitudes toward
Greek culture in Erich S. Gruen, “Jewish Perspectives on Greek Culture and Ethnicity,” in Hellenism in the
Land of Israel, 62-93.
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religion and tragic performance were prominent cultural institutions, it should also be
noted that they were also important features in the Hellenization of Judea.

In the Hellenistic period, Jews had new reasons for retelling their traditional
foundation narratives. As Martin Braun’s important study of the literature of the
Hellenized east shows, Jewish literature participates in larger cultural developments.
Throughout the east, conquered peoples were producing their own histories as
expressions of “national antagonisms.” Greek subjects in Syria and Mesopotamia
expressed their ideals in such a way that “[h]istory becomes legend and myth” in the
form of “something which can be called romance.” In this context, some of the Jewish
histories produced during this time were aimed at countering anti-Jewish portrayals
written by Greeks; others were aimed at enhancing the status of Jews within the Greek
world. More recent scholars have characterized such literature as “competitive” or
“apologetic historiography.”® This chapter explores two examples of this—the Wisdom
of Solomon and Artapanus’ Moses fragment—~both of which creatively adapt Euripides’
Bacchae in the service of the reinvention of their own historical traditions.” First, I argue
that the Wisdom of Solomon characterizes the religion of the ancient Canaanites by

employing mythological rituals from Greek tragedy, most prominently the cannibalistic

® Martin Braun, History and Romance in Graeco-Oriental Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 1938),
at 3.

® For discussion of these, see Gregory E. Sterling, Historiography and Self-Definition: Josephos,
Luke-Acts and Apologetic Historiography (NovTSup 64; Leiden: Brill, 1992); Erich S. Gruen, Heritage
and Hellenism: The Reinvention of Jewish Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 137—
88; Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, 29-63. Gruen, however, is critical of these terms. He is
concerned rather to emphasize the creative ingenuity and influence of Hellenistic Jewish literature rather
than its passive reception of Greek influence; see, e.g., Heritage and Hellenism, xiv—xv.

"It is worth noting that 3 Maccabees, roughly contemporary with the Wisdom of Solomon, is also
concerned with the threat imposed by Dionysiac religion to the Jews. J. R. C. Cousland argues that the
author has employed themes from Euripides’ Bacchae in order to subvert Greek religious claims and the
Dionysiac pretentions of the Ptolemaic ruler (“Dionysus Theomachos? Echoes of the Bacchae in 3
Maccabees,” Bib 82 [2001]: 539-48).
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child sacrifice of Pentheus (8 4.2). The author’s adaptation of the Bacchae functions to
justify the conquest of Canaan as an act of divine justice and at the same time serves as
an indirect attack on the religion of his Greek contemporaries. Artapanus transforms the
biblical narrative of Exodus by introducing a miraculous prison escape with
spontaneously opening doors reminiscent of scenes from the Bacchae (§ 4.3). By
presenting Moses and his God as surpassing Dionysus, he subtly subverts the claims of
Dionysiac religion in Alexandrian culture. Prior to these analyses, however, | provide a
general survey of the wider interaction of the Jews with Dionysus and the theater in the

Hellenistic and Roman periods.

4.1.1 DIONYSUS AND THE JEWS: CONFLICTS AND CONFLATIONS

In the wake of the conquests of Alexander, Dionysus became a key feature of
imperial Hellenism. Alexander himself identified strongly with Dionysus. Macedonia
had a particular interest in this god; Alexander’s own mother Olympias was known to be
a maenad (Plut., Alex. 2.5). Alexander’s conquest of India was naturally understood as
analogous to the exploits of Dionysus and his portraits often depict him with Dionysiac
attributes.® Dionysus continued to be a most important god in the empires of Alexander’s
successors. It is no surprise, therefore, that Jews in conquered lands should encounter
Dionysus in various and usually unhappy ways. In Palestine, the religious campaign of
Antiochus 1V against the Jews recounted in 2 Maccabees included the compulsion to

participate in Dionysiac processions (2 Macc 6:7). Later, Nicanor, a Seleucid governor

& See R. R. R. Smith, Hellenistic Royal Portraits (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), esp.
41-44.
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of Judea, threatened to destroy the temple in Jerusalem and replace it with one to
Dionysus (2 Macc 14:33).°

In Alexandria, the influence of Dionysiac religion was more pervasive.’ As
discussed in detail above (8§ 2.2), early on the Ptolemies patronized cults of Dionysus and
regulated the practice of the Dionysiac mysteries; Dionysus, moreover, remained
prominent in Alexandria into the Roman period. As we shall see below, the Ptolemiac
interests in promoting and regulating these cults had important consequences for
Alexandrian Jews. While, for the most part, Jews in Ptolemaic and Roman Alexandria
were permitted to practice their own religion and were not compelled to participate in
other cults, on various occasions, disputes arose involving the Jews’ distinctive ethnic
and religious identity. Under the Romans, the conflict between Alexandrian citizenship
and Jewish identity was exacerbated with the institution of the laographia (poll tax) in
24/23 BCE.™ This Roman tax was imposed on native Egyptians whereas the Greek
citizens of Alexandria were exempt. Jews in Alexandria occupied an intermediate status;
although at various times some Jews had acquired citizenship most did not. Under the
laographia, therefore, the political and economic consequences of one’s ethnic and
religious identity became more pronounced. In addition, educational status was closely

connected with ethnicity and citizenship in Alexandria. Education in the gymnasium and

° On this, see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1.298-99.

19 On Dionysus in Alexandria, see Peter M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria (3 vols.; Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1972), 1.201-06.

1 E. Mary Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule: From Pompey to Diocletian, a Study in
Political Relations (2d ed.; SILA 20; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 220-35; John J. Collins, Jewish Wisdom in the
Hellenistic Age (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 142-47; Collins, Between Athens and
Jerusalem, 115-18. Additional important historical studies of Diaspora Judaism in this period include
Victor Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of
America, 1959); John M. G. Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to Trajan (323
BCE-117 CE) (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996).
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membership in the ephebeia were necessary elements of citizenship. While some well-
off Jews, such as Philo, may have been educated there, most were not.** The emperor
Claudius’ Letter to the Alexandrians (CPJ 153), written following the unrest of 38-41 CE
under Gaius, reveals several important aspects of the status of Jews in Alexandria. First,
Claudius reaffirms their right to practice their own religion, which had eroded during the
reign of Gaius. Second, he limits the Jews’ ability to pursue citizenship and participate in
gymnasia, thus implying that some Jews aspired to these and that such aspirations were in
part responsible for the animosity of the Greek citizens.*®

In the mind of some at least, Dionysiac religion played a central role in this
conflict over Jewish identity and their level of access to the political and social world of
Alexandria. Third Maccabees, which was written sometime after the institution of the
laographia but describes (largely fictional) events in the late third century BCE, reports
that Philopator ordered that Jews be registered for a laographia and branded with the ivy-
leaf of Dionysus but that any who agreed to be initiated into the mysteries would acquire
“equal status to Alexandrian citizens” (icomoAitag Ale&ovdpedotv, 3 Macc 2:28-30).
Although most scholars grant little historical value to 3 Maccabees, it indicates in any
case that for its author in the Roman period the devotion of imperial powers to Dionysus

was viewed as a threat to the maintenance of Jewish religious identity. That Dionysus

12 On the education of Jews in Alexandrian gymnasia, see Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 148-53. As
evidence, Collins points to several passages in Philo (e.g., Spec. 2.230; Congr. 74-76) which seem to reflect
his own experience of education in the gymnasium; see also Alan Mendelson, Secular Education in Philo
of Alexandria (HUCM 7; Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1982), 28-33. Harry Wolfson,
however, maintains that the education of Philo and other Alexandrian Jews must have been conducted in
Jewish institutions in large part because the inherently religious character of the gymnasia would have been
unacceptable to Jews (Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam [2
vols.; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1947], 1.78-81).

13 On the Letter, see Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule, 248-49: Collins, Between Athens
and Jerusalem, 199-22.
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was a political danger to the Jews is further evidenced in Philo’s Legatio ad Gaium where
he finds the emperor’s self-identification as a “New Dionysus” particularly threatening to
the Jews’ political and social position (see § 5.2). In sum, in both Palestine and the Greek
Diaspora, Dionysus was a prominent feature in the process of Hellenization and Jews at
various times found him to be a threat to their own religious practice and identity.

The frequency with which Dionysus comes into conflict with Judaism may arise
in part from the conflation between Dionysus and Yahweh made by some Greeks and
Romans. Among Greeks it was common to identify foreign gods with Greek names and
accept them as equivalents to those already in their pantheon. This process of
Interpretatio Graeca or theokrasia was variously applied to the Jewish God.'* Valerius
Maximus famously observes that before 139 BCE Jews in Rome worshiped Jupiter
Sabazius (who was also identified with Dionysus), an identification apparently drawn
from the similarity of names (lao Sabaoth = lupiter Sabazius; Val. Max. 1.3.2).
Moreover, both Plutarch (Quaest. conv. 4.6.12) and Tacitus (Hist. 5.5.4-5) are aware of
the identification between the Jewish God and Dionysus and present several arguments
for and against it; Tacitus concludes by rejecting it.*°

In addition to these examples of Interpretatio Graeca, some scholars have found

an important connection between Dionysiac religion and Judaism in the practice of

14 On this, see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1.261-67.

15 This text is greatly debated. Hengel, for example, notes that it is unclear whether the
identification is based on a misunderstanding by Valerius or his source or whether the Jews in Rome were
in fact observing a syncretistic cult (ibid., 1.263; 2.174 n. 41-42). Eugene Lane challenges both theories,
noting a textual problem that casts doubt on the association between Jews and the cult of Sabazius
(“Sabazius and the Jews in Valerius Maximus: A Re-Examination,” JRS 69 [1979]: 35-38).

18 Morton Smith has argued that the attribution of Dionysiac attributes to Yahweh in fact precedes
the Maccabean revolt and he attempts to trace it to the Persian period (“On the Wine God in Palestine (Gen.
18, Jn. 2, and Achilles Tatius),” in Salo Wittmayer Baron Jubilee | [Jerusalem: American Academy for
Jewish Research, 1974], 815-29, esp. 820-29). Smith finds evidence for the wine god within the Hebrew
Bible itself (824-27).
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Hellenistic mystery cults. In the early twentieth century, several prominent scholars
advanced the theory that a significant minority of Hellenistic Jews adopted the beliefs
and ritual initiations of such cults. The most significant advocate of this view was Erwin
Goodenough in his 1935 study, By Light, Light.'” The evidence for his theory came
largely from Philo, who presents the Torah as a hieros logos and Moses as a mystic
hierophant. Goodenough’s theory has been widely criticized, most influentially by
Arthur Darby Nock.'®* Among other things, Nock faults Goodenough for taking Philo’s
use of mystery language literally rather than recognizing that he, following earlier Greek
philosophers, was employing initiation terminology metaphorically in order to portray a
unique access to the divine.® Nock’s observation has revealed a fundamental flaw in
Goodenough’s (and others’) theory of “Jewish mysteries.” In subsequent scholarship, it
has now become axiomatic that Philo’s mystery language is metaphorical (see esp. § 5.3
below).” There may be more at work, however, in the literary confluences between
Judaism and the mystery cults. In view of the conflicts between Judaism and Dionysiac
religion described above, the presentation by Jews of their own religion in terms of

Dionysiac mysteries has rhetorical and ideological functions. As Lucien Cerfaux

" Erwin R. Goodenough, By Light, Light: The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic Judaism (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1935).

18 Arthur Darby Nock, “The Question of Jewish Mysteries,” in Essays on Religion and the Ancient
World (ed. Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 1.459-68 (org. 1937).

" Ibid., 1.466-68.

20 gee, e.g., Wolfson, Philo, 1.36-55; Henry Chadwick, “Philo and the Beginnings of Christian
Thought,” in The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy (ed. A. H. Armstrong;
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 133-92, esp. 152-54; Gary Lease, “Jewish Mystery Cults
since Goodenough,” ANRW 20.2.858-80, esp. 868-71; Christoph Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie bei
Platon, Philon und Klemens von Alexandrien (Untersuchungen zur antiken Literatur und Geschichte 26;
Berlin: de Gruyter, 1987), 70-115; Dorothy I. Sly, Philo’s Alexandria (New York: Routledge, 1996), 99—
107; Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, 212-18. For a recent study of Philo’s adaptation of mystery
language in his biblical exegesis that emphasizes the ways in which his conception of union with the divine
anticipates Neoplatonism and medieval mysticism, see Adam Afterman, “From Philo to Plotinus: The
Emergence of Mystical Union,” JR 93 (2013): 177-96.
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observed regarding pre-Philonic Judaism, the literary presentation of Judaism as a
mystery cult should be understood at least in part as an ideological response to the
perceived threat of mystery religions to Judaism.” In a recent paper on the Letter of
Aristeas, James Scott has advanced a similar view to that of Cerfaux.?* He notes several
ways in which the Letter presents Judaism as a Dionysiac mystery cult, most importantly
in its characterization of the Septuagint as a hieros logos. Like Cerfaux, Scott suggests
that the Ptolemaic edict (BGU 1211) requiring the submission of a sealed hieros logos to
a royal official should be understood as underlying the Letter’s narrative of the
Septuagint’s translation and presentation in Alexandria.® My interest in this chapter is
not in a reexamination of the question of Jewish mystery cults per se but rather in the
ways in which Dionysus and Dionysiac religion function within Jewish religious

discourse in constructing their religious identity in the Hellenistic world.

4.1.2 THEATER AND THE JEWS: ACTING GREEK
Greek tragedy was disseminated throughout the Hellenistic world both as literary
products and through stage performance.?* Poetry was fundamental to Greek paideia;

while Homer held pride of place, the Attic tragedians, and Euripides in particular, were

2! Lucien Cerfaux, “Influence des mystéres sur le judaisme Alexandrin avant Philon,” in Recueil
Lucien Cerfaux | (Gembloux: Université de Louvain, 1954), 65-112 (org. 1924). He argues that at least
two centuries prior to Philo, Judaism had begun to present itself in several ways as a mystery cult, for
example, by emphasizing the power of the divine name, sacred oracles, and mystery formulas.

%2 JTames M. Scott, “Dionysus and the Letter of Aristeas,” in X111 Congress of the International
Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Studies, Ljubljana, 2007 (ed. Melvin K. H. Peters; Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), 325-38.

% |bid., 335-36. For Cerfaux’s view of a Jewish hieros logos and its relation to BGU 1211, see
“Influence des mystéres,” 71-85. The significance of BGU 1211 for Judaism will be discussed below in §
432,

% On the transmission of tragic texts in general and the Bacchae in particular as well as the
performance of tragedy in the Greco-Roman world, see § 1.4.3.
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an important part of literary education. Within the context of Greek and Roman imperial
power, one’s relationship to the classical literary tradition played a central role in the
construction of one’s identity and formed a locus of intellectual and political conflict
(see, e.g., 8 1.4.2 above). From the perspective of Judaism, the influence of classical
Greek literature was felt both in Palestine and the Diaspora. There is evidence for a
significant presence of classical literature in Palestine. In Jerusalem, for example, Herod
built a library patterned after that of Augustus in Rome that made classical texts available
at the geographical center of Judaism.?® Greek literary texts were discovered among the
documents found at Wadi Murabba’at, the location associated with the Bar Kochba
revolt. P. Murabba’at 108 is particularly interesting as it has been variously identified as
a philosophical work and a comic fragment.?® In addition, the oldest known papyrus
fragment of Virgil’s Aeneid was discovered in Masada, where it was probably deposited
by a Roman officer, thus illustrating the close connection between poetic texts and the
advancement of imperial power.?’

That some Jews were deeply engaged with Greek tragedy is clearly evident. A
fragmentary Jewish tragedy survives, the Exagoge, composed by Ezekiel in Alexandria
probably in the second century BCE. The play retells the biblical Exodus and is

influenced by Aeschylus’ historical tragedy, the Persae, as well as the style and structure

% For a discussion of this library and the works it contained, see Ben Zion Wacholder, “Greek
Authors in Herod’s Library,” Studies in Bibliography and Booklore 5 (1961): 102-9.

% The editors of its first publication identified it as a philosophical text. See Pierre Benoit, J. T.
Milik, and Roland de Vaux, Les grottes de Murabba ‘dt (2 vols.; DJD Il; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961). It
has subsequently been identified as a comic fragment; see Colin Austin, ed., Comicorum Graecorum
fragmenta in papyris reperta (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1973).

2T'H. M. Cotton and J. Geiger, eds., Masada II: The Latin and Greek Documents (Jerusalem: Israel
Exploration Society and the Hebrew University, 1989), 31-35.
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of Euripides.?® This text is particularly illuminating for the present chapter because it
illustrates how Alexandrian Jews were engaged in reformulating the own historical
narratives in view of Greek tragedy, which underlies, | shall argue, the strategies of the
Wisdom of Solomon and Artapanus. For some Jewish writers, Greek tragedy was an
important locus for the cultural negotiation of Hellenism, which can be seen in the
collections of florilegia, gathered from classical poets (including some forgeries) for the
apologetic purpose of establishing the antiquity of Jewish beliefs.?® Indeed, Moses Hadas
has found Jewish interaction with Greek tragedy to be so extensive as to conclude
(perhaps with some hyperbole) that “[e]very work of the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha
of the Old Testament has expressions from or allusions to tragedy which the reader was
obviously expected to recognize.”*

In addition to written texts, many Jews encountered tragedy by attending
performances. The Hellenistic empires built theaters in many cities throughout their

territories. In Palestine, theaters did not arrive until the Roman period under the reign of

Herod, who built them in Caesarea, Jerusalem, and Jericho.** As Eric Meyers observes

%8 See Howard Jacobson, The Exagoge of Ezekiel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983),
23-25.

% The most important example of this comes from Aristobulus, whose fragments are collected in
Carl R. Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jewish Authors I11: Aristobulus (Pseudepigrapha Series 13;
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995). See also the discussions of Emil Schiirer, The History of the Jewish People
in the Age of Jesus Christ (ed. Geza Vermes, Fergus Millar, and Martin Goodman; 3 vols. in 4; rev. ed.;
Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1973-1987), 3.1.656-71; Gruen, “Jewish Perspectives on Greek Culture,” esp. 72-
74.

* Moses Hadas, Hellenistic Culture: Fusion and Diffusion (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1959), 130. He notes in particular the Book of Job and 4 Maccabees. On the latter, see also Moses
Hadas, The Third and Fourth Books of Maccabees (JAL; New York: Harper, 1953), 100-03. Klaus Baltzer
proposes earlier influence of Greek drama on biblical literature in his discussion of Deutero-Isaiah. While
he falls short of arguing for a direct relationship, he employs Attic tragedy and comedy as comparative
material in developing his theory of Deutero-Isaiah as “liturgical drama” (Deutero-Isaiah: A Commentary
on Isaiah 40-55 [Hermeneia 23; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001], 11-14).

%1 On these, see Arthur Segal, Theatres in Roman Palestine and Provincia Arabia (Mnemosyne
140; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 4-5.
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regarding a later Roman theater in Sepphoris, its construction contributed to the city’s
Hellenization and would have been “a tool for Roman propaganda.”® Josephus,
commenting on Herod’s construction of the theater in Jerusalem, observes that it was
“foreign to the custom of the Judeans” (100 6¢ katd tovg Tovdaiovg EBovg aALdTPIa, Ant.
15.268).% In Alexandria, the theater was less “foreign”; indeed, early on the Ptolemies
patronized performers of both tragedy and comedy (see § 2.2).** From the Roman
period, we know that Philo frequented the theater; he in fact comments on being among
an audience experiencing elation and excitement at a performance of Euripides (Prob.
141; also Ebr. 177).%

In sum, as prominent facets of the process of Hellenization, Dionysus and Greek
tragedy provide many valuable opportunities to explore interactions between Judaism and
Hellenism as Jews sought to negotiate their cultural identity within the Greek and Roman

world.

4.2 THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON AND THE CANAANITE DIONYSUS

In Wisdom 12:3-7, the author paints a vivid picture of the religious practices of
ancient Canaanites. His descriptions are hyperbolic and polemical. In this section, |
argue that the author has invented a religious history of the Canaanites by characterizing
them as Dionysiac devotees. His account shares more in common with mythology, in

particular, Euripides’ Bacchae, than the actual religious practices either of ancient

% Eric M. Meyers, “The Challenge of Hellenism for Early Judaism and Christianity,” BA 55
(1992): 84-91 (at 88).

B See Sterling, “Judaism between Jerusalem and Alexandria,” 275.

% See Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 1.618-20.

% On Philo and Greek tragedy, see § 5.2.
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Canaan or of his own contemporaries. After surveying the larger historical and religious
context of Wisdom (8§ 4.2.1), | examine the relationship between Wisdom 12:3-7 and
Euripides’ Bacchae (§ 4.2.2). Finally, I explore the implications of these observations for
the function of Wisdom’s characterization of the Canaanites, suggesting that it serves
both as a justification for Israel’s conquest of Canaan and as polemic against Greek

religion in general.

4.2.1 THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON: HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT

The Wisdom of Solomon was written by an unknown author, most likely in
Alexandria during the first century of Roman rule (30 BCE-70 CE).*® David Winston has
argued for the more precise date of the reign of Gaius Caligula (37-41 CE).*” The
language and philosophical character of Wisdom suggest that the author had received a
high level of Greek education.®® He belongs to a similar intellectual milieu as Philo;
indeed, Winston has compiled an extensive list of linguistic and thematic parallels
between Wisdom and the works of Philo and concluded that one must be dependent on

the other.®® It is uncertain where the author of Wisdom received his education but it is

* Important commentaries of the Wisdom of Solomon include Johannes Fichtner, Weisheit
Salomos (HAT 2.6; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1938); David Winston, The Wisdom of Solomon: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 43; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1979); Dieter
Georgi, Weisheit Salomos (JSHRZ 111/4; Gutersloh: Mohn, 1980) (annotated translation); C. Larcher, Le
Livre de la Sagesse ou La Sagesse de Salomon (3 vols.; EBib; Paris: Gabalda, 1983-1985). Among the
many valuable studies of Wisdom are Patrick W. Skehan, “The Text and Structure of the Book of
Wisdom,” Traditio 3 (1945): 1-12; James M. Reese, Hellenistic Influence on the Book of Wisdom and Its
Consequences (AnBib 41; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1970); Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 135-232;
Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, 195-202.

3" Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 20—25; Collins argues that the date cannot be determined more
precisely than 30 BCE-70 CE. See Jewish Wisdom, 178-79.

% On the high literary style of Wisdom’s Greek relative to other biblical texts, see Winston,
Wisdom of Solomon, 14-18.

% bid., 58-63.
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not unlikely that it was in a Greek gymnasium.*® Like Philo, Wisdom belongs to the
intellectual context of Middle-Platonism, a distinctive characteristic of which is an
openness to draw on various philosophical schools, such as the Stoics and Peripatetics.**
Thus, for example, it adapts for Jewish theology the Greek idea of the immortality of the
soul as formulated by Plato and the pneuma or logos of the Stoics.*

Given the extent of the author’s education in Greek literature and philosophy, his
criticism of Greek religion provides a particularly rich site for exploring the formation of
Jewish identity in the context of Roman imperial power. As discussed above (§ 4.1.1),
with the Romans’ introduction of the laographia, the stakes of religious identity and
Alexandrian citizenship increased and in 38 CE culminated in riots against the Jews.
This may account for the harsh tone of Wisdom’s invective, which sharply contrasts with
the more conciliatory approach of some earlier Hellenistic Jewish authors, such as
Pseudo-Aristeas. The author exhorts the reader to pursue divine Wisdom and contrasts
such people with the ungodly, who not only do not know God and his ways (2:21-24),
they also oppress the righteous and the helpless (2:10-12). Such enemies of God will
ultimately be destroyed in a fiery judgment (5:17-23).* His polemic against idolatry,
though vehement, is complex and subtle, reflecting his distinct position between biblical

Judaism and the Hellenistic world. Thus, on the one hand, his attitudes toward idolatry

%0 See Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 148-53. As noted above in § 4.1.2, Wolfson argues that educated
Jews in Alexandria must have participated in Jewish rather than Greek institutions (Philo, 1.78-80).

! Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 33-38; Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 185-93, 200-02; on Philo, see
John M. Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (rev. ed.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1996), 139-83.

*2 Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 185-87, 196-99.

*® Winston argues that the author’s vehemence against the wicked is a response to the outbreak of
persecution against Jews in Alexandria in 38 CE (Wisdom of Solomon, 22-24). Collins, however,
maintains that Wisdom does not have specific social circumstances in view but is rather making a general
statement about the best way of life (Jewish Wisdom, 193-95).
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are clearly informed by the biblical tradition (e.g., Deutero-Isaiah).** At the same time,
in 14:12-31 he accounts for the origins of idolatry in a manner reminiscent of the Greek
mythographer Euhemerus.* The author suggests that idolatry could arise from a father
who in his bereavement for his deceased child sets up an image (tod tayéwg
apapebévtog tékvou gikova) which subsequently “he honored as a god and passed down
to his descendents mysteries and rites” (®g 00V €Tipunocev Kol TapEdwKey TOIC VTOYEPIOLg
poothpto kai ehetac, 14:15).4

In addition to employing both biblical and Greek philosophical arguments, a
prominent strategy in his polemic against idolatry is to proceed indirectly. That is, rather
than criticizing the religion of his Alexandrian contemporaries, he focuses on those of the
ancient Egyptians and Canaanites, for which most of his educated contemporaries would
have shared his disdain. As Winston observes, “the ancient Egyptians and Canaanites
merely served the author as symbols for the hated Alexandrians and Romans of his own
day, upon whom he visited an apocalyptic vengeance in chap. 5.”*’ Even though on the
surface Wisdom targets Egyptian and Canaanite religion, on several occasions it contrasts
Judaism with contemporary mystery religion. In 2:21, Solomon asserts of the wicked,

“they did not recognize the mysteries of God” (ovk £yvocav pvotipia Ogod). At the

* Wisdom 13:10-19, for example, describes a woodcutter who fashions an idol from one part of a
tree, to which he prays and worship, whereas the other part is used for firewood. This discussion recalls
that of Isaiah 44:9-20.

** See Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 273-77.

*® Firmicus Maternus, De errore profanarum religionum preserves a similar tradition about
Dionysus as son of a Cretan king named Jupiter; see Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 275.

" Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 45. Collins offers a similar assessment that Wisdom’s critique of
idolatry is not “an unqualified opposition to the Gentile world” but rather “the author was attempting to
make common cause with enlightened Greeks who would share his contempt for popular superstition, and
especially for the crass forms of idolatry practiced in Egypt. Moreover, he lumps together with idolatry all
manner of abuses associated with ‘secret mysteries” and ‘strange laws’ of which cultured Greeks and
Romans would disapprove” (Jewish Wisdom, 212-13).
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final judgment, the tables are turned and the wicked themselves now learn of the
righteous, “we fools regarded his life as madness and his death as without reward” (ot
doppoveg Tov Piov avtod Ehoyicaueda poviay Kol v televtnv avtod driov, 5:4). We
later learn that, over against the promises of divine knowledge offered by the Greek
mysteries, it is Wisdom herself who is “an initiate into the knowledge of God and a
partisan of his works” (udotic yop Eotiv TG ToD 00D EmoTNUNG Kol OipETIg TOV EPymV

avtod, 8:4).

4.2.2 TRAGIC RITUALS AND THE CANAANITE DIONYSUS

Wisdom 12:3-7 is part of an excursus (11:15-12:22) within a larger exposition of
Exodus in chapters 11-19.* In these chapters, the author reflects extensively upon why
and how the Egyptians were punished. Rather than destroying them outright, God chose
to punish them by sending a series of plagues brought about by “a multitude of irrational
creatures” (zijfog ardywv Cowv), which were their objects of worship, “in order that
they may learn that one is punished through the very things through which one sins” (iva
Ve &1L 81 AV TIC AuopTavel S1d TovTOVY Koddletar, 12:15-16). God’s punishment is
delayed for the sake of repentance: “you have pity on all because you can do all things
and overlook the sins of humans for repentance” (é\egig 6& mavtag Ot Tavta dHvooal Kol
Tapopdc auaptipate avlpodnwv gic petdvolay, 11:23). In short, “you reprove those who
fall away little by little” (tovg mopanintovtag Kot  OAlyov éAéyyel, 12:2). He

corroborates his analysis of God’s punishments of the Egyptians by providing an

*® For a discussion of the literary structure of Wisdom, see Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 4-14;
Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 179-82. Against earlier scholarship that sought to divide various portions of
Wisdom between multiple authors, both Winston and Collins argue that Wisdom’s various genres and
themes form a coherent whole and should be understood as the work of a single author.
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additional example of the ancient Canaanites in 12:3-7, whose sacrificial practices he
describes in gruesome detail. The function of this discussion is at least twofold. First, by
portraying Canaanites as child-slaughtering cannibals, Wisdom provides justification for
their conquest by the Israelites, a concern also of several other Jewish-Hellenistic
writings.*® Second, within the larger argument of Wisdom 11-19, the exemplum of
ancient Canaan functions as a paradigm for God’s mercy on all humanity: as he allowed
the Canaanites and Egyptians opportunity for repentance, so also now God’s judgment on
the wicked is delayed (12:19-22). Before returning to his discussion of Exodus in chapter
16, he provides an extensive account of the folly of polytheism (chs. 13-15). This
structure underscores the paradigmatic function of Egypt and Canaan for polytheism
generally.

My analysis of the description of Canaanite religion in Wisdom 12:3-7 suggests
first that there are several resonances with Dionysiac religion, then that there are strong
linguistic parallels with a few Greek tragedies and with Euripides’ Bacchae in
particular.*

(3) kai yap Tovg Aot oikITOPaS TAG Ayiog ooV YTiG

(4) wonoag nti @ EyHrota nphooely,

EPYO QOPLOKELDY KOl TELETAG AVOGIONG

(5) téxvov T POVENS AVEAENLLOVOG

Kol omAayyvoedyov avBporivov capkdv Bolvay,
Kol ofpaTog”” €k pésov pootag B1acov

% See Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 238. He notes, for example, that Jubilees’ rewriting of
Genesis seeks to prove that Shem not Canaan was the legal recipient of the land (e.g., 8:8-11; 9:14-15;
10:29-34). Similarly, Philo insists that the inhabitants of the land surrendered it voluntarily (Hypoth. 356).

>0 Text follows Joseph Ziegler, Sapientia Salomonis (Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum
12.1; Goéttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962). Translations are mine throughout.

> Ziegler places xai aiparoc with the previous stich (ibid.); so also Larcher, Le Livre de la
Sagesse, 3.707-08. For a discussion of the text-critical problems with 12:5, see Skehan, “Text and
Structure,” 10-11. My punctuation follows Fichtner, Weisheit Salomos, 46; Reese, Hellenistic Influence on
the Book of Wisdom, 2; Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 237, 240.
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(6) kai avOévTog Yovelg yoydv apfondntov
EBoLANONG amoréoar S1d YEPDY TUTEPOV HUDV
(7) tva a&iav amokiov 6éEnTon Oeod TaidmV
1 TOPA GOl TOUGMV TILWOTAT YT
For you also despised the ancient inhabitants of your holy land for performing the
most hateful actions: works of sorcery and unholy rites; merciless murders of
children, a sacrificial meal of the internal organs of human flesh, initiates of blood
from the midst of a throng, and parents who are murderers of helpless souls; these
you wished to destroy through the hands of our fathers in order that the land most
of all honored with you might receive a worthy colony of the children of God.

(Wisdom 12:3-7)

Most of the features of Wisdom’s description of ancient Canaanite religious
practice do not derive from biblical sources.®? Although the author could have learned of
child sacrifice from Deuteronomy 18:10, the biblical accounts do not suggest
cannibalism. Stronger parallels with his descriptions can in fact be found in Dionysiac
rituals. As viewed by Greeks, child sacrifice and cannibalism are not necessarily
uniquely connected to Dionysus, although they are prominent in the mythology (most
famously in the Bacchae as discussed below).>® Such rites could in fact be attributed to
various barbarian peoples. Nevertheless, Wisdom 12:3-7 employs terms that have
specific usage in Dionysiac cults. A thiasos (12:5), although it can refer to various sorts
of troupes or bands of people, most frequently refers to Dionysiac revelers, such as

maenads.>* The terms telete (12:4) and mystes (12:5) are both used in the context of

Dionysiac mystery initiations. Telete, a rare word in biblical Greek, in its only two other

°2 On Wisdom’s use of religious vocabulary in his critique of idolatry, see Reese, Hellenistic
Influence on the Book of Wisdom, 6-12. He established that the author had an extensive knowledge of
religious terminology derived from literary sources, greatly surpassing that of the LXX.

>3 porphyry, De abstinentia 2.55 reports human sacrifice to Dionysus in Chios and Tenedos.

* S0 also Larcher, Le Livre de la Sagesse, 1.709. In the LXX, thiasos occurs elsewhere only in
Jer 18:5.
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occurrences in Wisdom is used in conjunction with mysteria (14:15, 23).> In 14:23,
telete is used in a distinctly Dionysiac context, describing those who observe ruler cult as,
“conducting either child-slaughtering initiations or secret mysteries or frenzied revels of
alien ordinances” (1] Y0p TEKVOPOVOLG TEAETAG 1| KPOQLO pooThplo 1| EPUaveElg EEAAADY
Beopdv kdpovg dyovtec).”® In 3 Maccabees, a roughly contemporary work, telete occurs
in an explicitly Dionysiac context. It narrates events in which Ptolemy IV Philopator
decrees that the Jews of Alexandria be branded “with the ivy-leaf symbol of Dionysus”
(rapacru® Atovicov kioco@OAAm) and reduced “into a limited status” (gig v
npocvvesTalpuévny avbevtiav) except for those who choose to “join with those initiated
according to the mystic rites” (€v T01g KT TAG TEAETAG LEPVNUEVOLS AvaoTPEPESOL,
2:29-30).>" In addition, the religious practice of eating internal organs (omhayyvo@ayov,
12:5) might also have associations with Dionysus, though by no means exclusively.>®
Second Maccabees 6, which like 3 Maccabees describes the imposition of Gentile
religion upon Jews, connects a monthly celebration of the king’s birthday that included
the consumption of internal organs with Dionysiac feasts: “they led [the Jews] with bitter

necessity to the birthday of the king each month for the consumption of organs and when

*® Within biblical books, Apocrypha, and Pseudepigrapha, outside of Wis 12:4; 14:15, 23, telete
occurs only in 1 Kgs 15:12; Amos 7:9; 3 Macc 2:30; Sib. Or. 5.596.

% |archer notes that the term kpoga (“secret”) is frequently used to describe nocturnal Dionysiac
mysteries (Le Livre de la Sagesse, 3.827-28). Moreover, in Wisdom 14:15 (quoted above), although there
is nothing necessarily Dionysiac about the mysteria and teletai, it is interesting that scholars have found a
close parallel with a Euhemeristic account of the birth of Dionysus preserved by Firmicus Maternus
(Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 275; Collins, Jewish Wisdom, 210).

> As Winston suggests, 3 Maccabees and Wisdom both share in a new Jewish disillusionment
with Greco-Roman culture after 24/23 BCE and similarly repudiate earlier more conciliatory approaches
(Wisdom of Solomon, 2-3).

% Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.51, for example, reports that “many barbarians” use human entrails
for divination.
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the feast of the Dionysia occurred [éni omloyyviopov yevouévng 6& Atovocimv £optiig],
they were forced to wear ivy and process for Dionysus” (6:7).>

In spite of these several resonances with Dionysiac cult, there is little historical
evidence apart from that mentioned by Porphyry (Abst. 2.55) for human sacrifice or
cannibalism in religious rituals of Dionysus.® As Winston suggests, these descriptions
are polemical exaggerations aimed at turning “the tables on those who (like Damocritus
and Apion) had hurled this against the Jews.”® Yet, the sources of Wisdom’s account of
cannibalistic child sacrifice remain to be explored. David Gill has suggested that for
these descriptions, the author draws on Greek tragedies, particularly those in which the
theme of child-killing and/or cannibalism is prominent (e.g., Euripides’ Medea, Bacchae,
Heracles Furens, and the House of Atreus cycle).®> He notes, for example, that Wisdom
12:4-5 employs similar language to that used by Medea in Euripides’ play, in which she
describes her actions as “a murder of my dearest children” (piAtdtov Taidwv eovov, 795;
cf. téxvav 1€ povéag) and “a most unholy deed” (£pyov dvooidtatov, 796; cf. tedetag
avociovg). Moreover, she performed her actions by means of “these sorceries” (tol0icdg

pappéakotc, 789; cf. Epya poppakerdv).® Wisdom 12:5 also recalls language from

*° On these religious feasts, see Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1.298-99. The text is ambiguous
regarding the nature of the connection between the celebration of the king’s birthday and the Dionysiac
procession.

% Nor is their convincing evidence for it among the Canaanites. Given the lack of evidence for
cannibalism in Canaan, Fichtner suggests that Wisdom attributes the crimes known from other peoples to
the Canaanites (Weisheit Salomos, 46). For a discussion of the evidence, see Winston, Wisdom of Solomon,
239-40; Larcher, Le Livre de la Sagesse, 3.707-08.

8 Winston, Wisdom of Solomon, 240. For the accusation of human sacrifice and cannibalism
made against the Jews by Apion and Damocritus, see Menahem Stern, Greek and Latin Authors on Jews
and Judaism (3 vols.; Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1974), 1.410-12; 530-31.

%2 For a discussion of violence against kin in Greek tragedy see § 1.2.2 above and esp. Elizabeth S.
Belfiore, Murder among Friends: Violation of Philia in Greek Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000).

% David Gill, “The Greek Sources of Wisdom XII 3-7,” VT 15 (1965): 384.
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Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. Clytemnestra alludes to the child-cannibalism of “Atreus, the
grievous lord of a feast” (Atpéwc yaiemod Oowariipog, 1502; cf. Boivav). In addition, the
rare term omAayyvoedyog in Wisdom 12:5 and the notion of eating human organs recalls
Cassandra’s allusion to a father (Agamemnon?) eating the organs of a child: “the organs
with the inner parts, which the father tasted” (cOv 8vtépoig 1€ omAdyyV ... OV ToTHp
gyevoaro, 1221-22).%

Gill suggests that “[m]ore than other plays, Euripides’ Bacchae is rich in
parallels.”® Given the strong Dionysiac resonances in Wisdom 12:3-7 discussed above,
these parallels are particularly fitting. Gill notes the high frequency of the terms thiasos
and telete in the Bacchae.®® For example, the play describes one who “sees the rites of
the gods” (teletag Oedv €idmc, 73) and “joins their soul to a throng” (Bracevetar yoydy,
75).%” Moreover, after killing Pentheus, Agave asserts that she will be called “blessed
Agave among the throngs” (udxotp’ Ayadn... &v Oidooig, 1180) and commands the
chorus to “share now in the sacrificial meals” (uétexé vov Boivag, 1184). Earlier
Pentheus had warned Teiresias that if it were not for his old age, he would sit “bound
among the Bacchae for introducing evil rites” (v Baxyaict 6éGog pécarg / TeAETOC
novnpiic elodymv, 259-60), which resonates with the teletic dvosiovg in Wisdom 12:4.%

Gill’s analysis effectively establishes that the author has borrowed “consciously

or unconsciously” from the stories of tragic sacrifices for his own purposes in 12:3-7. He

2: Ibid., 385. omhayyvoedyog occurs elsewhere only in Ps.-Plutarch, De fluviis 282b.
Ibid.

66 telet) occurs in Bacch. 22; 74; 238; 260; 465. Oiacog in Bacch. 56; 115; 136; 221; 532; 558;
584; 680; 978; 1180; faoedw in Bacch. 75; 379; Oocmtg in Bacch. 548.

67 Gill, “The Greek Sources of Wisdom XII 3-7,” 384.

68 Ibid., 385. In addition to the parallels mentioned here, Gill also finds similarities with
Wisdom’s language in Euripides, Orestes 814-18, Heracles furens 1183-84, and Aeschylus, Choephoroi
804-06.
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concludes that the author of Wisdom does not employ direct quotations; rather, “when he
came to write about people who slaughtered children for religious rites [...] [t]hese
stories were part of his mental equipment, and in this case they came naturally to the
surface as perhaps the only terms in which he could express appropriately such a
phenomenon.”® His brief study focuses largely on similarities of words and phrases and
provides a useful starting point for further comparison. In the following analysis, |
suggest that there are more linguistic affinities between Wisdom and the Bacchae than
Gill has identified, which | highlight below. More interestingly for my purposes here is
that both narratives explore the same religious and cultural problems. A central concern
in both texts is the distinction between foreign and barbarian on the one hand and
indigenous and civilized on the other. In both cases, the characterization of one group’s
rituals as entailing child sacrifice and cannibalism functions to establish the distinction.

Wisdom narrates the transition in which “your holy land” (tfig ayiag cov y|g)
would no longer be the possession of its “ancient inhabitants” (Tob¢ mdAat oikfTopaC,
12:3) but rather would be “a worthy colony of the children of God” (é&ilav dmowiov
déEntan Beod maidwv, 12:7). God spared the Canaanites, sending wasps that “that they
might destroy them little by little” (avtovg kata Ppoyd €orebpevomaty, 12:8) so they
would have “a place for repentance” (témov petavoiag, 12:10). As a result of God’s
intervention in Canaan, a true and peaceful religion would be established in its place.

In Euripides’ Bacchae, the portrayal of one society’s religion as bloody and
violent over against another’s is also central to the plot. Yet, in Euripides’ narrative,

these themes are treated with ironic reversal. A fundamental question is whether

% bid., at 383, 385-86.
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Dionysus himself is indigenous to Thebes; Pentheus and his family’s refusal to recognize
him as such results in the god’s retributive judgment. When he arrives at Thebes from
Asia, Dionysus describes the Lydian maenads who followed as “my sacred throng,
women whom I led out from the barbarians” (Biacog €udc, yovaikeg g €k PapPapwv
éxooa, 56-57). He asserts that he had already established his teletai in the barbarian
lands of Asia (13-22) and now Thebes would be the first Greek city to welcome him (23-
31). Yet contrary to the expectations and accusations of Pentheus (and perhaps also the
expectations of the Athenian audience), over the course of the play it becomes clear that
the barbarian rituals are holy (hosios) whereas those of the Thebans are not. In its
entrance song (64-166), the chorus of Lydian maenads declares, “O blessed man, happy
is the one who purifies his life by seeing the rites of the gods, performing Bacchic rites in
the hills with holy cleansings” (& péxop, dotig eddaipmv tedetdg Osdv eidmg Protay
aytotevel Kol acevetor yoyav v dpeoot Paxkyedwv ociolg kabapuoiow, 73-77).
Holiness is a central theme throughout the choral odes (cf. teAetag dvooiovg in Wis
12:4). In 370-431, the chorus addresses a hymn to “Holiness, queen of the gods” (Oocia
notva Bedv, 370), and asserts that Pentheus, in his opposition to Dionysus was in fact
guilty of “unholy violence” (ovy 0ciov OBprv, 374-75). Later the chorus describes
Pentheus as an “unholy man” (&vdpoc dvociov) for his imprisonment of the god (613).
This claim stands in contrast to Pentheus’ accusation against Teiresias, a Dionysiac
sympathizer, for “introducing wicked rites” (teletdc movnpag eicaywv, 260).

The plot of the tragedy unfolds against the backdrop of these claims and counter-
claims regarding the barbarian rites, whether they are holy or wicked. Of course, the
narrative vindicates the Lydian maenads, whereas Pentheus and his family prove to be
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guilty. As in Wisdom 12:3-7, the distinguishing characteristic of “unholy rites” turns out
to be child sacrifice and cannibalism. A key term to describe the acts of violence in both
Wisdom and the Bacchae is phoneus and its cognates, which, although they denote
homicide generally, in both cases here are linked to sacrificial and cannibalistic contexts.
First, Pentheus is described as murderous for his opposition to Dionysus. The chorus
asserts that he was the offspring of one who was “murderous, as a giant opposed to the
gods” (poviov & dote yiyovt avtimalov Ogoig, 544); they pray that Dionysus “check the
violence of a murderous man” (poviov 8™ avdpog HPpv Katdoyes, 555). When the
disguised Dionysus exhorts Pentheus to sacrifice to the god rather than resist (794-95),
Pentheus rebuts, “I shall sacrifice, at least a female murder” (Bbow®, povov ye OfAvv,
796). With this statement, Pentheus reveals his own murderous intentions while at the
same time ironically foreshadowing his own demise. Indeed, the murder unfolds in a
distinctly feminine manner. First, the chorus prays, “let Justice come manifestly, let her
come carrying dagger and performing murder” (it® dika @avepdc, ftw Eupneodpog
eovevovoa, 992-94; 1011-13). Subsequently, it is his mother who initiates the slaughter:
“First his mother, the priestess, began the murder” (mpdt 8¢ uiyp fpLev ispéa pdvov,
1114). That Agave intended her ritual murder to result in a sacrificial meal becomes
clear as she returns to the city. She carries Pentheus’ dismembered body into Thebes
imagining that she has slaughtered the cub of a mountain lion and invites the chorus to
“share now in the sacrificial meals” (uéteyé vov Ooivag, 1184). Cadmus, seeing what has
happened, recognizes the cannibalistic implications of his daughter’s actions:

® TEVOOC 0V PeTPNTOV, 008" 010V T 186V

@OVoV TaAaivalg xepoilv EE1pYacUEV@V.
KaAOV 10 B0 pa Katafarodoa daipocty
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émi doita ONPog Tode KAUE TUPOKAAETS.

O grief beyond measure, it is not possible to look upon a murder by the wretched

hands of those who performed it. Having cast down the beautiful sacrifice to the

gods you are inviting this Thebes and me to a feast. (1244-47)

In this lament, Cadmus has linked murder (phonos), human sacrifice (thuma), and
a cannibalistic meal (dais), emphasized by their placement at the beginning of three
successive lines. Thus, in the end, the Greeks of Thebes were guilty of murderous rites
and cannibalistic sacrifices; it was they, not the barbarians, who practice wicked

initiations. Dionysus was vindicated as the true Theban and his foreign devotees were

justified in introducing his rites.

4.2.3 THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The foregoing discussion has demonstrated that there are a significant number of
similarities in the religious terminologies employed by the Bacchae and the Wisdom of
Solomon in describing cannibalistic child sacrifice. To those noted by Gill (telete,
thiasos, thoina) should be added (an)osios and phoneus.”® Moreover, deeper similarities
exist at the narrative level. In the Bacchae, the Thebans are shown to practice an unholy
and murderous ritual and they are consequently punished by the god in the process of the
establishment of his new cult. Similarly, Wisdom asserts that the religion of the ancient
Canaanites also consisted of such rites and therefore their punishment by God and

displacement by the Israelites was justified. In this way, both authors recreate a

™ An additional common term is pharmakon. Wisdom condemns “deeds of sorcery” (£pya
eopuakeldv, 12:4); LXX Deut 18:10 had similarly used pharmakon to describe Canaanite sorcery. In the
Bacchae, the term pharmakon also occurs twice in the speech of Teirseias. First, he observes that wine is
an inducement to sleep and forgetting one’s miseries: “there is no other antidote for woes” (00d' €61’ GAAO
papuakov Tovov, 283). Subsequently he warns Pentheus that for his madness in which he fights against
the god, there is no cure by means of a pharmakon (326).
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traditional story from their own literary heritage in order to problematize the
identification of foreign and indigenous. Contrary to the perspective of many of his
Greek contemporaries, Euripides presents the barbarians as religiously pure in contrast to
the Greeks and challenges the very idea of being Greek over against barbarian. Indeed,
Dionysus himself is simultaneously foreign and indigenous, a “new god” returning to the
city of his birth. As discussed above in the introductory chapter (8§ 1.3.3), Euripides’
blurring of the distinctions between foreign and indigenous functions in part as an
exploration of the religious tensions in fifth-century Athens resulting from the
introduction of various new gods.”* Like Dionysus and his Lydian maenads, Wisdom
presents the Israelites as “migrants” or “colonists” (a&iav amowciav, 12:7) while at the
same time maintaining that the land had always belonged to their God: it was always
“your holy land” (tf|g ayiog cov yijc, 12:3) and “most honored with you” (mapd coi
nac®v Tyuetatn, 12:7). Thus, their arrival put an end to a temporary and degenerate
condition. At the same time, Wisdom functions at another level. In view of the
contemporary political and ethnic tensions in Alexandria, Wisdom calls for a reevaluation
of the distinction between citizen and foreign status. Purity of life turns out to be more
important than other religious or cultural markers. Thus, by employing terminology
taken from the Greeks’ mythological presentations of their own cults in his denunciation
of Canaanites, the author indirectly attacks Hellenistic religions and any Jews who may

have been tempted to participate in them.

™ On this point, see esp. Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman Religion I: Ter
Unus: Isis, Dionysos, Hermes, Three Studies in Henotheism (Studies in Greek and Roman Religion 6;
Leiden: Brill, 1990), 96-205.
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4.3 ARTAPANUS’ MOSES FRAGMENT AND DIONYSIAC PRISON ESCAPE

Artapanus’ depiction of Moses in his work Concerning the Jews provides a
striking juxtaposition with the Wisdom of Solomon. Like the latter, Artapanus reshapes
the biblical Exodus narrative in a variety of interesting ways in the service of his own
ideological ends. Both authors provide justifications for the Israelites’ actions in exodus
and conquest: whereas Wisdom presents the conquest of Canaan as God’s (merciful)
judgment against child sacrificing cannibals, Artapanus’ exodus results from the king’s
mistreatment of Moses, who was in fact Egypt’s greatest national hero. At the same time,
there are some striking contrasts between their religious outlooks. In Wisdom, Egyptian
animal cults are presented as the pinnacle of human folly; Artapanus presents Moses as
their inventor (see below).

In light of these observations, it is noteworthy that, as with Wisdom, Artapanus
also resembles Euripides’ Bacchae in important ways. Yet little consensus exists among
scholars regarding the nature of this relationship. Otto Weinreich’s 1929 study, Gebet
und Wunder, presents the first analysis of the correspondence between the narrative of
Moses’ miraculous prison escape in Artapanus and those in the Bacchae.”® As | suggest
below, although Weinreich’s investigation provides an indispensible starting point, he
underestimated the extent of the similarities between the two. Subsequent scholarship
has variously criticized (and misunderstood) Weinreich’s treatment of the literary
relationship. My analysis explores the relationship between Artapanus and the Bacchae

as a means of shedding light on several persistent questions in the study of Artapanus: the

"2 Otto Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder: Zwei Abhandlungen zur Religions- und Literaturgeschichte
(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1929).
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relationship between his treatment of Moses and the Hellenistic divine man, the nature of
his Jewish identity, and his overall literary quality. Before addressing his relationship
with the Bacchae, however, | provide a brief discussion of Artapanus’ historical and

literary context.

4.3.1 ARTAPANUS: HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT

Little is known about Artapanus.”® Our knowledge is limited to the three
fragments from Concerning the Jews that were preserved by Alexander Polyhistor and
subsequently by Eusebius, treating Abraham, Joseph, and Moses, respectively (Praep. ev.
9.18.1 = frag. 1; 9.23.1-4 = frag. 2; 9.27.1-37 = frag.3).”* The section of the Moses
fragment describing his miraculous prison escape (3.23-25) is also preserved by Clement
of Alexandria, with some important variations (Strom. 1.23.154.2-3 = frag. 3b.2-3).
Artapanus’ detailed knowledge of local Egyptian traditions places him securely in Egypt,

likely—though not certainly—in Alexandria. He can be dated approximately around the

" The first major study of Artapanus is Jacob Freudenthal, Hellenistische Studien, 1-2: Alexander
Polyhistor und die von ihm erhaltenen Reste judéischer und samaritanischer Geschichtswerke (Breslau: H.
Skutsch, 1875), 143-74. Subsequent treatments that are important for the present analysis include
Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 298-309; Braun, History and Romance, esp. 26-31; Cerfaux, “Influence
des mysteres,” esp. 81-85; David Lenz Tiede, The Charismatic Figure as Miracle Worker (SBLDS 1,
Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1972), 146—77; Nikolaus Walter, Judische Schriften aus hellenistische-
romischer Zeit: Band I: Historische und legendarische Erzéahlungen: Fragmente jldisch-hellenistischer
Historiker (Gutersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 1976), 121-26; Carl R. Holladay, Theios Aner in
Hellenistic-Judaism: A Critique of the Use of This Category in New Testament Christology (SBLDS 40;
Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1977), 199-232; Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism, 155-60; Collins,
Between Athens and Jerusalem, 37—46; Nikolaus Walter, “Der Mose-Roman des Artapanus und die Frage
nach einer Theios-Anér-Vorstellung im hellenistischen Judentum sowie nach ‘paganen’ Einfliissen auf die
neutestamentliche Christologie,” in Jldische Schriften in ihrem antik-judischen und urchristlichen Kontext
(ed. Hermann Lichtenberger and Gerbern S. Oegema; Studien zu den Judischen Schriften aus hellenistisch-
romischer Zeit 1; Gltersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus, 2002), 284-303 esp. 288-93; John B. Weaver, Plots
of Epiphany: Prison-Escape in Acts of the Apostles (BZNW 131; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004), 64-78; Howard
Jacobson, “Artapanus Judaeus,” JJS 57 (2006): 210-21.

™ The fragments are collected with text-critical apparatus and annotated translation in Carl R.
Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jewish Authors I: Historians (Pseudepigrapha Series 10; Chico,
Calif: Scholars Press, 1983), 189-243. Translations are mine throughout.
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second century BCE. A terminus post quem is established by his use of the Septuagint
and the strong likelihood that his work responds to Manetho’s (third-century) anti-Jewish
account of Egyptian history.” His terminus ante quem is Alexander Polyhistor (first
century BCE) who extracted his work.” Much more difficult to establish, however, are
his religious loyalties and literary aims. The greatest interpretive challenge arises, as |
discuss below, from his remarkably favorable presentation of Egyptian religion, which
has proven difficult for scholars to reconcile with his identity as a Jew.

A brief summary of the Moses fragment will be valuable. It begins with the
transition of power in Egypt to Palmanothes, who began to mistreat the Jews (3.1-2). His
daughter Merris was barren and adopted Moses as her own child (3.3). The first half of
the fragment (3.1-21) is largely devoted to presenting Moses as the great benefactor of
Egyptian civilization: “when he became a man, he furnished many useful things to
humans” (avdpmBévta &’ avTov moAld Toig avBpmmolg edypnota mapadodvar, 3.4). The
Greeks identify him as “Mousaios,” the teacher of Orpheus through whom sacred
wisdom came to the Greeks (3.3-4).”" In addition to the inventions of ships, machines,
weapons, philosophy, and writing, he is attributed with dividing Egypt into 36 nomes and
assigning gods to each of them, including “cats, dogs, and ibises” (3.4). He also
discovered the usefulness of oxen for tilling which results in the establishment of the cult
of Apis (3.12). Not only was Moses the founder of Egypt’s animal cults, he himself “was

deemed worthy of honor equal to the gods by the priests” (V0 T®V igpémV 16000V TIUTC

™ Manetho’s account is summarized and refuted by Josephus in C. Ap. 1.228-230; see Braun,
History and Romance, 26-27; Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, 39-41.

"® Collins suggests a date anywhere between 250-100 BCE (Between Athens and Jerusalem, 38—
39).

" This is a reversal of the Greek tradition, which gives precedence to Orpheus.
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Kata&uwbévta, 3.6). He was “addressed as Hermes because of his interpretation of the
sacred writings” (tpocayopgvdfvat ‘Epuijv, 610 TV tdv iepdv Ypoppdtov Epunveiay,
3.6) and subsequently because of its power to perform miracles in the plagues, “the
Egyptians consecrate his rod in every temple, as they also do for Isis” (tovg Aiyvzrtiovg
v papdov avotifévar gic mav iepov, opoing 8¢ kai T Towdt, 3.32). In spite of his loyalty
to the monarch (“he did all these things in order to defend the monarchy as secure for
Chenephres,” tadta 6& whvto Totfjoat yaptv Tod v povapyiov Befaiov 1@ Xeveppt)
dwpura&a, 3.5), the king became jealous (3.7). A series of conflicts ensue. Plots are
hatched against Moses’ life; he flees to Arabia and finally returns prepared to lead an
army against the Egyptians (3.13-21). In the second half of the fragment (3.22-37), the
emphasis shifts to Moses” miraculous powers. When Moses returns to Egypt after his
flight, “having taken courage [from his encounter with God at the burning bush], he
intended to lead a military force against the Egyptians” (tov 6¢ Bappricavto dvvapy
nolepiav Emdyev dtayvdva Toig Atyvrtiowg, 3.22). The King summons him to ask why
he has come; Moses replies that “the lord of the world orders him to release the Jews”
(mrpootdooey avT@® TOV TAG 0iKOVEVNG deomdTNV AmoAdcot Tovg Tovdaiovg, 3.22), in
response to which the king imprisons him. He escapes miraculously and returns to
address the king (3.23-25, quoted below). Thereafter, the Jews are released only as a
result of several plagues that Moses inflicts upon the Egyptians. The last of these is a
combination of hail and earthquakes with the result that results in the destruction of
houses and temples (3.33, quoted below). Upon their release, the Jews plunder the goods

of the Egyptians who are destroyed in the sea while in pursuit (3.28-37).
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This brief summary reveals the extent to which Artapanus has freely adapted and
diverged from the biblical account of Exodus. That he knew and used the Septuagint is
certain.” Yet, his version of the life of Moses incorporates a remarkable range of
religious and legendary traditions, attributing to Moses the accomplishments of various
heroes and gods. Based on these features, Braun situated Artapanus’ “Moses Romance”
within other popular literature of the Hellenistic east, in which individual legendary
figures took on an increasing number of deeds and qualities as a way of expressing
“national antagonisms.”’® Artapanus represents the earliest example of a Jewish
“national romance,” portraying Moses as a composite figure, who was Egypt’s greatest
benefactor, in order to counter contemporary accounts which portrayed Moses and the
Jews negatively.®® According to Braun, Artapanus wrote a sort of Jewish apologetic,
seeking to enhance the status of Jews in Egypt. Thus, Moses is responsible for a number
of accomplishments traditionally attributed by Egyptians to the legendary hero
Sesostris.®* He also surpasses the deeds of gods; whereas Hermes is the traditional
inventor of hieroglyphics and even Isis herself was taught by Hermes (Diod. 1.17.3;
1.27.4), Artapanus credits Moses with this thus supplanting them both (3.6).

A related theory is advanced by Weinreich, who argues that Artapanus composed
a “Moseshios” according to the “hellenistischen Ideal des 0cioc avip.”®* His study

consists largely of a form-critical analysis of ancient Befreiungswunder and notes that

"8 See Holladay, Fragments: Historians, 192 n. 19.

" Braun, History and Romance, 1-6 (at 4).

% |bid., 26-31. For a discussion of various anti-Jewish adaptations of Exodus, see Gruen,
Heritage and Hellenism, 41-72.

8 See, e.g., Herodotus 2.102-11; Diodorus 1.54-58. For further discussion, see Braun, History
and Romance, 26; Tiede, Charismatic Figure, 153-55.

8 Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 299.
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such narratives belong primarily to Dionysiac mythology and legends of divine men,
such as Apollonius of Tyana. While Weinreich’s treatment of Artapanus has been widely
influential, it has not gone unchallenged. David Tiede’s work on the category of theios
aner in antiquity provides a significant criticism of Weinreich’s work. His central insight
is that there was not a single model for the theios aner; rather, the theios aner in the
Hellenistic period can be seen as broadly developing in two directions. One is the man of
philosophical virtue, exemplified for example by Plato’s Socrates; the other is the miracle
worker, often found in the context of religious and cultic propaganda. Tiede
demonstrates the existence of these two types within Hellenistic Judaism by comparing
various treatments of Moses as divine figure.* Philo and Josephus are exponents of the
former type in contrast to Artapanus, whose Moses conforms to the latter.** Yet, even
here Tiede argues that Artapanus’ presentation of Moses is better understood in
relationship with the romantic legends of Sesostris than the Hellenistic divine man as
Weinreich proposed.®® Building on Tiede’s work, Carl Holladay similarly argues that
Artapanus was interested in “a pro-Egyptian Moses, and it seems never to occurred to
him that designating any of Israel’s heroes as theios aner would have any propagandistic
value.”®®

Most scholars maintain that Artapanus’ literary objectives were largely apologetic
and propagandistic, aimed at refuting anti-Jewish polemic. Some elements of the text,
however, complicate this thesis. As Tiede observes, Artapanus’ assertion that the Jews

plundered Egyptian property (3.34-35), particularly when the biblical narrative has the

® Tiede, Charismatic Figure, 101—240.

& On Philo, Josephus, and Artapanus, see respectively ibid., 101-37, 20740, 146-77.
% bid., 152-60.

% Holladay, Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 232.
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Egyptians giving the Jews their goods, would hardly serve as effective apologetic. Tiede,
therefore, regards Artapanus’ audience as “a Jewish population which was in danger of
losing its national identity under Egyptian domination.”’ Other features have caused
some to question Artapanus’ Jewish identity altogether. That Moses was “deemed
worthy of honor equal to the gods” (3.6) or that he was the inventor of animal cults can
scarcely pass as “orthodox” Judaism. Consequently, in his influential work on
Artapanus, Jacob Freudenthal suggested that Artapanus was a Jew writing under the
guise of a Gentile.®® Although this theory has not been widely adopted, Howard
Jacobson has recently called for a reevaluation of Artapanus’ identification with
Judaism.®® He maintains that a Jewish writer could not have presented animal worship in
such a favorable light. Moreover, it is not the case, as some scholars suppose, that in
order to produce a positive portrayal of a culture one must necessarily be part of that
culture; indeed, other ancient authors have done analogous things, most famously
Herodotus on the Egyptians.”® A more nuanced alternative is offered by Nikolaus
Walter.™' He is confident of Artapanus’ Jewish identity; yet he is not satisfied with

9592

characterizing Artapanus’ incorporation of Egyptian religious elements as “syncretism.

He suggests, rather, that more attention to the work’s use of irony is needed. For

8 Tiede, Charismatic Figure, 176. As Collins suggests, however, regarding Diaspora literature,
outward apologetics and an internal Jewish audience may not be mutually exclusive (Between Athens and
Jerusalem, 14-16). Consequently, Artapanus’ “propaganda is directed to both Gentile and Jew, with the
complementary objectives of inspiring respect from without and self-respect from within” (44).

% Freudenthal, Hellenistische Studien, 150-51.

® Jacobson, “Artapanus Judaeus.”

% |bid., 216-19. It is interesting to note that, whatever scholars might theorize regarding
Artapanus’ intended audience, the first concrete evidence of someone reading Artapanus is from the
“pagan,” Alexander Polyhistor.

! Walter, “Der Mose-Roman des Artapanus.”

% Ibid., 291-93.
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example, the attribution of divine honor to Moses is made by the Egyptian priests and
thus functions as a demonstration of their gullibility.*?

In this way, two central interpretive challenges in the study of Artapanus can be
viewed as fundamentally interrelated: the nature of his Jewish identity and the degree of
his literary sophistication. Among those who wish to “save” his Jewish identity (and
most scholars do) in spite of his positive treatment of polytheism, some have
characterized him as an inferior intellect. Holladay, for example, asserts, “[f]ar from
being a creative piece of work, it merely assembles traditions and legends
indiscriminately.” It is “a type of popular Jewish propaganda capable of being produced
within the lower classes,” perhaps of the sort one might encounter in a synagogue
sermon.” More recent assessments have acknowledged aspects of literary sophistication.
Erich Gruen, for example, emphasizes Artapanus’ use of wit and playfulness. Far from
being a thoughtless compiler of traditional materials, Artapanus “relished the process of
inverting and reshaping traditions.” He employed “a caprice and whimsy that tampered
liberally with the Scriptures and inverted or transposed Gentile traditions to place the
figures of Jewish legend at the center [...] What stands out is not so much polemics as

invective imagination.”*

Within this larger debate over Artapanus’ religious identity and
literary capabilities, therefore, an examination of his relationship with Euripides’

Bacchae provides a valuable test case.

LT3

% Ibid., 289. Other scholars have similarly recognized that Artapanus’ “positive” presentation of
Egyptian religion is not as straightforward as it may appear; see, for example, Tiede, Charismatic Figure,
161; Holladay, Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 229-31; Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism, 155-60.
Collins notes that Artapanus provides a euhemeristic interpretation of the Egyptian divinities—they only
worship animals that Moses deemed useful to humanity—whereas Artapanus never treated the God of the
Jews in this way (Between Athens and Jerusalem, 42-43).

% Holladay, Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 217.

% Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism, 159-60.
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4.3.2 ARTAPANUS AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE

Among the many extra-biblical features Artapanus introduces into his Moses
narrative, two resemble Euripides’ Bacchae: the miraculous prison escape (3.23-25) and
the destruction of houses and temples by earthquakes (3.33). In Euripides’ tragedy, there
are two miraculous prison escapes: first, the bacchants whom Pentheus had imprisoned
went free (Bacch. 443-50); later, Pentheus imprisons Dionysus who frees himself with his
own miraculous power (509-656). This latter escape occurs amidst lightning and
earthquakes that destroy Pentheus’ palace. Artapanus’ prison escape narrative is as
follows:

(23) tov 8¢ muBouEVOV gic PLAOKTV aDTOV KAOETPEAL VOKTOG 08 EMYEVOUEVNG TOG
1€ B0pog mhoag adTOpATOS AvoryBTfjvat Tod desU®MTNPIOL Kol TAV PLAAK®OV 0DG
Hev televtiioat, Tvag 6€ Ko Tod Hrvov apedijvar té te dmha Koteayfvorl. (24)
€€ehBovTa 0¢ 1OV Mdiboov €mi 1 Pacileto EAOEIV: e0pdvta O¢ Ave@YUEVOS TAG
BVpag loeAdel Kai EvOGdE TV PLAAK®OV TapeéveV TOV Paciiéa EEgyeipat. TOV
0¢ ékmAayévta €mi T@ YeyovoTt Kehedoat 1@ Movc® 10 ToD TEUWYAVTOS QOTOV
0cod eingiv dvopa, dtorevdoavto adTév: (25) 1OV 88 TPosKHYAVTA TPOG TO OVG
elnelv, dkovoavta 0¢ TOV factién TeEGETV Apwvov, dtakpatndévta 08 KO ToD
M®voov tahy avopidoot:

(23) And when [the king] learned this, he confined [Moses] in prison. When
night came on, all the doors of the prison opened spontaneously and some of the
guards died and some were overcome by sleep and their weapons were shattered.
(24) When Moses came out, he went to the palace; finding the doors had been
opened, he entered and there, while the guards were overcome, he awoke the
king. He was amazed at what had happened and ordered Moses to say the name
of the God who had sent him, mocking him. (25) He leaned forward and spoke it
in his ear; the king heard it and fell down mute but after he was lifted up by
Moses, he came back to life again. (3.23-25)

The starting point for an exploration of Artapanus’ source(s) is the biblical

narratives; indeed, Weinreich began his analysis with the observation that there are no
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substantial biblical parallels to Artapanus’ invention.”® Not only is Moses not imprisoned
in the biblical Exodus or any other known version of the story, a central feature of the
narrative—spontaneously opening doors (avtoudtwc)—has no basis in any other Jewish
Befreiungswunder. Weinreich surveys other passages in the Hebrew Bible where there
are Befreiungswunder in order to demonstrate that in contrast to Artapanus these texts
emphasize Yahweh’s power to perform acts of deliverance.”” Two passages are
noteworthy. First, Psalm 107:10-16, in the context of extolling Yahweh for his acts of
deliverance in both(?) exile and the exodus, describes salvation as release from prison.
Here Weinreich observes that in this text the emphasis is on Yahweh’s activities and has
nothing reflecting the avtopdrtwg of Artapanus. Although this text indicates that in one
tradition, at least, the exodus could be described in language of prison escape, Psalm 107
makes no suggestion of Moses himself as victim of imprisonment, nor does the language
from the Psalm imply Artapanus’ dependence on it.*® A stronger verbal parallel is found
in LXX Isaiah 45:1, where Yahweh declares regarding Cyrus, “I shall open up doors
before him” (dvoiw Eunpocbev avtod BOpac). The combination of davoiyw and Bvpa
also occurs twice in Artapanus’ prison narrative (3.23, 24). It should be noted, however,
that Isaiah 45 has no explicit connection with Moses, the exodus, or an actual prison.
Moreover, Artapanus’ passive verbs (avouyOfjvor; ave@yuévoc) and adverb avtopdrtmg,

contrast with Isaiah’s first-person active, avoiw.

% Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 302-03.

" Ibid., 417-18.

% The language used, however, in both the Hebrew and Greek is sufficiently general so as to apply
to slavery, not necessarily prison; see, €.g., 21721 °1v 790K, Tenednuévoug év Trtmyeia kol odnpw, “those
bound in affliction and iron” (Ps 107:10); pn 2in0m), Kot Tovg decpovg avtdv diéppnéev, “and he
shattered their bonds” (Ps 107:14).
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Another noteworthy extra-biblical addition to Artapanus’ narrative, though not
included in Weinreich’s analysis, is the earthquakes and destruction of buildings.
Throughout 3.28-32, Artapanus freely reworks the biblical plagues and in this last case he
combines the seventh biblical plague of hail from Exodus 9:19-34 with earthquakes.

1OV Mdboov ybAaldv te Kol GEIGHOVS 010 VOKTOG AToTEAEGAL, DOTE TOVG TOV

OEIGUOV QEVYOVTOS Ao TG YaAdlng dvaipeicOot Tovg te TV YaAalov

EkKAvovTag V1o TV celou®dv dtaebeipechal. cvumeselv 68 toTE TAG HeV oikiog

Thoag TV T€ VoDV TOLG TAEIGTOVG.

Moses brought about hail and earthquakes during the night so that those fleeing

the earthquake died from the hail and those escaping the hail were destroyed by

the earthquakes. Then all the houses and most of the temples fell down. (3.33)

Artapanus employs the term yaiala (“hail”’) with which the LXX translated the
Hebrew 712 but its combination with earthquakes has no parallel in the narrative of
Exodus. Nikolaus Walter, however, points to Psalm 77:17-19, which includes
earthquakes among the deeds of Yahweh in the exodus.®® This Psalm potentially helps to
explain the origin of Artapanus’ association of earthquakes with the exodus. The
language in the Psalm, however (¢oaieh0n kai Evipopog £yeviOn 1 i, “the earth shook
and began trembling,” LXX Ps 76:19), differs from Artapanus who uses celopog
exclusively. Nor is there any mention in the Psalm of earthquakes resulting in the
destruction of Egyptian buildings. Thus, biblical passages describing prison escapes and
earthquakes in the exodus are insufficient to account for the manner in which Artapanus
narrates them.

In the absence of biblical analogies to Artapanus’ prison escape, Weinreich finds

that his narrative has more in common with ancient Hellenistic aretalogies. “Er hat das

% Walter, Judische Schriften, note at 3.33.
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antike avtopdrog der Tiir6ffnung vor dem Oeilog avp, wie wir es bei den Mysten des
Dionysos und bei Apollonios von Tyana kennen lernten, schwerlich einer judischen
Uberlieferung entnommen.”*® Contrary to the assumptions of later scholars, however,
Weinreich never in fact argues for Artapanus’ dependence on or direct knowledge of the
Bacchae.'®™ Rather, in his form-critical analysis, he examines a wide range of ancient
narratives containing Tiiroffnung im Befreiungswunder and identifies 12 common and
recurring motifs.'® Of these elements, he only finds three in Artapanus, of which only
one—the spontaneously opening doors—is also found in the Bacchae.'® Thus, although
he concludes that the three narrative motifs that Artapanus shares with other ancient
Befreiungswunder are sufficient to establish that his account was derived from Greco-
Roman materials, Weinreich conceives of Artapanus’ sources as ancient aretalogies
generally rather than the Bacchae in particular. Indeed, Weinreich contrasts Artapanus’
dependence on a Dionysian aretalogy with others, such as Ezekiel the tragedian and the

Acts of the Apostles, who, he argues, employ the Bacchae directly as a source.*

10 Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 302-03.

1%L Holladay, for example, twice states that Weinreich’s view was that Artapanus was
“incorporating a scene from the Bacchae” (Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 207, 208). Holladay also
suggests (alternatively?) that Weinreich’s argument assumes “Artapanus’ acquaintance with sophisticated
Greek literature, either directly or indirectly” (206). Holladay’s assessment of Weinreich has been repeated
in subsequent scholarship. Weaver (a student of Holladay) avers that “Weinreich and others since him
have argued for dependency on the miraculous liberations of the god Dionysus in Euripides’ Bacchae”
(Plots of Epiphany, 71).

192 They are: (a) during the night; (b) role for the guards; (c) shackles falling off; (d) doors opening
by themselves; (e) angelos kuriou; (f) angel opening; (g) light shining; (i) earth and prison shaking; (j)
sleep; (K) all the prisoners escape; (1) doors shut after miracle; (m) authorities participate in mistreatment or
abuse (Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 329-30).

193 The other two are a role for the guards (in the Bacchae they are sympathetic whereas in
Artapanus they suffer death and sleep) and its occurrence in the night (not mentioned in the Bacchae).
Weinreich suggests that the occurrence during the night may be lacking from Euripides’ narrative due to
the limitations imposed by its performance in a theater during the day (ibid., 329).

1% Ibid., 308-09, 332-41.
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| suggest, however, that Weinreich underestimates the similarities between
Artapanus and the Bacchae. He and subsequent scholars have correctly recognized that
the strongest verbal parallel is avtopdrtwg; as the doors open “spontaneously” for Moses,
so also Pentheus’ servant reports that for the imprisoned Bacchants, “their bonds released
from their feet spontaneously” (adtopaTo 8 adToic deopd Siedvdn moddv, 447).1% Yet
Weinreich’s survey of Befreiungswunder in ancient literature demonstrates that this motif
is far too broadly attested to establish Artapanus’ literary dependence on the Bacchae.
Further analysis, however, reveals more extensive parallels. At the narrative level, in
both cases a “divine” figure arrives in the land, is summoned by the king who perceives
him as a threat and imprisons him. The hero escapes through doors that open
spontaneously and returns directly to the king so as to confront him and vindicate the
divine authority of his mission. A conflict follows in which the king’s obstinacy leads
ultimately to his own destruction. Given that (as we saw above) Artapanus has taken
over the deeds of several other heroes and gods from various Greek and Egyptian sources
into his Moses narrative, the attribution of Dionysiac miracles to Moses coheres well with
his larger narrative strategies. Indeed, one of Artapanus’ aims in taking over such feats is
to establish the divine sanction of Moses’ larger activities over against a hostile tyrant, an
analogous function to the escape of Dionysus in Euripides’ narrative.

Moreover, there is a striking similarity in the reactions of Artapanus’ king and
Euripides’ Lydian maenads. When the king sees Moses after his escape, “he was amazed

at what had happened” (tov 6¢ ékmAayévta €mi t@ yeyovott, 3.24). After asking Moses

195 Although in the Bacchae it is “bonds™ (8eopé) not “doors™ (Bvpon) as in Artapanus that open
“spontaneously,” in the next line Pentheus’ servant adds that “keys opened doors without a mortal hand”
(KA[Oéc T° avijkav Bvpetp’ Gvev Bvntiic xepds, Bacch. 448), employing 6vpetpa, which is related to
Artapanus’ 60pat.
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the name of his God, “the king heard it and fell down mute but after he was lifted up by
Moses, he came back to life again” (adxovoavta 6 OV Paciiéa mecelv dpmvov,
draxpatndévia 8¢ Vo Tod Mwvoov wdAy avafidoat, 3.25). Analogously, when
Dionysus reappears onto the stage among the chorus of maenads after his escape from
prison, he asks them, “are you so struck with fear that you have fallen to the ground”
(obtog ExmenAnyuévar OB mpog TEdm nentdkat’, Bacch. 604-05). He then orders
them to “stand up and take courage” (é€aviotate odpa kai Oapoeite, 606-07). In both
cases, therefore, the amazement (éknAnocw) of the observers causes them to fall to the
ground (nintw), and the released hero subsequently returns them to standing.

Other (perhaps less precise) similarities between Artapanus and the Bacchae can
be observed. In Euripides’ narrative of Dionysus’ prison escape (Bacch. 509-656), a
central focus is the occurrence of lightning and earthquakes that destroy the palace. In a
manner reminiscent of the Bacchae, Artapanus adds earthquakes and their destruction of
houses and temples to the biblical plague of hail.!®® In Artapanus, however, the
earthquakes do not occur as part of the prison miracle. In addition to earthquakes, the
inducement of sleep upon the guards in 3.23 resembles an important attribute of Dionysus

in the Bacchae. Although sleep is not directly part of Euripides’ prison escape narratives,

106 See Jacobson, “Artapanus Judaeus,” 212 n. 6: “The earthquake and the collapse of the
temples—neither in the Biblical narrative—suspiciously recall the earthquake and palace’s collapse at
Bacchae 585-87.” It should be noted, however, that the term ceioudc, used three times by Artapanus, does
not occur in the Bacchae. It is interesting that Weinreich does not mention earthquakes in his discussion of
Artapanus, though they are included among the 12 common features of Befreiungswunder.
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in a different context Teiresias praises this as one of the properties of wine, the god’s
benefaction (Bacch. 282, 385).%"

These additional narrative and verbal parallels that | have adduced do not
decisively establish literary dependence on the Bacchae; nor do they exclude the
possibility that other ancient sources may also have influenced or inspired Artapanus’
narrative. Indeed, scholars have proposed alternatives. Dennis MacDonald, for example,
has argued that Artapanus was not inspired by a miracle of Dionysus but rather Priam’s
miraculous entrance and exit from the camp of Achilles in Homer’s lliad 24.'% Tiede
draws attention to “comparable features” in the legend of Sesostris’ escape from a fire
(Hdt. 2.107; Diod. Sic. 1.57.7-8).° That other scholars have detected various possible
sources contributing to Artapanus’ account highlights the need for caution in approaching
his relationship to his mythological and legendary materials. Indeed, a central feature of
his literary method is the conflation and transformation of a wide range of traditional
materials within his own narrative. Consequently, the ability of scholars to find multiple
inspirations for the same scene should not be surprising; nor are they mutually exclusive.

As noted above, Weinreich’s larger conception of Artapanus’ application of the
Hellenistic theios aner has been criticized by several scholars. The question of whether

and how Artapanus attributes a miracle of Dionysus to Moses is an important node in this

197 Although Weinreich includes sleep among the 12 motifs in ancient Befreiungswunder,
curiously in his summary comparison he does not mention that Artapanus includes this element, whereas he
indicates that Euripides does (Gebet und Wunder, 330).

1% Dennis R. MacDonald, Does the New Testament Imitate Homer? Four Cases from the Acts of
the Apostles (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 128-29.

199 Tiede, Charismatic Figure, 165-68. Holladay sees this parallel as “farfetched” (Theios Aner in
Hellenistic-Judaism, 206 n. 30). Tiede, however, does not overstate his case: “The Moses legend does not
parallel this escape story closely enough to suggest any direct associations, but the marvelous escape of the
romantic hero is fully consistent with the expectation of such popular legends that the hero would be
confirmed by miraculous and magical displays” (Charismatic Figure, 167).
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debate.'® Holladay advances the most pointed criticism of the view that “Artapanus
incorporates a similar prison-escape scene [to that in the Bacchae] into his Moses
romance, replaces Dionysus with Moses, allowing the reader to draw the obvious

»11 There are two central facets to Holladay’s argument. First, he suggests

conclusion.
that in Artapanus’ narrative it is Yahweh whose miraculous power is emphasized not
Moses’ and thus Yahweh not Moses would serve as Dionysus’ competitor. Holladay
states that the prison scene (3.23-25) is inserted “precisely at the point where Yahweh,
not Moses, has been thrust into the center of the stage. In F 3.1-20 Moses is featured
alone, whereas in 3.21-39 he is paired with 6 6e6c.”**? Indeed, as Holladay observes,
Moses’ imprisonment results from his claim to be sent by the “lord of the world” (tov ti|g
oikovpévng deomotny, 3.22) and following the prison scene in 3.26, “it is the name of
Yahweh, not Moses, which has magical powers.”**® Holladay’s insistence, however, that
in the prison scene “it is Yahweh [not Moses] who is being introduced [by Artapanus] as
the real competitor of Dionysus™ is not as unambiguous as he suggests.*** Within the
prison escape scene itself, the miracles are not explicitly attributed to any particular

divinity. Rather, doors “open” with passive verbs, in the first instance “spontaneously”

(tég te Bvpoag Taoag avToudtmg avorydijvar, 3.23; dvemyuévog tag 00pac, 3.24).

19 11 his criticism of Weinreich’s use of this (and other) miracle(s) to classify Artapanus’ account
of Moses as a bios of a theios aner, Tiede makes no mention of its similarities with the Bacchae. Rather,
he asserts that “the parochial legends of Egyptian national heroes ought to be examined before citing
Artapanus as evidence of the emergence of a general Hellenistic conception of the divine man”
(Charismatic Figure, 165-68 at 166).

11 Holladay, Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 205-09 (at 205-06).

12 |pid., 208. After Moses speaks the name of his 0gd¢ in 3.25 and writes it on a tablet in 3.26,
however, Moses proceeds to perform miracles and inflict plagues on Egypt with no mention of God (3.27-
36). Only at the very end, does God reappear once more in the narrative to give the Israelites bread in the
desert (3.37).

2 Ibid.

" Ibid.
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Moreover, the agent causing the infliction upon the guards is likewise unspecified (obg
v TekevTijoot, Tvag 88 H7d Tob drvov mapedijvar Té te SmAa kateayfjvay, 3.23).1° At
least one ancient reader found Artapanus’ ambiguity on this point unsatisfactory. The
revision of Artapanus preserved by Clement (frag. 3b) eliminates avtopdtmg so that “the
prison opened by the will of God” (dvoryBévtog 10D decpmnpiov katd BoVANGLY TOD
00D, 3b. 2) and also omits the afflictions on the guards.'*® The need (for Clement or his
source) to “improve” upon Artapanus’ narrative by explicitly mentioning God’s
intervention suggests that, in contrast to Holladay’s assertion, Artapanus’ original version
may not have sufficiently moved Yahweh to center stage.

A second facet of Holladay’s argument depends on assessments of Artapanus’
literary and intellectual capabilities. He observes that employing a scene from the
Bacchae “and shifting Yahweh into the center of the stage would have achieved tactical
advantage and thus have served his propagandistic ends, but it would presume an

117 Holladay’s appraisal

intellectual subtlety not everyone is willing to grant Artapanus.’
of Artapanus’ lack of “intellectual subtlety” is not unfounded; judging by the fragments
we have, most scholars conclude that his is not a high level of literary achievement. That
Artapanus has not produced a piece of high literature, however, should not lead to the
conclusion that it does not employ subtle ironies to gain “tactical advantage.” Indeed,

scholars have become increasingly aware his creativity and ingenuity. Walter, for

example, as noted above, suggests that Artapanus’ portrayal of Moses is not simplistic

15 redevtijoa is intransitive; mopedijvar and kateayfjvor are passive.

18 There is general consensus that Clement’s fragment represents a secondary revision, either his
own or more likely his source; see Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder, 303; Holladay, Fragments: Historians,
192.

7 Holladay, Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 208.
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syncretism but rather marked by polemical irony.**®

Thus, one’s assessment of
Artapanus’ literary capabilities should not pre-determine one’s judgment of whether and
how he might use his literary sources. Analyses should rather proceed in the opposite
direction. In sum, Holladay’s arguments against Artapanus’ narrative containing a
transformation of material from Euripides’ Bacchae are inadequate.*

An additional observation from the immediate context suggests that the prison
escape scene should be read against the background of Dionysiac religion. Directly after
Moses’ escape, “[the king] wrote the name [of Moses’ God] on a tablet and sealed it.
One of the priests debased the things written in the tablet and departed from his life with
a convulsion” (ypyavto d¢ tobvopa €ig dEATOV KataoppayicacOaot TV 1€ iepév TOV
QovAcOVTO &V TT] TIVOKIOL TA YEYPOUUEVA LETA GTTAGHOD TOV PBlov ékhumavely, 3:26).
Lucien Cerfaux proposes that underlying this invention of Artapanus is the famous
Ptolemaic decree regarding the Dionysiac mysteries (BGU 1211).*% In this edict,
generally thought to come from the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator (221-205 BCE), it
was decreed that all “who perform initiations for Dionysus throughout the country,
sailing to Alexandria” (tob¢ katd TV xdpov TeEAoDVTO[G] TdL AloVOG®L KATATAELY €iG

Alg[E]avdpetav) must register with an official, one Aristobulus. The most striking

similarity with Artapanus is that these officials must register themselves and “submit

18 Walter, “Der Mose-Roman des Artapanus,” 292-93; see also Gruen, Heritage and Hellenism,
159-60, quoted above.

119 It should be noted that Holladay leaves open the possibility that Artapanus may have known or
used the Bacchae, directly or indirectly. His central interest is maintaining that Artapanus’ presentation of
Moses as theios aner was not shaped by Euripides’ representation of Dionysus. “The theios aner concept
is alien to the Sitz im Leben out of which Artapanus springs.” If he is borrowing motifs from the Bacchae,
“he seems to be countering Dionysiac traditions by shifting Yahweh to the center of the stage vis & vis
Dionysus” (Theios Aner in Hellenistic-Judaism, 231-32).

120 Cerfaux, “Influence des mystéres,” 81-83. On the decree, see § 2.2 above. The text follows
Marie-Thérése Lenger, Corpus des ordonnances des Ptolémées (C. Ord. Ptol.) (Brussels: Academie royale
de Belgique, 1964), 71 no. 29; it is also printed in Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria, 2.345 n. 114.
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their sealed hieros logos, after writing each individual name” (3136vai Tov igpov Adyov
g[og]payio[uévov] émtypayavta [[t0 dvoua]] ékaot[ov] to ap[to]d Gvoua). As Cerfaux
points out, in both Artapanus frag. 3.26 and BGU 1211, a king wishes to learn the hieros
logos of a “foreign” cult and have it sealed. In Artapanus’ narrative, the tablet produces
the magical effect one might expect from such a sacred writing; the difference is,
however, that in Artapanus’ account, it is only the sacred name of the Jewish God that
functions as the hieros logos.***

Cerfaux supports his interpretation of Artapanus by reading it in conjunction with
3 Maccabees where Philopator is the central antagonist.'?? In this latter narrative,
Philopator’s conflict with the Jews consists in large part in his attempt to enforce
Dionysiac religion upon them (esp. 3 Macc 2:28-30). Cerfaux views 3 Maccabees as
reflecting a memory of some actual historical persecution under the reign of Philopator
(not merely of events during Caligula’s rule) and notes the long established identification
of Dionysus with Yahweh (i.e., Sabaoth = Sabiazos-Dionysus). He proposes that the
king, in an attempt to consolidate political and religious cohesion in his empire, may very
well have sought to forcefully establish Dionysiac cult among the Jews, particularly in
view of his own Dionysiac commitments and the common association made by Greeks of
the Jewish God with Dionysus. Consequently, Cerfaux proposes that the Jews
themselves may have been somehow entailed in the Ptolemaic decree regulating the
incursion of foreign hieroi logoi.'?® If this theory is valid, Artapanus’ narrative, by

illustrating the disastrous results upon the Egyptians for their attempt to record and seal

121 Cerfaux, “Influence des mysteres,” 83.
122 |hid., 83-85.
12 |hid., 85.
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the name of the Jewish God, advances a subtle polemic against attempts by the Ptolemies
to regulate Jewish religion as they did with that of Dionysus. Furthermore, if Artapanus
is responding to this decree and supplanting the hieros logos of the Dionysiac mysteries
with the name of Yahweh, then it is natural to read the prison escape against a Dionysiac
background. Indeed, by attributing a Dionysiac prison escape to Moses, Artapanus has
expressed the superiority of Moses to Dionysus as he does by attributing to Yahweh’s

name the miraculous powers of a hieros logos of Dionysus.'?*

4.3.3 ARTAPANUS: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

My analysis of Artapanus’ Moses fragment has suggested Moses’ prison escape
shares greater similarities with those in Euripides’ Bacchae than scholars have previously
appreciated. Both belong to a narrative context in which the protagonist confronts an
unjust tyrant who imprisons him in response to a perceived threat. Both heroes
subsequently escape through spontaneously opening doors, return to confront the king
and vindicate their mission. Those who subsequently see the hero fall to the ground from
amazement in response to which the hero raises them back to their feet. In both cases the
king’s unrelenting opposition results in his own destruction. Among the consequences of
the king’s opposition are earthquakes that cause the destruction of buildings. These
parallels may not be sufficient to establish direct literary dependence; they nevertheless
point strongly to Artapanus’ use of a closely related source of Dionysiac mythology.

Furthermore, the attribution of a feat of Dionysus to Moses is consistent with Artapanus’

124 It is worth noting that the function of the divine name as a hieros logos in Artapanus contrasts
with the ordinary content of hieroi logoi in Greek religion, which consisted of mythological material or
ritual utterances; for a fuller discussion, see Albert Henrichs, “‘Hieroi Logoi’ and ‘Hierai Bibloi’: The
(Un)Written Margins of the Sacred in Ancient Greece,” HSCP 101 (2003): 207—66.
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larger aim of demonstrating that Moses surpasses even the gods (cf., e.g., Hermes’
invention of Hieroglyphs). Moreover, his treatment of the name of the Jewish God as a
hieros logos with miraculous powers in the context of the prison escape corroborates
Artapanus’ intention to supplant Dionysus.

These observations have implications for our larger understanding of Artapanus.
It should not be assumed, for example, that by attributing a Dionysiac miracle to Moses
Artapanus is attempting to portray him as a Hellenistic divine man. Indeed, when the
subtle and subversive nature of his literary transformations is more fully appreciated, his
attribution of a miracle of Dionysus to Moses does not read as a straightforward
Hellenistic deification of the latter. Rather, Artapanus has produced an entertaining
narrative in which he has freely adapted his materials so that Moses outshines as many
Greek and Egyptian gods and heroes as possible. It seems unlikely that his narrative
would have played well with a Gentile audience, though Alexander Polyhistor deemed it
worth extracting in part. Certainly some Alexandrian Jews must have found amusement
in this retelling of the exodus. It seems unwarranted, however, to draw strong
conclusions regarding Artapanus’ Jewish identity or orthodoxy based upon a work that is

more a romance than serious biblical exegesis.

4.4 CONCLUSIONS

The encounter between Judaism and Hellenism is a complex and dynamic process
in which the Jews sought to navigate their identity amid the cultural and political
hegemony of Greek and Roman imperial power. The diversity and creativity involved in

these cultural negotiations can be seen in many facets of Jewish life during this period.
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Exploring these historical and literary phenomena under the rubric of Dionysus and
Euripides’ Bacchae proves to be a productive means for elucidating various literatures of
Hellenistic Judaism. In this chapter, | have explored how in both the Wisdom of
Solomon and Artapanus’ Moses fragment the biblical presentation of exodus and
conquest are reinvented with reference to the Bacchae. Wisdom creates a portrait of
ancient Canaanite religion as consisting of cannibalistic child sacrifice in order to justify
and explain the divine justice and intervention in the conquest of their land. In his
depiction of their rites, he employs the language of Greek tragedy, where such slaughters
are common. The parallels with Agave’s killing of Pentheus in Euripides’ Bacchae are
particularly rich and suggest that the author portrayed Canaanite religion as akin to
Dionysiac thiasoi and mystery cults so as to simultaneously implicate his contemporaries.
Moreover, both the Bacchae and Wisdom problematize prevailing notions of Greek and
barbarian, indigenous and foreign, which for Jews in Roman Alexandria would have
particular salience. Indeed, this challenge is inherent in the very nature of Dionysus.
Like Wisdom, Artapanus reinvents a biblical story. In his Concerning the Jews,
he produces a portrait of Moses that presents him as Egyptian civilization’s greatest
benefactor by attributing to him deeds traditionally associated with gods and heroes.
Among these, the prison escape narrative resembles similar miracles in Euripides’
Bacchae, most strikingly, in that the escape occurs through spontaneously opening doors.
Moreover, both narratives present the arrival of a “divine” figure in the land and his
imprisonment by a hostile tyrant, who even after the hero is vindicated by the miraculous
escape continues in his opposition and is consequently destroyed. Whether or not
Artapanus is directly dependent on the Bacchae is less important than that he has taken
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over a Dionysiac miracle in order to demonstrate the superiority of Moses and his God to
Dionysus while subtly subverting the position of Dionysiac religion in Alexandrian
culture. Artapanus’ blending of religious and literary traditions indicates less about his

Jewish identity than it does about his ironic and subversive literary style.
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CHAPTER FIVE

PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA’S DIONYSIAC AND TRAGIC AMBIVALENCES

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The foregoing chapter explored various ways in which Jews encountered
Dionysus and Greek tragedy as factor in the process of Hellenization. Both the Wisdom
of Solomon and Artapanus’ Moses fragment reinvent Israel’s foundation narratives while
employing scenes reminiscent of Euripides’ Bacchae. In both cases, these literary
strategies are aimed at glorifying Jewish origins while at the same time subverting the
claims of contemporary Greco-Roman religion. In this chapter, | investigate Philo of
Alexandria’s interactions with Dionysus and Greek tragedy. Philo was broadly
acquainted with both.! Consequently, although the analysis in this chapter is not of
Euripides’ Bacchae in particular, it provides important insights into the ways Jews
encountered these two pervasive features of Hellenistic culture. The degree of Philo’s
integration of Judaism and its scriptures with Hellenistic philosophy and literature is
unsurpassed by any other author of his age. A reconstruction or review of the wider
contours of Philo’s thought throughout his extensive corpus is beyond the scope of this

chapter.? Here, I limit my analysis to two of Philo’s treatises, both of which employ a

! Regarding tragedy, for example, Philo both describes his experience attending the theater (Prob.
141; Ebr. 177) and frequently quotes from plays. On Philo’s use of Euripides, see, e.g., H. Funke,
“Euripides,” JAC 8/9 (1965-1966): 233-79, esp. 253.

% Many valuable studies of Philo are available; the most comprehensive study is Harry A.
Wolfson, Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (2 vols.;
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1947); for a concise overview of Philo’s thought, see Henry
Chadwick, “Philo and the Beginnings of Christian Thought,” in The Cambridge History of Later Greek and
Early Medieval Philosophy (ed. A. H. Armstrong; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 137-57;
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different strategy of “reading” Dionysus. In the Legatio ad Gaium, Philo criticizes both
the Dionysiac and theatrical aspirations of the emperor. In his interpretation of biblical
teachings regarding wine and drunkenness in De ebrietate, Philo employs anti-Dionysiac
hermeneutics so as to construct ideal piety over against the experience of Dionysiac
religion. Over the course of the following discussion, it will become clear that Philo’s
interest in Dionysus and Greek tragedy intersects in several important ways with those of
the Wisdom of Solomon and Artapanus discussed in the foregoing chapter. As in their
case, Philo is eager to appropriate aspects of Hellenistic culture; this dynamic process of

appropriation entails transformations of both Hellenism and Judaism.

5.2 LEGATIO AD GAIUM: IMITATING DIONYSUS AND (EN)ACTING TRAGEDY

Beginning in the year 38 CE, tensions in Alexandria had escalated to the point of
culminating in riots and outbreaks of violence against the Jews. These events were the
result of complex political and ethnic tensions which have been well documented by
historians.®> For the purposes of the present study, what is particularly interesting is the

manner in which Philo represents the religious and political conflicts, which he discusses

on Philo’s allegorical exegesis, see David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient
Alexandria (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 73—126; helpful discussions of Philo’s
intellectual, cultural, and political context are provided by Alan Mendelson, Secular Education in Philo of
Alexandria (HUCM 7; Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1982); John M. Dillon, The Middle
Platonists, 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (rev. ed.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), 139-83; Dorothy 1. Sly,
Philo’s Alexandria (New York: Routledge, 1996); John J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem: Jewish
Identity in the Hellenistic Diaspora (2d ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000), 131-38; on
biographical reconstruction, see Daniel R. Schwartz, “Philo, His Family, and His Times,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Philo (ed. Adam Kamesar; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 9—
31

% See § 4.1.1 above. For further discussion, see E. Mary Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule:
From Pompey to Diocletian, a Study in Political Relations (2d ed.; SILA 20; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 235-50;
Sly, Philo’s Alexandria, 167-80; Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem, 118-22; Schwartz, “Philo, His
Family, and His Times,” 27-31.
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in his Legatio ad Gaium and In Flaccum. The Legatio consists primarily of a narrative of
injustices against the Jews and his efforts as a member of an Alexandrian Jewish embassy
to request the emperor Gaius to intervene on their behalf.* Underlying the conflicts was
the question of the status of Jews in Alexandria. As early as the second century BCE,
they were recognized as a politeuma, which gave them some degree of civic autonomy.
Moreover, they were accorded freedoms to practice their own religion. Nevertheless, for
the most part, they did not have the full rights of Greek citizens of Alexandria, a reality
that became particularly relevant after the laographia imposed by Rome in 24/23 BCE
(see 8 4.1.1 above). The immediate cause that sparked the riots against the Jews in 38 CE
was the visit of King Agrippa to Alexandria.”> As Philo describes the events, Alexandrian
Greeks began to use the Jews’ refusal to pay divine honors to the emperor as a means of
turning Roman authorities against them. Knowing that Gaius was eager to receive divine
honors, the Greeks sought to ingratiate themselves to him by setting up images of Gaius
in Jewish synagogues (Legat. 134-35). As a result of the riots, Flaccus the Roman prefect
declared the Jews “foreigners and strangers” (E€évovg kai énmivdag, Flacc. 54). Thus, the
opponents of the Jews turned their religious commitments against them so as to reduce
their social and political standing.

Two related features of the Legatio emerge as relevant for the present study. (i)
The first is his discussion of Dionysus. Philo provides a detailed account of Gaius’
divine aspirations, which he presents as a two stage process. First, “he began to liken

himself to the so-called demigods” (fjpyeto yap £€oporodv 10 TpdTOV TG Aeyouévolg

* For an introduction, text, translation, and commentary, see E. Mary Smallwood, Philonis
Alexandrini Legatio ad Gaium (2d ed.; Leiden: Brill, 1970).
® Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule, 237-39.
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Hudéorc savtov, 78).° These included Dionysus, Heracles, and the Dioscuri (78-92).
Next, his madness was so great that he left behind the demigods for the full divinities:
Hermes, Apollo, and Ares (93-113).” He presents a straightforward argument, applied
consistently throughout these sections: because Gaius’ actions for his subjects do not
reflect any of the benefits to humanity attributed to these gods and demigods, he is not
worthy to receive their divine honors. Regarding Dionysus, Philo lists the god’s
benefactions upon humanity: he “cultivated the vine and poured out from it the sweetest
drink” (Muepooag dumelov kai wotov €€ avThc avayiag fidiotov, 82). This gift of
Dionysus brings great health and happiness to humanity, “producing forgetfulness of
woes and hopes for good things” (kakdv MOV kai dyaddv Eatidag Evepyalopevoe, 82).8
Moreover, Dionysus’ benefactions of abundance and feasting are not limited to one
ethnicity; rather, he granted it “to all cities, both Greek and barbarian” (rédcog néAectv
‘EAAnvikais te xai BapPapikoic, 83). Here Philo appeals to a central characteristic of
Dionysus: he is at once foreign and Greek, therefore, a god of both Greeks and
barbarians. Thus, given that the political conflict in Alexandria under Roman
administration centered on the necessity of being Greek to attain the full benefit of
Alexandrian citizenship, Philo points out that Dionysus was a god who challenges the

very existence of such a distinction.

® The Greek text follows Leopold Cohn and Paul Wendland, Philonis Alexandrini opera quae
supersunt (8 vols.; Berlin: Reimer, 1896-1930). Translations are mine throughout.

" Smallwood notes the distinctiveness of Philo’s account. No other source presents the stages in
Gaius’ divine aspirations as moving from demigods to full divinities. Moreover, elsewhere Dionysus is
often included among the 12 great gods (Philonis Alexandrini Legatio, 193-94).

In the Bacchae, Teiresias similarly praises wine for its ability to induce “sleep, a forgetfulness of

daily woes” (bmvov te MOV TdV ko’ Nuépav kakdv, 282). Moreover, Dionysus is poured out as a
libation to the gods “so that because of him humans might possess good things” (&ote d1d TodTOV TAYEO’
avBpomovg Eyev, 285).
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Philo proceeds with a series of questions aimed at highlighting the difference
between Gaius and Dionysus: “Have you imitated Dionysus? Have you become an
inventor of new gifts, as he has? Have you filled the inhabited world with happiness?

Do Asia and Europe not easily contain the gifts produced by you?” (éuipuniom Atdvoucov;
€VPETNG TNG KAVADV YEYOVAG XOPITOV OC EKETVOG; DPPOCHVNG KATETANGOS TV
oikovpévnv; Acia kail Evpdnn toc £k ood yeyevnuévog dmpeac ov ywpel; 88). Philo then
asserts that Gaius had indeed invented “new arts and sciences” (Katvog Pev 0OV TEYVag
Kol émotnuag) but these were “as a common destroyer and murderer” (g K0vOg Avpe®V
kai Tohopvaioc, 89). He follows with a list of these evils “invented” by Gaius and he
concludes, “because of these things you have appeared to us as the New Dionysus” (i
tadTo 6 véog Atovooog v avepavnc, 89).° To be sure, Philo’s attribution is intended to
be ironic. Nevertheless, it reveals an awareness of Dionysus’ dual nature, as both a
beneficent and vindictive force. This dual nature of Dionysus is of course well known
from mythology, as for example, in the Bacchae where he is at once gentle and
destructive. It also features in other statesmen with Dionysiac aspirations. Plutarch’s
assessment of Marc Antony, another “New Dionysus” (Ant. 60.3), provides an
illuminating parallel. Antony was received in Ephesus by a Dionysiac thiasos that hailed
him with the god’s epithets (“they called him Dionysus, giver of joy [yopid6étnv] and
gentle [uethiytov],” Ant. 24.3). In contrast to these Dionysiac attributes, Plutarch
observes that in reality, Antony’s conduct to the Ephesians reflected the other aspect of

Dionysus: “but to the masses he was raw-flesh consuming and savage” (toig 6& ToALO1g

% On Gaius’ title the “New Dionysus,” see also Athen., Deipn. 4.148d.
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dpnotig kol dypdviog, 24.4).° Thus, for the Dionysiac statesman, both aspects of the
god’s nature provided potential models for imitation. As with Plutarch’s Antony, Philo’s
Gaius embodied the latter; Philo urged him to “imitate” the former.

(i) Closely related to Gaius’ desire to liken himself to demigods and gods was his
predilection for theatrical performance. Indeed, “he would take up some costume or
another, as in a theater” (domep £v Oedtpw okevnv GAlote dAloiov avelauPave), at times
as Heracles or the Dioscuri, “and at times he was with ivy, a thyrsus, and fawn skins, so
as to train for (the role of?) Dionysus” (o1t 8¢ Ote KITT® Kai OOpo® Kai vePpioty &ig
Avuoov fokeito, Legat. 79).* In Roman society, acting was a morally questionable
profession. Gaius’ well-known desire to be an actor—he apparently performed in actual
tragedies—met with strong disapproval among many Romans (Suetonius, Cal. 18.54-55;
Dio Cassius 59.5.2-5).* In keeping with contemporary sentiment, Philo also regards
actors as morally suspect. He notes Gaius’ close association with Apelles, a tragic actor
from Ascalon, a coastal town in Judea. For Philo, not only is Apelles’ profession and
consequently Gaius’ connection with him problematic, he impugns all those in nearby
Jamnia who attend the theater, asking ironically, “as many as go onto the stage, selling
themselves to the audience, and as many as are in the theater, are they lovers of modesty
and moderation rather than shamelessness and the highest disorder?” (6co1 6¢
oknvoPatodoty umopevopevol Beatais Kai OedTpoig, aidodg €161 Kol GOPPOGVUVIG AN’

ovK Gvonoyuvtiog ko drospiog épaotal Tic dvetdrte; Legat. 204).** Jamnia had been a

1% On Antony’s assimilation with Dionysus, see also § 3.2 above.

1 Athenaeus also reports that Gaius wore the costume of Dionysus (Deipn. 4.148d). Josephus
notes that he dressed up as a woman in the Eleusinian mysteries (A.J. 19.30).

12 See Smallwood, Philonis Alexandrini Legatio, 181.

3 On Apelles, see ibid., 264-65.
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central node for religious and political tensions. Philo reports that Gentile inhabitants had
constructed an altar in honor of Gaius in order to provoke the Jews, who, incensed at the
offense, destroyed it. As a result of their action, Gaius decreed that a statue of himself be
set up in the temple in Jerusalem (Legat. 200-03)."

For Philo, Gaius’ love of performing tragedies was directly related to his
mistreatment of the Jews. While in Rome, Philo learned that Gaius had ordered that a
statue of himself be erected in the temple in Jerusalem (Legat. 188). Jews from all
around the area of Syria gathered there to petition Petronius, the Roman governor. In
their desperation to preserve the sanctity of the temple, they declared their willingness to
submit themselves and their own families to death in exchange (233-36). “We are gladly
prepared for the slaughtering: let [the Roman soldiers] slaughter, let them sacrifice, let
them divide the meat without battle and without bloodshed” mapéyopev &v Etoipm tag
oPaYOC AOUEVOL KTEWVETOOV 1EPEVETMGAY, KPEAVOUEITOOOVY GpLoyel Kal avalpmti, 233).
There would in fact be no need of an army: the Jewish elders offer to perform the deeds
themselves.™

avtol KatdpEopev TV Bupdtwv ol kalol iepeic mopacTNGOUEVOL TR 1EpD

YOVOIKOG 01 YOVAIKOKTOVOL, AOEAPOVS Kol AOEAPAS 01 AOEAPOKTOVOL, KOVPOLG Kol

KOpag TNV dKokov NAKIY ol TadoEOVTaL: TPAYIK®Y YOp OVOUATOV OET TOIG TOGC

TPOYIKOS GUUPOPAS VTOUEVOVCLY.

We ourselves as noble priests will lead off the sacrifices, bringing to the temple

wives as wife-slayers, brothers and sisters as sibling-slayers, sons and daughters

at an innocent age as child-killers. For there is need of tragic language for those
who endure tragic misfortunes. (234)

4 0n this, see Schwartz, “Philo, His Family, and His Times,” 28—29.
15 Reading these comments in view of twentieth-century atrocities against Jews is deeply
unsettling.
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According to these Jewish elders, the need for “tragic language” (tpayik@dv
ovopatwv) arises from the acts of shedding “kindred blood” and self-slaughter (see also
235). The évopota in view are the three terms, yovaikoktovog (“wife-slayer”),
adehpoktovog (“sibling-slayer”), and maidoeovng (“child-killer”). These could call to
mind any number of scenes from classical tragedy, though they do not belong exclusively
or even primarily to the language of any extant tragedies.® yuvaucoktévog, for example,
is unattested in Classical Greek, nevertheless, it readily evokes, for example, Heracles’ fit
of madness in which he slew both his wife and children (Euripides, Herc. fur.).
naudoovrng could likewise apply to many tragic characters (e.g., Agave in Euripides’
Bacchae) and the same root (moudo@ovog) is used twice by Euripides describing the deeds
of Medea and Heracles (Med. 1407; Herc. fur. 1201)."" adehpoktovog (and words of the
same root), by contrast with the other terms, is well attested in classical literature (though
not in extant tragedy) as well as in Philo and contemporary Jewish literature. Even
though the term adeipoktovoc is not attested in extant tragedy, sibling-slaughter is of
course not uncommon (e.g., Aesch. Sept.; Eur. Iph. taur.). Thus, the assertion of the need
for “tragic language” does not imply precise allusions to specific tragedies but rather
evokes in a general manner the importance of kindred-killings within tragic plots, where
these acts of violence are often portrayed as ritual sacrifice. This explicit association

with tragedy made by the Jewish elders is analogous to the implicit literary strategy in

'° For a categorized list of the types of philia relationships (both kinship and other reciprocal
relationships) violated in all extant Greek tragedies, see Elizabeth S. Belfiore, Murder among Friends:
Violation of Philia in Greek Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 123-60. For a discussion of
Euripides’ use of sacrificial language, see the introductory chapter (88 1.2.2 and 1.3.2) and Helene P.
Foley, Ritual Irony: Poetry and Sacrifice in Euripides (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).

' rudopoving is unattested in extant classical texts; beyond its one occurrence in Philo, it is
attested only in two unidentified tragic fragments: Snell 327a; Snell and Kannicht 327b.
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Wisdom 12:3-7 discussed above (8 4.2.2), where the author borrows terminology from
tragedies in order to describe the misdeeds of the Canaanites.

Later in the Legatio, in recounting his own Alexandrian delegation’s hearing
before Gaius (349-67), Philo describes the process thus: “upon us who were there, a
dramatic production was about to be staged against the entire nation” (éxti Topodov fuiv
1 KoTd TovTog 100 E0voug Epedle oknvoPateiofot dpapartonotia, 351). Indeed, the
Jewish delegation was mocked “as in theatrical mimes” (g €v Oeatpikoic pipoig, 359)
and Philo concludes that “they had fled such a theater and also a prison rather than a
court of law; for as in a theater there was a sound of clucking from people hissing,
mocking, and jeering without measure” (totottov avti dikactnpiov OEatpov Opod Kai
JECUMTPLOV EKPLYOVTEC - OC HEV YapP &V BATP® KAMGLOG GLUPITTOVI®V,
KOTOUOKOUEVOV, Guetpa yhevaldviov, 368).

Thus, according to Philo’s presentation of Gaius in the Legatio, his love for acting
in tragic drama went beyond the mere social transgression of associating with the guild of
actors. Gaius’ political administration was an enactment of tragic theater in which the
Jews themselves were becoming victims in his most destructive plot.'® At the same time,
within his theatrical world, Gaius saw himself as playing the roles of demigods and gods.
Philo argues that Gaius had failed to live up to the divinities whose divine honors he

claimed for himself. If Gaius wished to be Dionysus, for example, he must seek truly to

'8 In view of this discussion by Philo in the Legatio, it is striking that Gaius’ assassination is
reported to have occurred in connection with the theater. Suetonius indicates that he was stabbed in the
theater during a rehearsal and that this death had been portended in a tragedy he viewed a few days earlier
(Cal. 57-58). Josephus reports that he was killed while leaving the theater (Ant. 19.90-113). For a
discussion of the significance of these, see Patricia E. Easterling, “From Repertoire to Canon,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy (ed. Patricia E. Easterling; Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), 211-27, esp. 219-20.
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imitate him by offering happiness and festivity to all humanity. Like Dionysus, Gaius
must not distinguish between Greek and barbarian. Applied to Alexandria, Gaius’
identification with Dionysus stands in contradiction with the ethnic policies of the Roman

administration.

5.3 (ANTI-)DIONYSIAC HERMENEUTICS IN DE EBRIETATE: MALE MAENADS

AND SOBER INEBRIATION

In his treatise De ebrietate, Philo sets out to examine the question, “will a wise
man get drunk?” Whereas in the preceding work (De plantatione 140-77) he had
addressed the philosophers’ views on the question, here he turns to the teachings of
Moses (Ebr. 1). His exposition engages in allegorical exegesis of a wide range of biblical
texts that relate (in varying degrees) to wine and drunkenness. Given the nature of the
topic, Dionysiac religion provides a natural point for comparison. Indeed, as |
demonstrate below, at several points Philo employs the language of Bacchic frenzy both
as a negative foil for his construction of ideal (Jewish) piety and as a metaphorical
description of the mystical ascent of the soul.*® Such a strategy is attested elsewhere in
Philo. For example, in De vita contemplativa, which describes the Therapeutae, Philo
uses Dionysiac language similar to that in De ebrietate. Recent analyses of this work
have explored how Philo depicts the Therapeutae as ideals of Jewish piety against the

backdrop of the debaucheries associated with “pagan” Dionysiac drunkenness.?’  Philo

19'0n the larger question of Philo and Jewish mysteries, see the discussion in § 4.1.1 above.
% David M. Hay, “Foils for the Therapeutae: References to Other Texts and Persons in Philo’s De
vita contemplativa,” in Neotestamentica et Philonica: Studies in Honor of Peder Borgen (ed. David E.
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in fact labels the latter as “the symposia of others” (ta t®v GAA®v cvumocia, Contempl.
40). His aim was to produce pride in Jewish piety among those who might otherwise be
enamored with Dionysiac religion and Greek symposia. By contrast to De vita
contemplativa, De ebrietate is a work of biblical hermeneutics; yet, as my analysis
demonstrates, it exhibits similar literary strategies. | designate these as Philo’s anti-
Dionysiac hermeneutics. An additional aspect of Philo’s idealization of Jewish piety
over against “paganism” that needs more attention is his treatment of gender.?* Within
the context of Dionysiac religion, the transgression of gender boundaries is a central
feature. Consequently, I argue that Philo’s anti-Dionysiac hermeneutics functions to
negate two prominent features of the religion of Dionysus: a distinctively feminine
religious experience (e.g., through maenadism) and the use of wine for the inducement of
spiritual ecstasy.?? | demonstrate that such hermeneutics can be seen in Philo’s
interpretation of several biblical passages in De ebrietate, culminating in his discussion
of Hannah’s alleged drunkenness in 1 Samuel 1 (Ebr. 143-53).

The treatise opens with the observation that Moses permits some but forbids
others to drink wine (Ebr. 2).2 The key text for the treatise is Deuteronomy 21:18-21,

which legislates the course of action for parents of the most unruly sons. They are to

Aune, Torrey Seland, and Jarl Henning Ulrichsen; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 330-48; James M. Scott,
“Dionysus in Philo of Alexandria: A Study of De vita contemplativa,” SPhilo 20 (2008): 33-54.

2! For a discussion of gender in De vita contemplativa, see Ross S. Kraemer, “The Other as
Woman: An Aspect of Polemic among Pagans, Jews and Christians in the Greco-Roman World,” in The
Other in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Culture and ldentity (ed. Laurence J.
Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn; New Perspectives on Jewish Studies; New York: New York University
Press, 1994), 121-44 esp. 133-35. She observes that Philo presents the participants in other symposia as
feminine and the women of the Therapeutae as masculine. On Philo’s views of women generally, see
Dorothy I. Sly, Philo’s Perception of Women (BJS 209; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990).

%2 On maenadism, see §§ 1.3.2, 2.3, and 2.4.

% The latter group includes those who took “the great vow” (the Nazarites; see e.g., Num 6:2, 20)
and priests (Lev 10:9).
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bring such a one to the elders of the city and declare, “this son of ours is disobedient and
contentious, he does not listen to our voice, he is a drunkard, giving himself over to
feasting” (6 vidg NUAV oVTOC Amedel kol Epedilel, ok eicocoVEeL THS PMVIG NUGY,
ovpporokon®dv oivopivyel, Ebr. 14; quoting LXX Deut 21:20). In such a case, the men
of the city are to stone the offender (Deut 21:21). Philo finds four vices in this passage
which reach their climax in the last: disobedience (amei0<t), contentiousness (épebiler),
feasting (cvpuporokon@®dv), and drunkenness (oivopivyel). Drunkenness (uéfn) is the
worst offense because it is the “cause of ecstasy and madness” (t1)v ékotdcewg Kol
napappocHvng aitiav, Ebr. 15).

Later in the treatise, Philo allegorizes the parents of Deuteronomy 21:18-21, the
father as dnpiovpydc, maker of the cosmos, and the mother as émotun, the skill by
which the onpovpydc fashioned it. Within this division, “we say then that the father is
the masculine, perfect, and right reason, whereas the mother is the intermediate and
encyclical dancing and instruction” (matépa Toivov etvai Qapey TOV dppeva Kol TEAEI0V
Kai OpBOV Adyov, untépa 6 TV péonv Kai EykvkAov yopeiov te kai mwardeiov, 33). The
mother instructs the child in obedience to “custom” (£00¢) which is the property “of the
weaker more feminine soul” (dobeveotépag kal OnAvtépac yoyiic) so that one might
“follow a nature characterized by reason, truly strong and masculine” (§ppopévov kol
dppevog mg aAn0dg Loyiopod Erecbot evoet, 55). The notion that progress in virtue
requires one to leave the feminine and become masculine is in fact common in Philo. For
example, he regards Sarah as a “virtue-loving mind” (trv @iAdpetov didvoiav) but only

because she “left behind all the ways of women” (ta yvuvoukeio wévt’ ékhmodoa, Ebr. 59-
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60, quoting LXX Gen 18:11).?* With his allegorization of the father and mother in
Deuteronomy 21:18-21, Philo establishes that drunkenness entails an offense both against
the feminine (custom and education) and the masculine (right reason).

Philo later provides an interpretation of the incident of the golden calf in Exodus
32 that is relevant for his conception of Dionysus in De ebrietate. When Joshua and
Moses descend from the mountain and observe the revelry in the Israelite camp, Joshua
supposes it is a sound of war but Moses asserts, “it is neither a sound of those leading out
for a victory nor a sound of those leading out from a defeat; rather, I hear a sound of
those leading out from wine” (o0k €6t VN EEaPYOVTIOV KAT 13DV 0VOE PN
EE0PYOVTIOV TPOTTG, AAAL VNV E€apyovTv oivov &ym akodm, Ebr. 96; LXX Exod
32:18). Thus, according to the Septuagint, wine was central to one of the Israel’s worst
religious failures.”® What is most interesting for my purposes is how Philo’s
interpretation of this event relates to Dionysiac religion. First, he connects the Israelite’s
golden statue to the Egyptian bull-god Apis, observing that “they formed the god vanity,
especially honored by the Egyptians, of which the construction of the golden bull was a
symbol” (Osomhactelv 88 toV map” Aiyvrtiog péiiota TiHdpUEVOY THQOV, 00 GOHUPOOV 1)
10D xpLood Tawpov kotackevy, Ebr. 95).2° Yet, in spite of the correspondence between

the cult statues, Philo immediately contrasts the worship of Apis with the wine revelry

2 On the larger treatment of Sarah in the works of Philo, see Sly, Philo’s Perception of Women,
147-54.

% It is noteworthy that MT Exod 32:18 does not mention wine; nor do other ancient versions. The
MT reads vaw 1R NIy 3P w20 MY 93P 7RI 723 NIy 71p PR R0, “He said, ‘it is not a sound singing for
victory and it is not a sound of singing for defeat; I hear a sound of singing.’”

% radpog does not occur in LXX Exod 32; uéoyog is used to render 3. Both words are used by
Philo in his interpretation. It is noteworthy that the bull is often connected with Dionysus; in Bacchae 920-
21, for example, he appears to Pentheus as a tadpoc. Philo, however, connects Dionysus with Exod 32
through wine-revelry rather than the image of the bull.
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that occurred in the Israelite camp: the former consists of “a true dirge as for those who
have died” (tov mg éni teBvedov dAnOT Bptfjvov) and “not a song of wine and revelry as
the sweetest song in banquets and feastings” (00 Tapoiviov Kol KOUAGTIKOV ola &v
€optaig kai Oohioug fidtotov pélog, Ebr. 95).

Although this is a relatively generic description of Greek religious revelry, there
are several indicators that Philo implies Dionysiac religion. His adjective kopoactikov
calls to mind Dionysus’ epithet kopaotc (“reveler,” e.g., Aristoph., Nub. 606).
Moreover, in a later interpretation of the “sound of wine” in Exodus 32:18, Philo
describes the festivities of the Israelite camp in explicitly Dionysiac terms: “this is not [a
sound] of those who have taken in madness unwillingly but of those who have engaged in
Bacchic frenzy with a willing blow to the mind” (tovtéotiv ovK dKobG1LOV EvOedeyuévav
naviav, G éxovoin epevoPrafeia Pefarxyevuévov, Ebr. 123). Thus, in the incident of
the golden calf, although Philo views the cult statue as of Egyptian origin, the ritual
consumption of wine and ecstatic worship was akin to that of Dionysus. In contrast to
this Dionysiac religion practiced by the Israelites in Exodus 32, Philo emphasizes Moses’
later instructions for the priests, that they were forbidden to drink wine when they served
in the tabernacle (Ebr. 127-143; Lev 10:8-10). Indeed, “the one who offers sober
sacrifices shall not die” (008 dmoBaveiton 6 vedia Obwv, Ebr. 140).%" Thus, ideal
Mosaic religion stands against the drunken madness inspired by Dionysus, which at least

once in Israelite history had proven fatally alluring.

%" He makes the connection between “wineless sacrifice” and immortality based on the statement
in Lev 10:9 that the prohibition is an “eternal statute” (vopov aidviov).
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Philo’s interpretation of Hannah’s alleged drunkenness in 1 Samuel 1 (Ebr. 143-
53) brings together both these aspects of his anti-Dionysiac hermeneutics discussed
above, namely, the questions of the role of gender and wine in the religious experience.?®
He begins by introducing Samuel as “the greatest of both kings and prophets™ (0 xoi
Baoémv kai TpopnTtdv néytotog) then quotes the oath that Samuel’s mother Hannah
made to the Lord in her prayer for a child: “‘wine and strong drink,” as the sacred word
says, ‘he will not drink until death>” (‘oivov xoi pébvoua,” O 6 iepdc Adyog enoiv, ‘dypt
tehevTiic o mietan’, Ebr. 143; 1 Sam 1:11).2° In Philo’s allegorical interpretation,
Samuel is “a mind rejoicing only in the service and worship of God” (vod¢ Aatpeiq Kai
Oepameiq Ocob puovn yaipwv, 144). For her part, Hannah’s name means “grace” (yapic),
which is what enables the soul to enter immortality. Philo then describes the experience
of the soul with Dionysiac language: “Whatever soul is filled with grace rejoices at once,
smiles and dances; for it is in a state of Bacchic frenzy, so that to the masses of the
uninitiated it appears to be drunk, filled with wine, and ecstatic” (yépttog 6" fjtig av
TP yoyn, véyndev evBVG Kol pedtd kol dvopyeitar: PePfdkygvtal yap, ®G TOAAOIG
TOV AvopylacTtov pedvev kol mapovelv kol Egeotdvar av 60&at, 146). Within the

narrative, Eli’s servant represents the uninitiated who cannot distinguish between the

influence of true divine grace and the state induced by wine. He asks, “how long will

% On Philo’s interpretation of Hannah in other passages, see Sly, Philo’s Perception of Women,
177.

% This clause in the LXX has nothing corresponding in the Hebrew of the MT. Whereas in the
MT, Hannah’s vow is only regarding the use of razor, the LXX has the additional element of abstinence
from alcohol. In this way, the LXX connects Hannah’s vow more directly to the Nazirite vow (e.g., Num
6:2-5). The language of LXX 1 Sam 1:11 most closely reflects the story of Samson (LXX Judg 13:4, 7).
4QSam frag. b preserves part of 1 Sam 1:11 and, although the portion in question is lacunate, the text’s
editors suggest that the space of the lacuna requires a reconstruction that would correspond to the plus in
the LXX; see Frank Moore Cross et al., Qumran Cave 4, XlI: 1-2 Samuel (DJD XVII; Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2005), 29-30.
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you be drunk? Put away your wine” (§wg note pefuodnon; mepiedod tov otvov cov, 146;
1 Sam 1:14).%°

The inability of the uninitiated to make such a distinction leads Philo to contrast
drunkenness and sobriety with the following oxymoronic expression:

Kaitot ye ékeivol pe&v tpoémov Tva pebbovsty ol vijpovteg Ta dyadd abpoda

NKPOTIGUEVOL KOl TOGC TPOTOGELS Tapd TEAELNG APETHG deEdEVOL, Ol OE TNV Ao

otvov pebvovrteg pEONV dyevotol ppovicemg dletédecay vnoteioy cuveyt Kol

MUOV avtig dyovtec.

Indeed, some who are sober are drunk in a certain manner, having consumed

abundant good things unmixed and having received drinks from perfect virtue;

others, being drunk with a drunkenness from wine, have completed a fast without

a taste of intelligence, observing a famine from it. (Ebr. 148)

Philo uses the ironic combination of “sober inebriation” on several occasions
elsewhere in his writings.>* Hans Lewy has undertaken a comprehensive analysis of
these and concluded that he uses it to express a mystical state that can only be achieved
by the connection of a human’s spiritual element with the divine essence.®” He observes
that Philo’s transformation of drunkenness into the spiritual realm entails a rejection of

materiality in favor of the ascetic life.*®* In addition, Lewy explores this oxymoron in

other contexts in order to shed light on the origin of its use by Philo.** He concludes that

% In the MT, Eli asks this question rather than his servant as in the LXX.

8t Opif. 71; Leg. 3.82; Fug. 166; Praem. 122; Contempl. 85; Prob. 13-14; QG 2.68.

Yochanan Lewy, Sobria ebrietas: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der antiken Mystik (BZNW
9; Giessen: A. Tépelmann, 1929), 3-41. “Der Begriff bezeichnet einen mystischen Zustand, der nur durch
Vereinigung des rein geistigen Elements im Menschen mit dem gottlichen Wesen erreicht werden kann”
(40). On De ebrietate, see 3-8.

% 1bid., 40-41.

* Ibid., 42-72. The concept is attested in a few interesting texts. An epigram on a ring claiming
to be the possession of Cleopatra (Anth. pal. 9.752) speaks as drunkenness personified (“I am Methe,” Eiui
Mé0n). It asserts, “for on the hand of the queen, the goddess must be sober even while drunk™ (év yap
avaoong xepi Beov vijpe kai pebvovoav £dgt). The epigram’s author is uncertain, as is the identity of the
Cleopatra to which it refers; see A. S. F. Gow and D. L. Page, eds., The Greek Anthology, Hellenistic
Epigrams 1I: Commentary and Indexes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 148-49. Plutarch
writes of Bacchic women for whom the chewing of ivy produces madness and “brings on a drunkenness
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Philo’s concept does not have a Dionysiac origin on the grounds that his formulation is
developed in opposition to uébn ax' oivov, whereas in Dionysiac contexts the common
expression was Ogio uén.>> Henry Chadwick criticizes Lewy on this point, however. He
suggests that “the oxymoron may be a pre-Philonic coinage of Dionysiac origin with a
metaphorical currency in Neopythagorean circles.”®® Additional support for a Dionysiac
background to Philo’s discussion of sober inebriation in De ebrietate 147-48 is provided
by the larger anti-Dionysiac polemic underlying his interpretation of Exodus 32 discussed
above. That is, Philo’s characterization of the idolatry of the golden calf as Dionysiac
revelry points to his larger interest in Dionysus as a foil for biblical piety. Thus, in the
wider context of De ebrietate, regardless of its ultimate origin, Philo’s conception of
“sober inebriation” should be understood as a feature of his anti-Dionysiac hermeneutics.

Following his reflections on sober inebriation, he returns to the narrative of 1
Samuel 1. Hannah answers the servant by denying that she was drunk but rather that “I
shall pour out my soul before the Lord” (ékye® v yuynv pov évamiov kvpiov, Ebr. 149;
1 Sam 1:15). Philo interprets her pouring out of her soul thus: “from this it happens that
the mind, having been filled with unmixed sobriety, becomes wholly a libation through
its entirety and is poured out to God” (€« TovToL 8¢ cvuPaivel VAYE®S aKkpaTov TOV VOOV
gnpopnbévto omovony 6Aov U Glwv yivesbai te kai omévdechat Oed, 152). He then
concludes his interpretation by describing several ways in which the soul is poured out in
the process of spiritual ascent to a vision of the divine. A fundamental shift occurs,

however. Although he repeats the clause gxye®d trv yoynv pov Evomiov kvpiov, Hannah

entirely without wine” (6 w¢ Gowov éndyer uébnv, Quaest. rom. 112). In Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius
there is mention of prophetic inspiration that comes to “Bacchants of sobriety” (Bakyot tod vigew, 2.37).
% Lewy, Sobria ebrietas, 62—63.
% Chadwick, “Philo and the Beginnings of Christian Thought,” 150 n. 4.
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is no longer the subject of éxye®; rather, it is now the masculine vovg (= Samuel) that
pours itself out and achieves the mystical vision, a process that Philo proceeds to express
with masculine rather than feminine verb forms.*” Given Philo’s denial of advanced
spiritual virtue to the feminine in other contexts, it is not surprising that here also it is not
Hannah as woman but rather the masculine vodg that achieves the divine vision. At the
same time, Philo denies that true divine grace is mediated through wine as practiced in
Bacchic ecstasy. Thus, whereas Hannah'’s religious experience appeared to an observer
to be that of a maenad, this is the mistaken perception of the uninitiated. For, according
of Philo, true divine grace is not mediated through wine.

Thus, Philo’s biblical hermeneutics in De ebrietate is anti-Dionysiac in two
important ways. Whereas Dionysiac religion provided women with distinctive
opportunities for autonomous spiritual expression through maenadism, Philo maintains
that in order to attain philosophical virtue and divine vision one must become male.
Similarly, whereas in Dionysiac religion the consumption of wine served was an
important means whereby the god’s presence might be experienced, Philo argues that

spiritual drunkenness is achieved paradoxically through physical sobriety.

87 “giexe® THY YUyMVv Lov EvovTiov Kupion’ §j COUTACOY OVTHV GVIEPOC®, SEGIE PEV 0i¢ TPOTEPOV
€oolyyero, G meptijyov ai Tod Bvntod Biov kevai omovdai, whvta Avoag, Tpoayaymv 6& EEm kai Teivag Kai
avoygag ToooVToV, MG Kol TV Tod Tavtog Gyachot tepdtmv Kol Tpog TV 100 dyeviTov maykGANY Kol
aoidov Béav Emeydijvar, “‘I shall pour out my soul before the Lord’ or, I shall consecrate it entirely; the
bonds by which it was formerly bound, around which the empty pursuits of the mortal life attaches, having
loosed these, proceeding outward, stretching and pouring forth to such an extent so as to lay hold of the
boundaries of the universe and to arrive at the celebrated and all beautiful vision of the unbegotten” (Ebr.
152).
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5.4 CONCLUSIONS

The foregoing discussion illustrates the wide range and creativity in Philo’s
interactions with Dionysus and Greek tragedy. The contrast between his positive and
negative treatments of these important features of Hellenism is striking. On the one hand,
he can speak of the elation experienced in the audience of a performance of Euripides
(Prob. 141) and can use Euripides’ tragic heroes as models of virtue (e.g., Heracles in
Prob. 100-02). On the other hand, along with many of his contemporaries, he was
suspicious of the profession of acting and thus disapproved of Gaius’ theatrical
aspirations. In Philo’s estimation in the Legatio, however, Gaius’ tragic performance
extended beyond the theater; it in fact characterized his administration such that the Jews
were becoming tragic victims on his political stage (Legat. 233-34). Similarly, Philo can
view Dionysus (with some irony) as a great benefactor of human civilization (Legat. 82-
83). Yet, at the same time, he recognizes another side to the god. He alludes to this
when he asserts that Gaius’ title, the New Dionysus, derives from his violence not his
gentleness (Legat. 89). That Dionysus was not merely connected with innocuous
expressions of rustic revelry is underscored in Philo’s exegetical work De ebrietate. Here
he indicates the Israelites’ idolatrous worship at Sinai was in fact a wine-induced Bacchic
frenzy. Indeed, throughout his biblical exegesis in this work, Philo employs anti-
Dionysiac hermeneutics in order to idealize true piety while negating two central features
of the religion of Dionysus: a distinctly feminine religious experience and the role of
wine in spiritual ecstasy.

This analysis of Philo reveals several commonalities with the Wisdom of

Solomon and Artapanus discussed in the previous chapter. Like Wisdom, for example,
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Philo finds Greek tragedy to be a useful vehicle whereby to describe the inhumanity of
human sacrifice. Whereas Wisdom presents the child sacrificing cannibalism of
Canaanite religion in terms of tragic rituals, Philo observes that under Gaius’
administration the Jews were becoming victims on his tragic stage. Moreover, Dionysiac
cult provided a productive foil against which to present biblical religion. Philo could
observe with irony that Gaius failed to live up to his identification with Dionysus
because, unlike the latter, he was not a benefactor of abundance and revelry for both
Greeks and barbarians alike. Indeed, his administration proved to be particularly
unfavorable to the Jews. Thus, both Wisdom and Philo exploit the stereotype of
Dionysiac religion as fundamentally characterized by violence, madness, and debauchery.
Moreover, like Artapanus, Philo employs the foil of Dionysus as a means of
demonstrating the preferability of Judaism. Thus, for example, whereas Artapanus
presents Moses’ miraculous powers as outstripping those of Dionysus, Philo presents true
spiritual vision of God as an experience of sober inebriation in contrast to the sensuality
of the worship of Dionysus.

In sum: several common threads run through the Wisdom of Solomon, Artapanus,
and Philo and at the same time their diversity testifies to the remarkable literary creativity
achieved in Judaism during this period of cultural interactions. Moreover, each of these
authors points in different ways to the dynamic complexity of constructing and
maintaining Jewish identity in the world of Greek and Roman imperial power. Indeed,
the very distinctions between Greek and barbarian, between Jew and Gentile, and
between the appropriation and repudiation of Hellenism remain at times difficult to
identify.
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PART Il
Christians Reading Dionysus

kaBdmep ai Paxyar ta Tod [TevBéme dtapoprcacar uéAN ai ThHg erlocogiag Tic te
BapPBépov tiig te EAAviciic aipéoeis. .. obtmg odv 1 te BapPapoc 1 te EAANvikn
@uocoeio TNV didtov aAnbsiov orapaypdv Tva, ov ThHc Atovocov pouboloyiag, Thg 0 Tod
Adyov 10D dvtog del Beoloyiag memointal.

“Just as the Bacchae tore to pieces the limbs of Pentheus, so also have the sects of
barbarian and Greek philosophy... So then, barbarian and Greek philosophy has made the
eternal truth into a sparagmos for themselves, not of the mythology of Dionysus but of
the theology of the ever existing logos.”

(Clement, Stromateis 1.13.57.1, 6)

Si scaenicae doctrinae delectant, satis nobis litterarum est... sed simplicitates.
“If theatrical learning is pleasing to you, we have sufficient literature of our own... only,

it is straightforward.”
(Tertullian, De spectaculis 29.4)



CHAPTER SIX
NARRATING MADNESS AND MODERATION IN EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE AND THE

ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

6.1 INTRODUCTION: CHRISTIANITY AND ITS GRECO-ROMAN WORLDS

Christianity emerged in a world dominated by Roman power and Hellenistic
culture. As with Judaism in which Christianity originated, Christian identity was
constructed amidst a nexus of conflicting interests. It was shaped, on the one hand, by its
distinctive conception of Jesus and commitments to an authoritative scriptural tradition
and, on the other, by the religious, intellectual, and political realities of the Greco-Roman
world. Within these relationships, Christian interactions with Euripides’ Bacchae
provide a striking view of the larger dynamics of these cultural negotiations. The three
chapters in Part 111 explore three moments in the development of early Christianity in
which the Bacchae functions as a node of contrast and conflict, transformation and
debate. The three central texts under consideration—the Acts of the Apostles, Origen’s
Contra Celsum, and Clement’s Stromateis—collectively signal an interest in Dionysus
and the Bacchae at a transitional historical moment. Indeed, this literary interplay
anticipates the Christianization of Greco-Roman civilization. The importance of the
Bacchae as a dramatic symbol of this larger historical transformation is suggested by its
ultimate “conversion” in Pseudo-Gregory’s Christus patiens in the eleventh or twelfth

century, a drama which transforms Euripides’ poetry for the passion narrative.
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Before analyzing these three texts, | survey two aspects of early Christianity that
provide necessary background to the subsequent analyses, namely, the place of Dionysus

and Greek drama in Christian origins.

6.1.1 DIONYSUS AND CHRISTIAN ORIGINS: CONFLICTS AND CONFLATIONS

Dionysiac themes are present in some of the earliest Christian practices and
writings. Indeed, the numerous similarities between Christianity and Dionysiac myth and
ritual make thematic comparison particularly fitting: both Jesus and Dionysus are the
offspring of a divine father and human mother (which was subsequently suspected as a
cover-up for illegitimacy); both are from the east and transfer their cult into Greece as
part of its universal expansion; both bestow wine to their devotees and have wine as a
sacred element in their ritual observances; both had private cults; both were known for
close association with women devotees; and both were subjected to violent deaths and
subsequently came back to life." By the middle of the second century, observations of
such relationships are made explicitly and are subsequently developed in various
directions. Juxtapositions of Jesus and Dionysus can be seen, for example, in polemical

and apologetic writings.? Two examples of these are considered in the following

! As Albert Henrichs observes “of Hellenistic soteriological religions” there is an especially “high
suitability of the cult of Dionysus for a comparative study of Judaeo-Christian versus pagan self-definition
and religious identity” (“Changing Dionysiac Identities,” in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition I11: Self-
Definition in the Greco-Roman World [ed. Ben F. Meyer and E. P. Sanders; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982],
137-60 [at 137]).

? For a discussion of the conflation of Dionysiac myth and cult with the Christian Eucharist in a
late-second-century Greek novel, see Courtney J. P. Friesen, “Dionysus as Jesus: The Incongruity of a Love
Feast in Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon 2.2,” HTR (forthcoming).
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chapters, first Celsus and Origen, then Clement of Alexandria. In addition to literary
representations, Christian and Dionysiac themes are frequently conflated in visual art.?
Even though the earliest explicit mentions of Dionysus by Christians begin in the
mid-second century, evidence for interaction with the god is found as early as Paul’s first
epistle to the Corinthians (ca. 53 CE).* The Christian community founded by Paul in
Corinth was made up largely of converts from polytheism (1 Cor 12:2). The city was
home to many types of Greco-Roman religion; at Isthmia, an important Corinthian cult
site, there was a temple of Dionysus in the Sacred Glen.> Perhaps most important for the
development of Christianity in Corinth are the mystery cults. Not only does Paul employ

language that reflects mystery cults in several places,® his Christian community resembles

% Some of the earliest examples of Christian art, the “Callistus” catacombs at Rome (ca. 200 CE),
employ Dionysiac iconography; see Paul Corby Finney, The Invisible God: The Earliest Christians on Art
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 146-230. While these paintings are largely concerned with
biblical themes, Finney observes that they “involved Christians turning to pagan workshops and exploring
their already existing iconographic repertories,” among which were “subjects that are Dionysiac by
derivation” (at 152 and 187). Recently Anne-Frangoise Jaccottet has similarly argued that early Christian
representations of Christ’s infant baptism were influenced by Dionysiac iconography, particularly of the
initiation of the young god (“Du baptéme de Dionysos a I’initiation du Christ: langage iconographique et
identité religicuse,” in L Oiseau et le poisson: cohabitations religieuses dans les mondes grec et romain
[ed. Nicole Belayche and Jean-Daniel Dubois; Paris: Presses de 1’Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2011], 203—
25). On the wider popularity of Dionysiac iconography in this period, see Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, The
Mosaics of Roman North Africa: Studies in Iconography and Patronage (Oxford Monographs on Classical
Archaeology; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 173-87. This interplay between Christian and Dionysiac
iconography provides an important cultural analogue to the literary materials considered in these chapters.

* To my knowledge, Justin Martyr is the first extant author to compare Jesus and Dionysus
explicitly (ca. 155 CE) (1 Apol. 21.1-23.3).

® Oscar Broneer, “Paul and the Pagan Cults at Isthmia,” HTR 64 (1971): 169-87 (esp. 182). In
Hellenistic times, a Dionysiac guild of artists is attested at Isthmia (see 179). For a general discussion of
Dionysus in the time Paul, particularly in relation to the imperial policy of Claudius, see David Alvarez
Cineira, Die Religionspolitik des Kaisers Claudius und die paulinische Mission (Freiburg: Herder, 1999),
134-37. Two important ways in which Claudius sponsored Dionysiac religion in the east were through his
reconstruction of a temple of Dionysus/Liber Pater at Samos (ca. 47-48 CE) and his support of Dionysiac
artist guilds.

6 For example, Richard Seaford has argued that Paul’s phrase, “for now we see through a mirror in
ariddle” (PAénouev yap dpti 61 éodmrpov &v aiviypatt, 1 Cor 13:12), derives from a specific function in
mystery initiations, which Paul uses metaphorically for indirect knowledge of the divine (1 Corinthians
XIII. 12,7 JTS 35 [1984]: 117-20). Six of eight occurrences of pvotipiov in the undisputed Pauline
epistles occur in 1 Corinthians (2:1, 7; 4:1; 13:2; 14:2; 15:51). It occurs 28 times in the New Testament;
but as Klauck observes its sense is often closer to Jewish apocalyptic (e.g., Dan 2:27-29) than to the
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them in various ways.” They met in secret or exclusive groups, employed esoteric
symbols, and practiced initiations, which involved identification with the god’s suffering
and rebirth.? Particularly Dionysiac is the ritualized consumption of wine in private
gatherings (1 Cor 11:17-34).° Moreover, the Corinthian practices of prophecy and
glossolalia criticized by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12-14 resemble the ecstatic experience of
Dionysiac religion.®® As in the discussion of Hellenistic Judaism above (§ 4.1.1), these
and other similarities led several early-twentieth-century scholars of the History of
Religions School to situate the origins of Christianity in Hellenistic mystery cults.** This
is not the place to re-open this question; here it is sufficient to observe that as with
Judaism much of the use of mystery cult language by Christian authors is metaphorical
and does not imply that Christianity originated as such a cult.* What is important for my

purposes is the perception of similarity. Paul’s perception that Greco-Roman polytheism

mystery cults (“Die antiken Mysterienkulte und das Urchristentum: Ankniipfung und Widerspruch,” in
Religion und Gesellschaft im friilhen Christentum: Neutestamentliche Studien [WUNT 152; Tibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2003], 176-79); see also Arthur Darby Nock, “Hellenistic Mysteries and Christian
Sacraments,” in Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (ed. Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1972), 2.791-820, esp. 809-10.

" For a discussion focusing on Paul’s Corinthian correspondence in relation to ancient mystery
cults generally, see Klauck, “Die antiken Mysterienkulte und das Urchristentum,” esp. 184-89.

® See ibid., 179-81.

® As Henrichs observes, “organized worshippers of Dionysus elevated social wine-drinking to a
ritualized form of religious group experience, thus making it a hallmark of their Dionysiac identity”
(“Changing Dionysiac Identities,” 141).

0K lauck, “Die antiken Mysterienkulte und das Urchristentum,” 184-85. This section of 1
Corinthians is considered below in connection to Acts 2 (8 6.4.2).

1 For these scholars, the fundamental characteristics of Hellenistic mystery religions were that
they were “soteriological” in orientation and “oriental” in origin. Influential studies include Franz Cumont,
The Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism (2d ed.; New York: Dover Publications, 1956) (2d. ed.: 1909;
org. 1906); Richard Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mystery-Religions: Their Basic Ideas and Significance (trans.
John E. Steely; PTMS 15; Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1978) (3d. ed. 1927; org. 1910) . The scholarly
literature on this topic is vast; see Bruce M. Metzger, “A Classified Bibliography of the Graeco-Roman
Mystery Religions, 1924-1973, with a Supplement, 1974-1977,” ANRW 17.3:1259-1423.

12 See esp. Nock, “Hellenistic Mysteries and Christian Sacraments”; Bruce M. Metzger,
“Considerations of Methodology in the Study of the Mystery Religions and Early Christianity,” HTR 48
(1955): 1-20; Christoph Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie bei Platon, Philon und Klemens von Alexandrien
(Untersuchungen zur antiken Literatur und Geschichte 26; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1987).
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was influencing Corinthian and other Christians underlies many of the instructions in his
epistles. Moreover, the perception of Christianity’s similarity to mystery cults provided
outsider observers with a means of characterizing and criticizing Christian communities.
Another New Testament writing that invites a juxtaposition of Jesus and Dionysus
is the Gospel of John, in which the former is credited with a distinctively Dionysiac
miracle in the wedding at Cana, the transformation of water into wine (2:1-11). In the
Hellenistic world, there were many myths of Dionysus’ miraculous production of wine.™
For a polytheistic Greek audience, a Dionysiac resonance in Jesus’ wine miracle would
have been unmistakable. To be sure, scholars are divided as to whether John’s account is
inspired by a polytheistic legend; some emphasize rather its affinity with the Jewish
biblical tradition.* In view of the pervasiveness of Hellenism, however, such a
distinction is likely not sustainable. Moreover, John’s Gospel employs further Dionysiac

imagery when Jesus later declares, “I am the true vine” CEy® sipu 1) dumedog 1) ainduvn,

3 On wine miracles generally, see Walter F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and Cult (trans. Robert B.
Palmer; Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1965), 96—102. With particular attention to miracles
that transform water into wine, see Ingo Broer, “Das Weinwunder zu Kana (Joh 2, 1-11) und die
Weinwunder der Antike,” in Das Urchristentum in seiner literarischen Geschichte: Festschrift fiir Jiirgen
Becker zum 65. Geburtstag (ed. Ulrich Mell and Ulrich B. Miiller; BZNW 100; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999),
291-308. On the wine miracle in Achilles Tatius’ Leuc. Clit. 2.2 in connection with Christianity, see
Friesen, “Dionysus as Jesus.”

4 Rudolf Bultmann asserts that “[t]here can be no doubt that the story has been taken over from
heathen legend and ascribed to Jesus” (The Gospel of John: A Commentary [trans. George Raymond
Beasley-Murray; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971], 118). This view is criticized by Heinz Noetzel,
Christus und Dionysos: Bemerkungen zum religionsgeschichtlichen Hintergrund von Johannes 2, 1-11
(AzTh 1; Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 1960), esp. 57-58; Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John
(I-X11): Introduction, Translation, and Notes (AB 29; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), 101-02; John
P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus (4 vols.; New York: Doubleday, 1991-2009),
2.934-50, esp. 1021-22. Such a sharp distinction between Jewish and Hellenistic background is
challenged by Morton Smith, who notes that Dionysiac cult motifs had been present in Palestine from
before the Maccabean revolt (“On the Wine God in Palestine (Gen. 18, Jn. 2, and Achilles Tatius),” in Salo
Wittmayer Baron Jubilee | [Jerusalem: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1974], 815-29 esp. 821-
29); see also Martin Hengel, “The Interpretation of the Wine Miracle at Cana: John 2:1-11,” in The Glory
of Christ in the New Testament: Studies in Christology in Memory of George Bradford Caird (ed. L. D.
Hurst and N. T. Wright; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 83—112; Broer, “Das Weinwunder zu
Kana”; Peter Wick, “Jesus gegen Dionysos? Ein Beitrag zur Kontextualisierung des
Johannesevangeliums,” Bib 85 (2004): 179-98.
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15:1)." Therefore, John’s Jesus presents himself not merely as a “New Dionysus” but
one who supplants and replaces him.*®

Early observers of Christianity also noted its resemblances with Dionysiac
religion. Pliny the Younger, for example, the earliest extant writer on Christianity, in his
famous letter to Emperor Trajan in 112 CE (Ep. 10.96), describes Christian activities in
Bithynia and requests the emperor’s advice on how to proceed. Robert Grant has argued
that Pliny’s account is significantly shaped by the description of the Bacchanalia affair
written by Livy, whom Pliny was known to have read and admired.”” As in Livy, the
Christians meet at night, they sing hymns and take oaths, and they share a common meal
(Ep. 10.96.7; Livy 39.8, 18). Moreover, contrary to accepted social and religious
practice, as in Livy, participants include a mixture of class, gender, and age, and come

from both the city and the country (Ep. 10.96.9; Livy 39.8-9)."® Jean-Marie Pailler builds

1> The Greek text of the New Testament follows the twenty-seventh edition of Nestle-Aland,
Novum Testamentum Graece. Translations are mine throughout. Wick argues that John employs a series
of allusions to Dionysus so as to demonstrate how Jesus surpasses him. John’s Christian community
sought to maintain its commitment to Jewish tradition while at the same time confronting the dominant
Hellenistic culture; John’s subversive treatment of Dionysiac themes is one aspect of this larger cultural
negotiation. As Wick argues, the imagery of the vine in John 15:1-11 well illustrates this because it is both
a common symbol for Israel in the Hebrew Bible and a prominent attribute of Dionysus (“Jesus gegen
Dionysos,” 192-93).

18 For a discussion of several Ptolemies and Marc Antony, who were explicitly titled “New
Dionysus,” see 8§ 2.2 and 3.3 above. Clement of Alexandria has Jesus replace Dionysus in his dramatic
role in the Bacchae; see § 8.4.

" Robert M. Grant, “Pliny and the Christians,” HTR 41 (1948): 273-74. On Livy and the
Bacchanalia, see § 3.2 above.

'8 Grant’s view was sharply criticized by A. N. Sherwin-White as “subversive criticism” and
because book 10 of Pliny’s Epistles consists of “factual report[s] to the Princeps” wherein such literary
borrowing would be out of place (The Letters of Pliny: A Historical and Social Commentary [Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1968], 692). As Grant points out in response to Sherwin-White, however, Pliny’s
literary recollection is not incompatible with his presentation of a “factual report”; see his Greek Apologists
of the Second Century (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988), 29-30, 203-05. Sherwin-White’s dismissal of
Pliny’s similarities with Livy is also criticized by Jean-Marie Pailler, Bacchanalia: la répression de 186 av.
J.-C. a Rome et en Italie: vestiges, images, tradition (Paris: Boccard, 1988), 759-70. Sherwin-White
asserts, for example, that a more immediate influence on Pliny may have been an annalistic account from
the Julio-Claudian period of “measures taken to repress Druids, Magians, or Jews” but fails to cite any
source for this claim; see ibid., 761.
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on these observations, arguing that in addition to the verbal parallels adduced by Grant,
there are wider similarities in the manner in which Pliny conducted his investigation. His
request for direction in policy from the emperor is analogous to that of the consul’s
relationship with the Senate in Livy; his question as to whether Christians should be
punished because of the name itself (nomen ipsum) or only for offences committed
(flagitia, 10.96.2) follows the distinction made by Livy in the prosecution of the
Bacchanalia affair between those who were merely initiated (initiati erant) and those who
committed actual crimes (39.18.3-4). In addition, Pailler argues that Pliny’s description
of the Christians’ folly appears “bien ‘bachique’”’: “Others were of the same madness”
(Fuerunt alii similis amentiae, 10.96.4)."° If the thesis of Grant and Pailler is correct,
then Pliny’s Epistles 10.96 indicates that at least one early observer of Christians—the
earliest extant example—interpreted their religious behaviors in close connection to
Dionysiac mystery cults. In the following chapter, we will see that this perception
continues with Celsus who, writing about six decades later, similarly compares
Christianity with Dionysiac mystery cults and contrasts Jesus with Dionysus.

In sum: early Christian identity developed in contrast to and often in conflict with
Greco-Roman polytheism. Several Christian writers worked at differentiating their
religion and asserting its superiority to Dionysiac myth and ritual. Attention to these
relationships is evident both in some of the earliest Christian writings (e.g., Paul and
John) as well as those of their earliest critics (e.g., Pliny and Celsus). Indeed, the
juxtaposition of Jesus and Dionysus develops into a well-established trope, both in

literary and artistic representation.

19 pailler, Bacchanalia, 62-65 (at 63).
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6.1.2 GREEK DRAMA AND CHRISTIAN ORIGINS: VIOLENT SPECTACLES AND THEIR TEXTS

Among the earliest Christian writers, there is some direct evidence for attitudes
toward the theater and knowledge of drama. It can be inferred, given what is known
about the ubiquity of theaters in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, that New Testament
writers and their communities would have had access to performances. Not only were
there theaters in the predominantly Greek cities of Paul’s churches, they were constructed
even within Palestine (see § 4.1.2). Paul speaks metaphorically of the theater as the site
for a cosmic struggle in which Christians suffer as a dramatic spectacle: “For I suppose
that God has displayed us apostles to be last, as condemned to death; for we have become
a theater for the cosmos, both for angels and humans” (Sok® ydp, 6 Bedg NUaG TOVG
Am0oTOAOVG £0YATOVG AmEdEIEeV (g EmBavaTtiovg, 0Tt O¢aTpov EyeviOnuey T® KOGU® Kol
ayyéhoig kai avOpamoig, 1 Cor 4:9). In the only other occurrences of 6¢atpov in the New
Testament (Acts 19:29, 31), it is the site to which Paul and his companions are dragged
violently in Ephesus.?

When Christians begin writing explicitly about the theater, their attitudes are
overwhelmingly negative. The first full-scale Christian treatise on the theater is

Tertullian’s sweeping denunciation in De spectaculis (ca. 200 CE).?* Christians, he

% The Epistle to the Hebrews uses a verb Osatpilw in reference to public persecution: “[we are]
publicly subjected to ridicules and persecutions” (ovediopoic 1€ kai Ohiyeoty Beatpiiopevor, Heb 10:33).
Thus, in the New Testament, as in Philo (see § 5.2), the theater functioned as a symbol for public
persecution both literarily and figuratively; see also the Acts of Paul and Thecla 20-21.

21 For the text, see Marie Turcan, Tertullien, Les Spectacles (De spectaculis): introduction, texte
critique, traduction et commentaire (SC 332; Paris: Cerf, 1986). On this treatise, see J. H. Waszink,
“Varro, Livy and Tertullian on the History of Roman Dramatic Art,” VC 2 (1948): 224-42; Victor Power,
“Tertullian: Father of Clerical Animosity toward the Theatre,” Educational Theatre Journal 23 (1971): 36—
50; T. D. Barnes, “Christians and the Theater,” in Roman Theater and Society: E. Togo Salmon Papers |
(ed. William J. Slater; Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 161-80, esp. 172-74.
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argues, should not seek the sorts of worldly pleasures offered by games and shows.? In
keeping with the New Testament passages quoted above, in which the theater is symbolic
of the suffering and persecution of Christians, Tertullian can add that pagan spectacles
included the throwing of Christians to the lions (Spect. 27).% If this was not sufficient to
keep Christians away, he adds that the theater is essentially idolatrous—it is sacred to
Venus and Liber Pater (10.1-13)—and that the literature of the theater is “bloody and
licentious” (cruentae et lasciuae) and ultimately “folly to God” (stultitiae apud deum,
17.6-7). Moreover, Tertullian concludes that at the final return of Christ, there will be a
grand reversal in the cosmic drama such that the destruction of the wicked will become
the tragic spectacle to be viewed by Christ and his church (30.1-7). A similar
denunciation of the theater is issued some two centuries later by John Chrysostom
(Contra ludos et theatra), who even threatens excommunication to any in his church who
attend. Nevertheless, as Timothy Barnes observes, it is unclear whether there is any
correspondence between the widespread censure of the theater in preaching and what
Christians actual did. In fact, even with the Christianization of the Empire, little change
occurs in the prominence of theaters until at least the sixth century.?

Early Christian literature also exhibits some knowledge and use of dramatic texts.

In the New Testament, there is only one complete verse of dramatic poetry; it is quoted

%2 For a discussion of Tertullian’s denunciation of visual pleasure that situates it within its larger
cultural and philosophical setting, see Simon Goldhill, “The Erotic Eye: Visual Stimulation and Cultural
Conflict,” in Being Greek under Rome: Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the Development of
Empire (ed. Simon Goldhill; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 154-94, esp. 181-84.

% For a discussion of the executions of Christians as public displays especially in third-century
North Africa, see David Potter, “Martyrdom as Spectacle,” in Theater and Society in the Classical World
(ed. Ruth Scodel; Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), 53-88. On Clement’s and Origen’s
views of martyrdom, see §8§ 7.3 and 8.4.

% Barnes, “Christians and the Theater,” 161-66.
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by Paul in 1 Corinthians: “Do not be mistaken: ‘bad company corrupts good characters’”
(un mMrovacOe: pOeipovotv 710N ypnota optkion kaxai, 1 Cor 15:33). This line, widely
attributed to the comic poet Menander (Thais, frag. 187 Koerte, 218 Kock), was
proverbial and would have been known to Paul almost certainly without any connection
to the context of the fourth-century comedy.? This passage is important for the present
study because it illustrates that Paul, in keeping with many of his contemporaries’
approaches to poetry, used this verse as a source of gnomic wisdom. Moreover, later
Christian authors would cite this and other instances of Greek poetry in the New
Testament as the basis for their own attitudes toward classical literature (see, e.g.,
Clement, Strom. 1.14.59.1-60.2).26 Furthermore, Paul’s gnomic use of this verse of
Menander is consistent with the practices of Hellenistic Judaism and later Christians, in
which anthologies of classical poetry were compiled in order to support their own
ideological claims.”’

Although dramatic quotations in the New Testament are limited, influence from
Greek drama can be observed in its narrative texts. Scholars have vigorously debated the

nature and extent of the influence from Hellenistic literary genres generally on the

% The attribution to Menander rests largely on the authority of Jerome (Comment. ad Titum
100.1). P. H. Ling, however, argues that this fragment should be attributed to Euripides; he notes that
Clement refers to Paul’s quotation as an iambic tragic line (Strom. 1.14.59.4) and Socrates identifies it as
Euripides (Hist. eccl. 3.16) (“A Quotation from Euripides,” CQ 19 [1925]: 22-27). Regarding Paul’s larger
attitude toward dramatic poetry, Ling avers, “I really cannot imagine St. Paul taking the slightest interest in
Menander, while he might be supposed to have felt some appreciation of the reputation of Euripides” (27).
Robert Grant offers a very different assessment, arguing that comic poetry was particularly congenial for
Christian use because it “avoided mythological themes except in order to ridicule them,” employed
everyday speech, and addressed moral questions, often in the form of maxims (“Early Christianity and
Greek Comic Poetry,” CP 60 [1965]: 15763 [at 157]).

% Other Greek poetry in the New Testament is found in Acts 17:28 and Titus 1:12. For a
discussion of these and other New Testament passages that resemble classical texts, see Robert Renehan,
“Classical Greek Quotations in the New Testament,” in The Heritage of the Early Church: Essays in Honor
of Georges Vasilievich Florovsky on the Occasion of His Eightieth Birthday (ed. David Neiman and
Margaret A. Schatkin; OrChrAn 195; Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1973), 17-46.

27 On Judaism, see §4.1.2; on Christianity, see § 8.2 on Clement.

215



Gospels and Acts. For perhaps obvious reasons, classical drama receives less
consideration than other genres, such as history and biography.?® Nevertheless, several
scholars have been attentive to the presence of dramatic features in New Testament
narratives. Regarding the Gospel of Mark, for example, as early as 1931 Ernst Burch
argued that Mark’s “art is clearly in correspondence with principles on which the drama
of his day was constructed.”® Later in the twentieth century, Burch’s thesis would be
supported and systematically expanded by Gilbert Bilezikian.*® Although he does not
insist that Mark set out to imitate a classical literary model (tragedy or otherwise), he
argues that given the pervasive influence and popularity of tragedy in the Greco-Roman
world it is likely that the Gospel’s author knew Greek tragedy. Consequently, Bilezikian
aims to demonstrate Mark’s use of such dramatic features in his own narrative.** The
central focus of his analysis consists in a comparison of plot; following Burch, he
employs Aristotle’s Poetics as the primary lens whereby he constructs an ideal tragic plot

structure.* In keeping with Aristotle, Mark has a complication (1:1-8:26), crisis (8:27-

%8 These questions will be discussed further below in connection with Acts.

? Ernest W. Burch, “Tragic Action in the Second Gospel: A Study in the Narrative of Mark,” JR
11 (1931): 346-58 (at 58). Note also the earlier comment of J. de Zwaan that the role of the crowds in the
Gospel of Luke “reminds one in a remote way of the function of the chorus in Greek tragedy” (“Was the
Book of Acts a Posthumous Edition?,” HTR 17 [1924]: 95-153 [at 102]).

% Gilbert G. Bilezikian, The Liberated Gospel: A Comparison of the Gospel of Mark and Greek
Tragedy (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1977).

%! For a discussion of the accessibility and popularity of tragedy in Mark’s time, see ibid., 33-50.
He finds Roman “closet drama,” which was intended for private reading and recitation rather than the
stage, to be the closest analogy to Mark’s adaptation of the tragic genre.

%2 |bid., 51-106. He acknowledges, as most critics of Greek tragedy maintain, that Aristotle’s
conception of tragedy has many flaws as a description of fifth-century drama.
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30), and denouement (8:31-16:8); moreover, the narrative’s turning point consists of a
recognition (anagorisis) in which Peter discovers Jesus’ true identity.®

In contrast to Bilezikian, a radically different approach to Mark’s relationship to
Greek drama is taken by Dan Via.** Rather than an Atristotelian analysis of plot, Via
employs a structuralist methodology and focuses primarily on comedy rather than
tragedy. Via is interested in the deep structure of texts, that is, “the hidden or underlying
configuration that can offer some explanation for the more or less visible or obvious
pattern in the text.” Here, he finds that Mark shares with the comedies of Aristophanes
“the global and detailed presence of the death and resurrection or life-through-death
motif.”*®

In sum: early Christians interacted with Greek drama in a variety of interesting
ways. As with the Jewish writers discussed above, for Christians the theater functions as
the literal and figurative stage upon which they suffered persecution. At the same time,
dramatic texts are variously employed in Christian writings. Paul’s use of a dramatic
verse in 1 Corinthians anticipates what would later become, for some at least, a vigorous

interest in Christian readings of classical drama. As we shall see below, both Clement

* For an analysis of Mark that further develops Bilezikian’s use of Aristotelian categories, see
Stephen H. Smith, “A Divine Tragedy: Some Observations on the Dramatic Structure of Mark’s Gospel,”
NovT 37 (1995): 209-31.

* Dan O. Via, Kerygma and Comedy in the New Testament: A Structuralist Approach to
Hermeneutic (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975); on Mark, see esp. 71-163.

% Ibid., at 7 and 101. Via’s analysis has been sharply criticized, however, for adopting a
conception of Attic comedy that relies almost exclusively on Francis Cornford’s theory; see Vernon K.
Robbins, “Review of Dan O. Via, Kerygma and Comedy in the New Testament,” AThR 58 (1976): 385-87.
The Gospel of John has also been analyzed in view of Greek tragedy; for a recent study, see Jo-Ann A.
Brant, Dialogue and Drama: Elements of Greek Tragedy in the Fourth Gospel (Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 2004). As with the studies of Mark mentioned above, she does not argue that John engaged
in mimesis of any particular text but rather that he “made use of the conventions of the Greek tragedies”
(12). Her work is informed not only by Aristotelian theory of tragedy as is Bilezikian’s (see, e.g., 42-63)
but also by modern theatrical criticism, which allows her to explore the performative features present in the
Gospel (see, e.g., 74-158).
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and Origen have a thorough knowledge of dramatic texts as well as contemporary
approaches to their interpretation. Finally, Christian narratives arguably exhibit influence
from drama in the structures of their plots. Thus, for some Christian writers, Greek
drama was a valuable point of reference whereby they could construct and communicate

their own message.

6.2 THE LITERARY AND RELIGIOUS WORLDS OF THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

6.2.1 THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE: INTRODUCTION

The foregoing discussion suggests the extent to which the world of early
Christians was shaped by the prominence of Dionysus and Greek drama within the
dominant culture. For the study of Christian receptions of Euripides’ Bacchae, the Acts
of the Apostles provides a compelling point of departure. In its narrative, Christian
characters navigate the Greco-Roman world and interact with its gods and its literary
traditions. Moreover, Luke, its author, clearly aspires to be a man of Greek letters.*
That Luke read the Bacchae was first proposed by Wilhelm Nestle in his 1900 article,
“Ankléange an Euripides in der Apostelgeschichte,” in which he observed several striking
similarities between Acts and the tragedy.®” The persistent interest in “the problem of

Acts and the Bacchae” is evidenced subsequently in the steady stream of scholarly

% Throughout this chapter the name “Luke” is employed as the traditional author of both Acts and
the Gospel of Luke. Both works are anonymous. They have traditionally been dated to the late first
century. Some place it around 120 CE, however; see esp. Richard I. Pervo, Dating Acts: Between the
Evangelists and the Apologists (Santa Rosa, Calif.: Polebridge Press, 2006)

¥ Wilhelm Nestle, “Anklinge an Euripides in der Apostelgeschichte,” Philologus 59 (1900): 46—
57.
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publications addressing and debating it, up through a recent 2010 article by Jan Schafer.®

In addition to providing an important element to this study’s larger interest in the
Bacchae’s reception history, this scholarly problem foregrounds several persistent issues
in Acts scholarship pertaining to Luke’s literary and religious strategies. At the same
time, it provides a test for the methodological approaches by which Acts is effectively
analyzed in its Greco-Roman context. Therefore, it is necessary first to attend to larger
interpretive questions regarding Acts’ intellectual, literary, and religious context, with
which the study of its relation to the Bacchae intersects (8 6.2.2). After this discussion, |
briefly survey the history of scholarship on the problem of Acts and the Bacchae,

highlighting the wide diversity of methodological approaches that have been employed (8

% Jan Schifer, “Zur Funktion der Dionysosmysterien in der Apostelgeschichte: Eine intertextuelle
Betrachtung der Berufungs- und Befreiungserzahlungen in der Apostelgeschichte und der Bakchen des
Euripides,” TZ 66 (2010): 199-222. Among the intervening scholarship devoted to some aspect of the
relationship between Acts and the Bacchae are Otto Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder: Zwei Abhandlungen
zur Religions- und Literaturgeschichte (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1929), esp. 332-41; Alfred Vogeli,
“Lukas und Euripides,” TZ 9 (1953): 415-38; Martin Dibelius, “Literary Allusions in the Speeches in the
Acts,” in Studies in the Acts of the Apostles (ed. Heinrich Greeven; London: SCM Press, 1956), 186-91,
esp. 188-91; John Hackett, “Echoes of the Bacchae of Euripides in Acts of the Apostles,” ITQ 23 (1956):
219-27, 350-66; Peter Colaclides, “Acts 17,28A and Bacchae 506,” VC 27 (1973): 161-64; Richard I.
Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987),
18-24; Lilian Portefaix, Sisters Rejoice: Paul’s Letter to the Philippians and Luke-Acts as Seen by First-
Century Philippian Women (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1988), 101-04, 169-71; John
Clayton Lentz, Luke’s Portrait of Paul (SNTSMS 77; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), esp.
84-86; Richard Seaford, “Thunder, Lightning, and Earthquakes in the Bacchae and the Acts of the
Apostles,” in What Is a God? Studies in the Nature of Greek Divinity (ed. A. B. Lloyd; London:
Duckworth, 1997), 139-51; Shelly Matthews, First Converts: Rich Pagan Women and the Rhetoric of
Mission in Early Judaism and Christianity (Contraversions; Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001),
73-82; John B. Weaver, Plots of Epiphany: Prison-Escape in Acts of the Apostles (BZNW 131; Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2004); Dennis R. MacDonald, “Lydia and Her Sisters as Lukan Fictions,” in A Feminist
Companion to the Acts of the Apostles (ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marianne Blickenstaff; Feminist
Companion to the New Testament and Early Christian Writings 9; London: T & T Clark, 2004), 105-10;
Detlev Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” in Griechische Mythologie und frihes Christentum
(ed. Raban von Haehling; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2005), 153-72; S. R. Wiest, “A
Propaedeutic from the Bacchae of Euripides for Interpreting Luke’s Stephen-Section (Acts 6:1-8:4),” in
Cygnifiliana: Essays in Classics, Comparative Literature, and Philosophy Presented to Professor Roy
Arthur Swanson on the Occasion of His Seventy-Fifth Birthday (ed. Chad M. Schroeder; New York: Peter
Lang, 2005), 190-208; John Moles, “Jesus and Dionysus in the Acts of the Apostles and Early
Christianity,” Hermathena 180 (2006): 65-104; Detlef Ziegler, Dionysos in der Apostelgeschichte: Eine
intertextuelle Lektiire (Religion und Biographie 18; Munster: Lit, 2008).
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6.3). After this preliminary discussion, | offer a reading of Acts that interrogates its
relationship with the Bacchae around the theme of mania and sophrosyne in connection
with inspired speech, particularly in Paul’s interaction with Festus in chapter 26 and the
Pentecost narrative in chapter 2 (8 6.4). Throughout more than 110 years of research on
Acts and the Bacchae, it has gone largely unnoticed that this central dispute in Paul’s
dialogue with Festus—whether his utterances arise from mania (Festus’ accusation) or
sophrosyne (Paul’s defense)—is also fundamental to the plot of the Bacchae, where the
protagonists clash over their competing claims to rationality and self-restraint (see §
6.4.3). Similarly, the allegation against the apostles at Pentecost that their inspired
speech was the result of drunkenness evokes a distinctive characteristic of Dionysiac
prophecy that had also been raised by Euripides (8 6.4.2). My reading of Acts and the
Bacchae points to several ways in which Luke’s literary strategies are illuminated against
the well-known Dionysiac world of the Bacchae. It highlights how Luke’s Dionysiac
allusions function to navigate a Christian identity in the Roman world and amidst Greek

cultural and religious hegemony.

6.2.2 THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES: GENRES, SOURCES, AND STYLES

Biblical scholarship has been vexed by the question of Acts’ genre. Traditionally,
it has been situated within historiography and scholars attempt to account for the extent to
which Luke was a successful (i.e., reliable) historian. Henry Cadbury’s work on Luke-

Acts was been widely influential in solidifying this as a consensus approach for much of
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the twentieth century.® Increasing dissatisfaction with this designation, however, has led
to various alternatives and modifications.”® As Loveday Alexander’s influential study of
the prefaces in Luke and Acts shows, they have more in common with technical or
scientific writing than they do with the conventions of historiography.* Two alternative
suggestions to historiography are important for the present study. First, Richard Pervo
situates Acts within the world of ancient fiction, arguing that Luke shares many literary
features and narrative techniques with novels and other “popular” literature.** Second,
Dennis MacDonald argues that Luke consciously modeled portions of his narrative on the
Homeric epics.*® Building on his methodology of mimesis-criticism developed
elsewhere, he analyzes four scenes in Acts in which he finds direct imitation of Homeric
passages.** Those who continue to classify Acts as historiography have offered further
clarifications in view of the wide diversity of this ancient genre. Gregory Sterling, for

example, labels Luke-Acts as “apologetic historiography,” which is “a host genre for

¥ Henry J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (2d ed.; New York: Macmillan, 1958) (org. 1927).
For his discussion of Acts’ genre, see, e.g., 127-39. On the speeches of Luke-Acts in relation to the
conventions of historiography, see 184-90.

“0 For review of the scholarship, see Thomas E. Phillips, “The Genre of Acts: Moving toward a
Consensus?,” Currents in Biblical Research 4 (2006): 365-96.

*! Loveday C. A. Alexander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social
Context in Luke 1.1-4 and Acts 1.1 (SNTSMS 78; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). For a
survey of prefaces in Greek historiography, see esp. 23-41.

%2 Pervo, Profit with Delight.

*% Dennis R. MacDonald, Does the New Testament Imitate Homer? Four Cases from the Acts of
the Apostles (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). In addition, MacDonald is working on a
monograph on the wider influence of tragedy in Luke and Acts and has kindly shared an initial draft with
me. Another attempt to situate Luke-Acts within the genre of epic is that of Marianne Palmer Bonz, who
argues that Luke imitated contemporary epic, most notably Vergil’s Aeneid (The Past as Legacy: Luke-Acts
and Ancient Epic [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000]). She argues that the ways in which Vergil transformed
Homer in his creation of a foundation narrative for Rome that demonstrated its place within a divinely
orchestrated history are analogous to Luke’s appropriation of Israel’s history in the Septuagint.

* For an introduction to mimesis criticism, see Dennis R. MacDonald, “Introduction,” in Mimesis
and Intertextuality in Antiquity and Christianity (ed. Dennis R. MacDonald; Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press
International, 2001), 1-9. For criticism, see Karl Olav Sandnes, “Imitatio Homeri? An Appraisal of Dennis
R. MacDonald’s ‘Mimesis Criticism’,” JBL 124 (2005): 715-32.
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natives who wrote the story of their own people in the form of Hellenistic
historiography.”* David Balch compares Acts to “foundation narratives™ as, for
example, in Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ Roman Antiquities and Plutarch’s Lives.*®

Establishing the genre of Acts is beyond the scope of this study. In fact,
increasingly interpreters of Acts are concluding that it cannot be fit neatly within any
single genre. As Pervo asserts, “[u]nrestrained by the conventions governing elite
literature, popular writers were able to blend genres and create new ones.”*’ The
recognition that multiple and diverse literary models may be productively compared with
Acts, including epics, novels, historiography, and biography, is an important
development in Acts scholarship and one which should encourage the inclusion of Greek
tragedy.

Alongside the question of the genre of Acts, observations regarding Luke’s
educational attainment and his use of classical sources provide important background for
an assessment of Acts’ relation to Euripides’ Bacchae. Henry Cadbury demonstrated that
Luke’s Greek is much closer to Attic than other New Testament authors.*® Moreover,

Luke’s awareness of the relationship between language, culture, and status can be seen in

*® Gregory E. Sterling, Historiography and Self-Definition: Josephos, Luke-Acts and Apologetic
Historiography (NovTSup 64; Leiden: Brill, 1992), at 16. He defines it thus: “the story of a subgroup of
people in an extended prose narrative written by a member of the group who follows the group’s own
traditions but Hellenizes them in an effort to establish the identity of the group within the setting of the
larger world” (17). For a discussion of the larger apologetic aims of Acts, including a criticism of the
category of “apologetic historiography,” see Loveday C. A. Alexander, “The Acts of the Apostles as an
Apologetic Text,” in Apologetics in the Roman Empire: Pagans, Jews, and Christians (ed. Mark Edwards,
Martin Goodman, and Simon Price; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 15-44.

“® David L. Balch, “METABOAH TTOAITEIQN: Jesus as Founder of the Church in Luke-Acts:
Form and Function,” in Contextualizing Acts: Lukan Narrative and Greco-Roman Discourse (ed. Todd C.
Penner and Caroline vander Stichele; SBLSymS 20; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 43-63.

*" Richard 1. Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009), 14-18 (at 18);
see also Phillips, “The Genre of Acts,” 382—-85.

*® Henry J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke (HTS 6; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1920). He does this by detailed comparisons of New Testament vocabulary (1-39); he
also analyses how Luke consistently Atticizes the Greek of his Markan source (131-205).
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the ways in which he varies his style according to the subject matter and occasion. Thus,
for example, in Luke 1-2 he imitates the language of the LXX whereas in Acts 17 when
Paul is at Athens his language is closer to Attic.*® Moreover, the representation of Paul
reveals Luke’s careful attention to matters of social class and education.® Thus, for
example, Luke emphasizes Paul’s Roman citizenship (22:25), a marker of high social
standing, and in his dialogue with philosophers at Athens he has Paul quote from the
Stoic Aratus’ Phaenomena, an appropriate poet for his discussion with learned Stoics.™
In other places, Luke’s use and knowledge of classical poetry and mythology can be seen
in a more indirect manner. In Acts 14 at Lystra, for example, Paul and Barnabas are
mistaken for Hermes and Zeus, which reflects a similar myth of divine visitation found in
Ovid (Meta. 8.618-724). Ovid records a myth in which Jupiter and Mercury visit
Phrygia, where the rustics Baucis and Philemon are the only ones to host them and
consequently the rest are destroyed. Luke’s and Ovid’s narratives arise from a common
mythological tradition associated with that region.®® In addition, Luke had some
awareness of the conventions of contemporary rhetoric. Since George Kennedy’s

seminal study on rhetorical criticism of the New Testament, scholars have increasingly

* On Luke’s varied style of language, see Loveday C. A. Alexander, “Septuaginta, Fachprosa,
Imitatio: Albert Wifstrand and the Language of Luke-Acts,” in Acts in Its Ancient Literary Context: A
Classicist Looks at the Acts of the Apostles (London: T & T Clark, 2005), 231-52; Pervo, Acts, 7-12.
Martin Dibelius argued the variations of style are due to his use of diverse sources and traditions (“Style
Criticism of the Book of Acts,” in Studies in the Acts of the Apostles, 1-25). On the dependence of Luke 1-
2 upon the LXX, see also John Drury, Tradition and Design in Luke’s Gospel: A Study in Early Christian
Historiography (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1976), 49-80.

*0 See Lentz, Luke’s Portrait of Paul; Richard |. Pervo, The Making of Paul: Constructions of the
Apostle in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 149-56.

*! Dibelius argued based on the content of the larger speech that “since the speaker uses this very
quotation with a literary turn, it is easy to assume that he really knew Aratus’ poem and not only this one
half-verse taken from it” (“Paul on the Areopagus,” in Studies in the Acts of the Apostles, 2671 [at 51]).

°2 For a detailed survey of the mythological traditions underlying Acts and Ovid, see Dean Philip
Bechard, Paul outside the Walls: A Study of Luke’s Socio-Geographical Universalism in Acts 14:8-20
(AnBib 143; Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2000), 279-337. He argues for the strong
likelihood that Ovid’s myth preserves an earlier Phrygian version, of which Luke also had knowledge.
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found that the speeches in Acts conform to the standards of classical rhetoric.>® Of
particular importance for my analysis below is that several of the defense speeches
employ the structure for forensic oratory as outlined in Quintilian (Inst. 3.9.1) and
evidenced on transcripts preserved on papyri.**

This brief account of Luke’s literary context suggests that to the extent that Acts’
genre can be categorized within Greco-Roman literature, multiple models must be taken
into account and function in different ways throughout the work. Moreover, Luke was
striving for a high(er) literary style than his Christian predecessors and understood, if
imperfectly, the linguistic, intellectual, and rhetorical approaches demanded by various
cultural settings. His interest in positioning Christianity within the social and political
structures of the Greco-Roman world is evident both in his own literary style and in the
ways in which he constructs his characters. Therefore, that Luke would have used the
Bacchae in some manner (either directly or indirectly) is perfectly in keeping with his
larger literary strategies and should be understood within his wider negotiation of

Christian identity.

*% George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1984). On Acts, see 114-40.

>* The five parts as outlined by Quintilian are exordium, narratio, probatio, refutatio, and peroratio;
see esp. Jerome H. Neyrey, “The Forensic Defense Speech and Paul’s Trial Speeches in Acts 22-26: Form
and Function,” in Luke-Acts: New Perspectives from the Society of Biblical Literature Seminar (ed. Charles
H. Talbert; New York: Crossroad, 1984), 210-24; Bruce W. Winter, “Official Proceedings and the Forensic
Speeches in Acts 24-26,” in The Book of Acts in Its Ancient Literary Setting (ed. Bruce W. Winter and
Andrew D. Clarke; vol. 1 of The Book of Acts in Its First Century Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter; Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993), 305-36.

224



6.3 THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE: STATUS

QUAESTIONIS

The similarities between Acts and the Bacchae identified by scholars range from
broad thematic parallels to specific verbal allusions.>® Both texts narrate the arrival of a
new deity and his cult from the east; although some accept the new religion, the plot is
driven by resistance and conflict. Over the course of the narrative, there are trials and
imprisonments followed by miraculous deliverances and epiphanies with earthquakes and
lightning. Moreover, women occupy a prominent place among the new devotees. Given
these thematic parallels, the verbal allusions take on increased resonance. Like Dionysus,
Jesus is characterized as a “foreign god” (¢évaov dapoviov, Acts 17:18; Bacchae 219;
256; 272; 353-54; 650). Opponents of the new cult are described as theomachoi (“god-
fighters™) (Acts 5:39; Bacch. 45; 325; 1255). The analogy between Paul and Pentheus as
theomachoi, is seen, for example, in Acts 9:1 where Paul was “breathing out threat and
murder against the disciples of the Lord” (éunvémv ameliic Koi povou €ig Tovg padntag
100 Kvpiov, Act 9:1) as Pentheus was also “breathing out anger” (Bvuov éknvéwv, Bacch.
620) against Dionysus. In Acts, Peter escapes through an iron gate “which opens
spontaneously” (fjtic avtopdn fvoiyn, 12:10) as the maenads in the Bacchae: “their
bonds released from their feet spontaneously” (avtépota & avToig decud dSteAvON TOdDV,
447).>° The most striking verbal allusion is in Acts 26:14 where Paul reports that Christ
had warned him in his epiphany that “it is difficult for you to kick against the goads”

(oxAnpoév oot mpog kévpa Aaktilewv) as Dionysus had to Pentheus: “I would rather

% Here | summarize the most obvious and well-known examples. For an excellent summary
presentation of the evidence for the parallels, see Moles, “Jesus and Dionysus,” 65-77.
% On this point, see § 4.3.2 on Artapanus.
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sacrifice to him [Dionysus] than in anger to kick against the goads, a mortal against a
god” (Bvoy” av avt®d paAiiov §j Bopovpevoc Tpog kévrpa Aaktiloyu Bvntog dv Oed, 794-
95).

While many scholars have recognized these and additional similarities between
Acts and the Bacchae little consensus has emerged regarding how they should be
interpreted. In this section, | review the vast scholarly literature on this problem;
although my discussion is necessarily selective, | aim to highlight the most important
contributions and to demonstrate the wide range of methodological approaches and their

results.

6.3.1 DIRECT LITERARY DEPENDENCE: FROM REMINISZENZEN TO MIMESIS

In his initial study of this problem, Nestle argued that Luke, in keeping with his
educational attainment and evident knowledge of classical literature (der griechischen
Profanlitteratur), composed several scenes in Acts with Reminiszenzen from similar
scenes from the Bacchae.”” In spite of the wide influence of Nestle’s groundbreaking
observations, not all scholars would accept his thesis of direct borrowing. The most
decisive refutation came from Alfred Végeli’s 1953 article, “Lukas und Euripides.”® He
demonstrated that many of the similarities need not be the result of literary dependence
but could be readily derived from popular culture. Thus, for example, the verbal parallel,

“to kick against the goads,” was proverbial even prior to its use in the Bacchae (Pindar,

> Nestle, “Anklinge an Euripides.” He focused on four features: theomachos (Acts 5:39); the
goads-proverb (Acts 26:14); the prison escapes (Acts 12; 16); and the “new god” (Acts 17:18).
%8 Vigeli, “Lukas und Euripides.”
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Pyth. 2.94ff; Aesch., Ag. 1624; Eur., IT 1396; Eur., frag. 604 [Nauck]).>® After Vogeli,
scholars have been largely hesitant to postulate direct borrowing from the Bacchae.®
Recently, however, the case for direct borrowing has been revived by Dennis MacDonald
who applies mimesis-criticism to Acts 16. Although his most extensive analysis of
mimesis in Acts has been in relation to Homer, he also argues that in his narrative of the
conversion of Lydia (Acts 16), Luke has consciously adapted themes from the Bacchae to

present her as a Christian maenad.®

6.3.2 OTHER COMPARATIVE METHODOLOGIES: FROM FORM CRITICISM TO
INTERTEXTUALITY

Form criticism (and its variations) provides an alternative methodological
approach to understanding the parallels. The first such analysis that incorporates both

Act and the Bacchae is that of Otto Weinreich. He compares Begrieungswunder

* Ibid., 417. Three years after Vogeli, John Hackett (apparently independently) issued a similar
rebuttal, suggesting by contrast that the goads-proverb may be accounted for in Jewish sources (“Echoes of
the Bacchae,” 219-27, 350-66 [esp. 355-57]).

8 As Pervo observes, “it is not necessary to hypothesize that Luke made direct use of the Bacchae,
but use is not unlikely” (Acts, 410 n. 91); see also Dibelius, “Literary Allusions,” 188-91; Lothar Schmid,
“xévtpov,” TDNT 3: 663-68, esp. 666-67; Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary (trans.
Bernard Noble and Gerald Shinn; Oxford: Blackwell, 1971), 685 n. 3; Lentz, Luke’s Portrait of Paul, 84—
86; Weaver, Plots of Epiphany, 132-35; Moles, “Jesus and Dionysus,” 69; Schéfer, “Zur Funktion der
Dionysosmysterien in der Apostelgeschichte,” 206—08. An additional verbal parallel with the Bacchae has
been proposed by Colaclides. He notes that Luke’s phrase, “in him we live and move and have our being”
(&v avtd® yap {dpev kai kivovpeba kol Eopév, Acts 17:28), the source of which has eluded scholars, shares
the same triadic structure as Bacchae 506: “you do not know what life you live, nor what you do, nor who
you are” (ovk 0160’ & 11 {fic, 008’ d Spdc, 008" dotig 1) (“Acts 17,28 A and Bacchae 5067). As with
Vogeli, however, Colaclides does not argue that Euripides is Luke’s immediate source but rather that they
share a common source.

8! “Insofar as every detail about Lydia in Acts points to her as a Christian Maenad, it would appear
that by making the first convert in Europe a woman from Lydia, named Lydia, a seller of purple garments,
Luke broadcast the similarities between Paul’s mission to Greece and that of Dionysus. The parallels
between the Bacchae and Paul’s adventures are intentional, indeed strategic” (“Lydia and Her Sisters” [at
110]). Other scholars have analyzed Acts 16 in connection with the Bacchae and gender, though without
making a case for direct borrowing; see Portefaix, Sisters Rejoice, 169-71; Matthews, First Converts, 73—
82. An additional recent argument in favor of Luke’s direct use of the Bacchae, not only in Acts but also in
the Gospel is made by Wiest, “A Propaedeutic from the Bacchae.”
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(“miracles of deliverance”) from a wide range of ancient sources and identifies 12
common motifs.®> Weinreich’s analysis demonstrates that Luke’s prison escape
narratives (in Acts 5; 12; and 16) share many features not only with the Bacchae but with
a significant number of other ancient literary texts. Although Weinreich also maintains
Luke’s literary dependence on the Bacchae, his methodology provides a framework for
productive comparisons without necessitating direct borrowing.®® Richard Pervo builds
on Weinreich’s study and, in keeping with his interest in ancient fiction and apocryphal
Acts, he significantly expands the scope of comparison to include over 30 tales of prison
escape.64 For Pervo, Luke’s use of incarcerations and miracles of deliverance represents
a shared literary trope with contemporary adventure literature. More recently, John
Weaver’s monograph (Plots of Epiphany) devoted to the prison escapes in Acts eschews
the question of literary dependence in favor of a cross-cultural, comparative, or “myth-
critical” approach. He aims to demonstrate that for Luke, prison escape has an analogous
function to myths of Dionysus: “it is clear that the Lukan and Dionysian narratives both
conceive of prison escape as a sacred event in which a deity’s power to save is reenacted
in propagation of the cult.”®

Richard Seaford has provided an important methodological advance to the
problem of Acts and the Bacchae. His 1997 article, “Thunder, Lightning, and
Earthquakes,” analyzes the descriptions of Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:3-7; 22:6-11; 26:12-

18) and Paul and Silas’ prison escape (Acts 16:19-40). He identifies 15 narrative

%2 \Weinreich, Gebet und Wunder. Authors include Aeschylus, Euripides, Pacuvius, Ovid,
Philostratus, Nonnus, Artapanus, and Luke. On Weinreich’s treatment of Artapanus, see § 4.3.

% For Weinreich’s argument for literary dependence, see ibid., 332-42.

% pervo, Profit with Delight, 18-24, esp. 21 n. 15.

% Weaver, Plots of Epiphany, at 197.
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elements shared with the Bacchae and argues that the “detailed structural similarity” is
too great to be coincidental.®® Rather than literary dependence, however, he proposes that
the persistence of this pattern over some five centuries may derive from the “ritual of
mystic initiation.”®” As he has argued elsewhere, the Bacchae contains elements which
derive from the hieros logos of Dionysiac mysteries.®® In the tragedy, “the experiences of
Pentheus seem to express the subjective aspect of initiation, the ignorance, fear and
confusion of the initiand.”® At the same time, Pentheus’ opposition to Dionysus and
consequent self-destruction are the antithesis to the initiate; whereas Pentheus desired but
failed to acquire the knowledge associated with initiation, the final experience of the
initiate is enlightenment and rebirth.”” In Acts, Paul and Silas’ prison escape in chapter
16, for example, reflects (or refracts, as Seaford prefers) several features of such a mystic
ritual: “the animosity of the persecutor, the hymn, trembling, rushing vainly into the dark
house, liberation from imprisonment, the command to rise from the ground, the light in
the darkness, god as light, as well as the central element [...]: thunder, lightning and
earthquake.””* In the Dionysiac ritual, the thiasos produced the impression of
earthquakes and thunderbolts through song, dance, and drumming, which are all part of
the negative aspect of the rite of passage.””> These were “the most dramatic

manifestations of the helplessness of humankind before the power of nature or of

% Seaford, “Thunder, Lightning, and Earthquakes.”

*" 1bid., 142.

% For the relationship between the Bacchae and the Dionysiac mysteries, see § 1.3.2 and esp.
Richard Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac Mysteries,” CQ 31 (1981): 252-75.

*bid., 257.

" Ibid., 253-55, 258, 260-61.

! Seaford, “Thunder, Lightning, and Earthquakes,” 143.

" Ibid., 142-47.
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deity.”” The resemblance of Acts to the Bacchae, therefore, may be the result of shared
ritual experience.

Following on Seaford’s emphasis on common ritual features, Detlev Dormeyer
and Detlef Ziegler have undertaken reader-oriented analyses that aim to explore how
Acts’ similarities with the Bacchae may have been read by a Greco-Roman audience.”
Their intertextual methodology allows them to identify an array of “convergences” and
explore how these would have been understood within the contemporary religious milieu.
Dormeyer develops a “Typologie und Antitypologie” between Christianity in Acts and
Dionysiac cult and notes signals whereby the reader might be expected to identify
correspondences. There are several observable analogies, such as between the cautious
warnings of Teiresias and Gamaliel against being a theomachos, Paul as Pentheus, and
Christians as persecuted maenads.”® At the same time, Dormeyer stresses that Luke pulls
away from the Dionysiac parallels, for example, by omitting wine from Christian sacred
meals.”®

Each of the methodological approaches summarized above offers distinctive

insights and important advances in the problem of Acts and the Bacchae that inform my

™ bid., 147. For a similar approach, see Moles, “Jesus and Dionysus,” 69.

™ Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte”; Ziegler, Dionysos in der Apostelgeschichte.
Ziegler’s work is a dissertation supervised by Dormeyer and represents an expansion of his methodology
and insights. Their approach shares with other recent scholarship an increased focus on Greco-Roman
religion more broadly within Acts; see, e.g., Hans-Josef Klauck, Magic and Paganism in Early
Christianity: The World of the Acts of the Apostles (trans. Brian McNeil; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000);
Lynn Allan Kauppi, Foreign but Familiar Gods: Greco-Romans Read Religion in Acts (Library of New
Testament Studies 277; London: T & T Clark, 2006). Schéfer’s analysis of the Bacchae and Acts is
similarly interested in an exploration of the latter’s attitude toward the Dionysiac mysteries and Greco-
Roman religions more generally (“Zur Funktion der Dionysosmysterien in der Apostelgeschichte”).

™ Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” 155-67.

"® Whereas in Luke 22:14-20 the Lord’s supper consisted of both bread and wine, in Acts the
meals have only breaking of bread (2:42-47; 20:7-12); see ibid., 159-60, 170-72; Ziegler, Dionysos in der
Apostelgeschichte, 147-49. For a further discussion of the role of wine in the context of Acts 2, see § 6.4.2
below.
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own analysis. In what follows, | engage in a comparative reading of the Bacchae and
Acts that aims to demonstrate how the former illuminates the religious and literary
context of the latter. The thematic convergences between the two are unmistakable. The
methodology employed here, however, does not depend on a theory of literary borrowing
or mimesis, even though such theories are not precluded. By attending to the Bacchae as
a central text in shaping the popular understanding of Dionysiac religion, my aim is to

explore how Luke positions Christianity within Greco-Roman culture.

6.4 DIONYSIAC REVERSALS IN THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

As a starting point for interrogating the problem of Acts and the Bacchae, |
examine the strongest verbal parallel, the phrase “to kick against the goads” (Acts 26:14;
Bacch. 795). This is a useful point of departure because it highlights several
methodological considerations. Following Vogeli’s study, it is clear that this phrase is a
widely used Greek proverb and therefore need not be the result of literary borrowing.
This, however, should not preclude further analysis. As I argue below, Acts 26 has
several other contextual signals that support a wider comparison with the Bacchae, in
particular the contestation over mania and sophrosyne in connection with inspired speech
(8 6.4.3). More immediately, however, it is necessary to consider the implications of
Paul’s insistence in Acts 26:14 that Jesus spoke this well-known Greek proverb in the
Hebrew dialect. | explore this linguistic inversion first within the immediate context of
Paul’s forensic defense (8 6.4.1), then, in connection with Luke’s wider interest in
languages, noting several connections with the Pentecost narrative in Acts 2 (8 6.4.2).

Like Acts 26:14, the Pentecost narrative deprivileges Greek in favor of barbarian dialects,
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and both Acts 26 and Acts 2 have broader Dionysiac resonances. In connecting these two
sections of Acts, my aim is to demonstrate that Luke strategically evokes Dionysiac
themes as a foil against which to present Christian inspired speech as characterized by

sophrosyne not mania.

6.4.1 A GREEK PROVERB IN HEBREW DIALECT: AUTHENTICATING DIVINE DISCOURSE IN
ACTS 26:14

In Acts 26, Paul had been imprisoned in Caesarea for some two years and had
appealed to the Emperor. Festus, having succeeded Felix as governor of Judea, wishes to
send Paul to Rome with some statement of the charges against him. Consequently, he
summons Paul to a hearing with Agrippa 11, who happened to be visiting, in the hopes
that Agrippa might provide some greater insight into the case against him. Paul is then
permitted to speak; he begins his defense in 26:2 and continues until Festus interrupts
him in 26:24. Paul’s speech has been analyzed by Jerome Neyrey and Bruce Winter
using rhetorical criticism and shown to follow the typical structure of an official forensic
speech.”” In the exordium (vv. 2-3), Paul comments on the competence of the judge and
pleads for a patient hearing. Next, in the narratio (vv. 4-18), Paul recounts his
upbringing in Judaism, his former persecution of Christians, and the events related to his
conversion, including his epiphany and divine commissioning. The narratio includes
several important forensic features, such as corroborating witnesses (his fellow Jews [vv.

4-5], and the chief priests and his fellow travelers [vv. 12-13]) and proof (pistis), which

" My outline here follows Neyrey, “The Forensic Defence Speech,” 210-12; and Winter,
“Official Proceedings,” 327-31.
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involves his epiphany that persuaded him of the resurrection and altered his course of
action (vv. 12-16). In the confirmatio (vv. 19-20), Paul emphasizes his obedience to his
divine commission; in the refutatio (v. 21), he refutes the original charges on which he
had been seized and imprisoned. Finally, in the peroratio (vv. 22-23), he stresses his
receipt of divine aid and reasserts his faithfulness to the authorities of Moses and the
prophets.
The goads-proverb occurs within the narratio in Paul’s description of his
epiphany and report of the divine message:
(11) kol kaTd TAGOC TOG CLVUYWYOS TOAALAKIS TIHOPGV 0OTOVS NVayKalov
Bracenuelv Teploo®g Te EPUALVOIEVOS aTOTG £dimkov Emg kol &ig Tag EEm
noeic. (12) Ev oig mopevduevog eic v Aapackov pet’ Eovaiog kol mitpomiig
i @V dpyepéov (13) Huépag péong katd THv 630V £1d0v, Paciied, ovpavodey
VIEP TNV AUTPOTNTO TOD NALOL TEPIAALY AV IE PADS KOl TOVG GLV EUOL
TOPEVOUEVOLG. (14) TAvVTOV TE KOTATEGOVI®OV NUAV €ig TNV YTV fKOLGA GOVIV
Léyovsav mpodg pe T EBpaidt Starékto- Zaonk Zaovk Tl 1e SIOKELG; Gldmpov

oot pdg kévipo haktilewv. (15) dyd 8¢ eima- Tig €1, KOpIE; 6 8¢ KOPLOg ElMey: YD
gipit Incodg Ov ov Subkelc.

(11) And frequently punishing them throughout all the synagogues, | was forcing
them to blaspheme and, filled excessively with madness against them, | was
pursuing them even as far as foreign cities. (12) Amidst these things, while going
to Damascus with authority and a commission from the chief priests (13) around
midday | saw on the road, O king, a light from heaven more brilliant than the sun
shining about me and those travelling with me. (14) When we had all fallen to the
ground, I heard a voice speaking to me in the Hebrew dialect, “Saul, Saul, why
are you persecuting me? It is difficult for you to kick against the goads.” (15)
And I said, “Who are you Lord?” And the Lord said, “I am Jesus, whom you are
persecuting.”

It is particularly striking that Luke has Paul insist that Jesus spoke this proverb “in

the Hebrew dialect.”™® Indeed, as VVégeli established, this is a well attested Greek saying

"8 Because Jesus is generally thought to have spoken Aramaic, it is usually presumed that this
must be the language implied by Luke’s “Hebrew dialect”; see Pervo, Acts, 691. As | suggest below,
however, Luke’s interest in establishing Jesus’ language may be more rhetorical than historical; see the
discussion of Papias below.
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and there is no evidence for an equivalent proverb in Hebrew, Aramaic, or any other
Jewish literature.” It would therefore have struck Paul’s audience (both Festus and
Agrippa and educated readers of Acts) as an arresting incongruity that a proverb known
to be of Greek origin is claimed by Paul to have been uttered by Jesus in the Hebrew
dialect. Such a linguistic inversion must be understood as part of a larger literary strategy
not only within Acts 26 but also within Luke’s larger treatment of language, dialect, and
divine communication.?® Indeed, as mentioned above (§ 6.2.2), more than any other New
Testament author, Luke demonstrates an awareness of the cultural subtleties entailed in
his use of language. The term dialectos, for example, occurs only in Acts (1:19; 2:6, 8;
21:40; 22:2; 26:14). Moreover, Luke is able to imitate “biblical” Greek where
appropriate (as in Luke 1-2) and attempts to Atticize when establishing Paul as a man of
philosophical and literary acumen (Acts 17). In addition to variations of Greek style,
Luke distinguishes between the languages spoken by the characters of his narrative.®" In
the episode at Lystra (Acts 14:8-18), Luke presents the locals as unsophisticated
provincials who, in response to Paul and Barnabas’ miracle, ignorantly mistake them for
gods: “they raised their voice speaking in the Lycaonian language, ‘the gods have

299

become like men and come down to us’” (€xfjpav THV VIV 0OTAV AVKOOVIOTI

" Vgeli, “Lukas und Euripides,” 416-17. He notes that kévtpov with the sense of “goads”
occurs in the LXX only in Prov 26:3 and Sir 38:25 but without the verb Aaxtilewv (417 n. 7). Hackett,
however, proposes several texts in support of a Jewish origin for the proverb (“Echoes of the Bacchae,”
355-57).

81 therefore fundamentally disagree with the comment of Schmid that “[t]here is little point in
labouring the minor flaw that a Greek proverb is put on the lips of one who speaks Hebrew or Aramaic”
(TDNT 3:667).

8 It is interesting by way of comparison that in the three instances in the Gospel of Luke where a
Markan passage is taken over in which Mark includes an Aramaic expression followed by a translation (&
gotv pebepunvevdpevov), twice Luke includes only the Greek and omits the Aramaic (Luke 8:54 || Mark
5:41; Luke 23:33 || Mark 15:22); once he excludes both (Luke 23:36, 44-46 || Mark 15:34).
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Aéyovtec: oi Beol OpolwbEVTES AvOpdToLC KaTépnoay Tpdg fudc, Act 14:11).% In this
instance, the use of a local “barbarian” language is directly connected with cultural and
religious backwardness.®® Later, a Roman commander who has Paul in custody is
surprised to hear Paul speaking Greek, having mistaken him for an Egyptian radical; he
asks, “Do you know Greek?” (EAAnvioti yivdokelg; 21:37) As it turns out, Paul could
also speak “in the Hebrew dialect” and he proceeds to do so in his address to a Jewish
audience in Jerusalem (21:40; 22:2). Of course, the most striking instance in which non-
Greek dialects play an important role in Acts’ narrative is the Pentecost episode of Acts
2, which is discussed below (8§ 6.4.2).

Within the immediate context of Paul’s forensic defense speech, however, his
identification of the dialect spoken by Jesus functions to strengthen its authenticity as
evidence. This can be seen through a comparison with the other accounts of Paul’s
conversion in Acts. Acts 26:12-18 is the third such account; Luke narrates it first in 9:1-9
and Paul relates it in his defense before the Jews in Jerusalem in 22:3-11. The
relationship between the three accounts is complex and largely beyond the scope of this
study.®* The following chart, however, reveals several important points for

understanding Luke’s strategy in Acts 26.

8 On the significance of Luke’s characterization of the Lycaonians for his larger socio-
geographical outlook, see Bechard, Paul outside the Walls, 141-69.

8 Luke does not employ the term “barbarian” here. He uses it only in reference to the inhabitants
of Malta (28:2, 4); see also Rom 1:14; 1 Cor 14:11; Col 3:11. On the well-known reputation of the
Lycaonians for being a particularly uncivilized and un-Roman people, see Bechard, Paul outside the Walls,
141-69.

8 For a more complete analysis, see Charles W. Hedrick, “Paul’s Conversion/Call: A Comparative
Analysis of the Three Reports in Acts,” JBL 100 (1981): 415-32. He presents a complete synoptic chart of
the three accounts (417-19) and is interested in detecting Luke’s redaction of his tradition in each instance.
What is lacking, however, is attention to the forensic contexts of Acts 22 and 26 in contrast to Acts 9; see
also Pervo, Acts, 629-30.
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Acts 9:4-5

Acts 22:7-8

Acts 26:14-15

(4) xoi Tecov Ent TV YRV

HKOVGEV POVIV AEyoLGOV
avTR-

20a0VA ZooOA, Ti e
OLOKELS;
(5) elnev §¢- tic &l, KOp1g;

0 0¢- &ym i Inoodg Ov
OV OLDKELS.

(7) &neod 1€ €ic TO E60pOC

Kol fKovea @MV
Agyovomng pot:

20a0VA ZooOA, Ti e
OLOKELS;

(8) éym 6¢ amexpibnv- Tig
&l, KOpIE;

glmév 1€ mPAG L £YG it
‘Incodg 6 Nalwpoaiog, Ov
GV OUOKELC.

(14) mévrwv 1€ KoTOmESOHVTOV
NUGV €ig TV YAV

fKovco emVIV AEyovsav mpog
ue i ‘EBpaidt Starékto-

200VA ZaoVA, Ti PE SIDOKELS;
GKANPOV GOl TPOC KEVTPOU

hoktilew.

(15) &yo 8¢ eima- Tic &1, KOpIE;

0 88 KOploc elmev: &yd sipn
‘Incodg Ov 6L NDKELS.

(4) And falling to the
ground,

he heard a voice saying to
him:

“Saul, Saul, why are you
persecuting me?”’

(5) And he said, “Who are
you, Lord?”

And he answered, “I am
Jesus, whom you are
persecuting.”

(7) | fell to the ground

and heard a voice saying
to me:

“Saul, Saul, why are you
persecuting me?”’

(8) And I answered,
“Who are you, Lord?”

He answered to me, “I am
Jesus, the Nazarene,
whom you are
persecuting.”

(14) When we had all fallen to
the ground,

| heard a voice saying to me
in the Hebrew dialect,

“Saul, Saul, why are you
persecuting me?

It is difficult for you to kick
against the goads.”

(15) And I said, “Who are
you, Lord?”

And the Lord said, “I am
Jesus, whom you are
persecuting.”

Table 1: Acts’ Three Accounts of Paul’s Epiphany and Conversion

Only Acts 26 includes the goads-proverb;®® and only in Acts 26, does Paul

himself specify Jesus’ language as the Hebrew dialect.®® In Acts 9, presumably because

Luke is narrating events in the third person, the identification of the language was

& A sixth-century manuscript (E) harmonizes the three accounts by adding the proverb after 9:4

and 22:7.

8 This is perhaps already implicit in Jesus’ use of Paul’s Hebrew name ZaovA. Saul’s Hebrew
name is used in Acts only in Paul’s conversion narratives: spoken by Jesus (9:4; 22:7; 26:14) and Ananias
(9:17; 22:13). In 13:21 it is used of King Saul. Elsewhere, Acts uses the Hellenized name Zadiog (15
times). The LXX uses Zao0A exclusively.
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unimportant. In chapter 22, however, Luke specifies that Paul was giving his defense to a
Jewish audience “in the Hebrew dialect,” the only instance in Acts other than 26:14
where a character’s language is identified as Hebrew: “hearing that [Paul] was addressing
them in the Hebrew dialect they held even greater silence” (dxovoavteg 6& Oti T
‘EBpaidt Staréktm mpocepdvel antoic, pddlov mopéoyov fiovyiav, 22:2). Consequently,
identifying Jesus’ language as the Hebrew dialect would have been redundant.®” In Acts
26, by contrast, Paul addresses a Gentile audience (in Greek) and therefore the
identification of the language spoken by Jesus becomes important. Given that his
audience (Festus and Agrippa) could be expected to know that Jesus was not a native
Greek speaker, Paul’s mention of language functions as an authenticating device within
the context of his defense, that is, because Paul reports Jesus” words with awareness of
the actual language Jesus spoke.

This authenticating function of “Hebrew dialect” is consistent with the strategy of
another early Christian, Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis. Commenting on the apostolic
origins of the Gospels, he reports the following regarding the Gospel of Matthew:
“Matthew, therefore, composed the oracles in Hebrew dialect but each one interpreted
[or, translated] them as he was able” (Mat@aiog pév obv EPpaidt Stodékte té Adyio

cUVETAENTO, IPIIVELSE &' ot OC AV Suvartde Exactoc).® Most scholars agree that

8 The response of Paul’s audience in 22:2 is suggestive of the importance of his language to the
narrative.

8 This fragment is preserved by Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.39) and is frag. 3.16 in Michael W.
Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (3d ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker
Academic, 2007). On this fragment, see William R. Schoedel, The Apostolic Fathers: A New Translation
and Commentary V: Polycarp, Martyrdom of Polycarp, Fragments of Papias (Camden, N.J.: Thomas
Nelson, 1964), 109-10; Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and Development
(Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1990), 32—34; Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on
His Handbook for a Mixed Church under Persecution (2d ed.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994),
609-22.
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Papias did not know of a written Hebrew version of Matthew’s Gospel; his interest is
rather in establishing a Hebrew oral tradition that could be traced back through the
apostle to Jesus himself. Thus, what is at stake for Papias is the authenticity of the
sayings of Jesus (ta Adywa), which is bolstered by the claim that they were passed down
in the language Jesus spoke.®® Analogously, Paul’s claim in Acts 26:14 to have heard the
words of Jesus in the Hebrew dialect points to their authenticity and thus serves to
strengthen the case of his defense both for Paul’s judges within the narrative and for
Luke’s larger audience.

While these observations may explain Paul’s insistence on Jesus’ use of the
Hebrew dialect, they fail sufficiently to account for the ironic linguistic reversal entailed
in Paul’s attribution of a Greek proverb to Jesus speaking in Hebrew dialect. In order to
approach this problem, it will be useful to explore Luke’s wider treatment of language,
dialect, and divine communication, particularly in the Pentecost narrative where these

themes are also prominent.

6.4.2 “EACH IN THEIR OWN DIALECT”: DIONYSUS AND INSPIRED SPEECH IN ACTS 2
The Pentecost scene (2:1-13) is central to Acts—its universal vision of the

Christian message is programmatic for the narrative’s geographic development. It

describes the sudden outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the apostles in Jerusalem in the

form of tongues of fire which empower them to speak with other languages so that people

8 Koester theorizes that Papias’ reference to Matthew’s Hebrew may derive from a statement
from the book’s original incipit, such as is known from the incipit of the Apocryphon of James (Ancient
Christian Gospels, 33 n. 6). Gundry maintains, however, that Papias’ claim was not in reference to
Matthew’s language but rather that SiGAektog is meant to describe Matthew’s Hebraic style, that is, his
distinctly “Hebrew way of presenting Jesus’ messiahship,” such as his emphasis on the Son of David, his
genealogy, and his midrashic hermeneutics (Matthew, 619-20).
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gathered from all the nations could understand. At first, some accuse them of
drunkenness (2:13) but after Peter’s sermon (2:14-36) some three thousand people repent
and receive baptism (2:41). This passage is interrelated with chapter 26 around two main
foci. First, both engage with Dionysiac themes: Acts 26 has, in addition to the goads-
proverb, famously spoken by Dionysus, several other Dionysiac resonances that | discuss
below (8 6.4.3); Acts 2, as | argue here, alludes to Dionysiac religion, particularly with
respect to the question of wine and prophecy. The second theme relates to language,
ethnicity, and power. As I noted above, Paul’s use of the goads-proverb in 26:14 entails
a surprising linguistic reversal away from Greek. In this section, | suggest that an
analogous move occurs in the Pentecost miracle, in that Luke deprivileges Greek in favor
of barbarian dialects. Whereas in Acts 26, Paul was negotiating the political complexities
of Roman rule in the east, in Acts 2 Luke constructs an ethnic vision of Christianity that
runs counter to the hegemony of Greek culture in the Roman world. Moreover, this
deflation of Hellenism and blurring of distinctions between Greek and barbarian is also
an important characteristic that Acts 2 shares with Dionysiac mythology, including the

Bacchae.

Drinking Early? Intoxication as Divine Inspiration
The most obvious Dionysiac allusion called to mind in Acts 2 is the apostles’
alleged drunkenness in connection their ecstatic speech: “others ridiculed them and said

they were full of sweet wine” (£tepot 6¢ dayrevalovrteg Eleyov &L YAEOKOVG
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pepectopévor eiotv, 2:13).%° Peter defends the apostles’ sobriety on the basis of the time
of day: “for these men are not drunk as you suppose; indeed, it is the third hour of the
day” (o0 yap dg Vueic drolopPavete ovTol peBHoOVGLY, EGTIV Yap Gpa Tpitn THS HUépag,
2:15). The distinctively Dionysiac character of this accusation, however, has gone almost
entirely overlooked in discussions of the problem of Acts and the Bacchae.”® Two
noteworthy exceptions are the studies of Dormeyer and Ziegler, who both see the ecstatic
experience of Dionysiac cult functioning as an antitype in Acts 2.%> Thus, for example,
the allegation of the apostles’ morning drunkenness is a comic satire of Bacchic practice.
The same charge—drunkenness at “the third hour”—was made, for example, by Cicero

against Antony as an illustration of his licentiousness and debauchery.®® Furthermore, at

% The following analysis is largely interested in exploring Luke’s narrative within the context of
Greek and Roman literature and religion. An impressive list of Greco-Roman texts related to Acts 2 has
been complied by Pieter W. van der Horst, “Hellenistic Parallels to the Acts of the Apostles 2:1-47,” JSNT
25 (1985): 49-60. This should not be taken, however, as an absence of influence from Judaism. As Glen
Menzies has demonstrated, for example, regarding Luke’s phrase, “tongues as of fire” (yAdooat doel
nupog, Acts 2:3), which has no exact parallel in Hellenistic sources, there are several related occurrences in
the Hebrew Bible and second-temple Jewish literature, including a document from the Dead Sea Scrolls,
Liturgy of Three Tongues of Fire (“Pre-Lucan Occurrences of the Phrase ‘Tongue(s) of Fire’,” Pneuma 22
[2000]: 27-60). For analysis of the phenomenon of Christian prophecy and inspired speech more broadly,
with attention to ancient Israelite, Jewish, and Greco-Roman influences, see David E. Aune, Prophecy in
Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1983);
Christopher B. Forbes, Prophecy and Inspired Speech in Early Christianity and Its Hellenistic Environment
(Tlbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995); Laura S. Nasrallah, “An Ecstasy of Folly”: Prophecy and Authority in
Early Christianity (HTS 52; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003).

°! That wine was important in Dionysiac circles, both ritually and socially, is of course well
known; see Henrichs, “Changing Dionysiac Identities,” 140-43.

% Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” 155-62; Ziegler, Dionysos in der
Apostelgeschichte, 144-49.

%8 «et quam multos dies in ea villa turpissime es perbacchatus! ab hora tertia bibebatur, ludebatur,
vomebatur,” “how many days have you most shamefully engaged in Bacchic revelry in that villa! From the
third hour there was drinking, dancing, and vomiting,” (Phil. 2.41.104). The villa in question is that of
Marcus Varro near Casinum, which Cicero accuses Antony of having acquired unjustly. On Antony’s early
morning drinking, see also Athenaeus, Deipn. 4.148c. Antony’s Dionysiac associations were of course
well known; see § 3.2 above.
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the end the same scene Luke further distances Christianity from Dionysiac religion by
omitting wine from the sacred meal (2:42-47).%

In spite of the valuable insights of Dormeyer and Ziegler, they overlook a central
connection of Acts 2 with Dionysiac religion and the Bacchae, which yet remains to be
explored, namely, the relationship between drunkenness and prophetic inspiration.
Curiously, Dormeyer asserts that “Der Bakchos-Kult kennt keine Prophetie, wohl aber

Traume und Erlésungshoffiung.”®

While it is true that inspiring prophetic oracles is not
Dionysus’ best-known activity, this is precisely what is asserted in a famous speech by
Teiresias in the Bacchae:

Havtic & 6 daipmv 60e TO Yap PakyevoIuov

Kol TO HOVIAOES LOVTIKTV TOAATV Exel

Otav yap 0 0edg ¢ 10 odp’ ENON TOADC,

Aéyev TO HEAAOV TOLG PLEUNVOTOG TTOLET.

This god is also a prophet. For Bacchic frenzy and madness possess much

prophetic art. For whenever the god fully enters the body, he causes those who

are mad to declare the future. (Bacch. 298-301)

Here the Theban prophet is defending Dionysus before Pentheus and noting the
many benefits provided by this god to humanity. In these lines, Teiresias makes a
sophistic argument, moving from “madness” (paviddeg)—a better known aspect of
Dionysiac worship—by way of an etymological association to prophetic inspiration
(navtiknv). This etymological connection between mania and mantis is famously made

explicit several decades later by Plato in Phaedrus 244¢.*® Indeed, it was a commonly

held notion among Greeks that prophetic oracles, whether Dionysiac or otherwise,

% Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” 159—62; Ziegler, Dionysos in der
Apostelgeschichte, 145-47.

% Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” 161.

% Socrates argues that the addition of T is a recent innovation: “they now rashly insert the tau” (oi
3¢ VOV amelpokGAwg TO Tad EmepfiAroviec, 244c).
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derived from a divine madness.”” This is the view that Plato has Socrates advocate in his
discussion of the benefits of divine madness, contrasting mania and sophrosyne: “The
prophetess at Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona, while mad, have performed many and
beautiful things for Greece both in private and in public matters, but while self-
controlled, little or nothing” (] t& yap o1 &v Aghoic Tpoeftig ai T° &v Awdmvn i€petat
poveioot pev ToAld o kol Kohd idig e Kol dnuooiq v ‘EALGSa pydcavTo,
cwepovodoarl 6¢ Ppayéa 7 ovdév, Phaedr. 244a). Later in the same speech, however,
Socrates distinguishes between various types of madness. In contrast to Teiresias in the
Bacchae, however, Socrates limits prophetic madness to the sphere of Apollo: “[we have]
established prophetic [madness] as the inspiration of Apollo but initiatory [madness as
the inspiration] of Dionysus” (povtiknyv pev €ninvolav AndAlwvog 0évtec, Atovocov 6
teheoTiknv, 265b).% Thus, Euripides’ Teiresias and Plato’s Socrates share the common
Greek view that prophetic inspiration comes from madness; they disagree, however,
regarding the role of Dionysus.

In my discussion of mania and sophrosyne in Acts 26 below (§ 6.4.3), | survey
the wider treatment of this theme in the Bacchae. For the purposes of Acts 2, however, it
is necessary to explore further the specific connection between wine and prophecy made
by Teiresias in Bacchae 298-301. It is possible to understand his description of the god’s
entering fully into the body (6 8e0¢ £¢ 10 odp’ A0 moAvg, 300) metaphorically. Given,
however, Dionysus’ close connection with wine and its intoxicating effects and that

carlier in the same speech Teiresias had equated the god with wine (“he [Dionysus],

" On “The Blessings of Madness,” see E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Sather
Classical Lectures 25; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 64-82.

% On this distinction, see ibid., 68-70. In Socrates’ discourse, there are four types of madness; the
other two are poetic from the Muses and erotic from Eros and Aphrodite.
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having become a god, is poured out to the gods,” oOtog Ogoict omévdeton Oed¢ yeyde,
Bacch. 284), the most natural interpretation of line 300 is as a reference to literal
inebriation. This is in fact how the line was commonly understood in antiquity. In an
epigram preserved in the Palatine Anthology, for example, Bacchae 300 is paraphrased in
describing the death of one Lacydes, apparently from intemperance: “It was clear:
Dionysus, whenever he comes into a body in large quantity, he destroys the limbs. Is it
not perhaps for this reason he became ‘Lyaeus’?” (7] ca@ig fv, Atdvucog 8t &v moADg £¢
dépag ENON, / Aboe péAn® 610 oM untt Avaioc £pu; 7.105.3-4) In connection with
prophecy, Plutarch quotes Teiresias’ speech as an illustration of the effects of divine
inspiration. In his discussion of the physical alterations that may accompany oracular
inspiration, he quotes Bacchae 298-99 as evidence, taking them as a description of literal
inebriation, which is analogous to all prophetic experience (Obsolescence of Oracles
432e).” That mind-altering substances were used in order to achieve prophetic
inspiration is widely attested in ancient Greece. Perhaps most famously, the Pythia at
Delphi was thought to give her oracles in a state of trance or possession produced by the

vapors emitted from beneath the temple.’®

o @¢ oivog dvodupadeic Etepa moAY KvipaTa Koi Adyoug mokelpévong kol Aavidvovtog
QITOKOADTTEL “TO YOp PokyeOOILOV Kol TO LoVIAOEG LaVTIKNY TOAANY Exel’ kat Evpuridnv, “As wine, when
it has vaporized upward, discloses many other movements and notions that are concealed and unnoticed,;
‘For Bacchic frenzy and madness possess much prophetic art,” according to Euripides.” Plutarch interprets
the same lines differently in Questiones convivales 7.10, which addresses the question of whether it is good
to deliberate over wine. The dialogue closes with a reflection on the nature of Dionysiac prophecy: “On the
contrary, the ancients called the god [Dionysus] Eleuthereus and Lysius and regarded him to possess a great
portion of prophetic art not because of ‘Bacchic frenzy and madness’ [Bacchae 298-99], as Euripides said,
but because, by removing servility, timidity, and distrust and releasing them from the soul, he grants people
to speak oracles to each other with truth and boldness” (tobvavtiov &’ oi molatoi Tov 0g0v 'Ehevbepd kai
AVGLOV €KAAOLV Kol ‘povTIKTiG TOAAN Y’ Exety 11yodvto poipav, ov did ‘10 foakyedotov Kol poviddeg
donep Evpuridng simev, 4AL" 811 10 Sovhompensc kai mep1dess kol dmotov Eap@v Kol amoAdeV THg Wi
aAnBeiq kol mappnoig ypfiodot Tpog dAinrovg didmwaotv, 716b).

1% Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, 71-73.
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That Dionysus had oracular powers was well known, even if not widespread.'®
The most famous example was associated with Thrace (Her. 7.111; Paus. 9.30.9). It was
understood, at least by some, that the Thracian prophets of Dionysus acquired their
inspiration from the consumption of wine. Macrobius, for instance, refers to a work of
Avristotle (Theologumena) that describes the activity of the Thracian prophets of Dionysus
thus: “In this shrine, those intending to prophesy declare oracles after the consumption of
much unmixed wine, as they do at Claros by drinking much water” (Sed in hoc adyto
vaticinaturi plurimo mero sumpto, uti apud Clarium aqua pota, effantur oracula, Sat.
1.18.1). Such a view of a distinctly Dionysiac mode of prophetic inspiration (as opposed
to the sober oracles of Apollo at Claros), coheres well with Plutarch’s use of Bacchae
298-99 as an illustration of the altered mental state that accompanies prophecy.
Athenaeus also reflects on the prophetic potentialities of wine; he observes that
drunkenness is a means by which Dionysus empowers people to speak truth, although he
distinguishes this from the true prophecy of Apollo.'®

It is therefore clearly inaccurate to assert that “Der Bakchos-Kult kennt keine

Prophetie”; on the contrary, while Dionysiac oracles were not as prominent as those of

101 See Otto, Dionysus, 14445,

192 Observing that an effect of wine is to cause people to reveal secrets, Athenaeus quotes two
proverbs: “Hence, it is said that ‘wine is truth’ and ‘wine reveals the mind of a man’” (80gv ‘otvoc kol
6M0s1a” Aéyetan kol ‘GvSpdg & oivog Edeiée voov, 37e). He then proceeds to distinguish between different
oracular vessels; both Apollo and Dionysus have their own proper vessels used in producing truthful
speech. The Pythian priestesses of Apollo, for example, were said to speak truth “from the tripod” (éx
tpinmodog Aéyewv, 37f); by contrast, the kraters for mixing wine, the property of Dionysus, produce truth in a
different way: “therefore, the one [tripod] is the property of Apollo because its truth derives from prophecy;
the other of Dionysus because its truth is in drunkenness (310 ATOM®VOG UV 01KeIOG d1dL TNV €K HAVTIKAG
aAnOsiav, Atovocov 8¢ d1d thv €v uébn, 38a). Thus, while Dionysiac inspiration from wine is analogous to
prophecy in that it reveals the truth, Athenaeus is careful to distinguish it from true prophecy; see similarly
Plutarch, Quest. conv. 716b quoted above.

There is additional evidence for Dionysiac prophecy. Livy records prophecy in connection with
the Bacchanalia affair: “men, as if with minds possessed, prophesy with frenzied movement of the body”
(viros, velut mente capta, cum iactatione fanatica corporis vaticinari, 39.13.12).
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Apollo, in the Bacchae and at Thrace, a distinctly Dionysiac form of inspiration—the
consumption of wine—is attested. Moreover, there seems to have been an ongoing
debate about the relationship between Dionysus, wine, and prophecy. The allegation of
the apostles’ drunkenness in Acts 2, therefore, does not merely reflect Luke’s interest in
ridiculing the questionable morality associated with Dionysus (i.e., inebriation at 9am), as
Dormeyer maintains, but rather with the specific function of wine in Dionysiac prophecy.
This observation provides necessary and in my view decisive support for Dormeyer and
Ziegler’s larger contention that Dionysiac religion serves as an antitype for Christianity in
Acts 2.
Peter’s response, therefore, and choice of biblical quotation is particularly fitting:
(16) aAAia TodTo Eotiv TO gipnuévov o1 Tod tpoertov Tonqh: (17) kol Eoton &v
Toig goydToug NUEPAIS, Aéyet O BedG, Ekxe® Amd TOD TVELLATOS OV £ TAGAV
obpKa, Kol TpoENTEVCOVGLY 01 VIOl VUMV Kol ai BuyaTépeg DUGMV. ..
(16) Rather, this is what was spoken through the prophet Joel, (17) ‘and it will
happen in the last days,” says God, ‘that | shall pour out from my spirit upon all
flesh and your sons and daughters will prophesy...” (Acts 2:16-17, quoting LXX
Joel 3:1)
Given the accusation of the apostles’ drunkenness and its Dionysiac associations, the
transferral of liquid imagery through a metaphorical use of the verb éxye® (“I shall pour
out”) provides an additional signal of Luke’s literary strategy in this passage. The
apostles’ critics are exposed as ironically misreading the kind of “pouring” that had

occurred, mistaking the fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy for a vulgarized Dionysiac

alternative.'®®

193 In this way, Luke’s interests in this passage are analogous to those of Philo in his interpretation
of 1 Samuel where the same verb (ékye®) is used and there is a similar confusion between its literal and
metaphorical meaning; see § 5.3 above.
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Luke’s concern with distinguishing Christian inspired speech from its ecstatic
Dionysiac counterparts is in keeping with a larger anxiety among early Christians,
represented most influentially by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12-14. In these chapters, Paul
criticizes the Corinthians for conducting their meetings in a disorderly manner and for
privileging unintelligible glossolalia, which provides little benefit to the larger
community. This passage is the subject of much scholarly debate, both as it characterizes
Corinthian religious practices and as it relates to Luke’s view of speaking in tongues in
Acts. While much of this lies beyond the scope of this study, several points of relevant
here.'® First, Paul counsels the Corinthians not to understand their spiritual gifts as they
formerly did “when you were gentiles” (8te #0vn fjte, 1 Cor 12:2). This implies that the
practices Paul opposes in Corinth, at least as he conceived them, were remnants of Greco-
Roman polytheism.'® A central emphasis for Paul in chapters 12-14 is that Christian
inspired speech ought to be intelligible and thus prophecy is preferable to glossolalia.
One explanation for this preference is given in 14:23: “[i]f the entire church comes
together in the same place and all speak in tongues and ignorant or unbelieving people
enter, will they not say that you are mad?” (Edav ovv cuvélOn 1} éxxkAncio 6An &mi 10 antd
Kol Thvteg AaAdo YA®ooals, eicéABmaty 6¢ idudtal 1j dmieTtol, 00K £podoty dTi
naivecOe;) Thus, in Paul’s view, the alternative to intelligible speech is the perception of

madness (naivese), which for his hypothetical outsider would be particularly suggestive

194 For a discussion of prophecy in 1 Corinthians 12-14 in relation to its practice in early
Christianity more broadly, see Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity, 189-231. For a discussion that
situates it within the epistle’s larger rhetoric concerning madness and rationality, see Nasrallah, An Ecstasy
of Folly, 61-94.

1% To be sure, as Aune notes, it is extremely difficult to distinguish Greco-Roman from Israelite-
Jewish elements as it relates to the ecstatic nature of glossolalia at Corinth (Prophecy in Early Christianity,
330); see also Forbes, Prophecy and Inspired Speech, 12-43. Nevertheless, the important point here is that
Paul characterizes their ecstatic practices as pagan/gentile (£6vn).
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of a Dionysiac practice.'®

That Dionysiac “madness” underlies Paul’s concerns about
the Corinthian church is supported by Richard and Catherine Kroeger. They survey
evidence for maenadism in Corinth and argue that it helps to account not only for 1
Corinthians 12-14 but also for Paul’s wider discussion of “dysfunction” at Corinth.*” To
be sure, it is impossible to know the extent to which Dionysiac influences were actually
at work among the Corinthian Christians because we only have direct access to Paul’s
perspective. What is clear, however, is that as in Acts 2, Paul in 1 Corinthians prefers
intelligibility in inspired speech. Whereas in 1 Corinthians, Paul insists on the
interpretation or translation of tongues for the benefit of the community (14:13), in Acts
2, Luke indicates that the tongues were actually understood by their audience. Richard
Pervo’s assessment of the relationship between Acts 2 and 1 Corinthians 12-14 seems
correct: “Acts 2:1-4, 13 reads like a narrative presentation of the hypothetical situation set
out in 1 Cor 14:23.”'% Therefore, 1 Corinthians and Acts 2 share the view that true

inspired speech is (or ought to be) intelligible; in both cases, the alternative resembles a

Dionysiac experience: madness in 1 Corinthians 14:23 and drunkenness in Acts 2:13.

108 Stephen Chester understands the assertion made by Paul’s hypothetical outsider (“you are
mad,” poiveoOe) to be a recognition of divine presence, observing that in Greco-Roman religion madness
was not necessarily pejorative but was often a sign of prophetic inspiration (“Divine Madness? Speaking in
Tongues in 1 Corinthians 14.23,” JSNT 27 [2005]: 417-46). On ritual Dionysiac madness as informing
paivese in 1 Corinthians 14:23, see esp. 426-48.

97 Richard Kroeger and Catherine Kroeger, “An Inquiry into Evidence of Maenadism in the
Corinthian Congregation,” in Society of Biblical Literature 1978 Seminar Papers (ed. Paul J. Achtemeier;
Missoula, Mont.: Society of Biblical Literature, 1978), 331-38; see also Klauck, “Die antiken
Mysterienkulte und das Urchristentum,” 184-85. This view is criticized by Forbes, Prophecy and Inspired
Speech, 34-35.

1% pervo, Acts, 64. For Pervo’s argument that Luke knew and used Paul’s epistles, see his Dating
Acts, 51-147. My argument here, however, does not require this hypothesis.
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The Politics of Pentecost: Ethnicity, Language, and Power
Having thus established Dionysiac religion as an important background to the
Pentecost narrative, | now take up its treatment of language and dialect. After the house
where the apostles were gathered was shaken with wind and tongues of fire rested on
them, Luke presents the scene thus:
(4) xai Eminodnoav Tavteg Tveduatog ayiov kai fp&avto AaAElV ETépaig
YA®ooug Kadag O mvedpa £5idov dmoedéyyeson avtoic. (5) "Hoav 8¢ €ic
Tepovooiu katowkodvteg [Tovdaiot],'” Bvdpec edhapeic amd mavtdg E6voug TV
V1O TOV 0VpavoV. (6) yevouévng 8¢ Thig eVvilg TanTng cuvijAbey o mATBog kai
ouvexvdn, 81t fiovov eig Ekactog i) idia Stadéktm Aoadovviav adTtév. (7)
gEiotovto 88 kai &0adpalov Aéyovieg: ody 180V Gmovteg ovTol gictv 0i Aadodvteg
TColhaior; (8) kol i fuelc dkovopey Ekactog Th) idig StaAéktm Hudv év
gyevvnOnpev;
(4) And all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other
tongues as the spirit granted them utterance. (5) Now there were dwelling in
Jerusalem pious men from every nation of those under heaven. (6) When this
sound occurred, the crowd came together and was confused because they heard
them speaking, each one in their own dialect. (7) They were amazed and
marveled, saying, ‘Look, are these not all Galileans speaking? (8) Indeed, how are
we hearing them each in our own dialect in which we were born? (Act 2:4-8)
This passage is important to the programmatic structure of Acts. The broad
geographical distribution of the crowd in Jerusalem (éo movtog £Bvoug TV VIO TOV
ovpavov) recalls the Lord’s command to the apostles in Acts 1:8 to be witnesses “to the
end of the earth” (8wg éoydrov tiig yiic) and at the same time anticipates the expansion of
Christianity culminating in Rome in chapter 28. Moreover, the narrative evokes several
biblical texts, most notably in its reversal of the linguistic dispersal in the story of Babel

(Gen 11:1-11). Inverses 9-11, Luke proceeds to list the nations present at the event:

(9) Méapbot kai MAdot kai "Edapitor kol ol katoukodvieg Tv Mecomotapiav,
Tovdaiav te kai Kanmadokiav, [Tovtov kai v Aciav, (10) ®puyiav te kai

1091 sudaor is lacking in Sinaiticus, which is most likely the correct reading; see Pervo, Acts, 65.
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MopevAiiov, Alyvrtov kai o pépn thg APoimg g kata Kuprvny, kai ol
gmdnuodvreg Popaiot, (11) Tovdaioi te kai mpocnivtol, Kpfjteg kol Apafec,
drovopev AAAOVVI®OV aDT®V TOIG NUETEPULS YAMOoULG TO LeYaheio TOD OgoD.

(9) Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and those who dwell in Mesopotamia, Judea and

Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, (10) Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of

Libya that are next to Cyrene, and the Romans who were visiting, both Jews and

proselytes, (11) Cretans and Arabs; we hear them speaking the mighty deeds of

God in our own tongues.

Interpreters have puzzled over the source and nature of this list; it has been
variously connected with “ancient astrological lists, lists of the Jewish Diaspora, Gen 10
and the Table of nations, and biblical prophecies such as Isa 11:11.”*° While there may
be no single solution that completely accounts for this unusual list of nations, Gary
Gilbert’s analysis provides an important framework for understanding it within the
context of the Roman Empire. He compares Acts 2:9-11 with various lists of Roman
conquests and subjects and argues that Luke’s geographical construction mirrors the
imperial logic of Rome."*! As a response to Roman propaganda, “Luke-Acts presents
Jesus and the church as existing in competition with Rome and its leaders over the claim
of universal authority.”112 Gilbert’s interpretation of the list of nations as a counterpoint
to Roman imperialism sheds important light on Luke’s larger political strategies.

Scholars are divided, however, on how to understand Luke’s attitude toward Rome. Most

see his emphasis on Christianity’s compatibility with Roman rule because, as Philip Esler

19 Gary Gilbert, “The List of Nations in Acts 2: Roman Propaganda and the Lukan Response,”
JBL 121 (2002): 497-529 (at 500-01). For a survey of Greco-Roman and Jewish lists of nations that
inform Luke’s conception of geography, see James M. Scott, “Luke’s Geographical Horizon,” in The Book
of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting (ed. David W. J. Gill and Conrad H. Gempf; vol. 2 of Book of Acts in
Its First Century Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994), 483-544, esp. 527-
30 on Acts 2:9-11.

" Gilbert, “The List of Nations in Acts 2,” 113-18.

Y2 hid., 525. Gilbert seems to overstate his case, however, by insisting that Luke’s list cannot at
the same time function as an assertion of Christ’s universal authority (his view), and as a fulfillment of
prophecies of Israel’s restoration, and as a reversal of Babel (see, e.g., 518-19).
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observes, throughout Acts Christians frequently benefit from Roman policy and when
they are persecuted by Romans it is most often at Jewish instigation.*** Richard Cassidy
finds Luke’s view of the Empire to be less favorable. While Luke’s Christianity is not
openly seditious, “such a clash is by no means unthinkable within the framework of
Luke’s work.”™* Yet, those who would find imperial critique in Acts must acknowledge
a high degree of subtlety.’® Indeed, as Richard Pervo has recently emphasized, there is
often ambiguity in Luke’s use of the language of empire so that it is difficult to

distinguish between flattery and competition.*°

While Pervo concurs that Luke probably
viewed Christianity as “amenable” to the Roman Empire, he is probably correct in
asserting that Luke cared less about the question than modern scholars do.**’

The difficulty in sorting out the ambiguities inherent to Luke’s posture toward the
Roman Empire can be seen through a comparison with other analyses of Acts’ narrative
treatment of geography. Like Gilbert, Vernon Robbins suggests that Acts’ narrative map
reflects a mimetic relationship with Rome; in contrast to Gilbert, however, he argues that

this map “presupposes a compatible, symbiotic relationship between Christianity and

Rome.”™® Laura Nasrallah similarly argues that Acts presents Christianity as a league of

3 phjlip F. Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts: The Social and Political Motivations of
Lucan Theology (SNTSMS 57; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 201-19.

114 Richard J. Cassidy, Society and Politics in the Acts of the Apostles (New York: Orbis Books,
1987), at 124,

15 See, e.g., C. Kavin Rowe, “Luke-Acts and the Imperial Cult: A Way through the
Conundrum?,” JSNT 27 (2005): 279-300.

116 Richard 1. Pervo, “(Not) Appealing to the Emperor: Acts (and the Acts of Paul),” in Paul and
the Heritage of Israel: Paul’s Claim Upon Israel’s Legacy in Luke and Acts in the Light of the Pauline
Letters (ed. David P. Moessner et al.; Library of New Testament Studies 452; London: T & T Clark, 2012),
165-79.

" bid., 179.

18 Vernon K. Robbins, “Luke-Acts: A Mixed Population Seeks a Home in the Roman Empire,” in
Images of Empire (ed. Loveday C. A. Alexander; JSOTSup 122; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 202—-21 (at
221).

250



cities that “mimics the logic of empire.”™*® She maintains, however, that Luke’s
Christianity is not seditious but rather hybridized “neatly within Rome” and that it is
ultimately ambiguous whether its mimetic relationship with the Roman Empire is a move
“to support it or to undermine it.”"*°

In conjunction with these readings of Acts 2 that view its geographical vision in
part as a response to Roman imperialism, its treatment of languages and dialects should
similarly be understood in connection to the privileged position of Greek culture and
language in the Roman east. A striking feature of Luke’s list of nations is the absence of
any mention of cities from mainland Greece or regions to which Greek language and
culture were “indigenous.”™?" To be sure, as a result of Hellenization (and colonization),
Greek would have been spoken and understood in many of the regions Luke mentions. In
fact, given the widespread knowledge of Koine throughout the Roman East, it is all the
more striking that in Acts 2 visitors from regions such as Pontus, Phrygia, Crete, or Rome
should have needed to hear apostles “each in their own dialect,” when Greek was a
functioning lingua franca. This downgrading of the role of the Greek language, |
suggest, is part of Luke’s larger strategy of positioning Christianity within the world of
Roman power and Greek cultural hegemony. Thus, alongside the analyses of Gilbert,
Robbins, and Nasrallah discussed above, in which Luke’s geographical vision is seen as a

response to the logic of empire, the linguistic transformations of Pentecost that

19| aura S. Nasrallah, Christian Responses to Roman Art and Architecture: The Second-Century
Church amid the Spaces of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 87-118 (at 88).

2 |pid., at 116, 117.

121 Crete was largely Greek but would have been viewed as of mixed ethnicity; see, e.g., Homer,
0Od. 19.172-79. Klauck comments on the absence of Greece and argues that if, as he finds probable, Rome
was also not present in the pre-Lukan tradition, the list “reflects earlier political circumstances that obtained
before the Romans took power, in the period of the successor kings to Alexander the Great.” He finds an
analogous list in Curtius Rufus’ History of Alexander 6.3.3 (Magic and Paganism, 10-11 [at 11]).
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deprivilege Greek in favor of “barbarian” dialects should be understood analogously as a
response to the social and political status of the Greek language.

The importance of the Greek language in the Roman Empire can be seen in
several ways. From the time of Alexander in the fourth century BCE, the dominance of
Greek language was inextricably connected to imperialism. With the rise of Rome,
however, the nature of Greek hegemony needed to be re-conceptualized. This was
achieved largely through the ongoing prominence of Greek paideia, which was
acknowledged even among most Roman elites, as expressed in Horace’s famous dictum:
“Captured Greece captured its fierce conqueror and transferred its arts into rustic Latium”
(Graecia capta ferum victorem cepit et artis intulit agresti Latio, Ep. 2.1.156-57).
Greeks living under Roman rule found various ways to reconcile the legitimacy of the
empire to their own conceptions of the superiority of Greece. Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, for example, in his historical analysis of Rome’s rise to power insists that
Romans were in fact Greek in origin: Rome was not a “refuge of barbarians”
(BapPBapwv... katoevynv) but rather “a Greek city” (EALGSo oAy, Ant. rom. 1.89.1).
Language plays an important part in Dionysius’ larger argument. He observes that the
Latin language is of Greek origin, although it is presently a mixture of Greek and
barbarian (“of which the majority is Aeolic,” ig éoTiv 1} heiov AioAic). Over time,

. .. . ~ ~ 122
however, it became debased “from many mixings” (ék t®v ToAA®V Enyuéudy, 1.90.1).

122 On Dionysius’ preference for Attic Greek, see Simon Swain, Hellenism and Empire:
Language, Classicism, and Power in the Greek World, AD 50-250 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996), 21-27. He observes that Dionysius gave significant impetus to the larger movement to recover Attic
that would come to dominate the Second Sophistic. For a discussion of the Second Sophistic, see section §
2.4.1.
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For Dionysius, establishing that the Romans were fundamentally Greek rather than
barbarian provides legitimacy to their imperial claims.

The cultural and political importance of Greek in the east can also be seen in the
considerable energy expended by non-Greeks in mastering it as a necessary prerequisite
for rising to positions of prominence.’® Increasingly, Attic, not merely Koine, was the
marker of cultural superiority.’** Lucian of Samosata, for example, was a native Semitic
speaker, who nevertheless attained a high level of mastery in Greek.'?®> He frequently
employs sharp satire against the pretentions of Attic purists. A certain sophist, for
example, is ridiculed by Lucian for apparently criticizing his use of the word arno@pdg
(“unlucky”) because it was non-Greek (o0 yap v v ‘EAMvev iStov, Pseudol. 11) and
thus charged that “I am barbarian in language” (BapBapov ivai pe Thv eovny, 1). With
disdain for his opponent’s laughter, Lucian mocks, “I spoke as a barbarian and a
foreigner and overstepped the bounds of Attic” (&t BapPopilo kai Eevilm kol dmepPaivo
T0VG dpovg Tovg Attikovg, 11), then proceeds with a mock lecture on the Attic origin of
this word.*?®

This close connection between the purity of Greek language and imperial power is

a prominent theme in Aelius Aristides’ Panathenaic Oration (Or. 1).?” The speech,

123 1n the mid-second century, even Marcus Aurelius, a Roman Emperor, took the effort to
compose his Meditations in Greek.

124 See Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 17-42.

125 Ibid., 44-51. On the importance of Greek paideia for social and economic advancement, see
Lucian’s The Dream, or Lucian’s Career.

126 On common disdain for non-Greeks, as those who are “barbarian in language” (Bappapog Tiv
@wvnv), see also The Double Indictment 27; The Dead Come to Life, or The Fisherman 19.

127 The most extensive introduction and commentary is James H. Oliver, “The Civilizing Power: A
Study of the Panathenaic Discourse of Aelius Aristides against the Background of Literature and Cultural
Conflict, with Text, Translation, and Commentary,” TAPhS 58 (1968): 1-223. Explanatory notes also
accompany the translation of Charles A. Behr, P. Aelius Aristides: The Complete Works I: Orations I-XVI
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likely given in 155 CE at Athens’ major Panathenaia, is an extensive encomium of the
city, praising its economic, political, and cultural achievements throughout history, with
its successes in war taking up the majority of attention.'®® Aristides’ encomium of
Athens belongs to a well-established literary tradition, going back most famously to
Pericles’ funeral oration in book 2 of Thucydides, to which Aristides’ oration makes
several allusions.®® In the opening sentence, Aristides introduces two central and related
themes: “The Greeks have an ancient practice, and | suppose so also do most of the
barbarians, of paying back all gratitude to their foster-fathers, as far as possible” (Nopog
goti 10ic "EAANGL maAandc, olpon 8& kai TV PapPapov Toic mieicTolg, Tpoeedot yapty
éxtivew Gmooav, don duvarn, 1).2%° First, he establishes the important distinction
between Greeks and barbarians; second, he asserts the Athenians’ status as “foster-
parents” of both. Whereas “it is possible to say that others are foster-fathers of some
individuals” (8€gotv eineiv idig pév dAlovg drloig stvor tpogéag), of the Athenians
alone can one say, “you are the common foster-fathers of all” (kowvovg 8¢ andvtov
tpo@éac Vudc eivat, 1). This role for Athens is achieved primarily “in learning and
discourses” (év pabnuaoct kai Adyorg, 2), which encompasses Greek education (paideia)
broadly.™®! Playing with the range of meaning in the term logos, Aristides asserts that
oratory (specifically, his present oration) is the most appropriate means of expressing this

gratitude: “so then, it is fitting to bring here this discourse concerning these things and to

(Leiden: Brill, 1986). For larger discussions of Aristides’ life and career, see ibid., 1-4; Swain, Hellenism
and Empire, 254-97.

128 Behr, P. Aelius Aristides I, 248. Oliver, however, dates it to 167 (“The Civilizing Power,” 33—
34).

122 On this, see esp. Oliver, “The Civilizing Power,” 9-17.

130 The Greek text of the oration follows Friedrich W. Lenz and Charles A. Behr, P. Aelii
Avristidis: opera quae exstant omnia | (orationes I-XVI) (Leiden: Brill, 1976). Translations are mine.

Bl gee Oliver, “The Civilizing Power,” 91-92.
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honor the city in the present circumstances” (dote €1K0g Kol TOV Tepl TOVTOV AOYOV
debpo Kopilew Kol TYav TOIg YIyVOUEVOLS TNV TTOALY, 2).

Over the course of the oration, Aristides establishes Athens’ claim to being purely
Greek, which makes them superior both to other Greeks and also to barbarians; central
evidence for this claim is provided by their Attic dialect. So effectively had Athens “fled
what is foreign and barbarian” (répevye v aAlodanrv kai BapPfoapov) that it maintained
an untainted manner of life and consequently “it introduced language that was
unadulterated, pure, painless, and a model for all Greek communication” (gilikptvi) 6&
Kol kaBopav Kol GAvmov Kol Tapddetypa mdong the EAANvikiig opulag eoviy
elonvéykaro, 15). Moreover, the Athenians are so completely autochthonous that “in this
land alone are both foreigners and citizens seen to be distinguished” (kai E€vot kai
moAiton udvn T yij TadvTn mpémovot dinpicbat, 26).

After an extensive discussion of Athens’ military achievements throughout
history (75-321), Aristides returns to the importance of Athens’ language (322-30).**
The greatest demonstration of Athens’ power, its “bloodless trophy” (&vaipaxtov
poémarov), is that “all of the cities and every race of humans have turned to you and your
way of life and language” (Gmacat yap ai TOAeIS Kol TAvVTH TA TOV AVOpOT®V YEVN TPOG
VUAG Kol TNV dpetépay dlontav kol povny anékive, 322). Now, “all people have come
to regard this one language as common to the human race and through you the entire

inhabited world has become monolingual” (tavtnv piov vy KownVv dravteg Tod

132 Oliver regards this section as the climax of and key to the entire oration (ibid., 14).
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yévoug &vopoay, Koi 3t dpdv Opdpmvog pév Tica yéyovey 1) oikovpévn, 324-25).1%

This linguistic unification involved both barbarians and Greeks, all of whom “have
abandoned their native languages” (tag pév motpiovg pmvog Ekheloinact, 326) in favor
of Athens’. Consequently, through its language, Athens has established the universal
basis for all paideia: “this is what | call the great empire of the Athenians, not 200 or
more triremes” (tadtmv £y® TNV HEYOANV apyNV KaAd v ABnvaiov, od Tppelg
dwaxooiog, fj Tieiovg, 327). Thus, in spite of Rome’s imperial power, Athens retains its
own hegemony through its language and intellectual legacy. It is interesting to compare
Avristides’ comments in his Roman Oration (Or. 26), where he also describes the Romans
as “foster-fathers.”™** This title belongs to the latter because they have protected and
cared for the Greeks (Or. 26.96). He further observes that for the Romans, the
fundamental human division is not between Greek and barbarian but rather between
Romans and non-Romans (63). This view is not necessarily in contradiction to the
conventional Greek view that informs the Panathenaic Oration; rather, as Simon Swain
observes, “in this speech the Romans stand outside the traditional division.”*®

Thus, for elite Greeks in the Roman Empire, pure Greek language, which
increasingly implied Attic, was essential to maintaining positions of prominence, even if
ultimate political power was now firmly in the possession of Romans. The preeminence
of Greece could be demonstrated through the universal reach of its language even to

barbarians and Romans and by maintaining the purity of the Athenian dialect. According

133 Here Aristides ignores the distinction between Koine and Attic Greek, which Oliver regards as
deliberate (ibid., 141).

3% On this oration, see Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 274-84.

3 1bid., 279. Oliver similarly observes that the Panathenaic Oration does not reflect a rejection
of the view in the Roman Oration; Aristides continued to view Rome as a protector of the interests of
Hellenism, the true origin of civilization (“The Civilizing Power,” 39).
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to Aristides, imperial power and linguistic unification are analogous achievements; the
former belongs to Rome, the latter to Athens. The linguistic miracle of Pentecost,
therefore, is an inversion of the cultural structures of power in the Roman East.

Additional insight into Luke’s treatment of ethnicity might be gained through a
comparison with the Bacchae. As Ziegler observes, a central conflict in the Bacchae is
between the status of barbarians in Dionysus’ cult and Pentheus’ Greek chauvinism.**®
He points out that Pentheus’ objections to Dionysiac cult stem in large part from its
barbarian origins:

Tag dvayopevet BapPapwv 1ad” dpyo.

@povodot yap Kakiov EAAvev molv.

168’ €0 ye paAlov: oi vopot 8& d1dpopot.

Dionysus: All of the barbarians dance these sacred rites.

Pentheus: They are far inferior in intelligence to Hellenes.

Dionysus: In respect to these things in fact they are better; but their customs

differ. (482-84)

Given that both for Christianity in Acts and for Dionysiac religion in the Bacchae,
universal religious aspirations produce conflict between east and west and barbarian and
Greek, Ziegler proposes that the list of nations in Acts 2 be compared with an analogous
passage in the Bacchae, spoken by Dionysus in the prologue:

MoV 6& AvddV TOLG TOAVYPVGOVG YOOGS

Ddpvydv e, [lepo®dv 0” MAofATOLE TAAKAG

Baktpid te teiyn v 1€ dvoyiov x8ova

Mndwv énelbav Apafiov T evdaipova

Aciov 1€ Tdcav...

¢ ™vde mpdTov AoV EAAM VeV mOALv.

Having left the much-golden lands of the Lydians and Phrygians, and the sun-
scorched plains of the Persians, and the Bactrian walls, and having passed over

136 Ziegler, Dionysos in der Apostelgeschichte, 144.
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the terrible land of the Medes, rich Arabia, and all Asia... I have come to this city
of the Hellenes first. (13-17, 20)

To be sure, there are significant differences between this list and that of Acts 2:9-11.
Nevertheless, they both reflect an analogous interest in a universal religious outreach
across the inhabited world. As E. R. Dodds observes, “Euripides represents the
Dionysiac cult as a sort of ‘world religion’, carried by missionaries (as no native Greek
cult ever was) from one land to another.”*%

In sum: Luke’s Pentecost narrative presents a geographical vision that is best
understood, as several scholars have argued, as a response to the Roman Empire. In
addition, its treatment of language should be understood analogously as a reversal of the
cultural superiority of the Greek language in favor of barbarian dialects.*® In contrast to
those like Aristides, who measure the dominance of Athens by the spread of its language
and paideia, Luke ties the success of the apostles’ message to the ability of the crowd to
hear it in their native languages (t1] idig dtdékto in 2:6 and 8; taig Nuetépoig YAOGGOLG
in 2:11). The unification of multiple ethnicities is not achieved through monolingualism
but by a linguistic miracle that encompasses diverse languages. Thus, Pentecost is in part
a repudiation of the prominence of Greek. This transgression of the barrier between
Greek and barbarian is also a well-known aspect of Dionysus, connected with the
universal aspirations of his cult. Taken together with the Dionysiac allusions implied by

the connection between wine, drunkenness, and prophecy discussed above, the Pentecost

narrative is of central importance in construing Acts’ larger relationship to the Bacchae.

37 E. R. Dodds, Euripides, Bacchae: Edited with Introduction and Commentary (2d ed.; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1960), xx; see also Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman
Religion I: Ter Unus: Isis, Dionysos, Hermes, Three Studies in Henotheism (Studies in Greek and Roman
Religion 6; Leiden: Brill, 1990), 189-205.

138 For a similar argument, see also Balch, “METABOAH ITOAITEIQN,” esp. 151-53, 171-73.
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Luke presents drunken prophecy as a negative foil for Christian inspired speech and at

the same time his Christianity shares with Dionysus a preference for the barbarian.

6.4.3 MADNESS OR MODERATION? PERSECUTION AND CONVERSION IN ACTS 26

The discussion above explored the function of the goads-proverb in Acts 26:14, in
particular, Paul’s surprising assertion that Jesus spoke it in the Hebrew dialect even
though it was a well-known Greek expression. | argued first that within the context of
Paul’s forensic rhetoric the identification of Jesus’ language functioned as an
authentication of his evidence (8 6.4.1). | further suggested that the linguistic move of
Acts 26:14 should be understood in light of Pentecost, which also emphasizes the
transformation of the divine message into non-Greek languages (8 6.4.2). The Pentecost
narrative also has several Dionysiac resonances, particularly in its implied association of
prophecy and drunkenness. Moreover, as in Acts 26:14, the surprising inversion of
dialects is part of Luke’s larger strategy of negotiating Christian identity in a world
dominated by the Roman power and Greek culture.

In this section, | argue that Acts 26 shares an important thematic similarity with
the Bacchae in addition to the goads-proverb discussed above, namely, the contestation
over mania and sophrosyne. In 26:11, Paul had characterizes his former persecution of
Christians as a sort of madness, recalling that he was “filled excessively with madness
against them” (nepioodg 1€ Eppavouevog avtoic). Later, his speech ends with Festus’
interruption and accusation:

(24) Tadta 6¢ adTod dmoloyovpévou 6 OfjoTog ey Th eovi] enowv: paivn,

[MadAe: ta TOAAG o€ Ypappata gic paviav teprtpénet. (25) 6 6¢ ITadrog: 0v
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paivopal, enotv, kpdtiote Oijote, AAAL dAnbeiog Kol cOEPOGHVNG PrLOT
amopOéyyopat.

(24) While he was making this defense, Festus said in a great voice, “You are
mad, Paul; much learning has driven you into madness.” (25) Paul replied, “I am
not mad, most excellent Festus, but I am proclaiming words of truth and
moderation.”

This opposition of mania and sophrosyne is common in Greek literature.
Scholars have rightly drawn attention to the ways in which Paul’s response here
participates in well-established tropes from rhetoric and philosophy. The idea that one
could be driven mad by oA ypaupota suggests a madness of an intellectual nature.™*®
Eckhard Pliimacher, for example, argues that the emphasis on Paul’s possession of
sophrosyne serves to demonstrate his exemplification of paideia, a trait that establishes
one as Greek rather than barbarian.'*° Similarly, John Lentz suggests that Paul’s claim to
sophrosyne reflects Luke’s larger interest in representing Paul’s elite status, which
entailed the possession of the four cardinal virtues: wisdom (phronesis), self-control
(sophrosyne), bravery (andreia), and righteousness (dikaiosyne).** Abraham Malherbe
also reads this passage within the context of philosophical discourse. He notes, however,

that Festus’ charge of madness would have been typically associated with Cynic

philosophers and it allows “Paul to claim that he has been conducting his mission in a

139 As Pervo suggests, Festus’ charge is consistent with a variety of contemporary class-based
attitudes toward advanced learning. He points, for example, to Petronius’ Satyricon, which reflects an elite
disdain for the intellectual pretensions of the growing class of wealthy freedmen: “We know that you are
mad because of much learning” (Scimus te prae litteras fatuum esse, Sat. 46) (Acts, 635 n. 93).

140 Eckhard Plimacher, Lukas als hellenistischer Schriftsteller: Studien zur Apostelgeschichte
(Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972), 20-22. He points, for example, to Plato, Phaedr. 245A,;
Prot. 323B; Xen. Mem. 1.1.16; see also Pervo, Acts, 636 n. 98.

Y entz, Luke’s Portrait of Paul, 62—104, esp. 87-91. Lentz also draws attention to an
interesting parallel in the dialogue between Appian and the Emperor in the Acts of Appian, where the
contestation over madness and moderation similarly figures in a Roman trial (88-89). For a recent
discussion of Luke’s presentation of Paul both as a Jew with impeccable credentials and an enlightened
Greek, see also Pervo, The Making of Paul, 149-56.
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manner befitting a responsible philosopher.”**

He argues that Paul’s insistence that “this
[his mission] has not been conducted in a corner” (ov yép €oTiv €v YoVig TETPAYUEVOV
T0010, 26:26), alludes to a common phrase used pejoratively against philosophers who
eschew involvement in public life.**

Without denying the value of these readings, there are also several ways in which
the literary background is informed by the Bacchae, where the contestation over mania
and sophrosyne is central to the conflict between Pentheus and Dionysus. The typology
of Pentheus and Saul/Paul has been observed by several scholars.*** That there is a
parallel between the persecutors of Dionysus and of Christianity is seen, for example, in
the warnings of Gamaliel, who like Teiresias cautioned against becoming theomachoi
(5:39).* Throughout the subsequent narrative Saul is the archetypical Penthean
theomachos, “breathing out threat and murder against the disciples of the Lord” (9:1).
This Pentheus typology is also prominent in Paul’s speech to Festus and Agrippa in
chapter 26. Paul’s description of his former persecutions as an excessive madness
(meproodg e Eppavouevog avtoig, 26:11) is analogous to Euripides’ characterization of
Pentheus’ persecution of Dionysus, as demonstrated below. Unlike Pentheus, however,

who was content merely to bar the maenads from around his own polis, Paul pursued

them “even into foreign cities” (Emg kol €ic tag £ molelg, 26:11). Later in the speech

142 Abraham J. Malherbe, ““Not in a Corner’: Early Christian Apologetic in Acts 26:26,” SecCent
5 (1985-1986): 193-210, esp. 206-08.

143 |bid., 202-03. He notes that &v yovig occurs with this sense in Plato’s Gorgias 485D and is
subsequently found in similar contexts.

144 Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” 163—67; Moles, “Jesus and Dionysus,” 78—79;
Ziegler, Dionysos in der Apostelgeschichte, 177-83; Pervo, Acts, 631.

1> On the importance of Euripides’ presentation of Pentheus in the Bacchae for the development
of the term theomachos, see J. C. Kamerbeek, “On the Conception of @EOMAXOX in Relation with Greek
Tragedy,” Mnemosyne 1 (1948): 271-83. He notes that the terms Beopdyog and Beopayéwm are first attested
in the Bacchae but that the concept is central to the subject matter of tragedy more broadly. For uses of the
term closer to Luke’s historical period, see esp. 272-73.
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Paul describes his conversion and epiphany in a manner that shares several features with
the Bacchae: a flashing of light (Acts 26:13; Bacch. 594-95); an unseen voice (Acts
26:14-18; Bacch. 576-79); falling to the ground (Acts 26:14; Bacch. 600-05); and the
command to rise (Acts 26:16; Bacch. 606-07). To be sure, comparative studies of Paul’s
epiphany with other ancient epiphanic accounts demonstrate that these elements are not
unique to Acts and the Bacchae.™*® Nevertheless, the insertion of the goads-proverb into
only the third of Luke’s epiphany accounts, a phrase which was spoken by Dionysus in a
most popular tragedy, together with the wider thematic similarities between Pentheus and
Paul has a cumulative effect of suggesting that Paul’s former madness and his epiphany
and conversion in Acts 26 are informed by the Euripides’ narrative.*’ Yet, while several
scholars have made similar suggestions, to my knowledge, there has been no attempt to
compare Euripides’ treatment of the conflict between mania and sophrosyne with Acts
26:24-25. This is all the more striking, given that, as | demonstrate below, this is also a

central theme in the Bacchae.

Mania and Sophrosyne in the Bacchae: Euripidean Inversions
A common element of the dramatic plots of Euripidean tragedy is the forces of
irrationality overcoming the forces of rationality. Sophrosyne represents the latter and, in

the context of Euripides’ plays, primarily entails self-control, mastery over one’s

146 See Marvin W. Meyer, “The Light and Voice on the Damascus Road,” Forum 2 (1986): 27-35;
Jan N. Bremmer, “Close Encounters of the Third Kind: Heliodorus in the Temple and Paul on the Road to
Damascus,” in Empsychoi Logoi--Religious Innovations in Antiquity: Studies in Honour of Pieter Willem
van der Horst (ed. Alberdina Houtman, Albert de Jong, and Magdalena Wilhelmina Misset-van de Weg;
Leiden: Brill, 2008), 367-84, esp. 376-84 on Acts.

As Bremmer suggests, “Luke probably made Paul use the proverb and the allusion to Euripides

in order to present him as a highly cultured man,” that is, by demonstrating his knowledge of the Greek
literary epiphanic topos (“Close Encounters,” at 381).
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irrational passions.**® In the Hippolytus, for example, Aphrodite is the embodiment of
irrational eros—Hippolytus demonstrates his sophrosyne ironically by his fanatical
rejection of that goddess in favor of the chaste Artemis. Like Aphrodite in the
Hippolytus, Dionysus in the Bacchae represents irrationality—mania, intoxication, and
the forces of nature. When he arrives in Thebes, there is conflict between civilization and
savagery, between sophrosyne and mania. The narrative thus stages an important
problem in Greek society, namely, the relationship between Dionysiac worship with its
attendant excesses and the political stability of the city-state. Whereas Pentheus believes
that the civilization of Thebes depends on his defense of sophrosyne to the exclusion of
Dionysiac madness, over the course of the play the citizens and the audience learn that,
on the contrary, Thebes must embrace Dionysus and establish his cult in order to survive.
This conflict between sophrosyne and mania, however, is more than merely an
intellectual problem or a narrative device; it is in fact deeply embedded in the fabric of
Greek ritual. As with other Greek rituals of initiation, the Dionysiac initiation reflected
in the Bacchae entails a temporary reversal of the civilized order, an embrace of madness
indeed of ritualized death in order to attain enlightenment and the release from

suffering.’*® This paradoxical experience is dramatized by Euripides through the

18 For an analysis of sophrosyne in Euripides’ plays, see Helen North, Sophrosyne: Self-
Knowled?e and Self-Restraint in Greek Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966), 68—84.

*9 For a discussion of the wider relationship between the ritual practices of Classical Greek city
states and literary representations of religion, see Richard Seaford, Reciprocity and Ritual: Homer and
Tragedy in the Developing City-State (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). On the Bacchae and
Dionysiac cult in Classical Athens, see esp. 254-57.
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destruction of Pentheus and his royal house which is ultimately resolved with the
foundation of Dionysiac cult in Thebes (in the lost section of the tragedy).*

At the same time, however, throughout the Bacchae, Euripides problematizes the
distinction between mania and sophrosyne.'* On the one hand, the drama confirms the
traditional association of Dionysus with madness.®? Indeed, the driving force throughout
the play is that the god inflicted madness upon the daughters of Cadmus as retribution for
their refusal to recognize his divine birth. In the prologue Dionysus informs the audience
that he has punished them with mania which he connects with their adoption of his
rituals: “I have stung them with madness out of their homes and they inhabit the
mountain, out of their wits. | forced them to acquire the trappings of my mysteries”
(torydp viv awtag €k 00wV dotpne’ Eye / pavioig, dpog & 0ikodG1 TopPAKoTol PpevaAV: /
okevnVv T° Exewv vaykac Opyimv Eudv, 32-34). Toward the end of the play, it is this
very divine madness that leads to their unknowing slaughter of Pentheus. The messenger
reports that “they were leaping through the storm-swollen glen and rocky crags,
maddened by the breaths of the god” (610 8¢ yewdppov vémng ayudv T Enndwv Oeod
nvoaiow Eupoveig, 1093-94). Later, Cadmus provides Agave with an assessment of the
events: “You were mad, the entire city was in Bacchic frenzy” (éudvnrte, nod t’
e€ePakyevdn molg, 1295).

On the other hand, however, the inverse of mania, the possession of sophrosyne,

is not characterized as one might expect, namely, as the resistance to Dionysiac frenzy.

%0 As Seaford notes, this sophrosyne envisioned in the dramatic resolution entails both a release
from suffering and “social and political cohesion” (ibid., 402—05 [at 405]).

51 For a discussion of mania in the Bacchae, see Valdis Leinieks, The City of Dionysos: A Study
of Euripides’ Bakchai (Beitrége zur Altertumskunde 88; Stuttgart: Teubner, 1996), 71-85.

152 On the importance of madness in connection with Dionysus, Otto, Dionysus, 103—19.
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In fact, it is the opposite. Pentheus, in spite of his vigilant efforts to bar the god of
madness from Thebes, is shown to be the one lacking sophrosyne. As discussed above,
Teiresias praises the prophetic powers of Dionysiac madness. In the same speech,
however, he warns Pentheus with prescience, connecting theomachos with mania: “I
shall not fight against the god, as if persuaded by your words. You are most painfully
mad and in your illness are unable to find a cure either with drugs or without them” (icov
Beopaymom odv Aoywv melebeic Hmo. / paivn yop dg dryiota, koite @apudiolg / dxn
AaPoic av obt’ dvev tovtev vooels, 325-27). As the conflict between Pentheus and
Dionysus heightens, it becomes clear that the latter is sophron and the former is not.
Dionysus warns Pentheus, “I instruct you not to bind me, one who is moderate by those
who are not” (a0d® pe pn d&lv cwepovdv ov cdepooty, 504). Later, after he escapes
from Pentheus’ imprisonment, in anticipation of the latter’s frantic reaction, the god
moralizes, “it is the part of a wise man to practice a self-controlled gentle temper” (mpog
600D yap avdpog AcKelv cdepov’ gvopynoiav, 641). The irony of this reversal
becomes clearly evident when the spy whom Pentheus had sent to monitor the maenads
returns and informs him that contrary to his expectations they were acting with
sophrosyne: “in the foliage of oak, they randomly cast their heads upon the ground,
chastely, not as you say, drunk from bowls of wine and the sound of the flute, hunting
Aphrodite by themselves throughout the woods” (0l 8™ £v 5pvOg PVUALOLIGL TPOG TEDWD
Kapa / €] parodoar copoVms, 00y O oL EN¢ / dvouévas Kpatipt Kol Awtod yoew /
Onpav ko’ HAnv Kompy npnuopévag, 685-88; cf. 317-318; 939-40). This speech
arouses Pentheus’ curiosity and thereafter Dionysus convinces him to dress as a maenad
so that he may become a voyeur, a move that ultimately brings about his destruction. As
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Pentheus departs, the chorus sings in anticipation of his fate, observing that he went out
with a “maddened heart” (naveioq mpamnidl, 999) and death would be his final teacher of
sophrosyne: “death without hesitation produces knowledge of moderation in things of the
gods” (yvoudv coepdve, 0avatog anpoeactotog £ o Oedv Epu, 1002-03).°° The
messenger, after recounting the slaughter of Pentheus on the mountain, observes, “it is
best to be moderate and to reverence the things of the gods; | suppose that this is indeed
the wisest possession which mortals can employ” (10 cow@poveilv 6¢ Kai GEPev T0 TOV
Oe®dV / KEAMGTOV" OlHOL & oTO Kal GopdTaToV / BvnToicty £lvol KT TOIGL XPOUEVOL,
1150-52). Thus, in a paradoxical turn, Dionysus and his devotees are the true possessors
of sophrosyne and his opponent is mad.*** As Helen North suggests, the Bacchae is
unique among Euripidean drama in that it “postulates the existence of another sophrosyne
which can embrace mania—can, that is, understand the place of the irrational in the
human soul and somehow come to terms with it.”*>°

This brief account of mania and sophrosyne in the Bacchae demonstrates their
importance to the conflict of the plot. Two distinctive features of Euripides’ treatment
emerge. First, as discussed in the previous section, he gives a heightened role to
Dionysus in prophetic madness, one which Plato, for example would limit to Apollo.
Second, Euripides treats the conventional opposition between mania and sophrosyne with
ironic inversion. While his Dionysus is the god of madness, his opponent Pentheus is not

in possession of sophrosyne but is in fact himself shown to be mad. In the world of

153 This line is emended by Dodds, Euripides, Bacchae.

>4 On this, see also R. P. Winnington-Ingram, Euripides and Dionysus: An Interpretation of the
Bacchae (Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1969), 19-20.

155 North, Sophrosyne, 83.
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Euripides’ Dionysus, therefore, mania and sophrosyne coexist and the distinction

between them, which was so important to Greek moralists, is blurred.

MANIA, SOPHROSYNE, AND INSPIRED SPEECH IN ACTS 26:24-25

It is clear, therefore, that the literary trope of the opposition between mania and
sophrosyne in Acts 26 is common, shared not only with philosophical contexts as several
scholars have noted, but also with the Bacchae. Whereas in 26:11, Paul’s former
madness is analogous with Pentheus’ persecution of Dionysus, in verses 24-25 a different
type of madness is in view. Festus charges that Paul’s madness is the result of great
learning (moAAa ypappota), to which Paul responds in turn with reference to the quality
of his discourse: “I am not mad, most excellent Festus, he said, but I am proclaiming
words of truth and moderation” (0¥ paivopat, enoiv, kpdticte Ofjote, AAAL dAnOeiog Kol
ocmEPOcLYVNG prinoTo aroeBéyyouat, 26:25). Luke’s narrative, therefore, shows that
Paul’s conversion entailed a repudiation of his former mania and the acquisition of
sophrosyne. Christians, Paul asserts, are the true possessors of sophrosyne. If Euripides’
narrative had blurred the distinction between them, Luke’s reasserts it.

Paul’s response in verse 25 also returns to the issue of divinely inspired utterance
that had been raised in the Pentecost narrative. The verb, drogp0¢yyouar, occurs in the
New Testament only here and in Acts 2, describing the apostles’ glossolalia (2:4) and
introducing Peter’s subsequent sermon (2:14). Viewed within the wider context of Acts,
therefore, Paul’s claim in 26:25 should be understood as a defense of inspired speech
within Christianity more generally. As discussed above (8 6.4.2), one function of Luke’s
Pentecost narrative is to distinguish the inspired speech of Christians from Dionysiac
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counterparts, a concern that seems also to be at work in 1 Corinthians 12-14. In Acts 2,
this was achieved in response to the allegation that the apostles’ speech was the product
of drunkenness; Festus’ accusation of Paul in 26:24 functions analogously.”® As in Acts
2, it provides Luke occasion to reaffirm the rationality and sobriety of Christian speech.
Read in conversation with Acts 2 and the Bacchae, Paul’s claim to utter “words of truth
and moderation” should be understood as a general repudiation of the notion that
Christian inspired utterances derive from madness as they would have in Dionysiac

contexts.

6.5 CONCLUSIONS

By necessity, Christians living in the Greco-Roman world interacted with
Dionysus and the theater. While there is little in the way of explicit references to these in
the New Testament, careful attention reveals several ways in which early Christian
writers constructed their own religious identity over against Dionysus and Greek tragedy.
My analysis of Acts has aimed to illuminate Luke’s literary strategies through a
comparison with Euripides’ Bacchae. That Acts shares similarities with the Bacchae at
several key points is not a new discovery. Scholars have been addressing the problem of
Acts and the Bacchae with a range of methodological approaches since 1900. Several
new insights have been proposed here. First, the goads-proverb attributed to Jesus in
Acts 26:14, which was also spoken by Dionysus in the Bacchae, is well known in Greek.

The implications, however, of Paul’s claim that Jesus spoke it in the Hebrew dialect have

156 Pervo also sees 26:24-25 as echoing the story of Pentecost on the analogy of the charge of
drunkenness and the common use of dmo@6<yyopon (Acts, 635).
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been unexplored. | have argued that this identification of Jesus’ language functions
within Paul’s immediate forensic context as an authenticating device. It also relates to
Luke’s larger treatment of language, particularly in the Pentecost narrative where
“barbarian” dialects are privileged over against Greek. Such a transgression of the
dichotomy between Greek and barbarian runs counter to the contemporary power
structures in the Roman East—it is also characteristic of Dionysus, whose religion like
Luke’s Christianity has universal aspirations. | have argued further that Dionysus would
have been understood as an anti-type in Luke’s Pentecost narrative signaled particularly
by the allegation that the apostles’ inspired speech was the result of drunkenness at 9am,
a distinctively Dionysiac phenomenon, especially with its implication of wine-induced
prophecy. Within the narrative, this accusation allows Luke to emphasize Christian
sobriety over against Dionysiac ecstasy. This dynamic is also central to Acts 26 where
Luke contrasts mania—Paul’s former condition and Festus’ accusation—with
sophrosyne—the quality of Paul’s post-conversion discourse. Whereas Euripides’
Dionysus had blurred the dichotomy between mania and sophrosyne, Luke has Paul
reassert it and present his conversion as a repudiation of the former in favor of the latter.

My analysis has remained undecided on the question of whether Luke borrows
directly from or imitates Euripides, or whether the confluences between Acts and the
Bacchae are merely the product of popular culture. That Luke knew directly and
responded to the Bacchae is not at all unlikely. For the purposes of the themes explored
above, however, such a theory is not necessary. This tragedy and its associated religious
practices were so widely known that the Dionysiac resonances in Luke’s narrative would
be readily evident to the attentive Greco-Roman reader. Of greater interest are the
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implications for Luke’s construction of Christianity within the Hellenistic world. In this
regard, recent scholarship has rightly moved away from the approaches of the History of
Religions School, which sought to locate the origins of Christianity within the Hellenistic
mystery cults. Thus, Schéfer, for example, argues that Luke’s references to the Bacchae
are his literary strategies whereby the Christian gospel is enculturated and made
intelligible within the Greco-Roman world (in die hellenistische Welt des
Mittelmeerraums zu inkulturieren). Luke achieves this by demonstrating that Christianity

was neatly compatible with ancient religious sentiment.™’

While this is a useful starting
point, it does not sufficiently account for the texts explored above. Luke’s Dionysiac
references are not merely acknowledgements of compatibility with Greco-Roman
religion; on the contrary, Luke presents a series of inversions and reversals that
demonstrate precisely how Christianity is unlike Dionysiac religion. While Luke’s
Pentecost narrative reveals that like Dionysus Christ has universal aspirations that
undermine traditional dichotomies between Greek and barbarian, he also emphasizes the
sobriety of Christian inspired speech through an ironic contrast with the stereotypical
drunkenness connected with Dionysus. Moreover, in Acts 26 Paul’s former persecution
of Christians, his epiphany, and conversion all reflect the Bacchae in important ways,
including the attribution of the goads-proverb to Jesus. Here also there are significant

reversals: Paul emphasizes that Jesus spoke the Greek proverb in the Hebrew dialect and

Luke further differentiates Christianity from Dionysiac religion by emphasizing that

17 «Die intertextuelle Beziige verdeutlichen, wie gut die Christusbotschaft sowie der christliche
Kult in die Glaubenvorstellungen hineinpassen” (Schéfer, “Zur Funktion der Dionysosmysterien in der
Apostelgeschichte,” [at 200, 221]). Schéfer sees one of Luke’s aims in presenting Christianity in this way
to be the acquisition of the Roman status of religio licita (119-20).
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Paul’s conversion entailed a repudiation of mania in favor of sophrosyne, which stands in

sharp contrast to Euripides’ Dionysus who embodied both.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
A GobD DISMEMBERED OR DISMEMBERING?

EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE BETWEEN CELSUS AND ORIGEN

7.1 INTRODUCTION

Euripides’ Bacchae stages the consequences of conflict between a “foreign”
religion and the state and involves a series of arguments and counter-arguments whereby
its god’s divine status might be confirmed or rejected. The arrival of this new religion
results in the transformation of civilization. As such, it provides several immediate
points of comparison with emerging Christianity, which were identified and exploited by
Celsus, author of the Alethes Logos (or, True Word), the earliest full-scale attack against
Christianity. Celsus’ appropriation of the Bacchae, therefore, together with Origen’s
rebuttal in the Contra Celsum evokes a mythological world of religious and political
struggle, though with a new cast of protagonists. In his argument from the Bacchae,
Celsus quotes Dionysus’ prescient words to Pentheus, “the god himself will set me free
whenever I wish it” (Abogt 1’ 6 daipwv avtog, dtav éyw BéAm, Bacch. 498; Cels. 2.34), as
a demonstration that a true god would vindicate his deity by thwarting and ultimately
destroying his human captor.® Jesus, by contrast, achieved none of this; whereas
Pentheus was dismembered, Pilate was not. This juxtaposition, Celsus argues,
demonstrates that Jesus is neither divine nor worthy of worship. My contention in this

chapter is that the role of this tragedy within Celsus’ and Origen’s arguments provides

! For a discussion of the use of this same line by Horace and Plutarch see §§ 3.4 and 3.5.
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insight in two directions. On the one hand, it highlights the Bacchae’s continuing
popularity and the potentiality of its meanings for readers in the second and third
centuries; on the other, it foregrounds several intractable issues in the ongoing conflict
between Christianity and “paganism” in the Roman Empire.

Celsus’ and Origen’s debate over the meaning and application of the Bacchae
should also be understood within the larger intellectual efforts of Greeks in the Roman
Empire to preserve and reanimate the classical tradition as an important means of
securing political and cultural status.? From Celsus’ perspective, the Bacchae belonged
to the collective tradition of Greek mythology and literature, which was to be vigorously
defended over against the Christians. At the same time, however, for philosophical
readers such as Celsus, the appropriation of mythology was not a straightforward matter.
As Paul Veyne’s study, Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths?, shows, while various
intellectual developments led to incredulity with respect to mythology, few would doubt
that myths were in some sense “true.”® He asserts, for example, that “never did anyone

doubt the existence of the heroes.””

Even within Euhemerism, “[i]t is impossible to
believe in Hercules the god, but it is historically sound to consider Hercules, Bacchus,
and the Dioscuri as great men who have, out of human gratitude, been taken for gods or

sons of gods.”5

As my discussion below suggests, in his defense of the Greek tradition
over against Christianity, Celsus, who was himself influenced by Euhemerism, balances

his skepticism toward mythology with the cultural necessity of defending it.

2 On this aspect of the Second Sophistic, see §2.4.1.

® Paul Veyne, Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths? An Essay on the Constitutive Imagination
(trans. Paula Wissing; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).

*Ibid., 41-42, at 42.

® Ibid., 73.
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Origen’s philosophical outlook differs little from Celsus’. Nevertheless, his
Christian skepticism toward mythology yields a radically different result than that of
Celsus. Early Christians were not content to construct their own story as one among
many but rather one that subsumes all others. As Averil Cameron has argued in her study
of the development of early Christian literary practices, a key factor enabling the
effectiveness of Christianity was its development of a “totalizing discourse” that appealed
both to popular and elite culture.® Origen’s reinterpretation of the Bacchae well
illustrates this phenomenon. While he engages with Celsus’ interpretation of the tragedy,
in the end his Christian commitments entail a wholesale repudiation of the Greek
tradition.

The following analysis explores Celsus and Origen in two separate sections. For
each author, considerable attention is first given to his wider literary and rhetorical
strategies so as more effectively to situate each interpretation of the Bacchae within the
context of a larger argument. The aim, therefore, is to use this tragedy as a means of
freshly elucidating the central issues that animate Celsus’ and Origen’s works of polemic

and apologetic.

® Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian
Discourse (Sather Classical Lectures 55; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), at 58. For a
similar point, see also Richard I. Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 129.
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7.2 CELSUS’ ARGUMENT FROM EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE IN THE ALETHES LOGOS

7.2.1 INTRODUCTION

Celsus’ attack against Christianity in his Alethes Logos represents the most
thorough and well-informed Greco-Roman critique of Christianity to survive from the
second century.” Although his treatise against Christianity is not extant in its original
form, Origen’s point-by-point rebuttal in the Contra Celsum quotes from the Alethes
Logos to a sufficient extent that scholars are able to reconstruct its central arguments with
relative confidence.® His treatise consists both of a vigorous defense of Greco-Roman
religion and culture and of a multifaceted and far reaching refutation of Christianity.

Nothing is known of Celsus apart from the fragments of the Alethes Logos and the
comments of Origen in the Contra Celsum. Origen, however, is uncertain as to the
author’s identity; his statements about Celsus are inconsistent and therefore not of much
historical value.® He knew two men named Celsus, both Epicurean philosophers, one

who lived during the reign of Nero, the other during the reign of Hadrian. Origen

" Among the many introductions to and studies of Celsus and the Alethes Logos, see Pierre de
Labriolle, La réaction paienne: étude sur la polémique antichrétienne du ler au Vle siécle (Paris: L’ Artisan
du livre, 1934), 111-69; Henry Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1953), xxiv—xxix; Carl Andresen, Logos und Nomos: Die Polemik des Kelsos wider das Christentum
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1955); Henry Chadwick, Early Christian Thought and the Classical Tradition: Studies
in Justin, Clement, and Origen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), 22—-30; Eugene V. Gallagher,
Divine Man or Magician? Celsus and Origen on Jesus (Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series
64; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1982); Harold Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict over Miracle in the
Second Century (Patristic Monograph Series 10; Cambridge, Mass.: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation,
1983), 104-58; Robert Louis Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1984), 94-125; Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1984), 147-58; Michael Frede, “Celsus Philosophus Platonicus,” ANRW 36.7:
5183-5213; Jeffrey W. Hargis, Against the Christians: The Rise of Early Anti-Christian Polemic (Patristic
Studies 1; New York: Peter Lang, 1999), 17-61.

® See Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 115-17; Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum, xxii—xxiv;
Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 8-43. A reconstruction of the Alethes Logos is undertaken by Robert Bader,
Der AAHOHX AOI'OX des Kelsos (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhamer, 1940). For a reconstruction in English
translation, see R. Joseph Hoffmann, On the True Doctrine: A Discourse against the Christians (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1987), 53-126.

° Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 128-37; Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum, Xxiv—xxvi.
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presumes his opponent is the latter (Cels. 1.8). Elsewhere, however, he doubts the
genuineness of Celsus’ commitment to Epicureanism and accuses him of hiding it for
fear of being accused of atheism (3.22; 4.54; 5.3). Among modern scholars, there is in
fact a broad consensus that the Alethes Logos was written by a Platonist, not an
Epicurean.’® There is also uncertainty regarding the date of the Alethes Logos. Most
scholars place it around the year 177 but some have suggested dates as late as the start of
the third century.™

Celsus’ knowledge of Christianity is derived from his own observations of
Christian practices and from a careful reading of Christian texts, including portions of the
Old and New Testaments as well as almost certainly one or more Christian apologists.
The identity of the latter source has been the subject of some debate. Carl Andresen
produced an extensive and detailed argument for Celsus’ literary dependence on Justin
Martyr, who wrote in the 150’s CE.*? Justin is important for the present study because he
is the earliest extant author explicitly to employ Greek mythology generally and
Dionysus in particular in the service of Christian theological claims (see § 6.1.1 above).
As I argue below, Celsus’ treatments of these same themes are targeted, if not at Justin,

then some closely related source.

19 See, e.g., Frede, “Celsus Philosophus Platonicus,” esp. 5191-92; John M. Dillon, The Middle
Platonists, 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (rev. ed.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), 400-01.

1 Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum, xxvi—xxviii. The security of this dating is questioned by
Frede, “Celsus Philosophus Platonicus,” 5188-91. Hargis proposes a date between 190 and 210 CE
(Against the Christians, 20-24).

12 Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 308-400. His argument has been widely influential; see, e.g.,
Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 22, esp. n. 59; Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 153-58. For
criticism of this theory, see Gary T. Burke, “Celsus and Justin: Carl Andresen Revisited,” ZNW 76 (1985):
107-16.
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In addition to biblical and apologetic writings, Celsus seems to have made use of
some Jewish polemics against Christianity. In fact, for a considerable section of the
Alethes Logos (Cels. 1.28-2.79), Celsus invents a Jewish interlocutor who carries out his
attack against Christianity, ostensibly for its deviation from Judaism. It is, however,
unclear to what extent Celsus’ Jewish character reflects a genuine Jewish polemic;
indeed, as Origen complains, Celsus has attributed to the Jew comments that are out of
keeping with Judaism (e.g., 1.28; see § 7.3.3 below).™ In addition, as we shall see below,
this introduction of a Jewish character considerably influences Origen’s response.** That
Celsus attributes his argument from the Bacchae to a Jew results in some of Origen’s

strongest and most troubling anti-Jewish rhetoric.

7.2.2 CHRISTIANITY AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE: THE PROBLEM OF CULTURAL SUBVERSION
For Celsus, a central objection to Christianity is its social position within Greek

society and the Roman Empire. He opens his treatise by asserting that Christians are

guilty of forming secret societies, which were illegal according to Roman law.*® In spite

of Celsus’ assertion, however, voluntary social and religious associations were not

13 For an attempt to reconstruct a genuine second-century Jewish polemic from Celsus’
rhetorically constructed Jew, see Lincoln Blumell, “A Jew in Celsus’ True Doctrine? An Examination of
Jewish Anti-Christian Polemic in the Second Century C.E.,” SR 36 (2007): 297-315; see also N. R. M. de
Lange, Origen and the Jews: Studies in Jewish-Christian Relations in Third-Century Palestine (University
of Cambridge Oriental Publications 25; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 66—70; Andrew S.
Jacobs, Remains of the Jews: The Holy Land and Christian Empire in Late Antiquity (Divinations;
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 61-62.

4 As Gallagher observes, “[t]he dual nature of his opponent, both Jew and Greek, allows Origen
considerable leeway in the formation of his response” (Divine Man or Magician, 60).

15 Cels. 1.1: cuvOikag kpvpdny Tpdg GAAMAAOVC TOOLHEVOY XPIoTIOVGY Tapd Té VEVOLGUEVA,
“Christians make associations with themselves secretly, contrary to the laws”; see also 8.17. The text of
the Contra Celsum follows Paul Koetschau, Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten drei
Jahrhunderte, Bde 2-3 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1899). Translations of all texts are mine throughout.
Frequent and profitable use was also made of the translation by Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum.
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necessarily illegal in the second century.'® Societies organized for purposes of
professional guilds, religious observances, or burial are in fact well attested; to the
outside observer Christianity naturally resembled such an organization.*” In fact,
Tertullian makes positive use of this resemblance, presenting Christianity as a collegium
precisely in order to demonstrate of its legitimacy within Roman law (Apol. 39). Celsus’
claim, therefore, regarding the illegality of Christian societies (sunthekai) functions
polemically to characterize them as politically dangerous and thus evokes the memory of
other notorious religious organizations such as those in the Bacchanalia affair of 186
BCE.™ While Celsus falls short of suggesting that Christians represented an immediate
threat of political upheaval, he nevertheless finds their tendency toward secrecy as
subversive of the traditional hierarchical religious structures upon which Roman society
depended.” In addition to these political suspicions, Celsus viewed Christianity’s
secrecy as symptomatic of its intellectual inferiority. Christianity’s success, he argues, is
achieved through its avoidance of public scrutiny, oversight, and debate. Thus,
Christianity is by nature fundamentally sectarian (3.9-12) and serves as a refuge for the

ignorant (3.44).%

18 For a discussion of the place of voluntary associations within Roman law, see Wendy Cotter,
“The Collegia and Roman Law: State Restrictions on Voluntary Associations, 64 BCE-200CE,” in
Voluntary Associations in the Graeco-Roman World (ed. John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson;
London: Routledge, 1996), 74-89.

17 See, e.g., Wilken, The Christians, 31-47; Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (New York:
Knopf, 1987), 84-89.

'8 On the Bacchanalia affair see § 3.2. For its influence on Greco-Roman attitudes toward
Christianity, see 86.1.1.

¥ As Wilken observes, “[t]he Christian movement was revolutionary not because it had the men
and resources to mount war against the laws of the Roman Empire, but because it created a social group
that promoted its own laws and its own patterns of behavior” (The Christians, 117-25, at 119).

% See Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 112-16; Ramsay MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman
Empire (A.D. 100-400) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 37-39.
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This appeal to the uneducated and ignorant is highlighted in Celsus’ comparison
with the Dionysiac mysteries:

Kol oletal ye €mi OauPel TV iIdtwTdV Tad’ HUAS TOotEly, ovyl 08 TAANOT Tepi

KOAAGE®V AEYOVTOC AvayKoimVy TOIg fHapTnKoct dtomep ££0Hotol UAC TOIG &V

T0ig Baxykais tedetoic T0 @hopato Kol T SEaTo TPOEICHyoVot.

It seems that [Celsus] supposes that [Christians] invent these things to trouble

their religious company, not speaking the truth concerning the punishments

necessary for those who have sinned. Consequently, he likens us to those in the

Bacchic mysteries who introduce phantasms and terrors. (4.10)

Celsus’ comments on the Dionysiac mysteries illustrate a key feature of his
complaint with Christianity.?* According to Celsus, both are interested in post-mortem
punishments for sinners.?? This, of course, is not unique to Christianity and the
Dionysiac mysteries—Celsus himself in fact maintains some version of it (3.16). What
troubles him is that they both employ “phantoms and terrors™ in order to target their
message to the “uneducated” (ididton). Thus, in this and other instances, Celsus’
arguments against Christianity are aimed at its social position as much as its doctrine.

Implicit within Celsus’ criticism of Christians’ repudiation of traditional state
religion in favor of a private and sectarian cult is his view of the interdependence of
religion and imperial power. A true god with genuine divine power would necessarily be
able to establish a legally recognized cult. To be opposed and oppressed by the Roman

Empire (as Jesus was and Christians are), therefore, is evidence against its validity (2.9,

12, 45). Conversely, the extent of Rome’s imperial domination functions for Celsus to

21 On this, see also Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 117—18; Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 55-60.

%2 For the importance of the afterlife in Dionysiac mysteries, see § 1.3.2 above. On Celsus’
comments here, see Martin P. Nilsson, Dionysiac Mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman Age (Lund: C. W.
K. Gleerup, 1957), 122. On the role of post-mortem punishments in the interaction between Christianity
and Greco-Roman religion, see MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire, 18-19. He observes that
“the one point of difference that seemed most salient was the antagonism inherent in [Christianity]—
antagonism of God toward all other supernatural powers” (at 19).
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demonstrate the existence and power of its gods. He asserts, “certainly you will not
claim that if the Romans were persuaded by you and, having neglected their established
practices with respect to gods and humans, they should call upon your high God, or
whomever you wish, he would come down and fight on their behalf” (00 p&v on todto
PNOELG, OC, v TeEloBEVTEC 601 Popoiot kol TV vevopuspévemv antoig tpog 0eovg e Kai
avBpadmovg dpeinoavteg TOV 6OV “Yyiotov, 1 dviva BovAel, TPooKaAEG®VTOL, KOTOPAG
vmeppayeiton avtdv, 8.69). As evidence that he would not, Celsus observes that whereas
God had promised to do this very thing for Israel in “earlier times” (zp6tepov), he had in
fact provided no such help. Rather, “in the case of the [Jews], instead of being masters of
the entire earth, neither a clod of land nor a hearth remains for them; and in the case of
you [Christians], should someone wander still escaping notice, he is nevertheless sought
out for the penalty of death” (®v toig pév avti <tod> yic amdong sivon deomdtoig ovd’
omoia T1g POL0G 000’ Eotia Asimetar, VUMV 8¢ KOV TAavatai Tic £t AavOdvov, ALY
{nteiton Tpog Bavdrtov dikny, 8.69). As | demonstrate below, it is precisely this paradigm
of the interrelationship between religion and empire for which Celsus finds support in his

reading of Euripides’ Bacchae.

7.2.3 JESUS AMONG GODS AND HEROES: THE PROBLEM OF INCARNATION, DEATH, AND
MIRACLES
In addition to the social and political problems with Christianity, Celsus objects to

it on various rational grounds. As a Platonist, he finds the Christian conception of the
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incarnation to be theologically untenable.?® Although like his contemporary Middle-
Platonists Celsus accepts the existence of daimones, which may variously manifest
themselves among humans, as for God himself, he asserts emphatically, “no God, O Jews
and Christians, or child of God has come down nor would come down” (0gdg pév, ®
Tovdoiot kai Xpiotiovoi, kai e0d maic ovdeic obte katiilev 0Bt kotéddot, 5.2).24
Elsewhere, Celsus supports his rejection of the incarnation by borrowing an argument
directly from Plato:
‘O 0g0¢ dyabdc £0Tt Kol KaAOG Kol e0diIN®V Kol £V T@ KOAMOTO Kol apioTtm: €1 Om
€6 avOpdOTOLG KATEWGL, LETABOARG aVTA OET, LETAPOANG OE €& dryaBod gig KaKOV
Kol €K kAo €ig aioypov kal &5 eddapoviag ig kKakodaoviay kol €k ToD
dpiotov ic 10 movnpodTatov. [...] ok dv ovv 00dE TaTNY THY petafolv 0gdg
déyotro.
God is good and beautiful and blessed and in the most beautiful and excellent
[place]. If, then, he comes down among humans, a change is required of him, a

change from good to bad and beautiful to shameful and blessed to misfortunate
and best to most vile. [...] A god would certainly not accept this change. (4.14)

25
In addition to this Platonic argument against the incarnation on the grounds of
divine immutability, Celsus asserts that the impregnation of a mortal woman by a god is
an impossibility; he asks regarding Jesus’ mother: “If, then, the mother of Jesus was
beautiful, did God indeed cohabit with her as though she was beautiful, although by
nature he does not love a corruptible body” (&i épa kA fv 1) uyp T0d Incod, Kai mdg

KOAf) a0tf] Epiyvouto 6 0g6g, 00 mepukmg £pav eOaptod cdpatog 1.39). For Celsus, this

is doubly improbable given that “she was neither prosperous nor royal” (odong odt’

% See Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 119-20; Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 26-27;
Wilken, The Christians, 102-03.

* On demonology in Celsus and Middle-Platonism, see Wilken, The Christians, 104-08; Frede,
“Celsus Philosophus Platonicus,” 5208—10. For a discussion that explores the range and shifting meaning
of daimones with respect to Plutarch, see Frederick E. Brenk, “‘A Most Strange Doctrine’: Daimon in
Plutarch,” CJ 69 (1973): 1-11; see also Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 216-24.

% See, e.g., Plato, Resp. 381b-c.
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evdaipovog obte Pacthkiig, 1.39). These critiques by Celsus of the incarnation reveal
several inconsistencies and ambivalences within his conception of Greek gods and
heroes, many of whom including Dionysus were conceived in precisely this manner.?
As I observe below, Celsus’ appropriation of the Greek mythological tradition employs
careful strategies to negotiate these tensions.

As with the incarnation, the death of Jesus would be incompatible with Celsus’
Platonic conception of divine immutability: if “coming down to men” constitutes an
impossible change for God then clearly a fortiori so does death. Nevertheless, Celsus
provides additional arguments for why Jesus’ trial and execution undermine claims to his
divinity. In his view, if Jesus truly possessed divine power and intelligence he would not
have suffered as the Gospels’ narrate.” For example, a god would not flee a human foe;
Celsus asserts regarding the infant Jesus’ flight to Egypt from the threat of Herod (Matt
2:13-15), “for it was not reasonable for god to fear death” (0gdv yap ovk gikdg v mepi
Bavdrtov dediévar, 1.66). Again, when he was betrayed at the end of his life, Jesus “was
captured while hiding himself and running off most ignominiously (kpvrtopevog pev kol
dadidpdokmv Eroveldiototota Eahm, 2.9). Furthermore, Jesus’ betrayal by his own
associates demonstrates his failure of leadership. Celsus contrasts Jesus with a “good
general” or a “robber chief,” both of whom secure the loyalty of their subordinates.
Jesus, however, “was handed over by those under him” (a0t0g 6& Tpodobeig Vo TV VI’
avt®, 2.12). Celsus further observes that in anticipation of such criticism his disciples

“fabricated that he foreknew and foretold everything that happened to him” (mAacapévolg

%8 On this point, see Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 105-16. He dubs these as Celsus’
“consistent inconsistencies” (at 124); see also Gallagher, Divine Man or Magician, 53-65.
27 On these points, see also Gallagher, Divine Man or Magician, 117-31.
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Ot avta to cvpPdvta avTd Ekeivog Tpondet kai mpoeipnket, 2.13). To Celsus, however,
this claim is also self-refuting: “What god, daemon, or intelligent human, foreknowing
such things would happen to him, would not have, if at all possible, avoided them rather
than fallen into the things that he understood in advance” (tic av 1j 0€0¢ 1 daipmv ;i
avOpOTOC PPOVILOG TPOEOMG VT TOWTO CLUPNCOEVE OVK &V, €1 YE £dVVarto,
gE&vey GALL cuvémTTey oic Tponmiotato; 2.17). Jesus’ foreknowledge of his own
betrayal and death entails an additional problem. If he foreknew that his own disciples
would become traitors, he himself is complicit in their impiety for having led them into
the very conspiracy which he knew they would commit: “God, therefore, led his own
disciples and prophets with whom he ate and drank into this, so that they might become
impious and profane” (0edg ovv tovc abTod padnTag Kol TpoPrTac, Hed MV cuvedsimvel
Kol GUVETIVEV, €1G TODTO meptyayev, Mote aoePeic kai dvooiovg yevéaOar, 2.20). Finally,
for Celsus, condemnation to death is evidence of criminality; it is most ridiculous to say
of an executed criminal “that he yet was not a robber but a god” (81t 00t6¢ Y& 0Oyl
Anotg dArd Beog v, 2.44). Rather, “for a demonstration of his divinity” (gic énidei&ty
Bedtnroc) he ought “to have at once disappeared from the cross” (46 00 6KOAOTOC YOOV
€00V apavng yevéohar, 2.68; see also 2.31).

Celsus understands, however, that for Christians the death of Jesus was not
construed as a sign of weakness, as the foregoing arguments suggest, but rather as “a
benefit for humans” (én” avbpdnov meereiq, 2.38; see also 2.73). He rejects such a
Christian conception of divine suffering “that a son of god is punished by the devil
teaches us also that we might patiently endure if punished by the same. Indeed, these
things are utterly laughable” (611 0e0D viOV V70 dafodAov koralesbot Kol Hdc S18AoKEL,
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®¢ v V7O ToD W TOD KOAALOUEVOL KOPTEPOILEY. Kol TODTA T TAVTY Katayélaota, 6.42).
Celsus observes that this Christian view of the conflict between Jesus and the devil is
comparable with various Greek myths of divine combat and suffering, such as of the
Titans and Giants and the Egyptian myths of Typhon, Horus, and Osiris. Regarding
these, however, he draws on a well-established allegorical interpretive tradition, quoting
Heraclitus: “it is necessary to understand that war is common to all and justice is strife
and that all things come into being and proceed in accordance with strife” (eidé<vor> ypn
1OV TOAEpOV £6vTa ELVOV Kol kN Eptv, Kal yvopeva Tavta kot Eptv Kol yopedUEVa,
6.42). Similarly, in reference to the conflict between Zeus and Hera in lliad 15.18-24 he
adopts a Stoic reading that “the words of God to matter are the words of Zeus to Hera”
(Mdyoug eivar tod Beod mpdc THY BANY TodG AdYoug Tod A1dg Tpdc v "Hpav, 6.42).
Thus, whereas these myths of theomachy contain “divine enigmas” (8¢ia aiviypota) and
“mysteries” (pvotpia), the Christian notion of “the punishment of a son of god by the
devil” contains no such truths.”® In fact, elsewhere Celsus is sharply critical of Jews and
Christians who attempt to allegorize biblical stories, particularly those of Genesis (4.38,
48).%

Critics of Celsus, beginning with Origen, have found this application of allegory
to be highly selective and inconsistent. Nevertheless, beneath Celsus’ polemically
motivated interpretive method lies a Greek intellectual tradition that sees a “primitive

theology” that originated in the east and was subsequently taken over by Homer and

8 On Celsus’ inconsistency on this point, see Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 54-55.

% On the dispute over the application of allegory to the Bible and Greek mythology, see Labriolle,
La réaction paienne, 161-63; Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 27-28; Remus, Pagan-Christian
Conflict, 116-19. For a discussion of the same debate as it reoccurs later in Didymus the Blind’s dispute
with Porphyry, see Philip Sellew, “Achilles or Christ? Porphyry and Didymus in Debate over Allegorical
Interpretation,” HTR 82 (1989): 79-100, esp. 84-85, 92-94.
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Hesiod.*® On this view, an ancient logos is not unique to the Greeks, but there is “a
kinship of the same logos with many of the nations” (Zvyyéveiwav mapd moAloig TV
€0vav [...] Tod avtod Adyov) and they all “begin from such a doctrine” (dp&apeva Tod
To1000¢€ doypatog, 1.14). In spite of this apparent acknowledgement of the value of
barbarian traditions, Celsus maintains that Greeks are the ultimate arbiters of the true
logos: “The Greeks are more qualified to judge, confirm, and implement for virtue the
things discovered by barbarians” (kpivar kai fefardoacOat kol Aoknoa TPOG APETTV TA
010 PapPapav evpedévta aueivovég gioty "EAAnveg, 1.2). Consequently, as a Greek
Celsus is able to find this logos among “the Egyptians, Assyrians, Indians, Persians,
Odrysians, Samothracians, and Eleusinians” (1.14), whereas Jews and Christians are
excluded: “The Jews were deceived and overthrown by stupidity” (Tovdaiot Vo apadiog
gopaincav e€amatmpevol); and even worse, “such a very few years ago, [Jesus]
established this teaching, being regarded by Christians as the Son of God” (advtOVv PO
Tavy OAlYyV TV THG d1dacKaAiag Tavtng Kadnynoashat, vopsOévta vmo Xpiotiavdy
viov ivar Tod Ogod, 1.26). Thus, a decisive strike against the Christian logos is its
novelty.®

Celsus’ discussion of these points may be understood as a response to Justin’s
theology of the logos. Andresen in fact made this a central piece of evidence for Celsus’
dependence on Justin. For the latter, the logos was the distinctive feature of his
conception of the history of philosophy and culture, which allowed him, on the one hand,

to lay claim to the teachings of the Greeks for himself while, on the other, to criticize

% On which, see Robert M. Grant, The Letter and the Spirit (New York: Macmillan, 1957), 1-30,
esp. 26-28 on Celsus; Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 109-10; Frede, “Celsus Philosophus Platonicus,”
5193-96.

31 See also Wilken, The Christians, 112-17.
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Greek culture as a derivation and deviation from Christian truth.*? Justin exhorts the
emperors that “the logos dictates that those who are truly pious and philosophers honor
and cherish the truth alone, seeking to follow the opinions of the ancients” (Tovg katd
aAn0elav evoePeig Kai PIA0GOPOVE LOVOV TAANDES TV Kol GTEPYEY O AOYOC
VTOYOPEVEL, TOPULTOVUEVOLG 00EG Tadaidy E€akorovleiv, 1 Apol. 2). He later asserts,
“we have been taught that Christ is the first-born of God and we announced in advance
that he is the logos of which every race of humans partakes” (tov Xpiotov TpwtoToKoV
10D Og0D sivon 8186y ONueV Kol TpoeunvVHGapEY AdYoV dvTa, oL iV YEvoc vOpdTemV
uetéoye), including, “among the Greeks (év "EAAnot puév), Socrates, Heraclitus” and
“among the barbarians (v BapBapoic 6¢), Abraham [etc.]” (46). In opposition to such
claims, Celsus insists that there is an ancient logos that is the common possession of both
Greeks and barbarians but that Jews and Christians are excluded (1.14, 26, quoted
above).®

An additional strategy employed by Celsus in his appropriation of Greek
mythology against Christianity is to draw on Euhemeristic interpretations of myth and
cult.®* The distinctive feature of Eunemerism is the view that the gods were once all
human. Mythology, therefore, reflects underlying historical events whereby outstanding
humans came to achieve apotheosis for their remarkable accomplishments. This

framework allows Celsus to demonstrate Jesus’ inferiority to Greek gods and heroes

%2 See Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 371-72. As Burke points out, however, these apologetic
tropes were well-established and widespread and therefore do not establish Celsus’ dependence on Justin.
Already in the second century BCE, the Jewish author Aristobulus had argued that Greek philosophy was
derivative of Moses (“Celsus and Justin,” 112-13).

% As Chadwick observes, Celsus’ view of Christianity’s deviation from the ancient logos
represents a reversal of Justin’s argument (Early Christian Thought, 23-24).

% See Harry Y. Gamble, “Euhemerism and Christology in Origen: Contra Celsum 111 22-43,” VC
33 (1979): 12-29, esp. 15-22 on Celsus.
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while at the same time maintaining skepticism toward their mythologies. In 3.22-43
Celsus develops a series of comparisons beginning with the Dioscuri, Heracles,
Asclepius, and Dionysus, “who are believed by the Greeks to have become gods from
among humans” (tovg &€& avOponwv memiotevpévong Top’ "EAAnot yeyovévar Bgovg)”
(3.22). He then observes that the very thing shared by these—that they were humans and
believed to have become gods—and that Christians claim to be impossible is what they
themselves maintain regarding Jesus:
Kai pnotv ok avéyesBou pév Hudc Tovtovg vopilety Osovg, 81t dvOpmmol Hoav
Kol TPMTOL, KTl TOAAL EMOEEAUEVOVG Kol YEVVAIN VTEP AVOpOTOV: TOV &’
"Tncodv dmofovovta Do TV 1dinv O1cmTHY OEOAL PapEY.
And [Celsus] says that we [Christians] do not bear to regard them as gods because
they were also humans first, even though they showed forth many and noble
deeds for the sake of humans; on the other hand, we say that Jesus, after dying,
was seen by the members of his private religious company. (3.22; see also 3.42)®
Within Celsus’ reading of the Greek mythology, the central criterion he uses to
exclude Jesus’ deification is the performance of “noble deeds” (yevvaia), which in
Euhemerism is presumed to underlie the traditions of apotheosis. Celsus in fact argues
vigorously for the authenticity of such deeds. Regarding Asclepius, for example, he

provides specific proof not only for past actions but also for ongoing ones: “a great

multitude of people, both Greeks and barbarians, agree that they have frequently seen and

% Celsus’ argumentation in this section has struck several readers as inconsistent and elusive. As
observed below, Origen attributes this to Celsus’ fear that if he was entirely forthright in expressing his
own views he would be charged as an atheist. As Gallagher observes, “The precise argument of Celsus in
that fragment is difficult to recover. On the one hand, he seems to endorse the idea that good works for
mankind can earn their perpetrators fame and honor, but, on the other hand, he stops short of accepting the
idea that good works can transform humans into gods” (Divine Man or Magician, 105). Gamble’s analysis
of the Euhemeristic background for Celsus’ arguments, however, provides significant clarification to this
problem (“Euhemerism and Christology in Origen,” 15-22). On the complexity involved in
conceptualizing divine figures such as Dionysus and Heracles within the philosophical milieu of the second
century, see Morton Smith, “Prolegomena to a Discussion of Aretalogies, Divine Men, the Gospels and
Jesus,” JBL 90 (1971): 174-99, esp. 184-85.
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continue to see not this apparition itself but him healing and acting kindly and foretelling
the future” (moAv avOpdnwv TAR00g EAAvav te Kai BapPapwv OpoAroyel moALaKIG 10TV
Kai €11 0pav, oV Pdopa avTO ToDTO AALN Bepamedovta Kai edepyeTOdVTA KOl TO LEALOVTOL
npoAéyovta, 3.24). Celsus is aware that, like Asclepius, many miracles of healing had
also been attributed to Jesus.*® He in fact does not deny them outright but rather
categorizes them as “magic” or “sorcery” (e.g., 1.6, 28, 38, 68, 71).37 Thus, whatever
Jesus may have performed, Celsus denies that these qualify as “noble deeds.” Moreover,
the most decisive miracle for Christians—Jesus’ resurrection—is also disputed by Celsus.
In contrast to the noble deeds of Celsus’ divinized humans which were performed
broadly for humanity (bnep avOpdrmv), Jesus appeared only to a select group (t@v idiwv
Bcwt®dv), which Celsus elsewhere reduces to a single “frenzied woman” (yovn
Tépo1GTPOC, 2.55).38

As with Celsus’ discussion of the ancient logos, his comparison of these divinized
men with Jesus also relates closely to the writings of Justin. As Andresen observed, this

same group of figures—the Dioscuri, Heracles, Asclepius, and Dionysus—is compared to

* For a discussion of this comparison, see Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 104—35. On the
importance of miracles in the early Christian message, see Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978), 8-12; MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire, 21-24, 108.

%" See also Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 128-29; Wilken, The Christians, 98-101. Smith
proposes that Celsus employed an independent non-Christian source in which Jesus was portrayed as a
sorcerer or magician (Jesus the Magician, 5760, 81-84). On the pejorative use of “magic” in the
characterization of social or religious rivals, see Gallagher, Divine Man or Magician, 41-53; Remus,
Pagan-Christian Conflict, 67—72. It is of interest to this study that in the Bacchae Pentheus describes
Dionysus as a “foreigner, a magician, an enchanter” (£§vog, yong énmddg, 233-34).

% On the latter point, see Margaret Y. MacDonald, Early Christian Women and Pagan Opinion:
The Power of the Hysterical Woman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 94-120. The dispute
over the resurrection involves several other ideological factors; for a discussion of this see Henry
Chadwick, “Origen, Celsus, and the Resurrection of the Body,” HTR 41 (1948): 83-102; Gallagher, Divine
Man or Magician, 131-40; Wilken, The Christians, 103-04.
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Jesus by Justin.* Justin writes, “we do not hold anything new, divergent from the things
said by you regarding the sons of Zeus” (00 mapd todg map’ Vpiv Aeyopévoug viodg ¢ At
Kawvov T eépopev, 1 Apol. 21). Although Justin does not provide an explicitly
Euhemeristic account of these figures, his mention in the same context of the apotheosis
of Caesar, whose human origin would be undisputed, points in that direction. For Justin,
a central question in evaluating such figures is, “what sort of deeds are recorded of each
of those called sons of Zeus” (kai 0olal £KAGTOV TOV A&YOUEVOV LIBY TOD A10g
totopodvton ai Tpaéeic, 21). He then adds, for the sake of argument, “if indeed [Jesus] is
only a common human, he is worthy to be called Son of God because of his wisdom” (&i
Kol Kowdg puoévov vBpwmog, d1a copiav dElog viog Beod Aéyecbat, 22). Moreover, Justin
maintains that Jesus “has been demonstrated” (dmodédewctar) to be greater than the
reputed sons of Zeus on the basis on his actions: “for the superior one iS manifest from
his deeds” (0 yap kpeittov €k TV Tpacemv eaivetal, 22). These striking similarities
between the strategies of Justin and Celsus suggest that the latter was responding to
precisely this sort of Christian argument regarding Greek mythology.

A final related fragment of the Alethes Logos in 1.67 is noteworthy and
programmatic for Celsus’ larger approach to mythology.*

ot pgv modawol pdbot Iepoel kol Apgiovt kot Alakd kol Mivei Osiov oropav

veipovteg (008 avtoic émotedoopev) Opmc EnEdeEay anT®dV Epya peydia Kol

Bovpaotd AANOAC e VIEP AVOpOTWV, Tva pn Arifavol dokdGt GU d¢ o1, Tt KAAOV
1 Bovpdciov Epyo f| Ady® memoinkog;

% Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 363-65; see also Remus, Pagan-Christian Conflict, 136-41. As
Burke notes, however, this list of four is common in Euhemeristic arguments, e.g., Cic., Nat. d. 2.24.62;
3.18.45 (“Celsus and Justin,” 113—-15); see also Gamble, “Euhemerism and Christology in Origen,” 17 n.
14.

%0 On this passage, see Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 52-54.
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The ancient myths maintaining the divine births of Perseus, Amphion, Aeacus,
and Minos (we have not believed them) nevertheless demonstrate their great and
marvelous deeds, as both genuine and for the sake of humans, lest they should be
deemed improbable; but in your case, what fine or marvelous thing have you
accomplished in deed or word? (1.67)
Here Celsus candidly admits his own skepticism regarding divine births. The figures
mentioned are according to their mythology the products of Zeus’ cohabitation with
mortal women and, therefore, in his disbelief Celsus is consistent with his critique of the
Christian incarnation discussed above. At the same time, however, he takes these myths
as reliable evidence for these men’s performance of “great and marvelous deeds,” which
he then contrasts with Jesus.** Thus, for Celsus, Euhemeristic interpretations of Greek

myth are not destructive of the tradition; rather, they allow him both to be a skeptic and at

the same time to insist upon the superiority of these Greek heroes to Jesus.

7.2.4 CELSUS ON JESUS AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE

Celsus’ argument from Euripides’ Bacchae is closely related to the foregoing
discussion; it illustrates both his conception of the relationship between religion and the
state and his strategies in the appropriation of Greek mythology. His argument consists
in five fragments in Contra Celsum 2.33-35, which are reconstructed here following
Robert Bader.* It seems certain, however, as Bader argues, that Origen has abbreviated

Celsus’ argument because it lacks sufficient detail in the text as it stands.*

*1 For a discussion of the role of civic benefactors in the Greco-Roman world as it relates to
Celsus’ argument, see Gallagher, Divine Man or Magician, 140-50.

“2 See Bader, Der AMHOHX AOI'OX des Kelsos, 72-73. The numbering of the five fragments is
mine.

*% Ibid., 20; so also Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 23.

290



frag. 1

frag. 2

frag. 3

frag. 4

frag. 5

Ti 8¢ [...] xai yevvaiov 3pacev olov Bedg, KaTappovdv dvipodrav Kol
dtayeddv kol Tailmv to cupPoivov 6 Incodg;

What noble deed did he perform as a god? Did Jesus despise humans and
laugh and mock at his circumstances? (2.33)

tov Ebpiidov Bdiyov Aéyovta-
Moel 1 6 daipmv antog, dtav £y BEA®.

The Bacchus of Euripides says,
“The god himself will set me free whenever I wish it.” (Bacch.
498) (2.34)

AL’ 008’ O KoTadukKdsog... avTov Emadé Tt, otov O ITevOedc poveic
onapaydeis.

But the one who condemned him did not suffer anything as Pentheus did,
being driven mad or torn to shreds. (2.34)

TOVG EUmai&avTog a0t Kol Povikida meptBévtag Kol Tov & dkavodv
oTEPAVOV KOl TOV €V TH] XEPT KAAQLOV.

They mocked him and equipped him with a purple robe, a crown of
thorns, and a rod in his hand. (2.34)

Ti ovk €l pun Tpdcbev AALA VOV YOOV BETOV T EmdeikvuTal Kol TG
aioybhvng TanTng €ovtov pveTan Kai Tovg VPRpilovtag gic EavTdv T€ Kol TOV
TOTEPO OIKOLOT,;

Why is he not showing forth something divine, if not before then at least
now, and rescuing himself from this shame and bringing to justice those
who violated him and his father? (2.35)

In this argument, in keeping with his approach of comparing Jesus with Greek

gods and heroes discussed above, Celsus makes the performance of a noble deed

(vevvaiov) a central criterion, which frames the larger argument. In this case, the deed

expected by Celsus from a deity who is brought to trial by human authorities is informed

by his reading of the trial of Dionysus by Pentheus in Bacchae 451-518. The god,

disguised as a priest in his own cult, had been brought before the tyrant, who questions

him extensively as to the nature of his cultic activities. The exchange concludes with

Pentheus enraged and casting Dionysus into prison. In the line quoted by Celsus (498),

the god speaks ironically of his own deliverance from prison, which he subsequently
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achieved (576-62). As he later declares: “I rescued myself easily, without trouble”
(a010¢ €E€cma” EpanTtov Ppadimg dvev movov, 614). In Celsus’ view, Jesus should have
done likewise, if he was truly a god, a sentiment shared by the thief on the cross in the
Gospels who said, “save yourself, if you are the Son of God” (c@cov GeawTdv, £l VIO £l
100 OgoD, Matt 27:40; see also Cels. 2.68). As Celsus observes in frag. 5 (2.35), not only
did Jesus fail to rescue himself then (mp6c6ev), he still also now (viv yodv) fails to
“rescue himself from this shame.”

Jesus’ failure to release himself from his captors represents only one aspect of
Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae. There are in fact several indicators that Celsus is
drawing on the larger context of the tragedy. Indeed, a central conflict in the tragedy is
the dispute over the divine status of a “new god” and in particular how a new god would
demonstrate true divinity. Celsus’ question why Jesus is “not showing forth
(émdeikvotar) something divine,” echoes Dionysus’ stated intention in the prologue: “I
shall demonstrate to [Pentheus] and to all the Thebans that I am a god” (avt@®d 0£0¢ yeyd
évoei&opon maoiv te OnPaiowowv, 47-48). Such a demonstration, according to Celsus,
might be observed in a variety of ways. For example, a god would “despise
(katagppovdv) humans and laugh (dwayehdv) and mock (railwv) at his circumstances”
(frag. 1, Cels. 2.33). Such an attitude of contempt would demonstrate the god’s absolute
mastery over the situation. This is precisely how Dionysus responded. Pentheus’ servant
reports, “laughing he allowed me to bind him and lead him away” (yeA®v 8¢ xoi delv
Kandyesw £picto, Bacch. 439). Pentheus later complains, “he despises me and Thebes”

(katagpovel ue kai OMPag 6og, 503).
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Celsus also observes that Pilate, who condemned Jesus, did not suffer anything
(ovd’... &rabé 1) for his actions (frag. 3, 2.34). In contrast to the Christian narrative, the
Bacchae illustrates that in a conflict between a god and his mortal opponents, the latter
not the former must suffer calamity. Indeed, Euripides treats this point with his
characteristic irony. At several moments in his trial, Dionysus alludes to his own
suffering: “tell me what I must suffer” (eip’ 6 Tt TaOelv d¢t, 492; see also 500, 515-18,
1377). Yet, in spite of these hints at the possibility of the god’s suffering, they function
merely to heighten the effect of the reversal when Pentheus and his house are finally
ruined. As Dionysus observes, “in name you are well-suited to suffer misfortune”
(8vévotuyfico Tobvop” émtidetog &1, 509), alluding to the etymology of Pentheus
(penthos, “grief”; see also 367-68.) The retributive suffering that Celsus has in view in
the Bacchae entails madness and sparagmos (paveig fj omapaybeic), which are well-
known features of Pentheus’ fate. He departs Thebes to his death with a “maddened
heart” (uaveiog mpomidl, 999). It is not only Pentheus who was inflicted with madness by
Dionysus. As Cadmus concludes, “You were mad, the entire city was in Bacchic frenzy”
(épndvmte, macd T €€ePakyevdn mog, 1295; see also 32-33, 326). The sparagmos of
Pentheus, narrated in bloody detail by the messenger (1114-1152), was also instigated by
Dionysus and was carried out at the hands of Pentheus” mother and her sisters.

Closely related to Pentheus’ suffering (and Pilate’s lack of it) is the larger
question of divine justice and retribution. In Celsus’ view, the subjection of Jesus and his
father to hubris would require that he bring the perpetrators to justice (frag. 5, 2.35). The
theme of hubris against a god also figures prominently in the Bacchae in the
characterization of Pentheus’ actions. Dionysus remarks that he will punish Pentheus for
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his hubris: “But, watch, Dionysus will execute punishments upon you for these hubristic
deeds, though you claim he does not exist” (dtdp tol TOVS™ dmotv’ VRPIGHATOV PETELGT
A1dvo6dg 67, dv odk eivan Aéyeic:, 516-17; see also 375-76; 555). The implicit
connection between hubris against the god and the denial of his divinity is made clear
elsewhere: Cadmus tells Agave, “He was subjected to hubris; for you did not regard him
as a god” (OPpwv y* VPprobeic: Ocov yap ovy Nyeicdé viv, 1297); similarly Dionysus states
to Cadmus, “For indeed although I am a god [ was treated with hubris by you” (kai yap
TpOg LUV B¢ yeymg VPpLouny, 1347). Such violence against a god demands justice.
As with the theme of suffering discussed above, Euripides treats the problem of justice
with ironic reversal. Pentheus repeatedly threatens to exercise judgment against the
disguised god (e.q., 345-46; 489; 676; 793); these threats, however, function in the
narrative to highlight that true justice would ultimately be administered by the god and
would result in Pentheus’ own destruction (847; 992-96; 1011-16; 1249-50). Celsus’
attention to hubris and divine retribution in his reading of the Bacchae is consistent with
a recurrent theme elsewhere in the Alethes Logos. As he argues later, “you revile and
mock their images; if, however, you should have reviled Dionysus himself or Heracles
while present, you would perhaps not have gotten off with impunity” (o0 p&v ta
AyGApOTO TOOTOV AO100pAV KATAYEANS, MG aOTOV Y€ TOV Advucov f) Tov Hpakiéa
TapdvTa €1 EA01d0pNoag, ovk v iowg yaipwv arnilaag, 8.41).

Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae serves his larger polemic against Christianity
in several important ways. As discussed above (8 7.2.3), he regarded Jesus’
condemnation and death to be inconsistent with true divine intelligence and power. By
contrast, throughout his trial, Dionysus remained in full control of this situation; the
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momentary appearance of being bested by the tyrant merely functioned as a deception
intended in the end to accentuate the god’s power to avenge himself. In addition, Celsus’
reading of the Bacchae illustrates his conception of the relationship between religion and
the Roman Empire. For Celsus, the validity of a religion could be demonstrated by its
connection to imperial power. In the myth, because Pentheus failed sufficiently to honor
a genuine divinity by establishing his cult at Thebes, he and his royal house were brought
to ruin. As with mythological Thebes, Celsus believed that the present rule of the Roman
Empire depended on the gods (e.g., 8.63). He feared, however, that should the Romans
fail to acknowledge the gods upon whom their emperor depended, as Penthean Thebes,
the Empire might also collapse: “for if everyone would do the same as you, nothing will
prevent [the emperor] from being left alone and desolate and the things on earth coming
into the possession of the most lawless and savage barbarians” (gi yap 10 adtd cot
TOMOELNY ATAVTEG, OVOEV KOADGEL TOV HEV KATAAEIPOTVoL poévov Kai Epnuov, T &’ Emi

YAG €ml TOig AvopmTaTOolg TE Ko yplwtatols PapPapoig yevéahat, 8.68).

7.3 ORIGEN’S RESPONSE: DEATH AS DIVINE VIRTUE
7.3.1 INTRODUCTION
Origen (ca. 185-255 CE) is one of the most prolific and controversial writers of

the early church.** About seventy years after Celsus’ wrote his Alethes Logos, Origen

*“ For general studies on the life and work of Origen, see Jean Daniélou, Origen (trans. Walter
Mitchell; London: Sheed and Ward, 1955); Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 66-94; Joseph C.
McLelland, God the Anonymous: A Study in Alexandrian Philosophical Theology (Patristic Monograph
Series 4; Cambridge, Mass.: Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1976), 93—135; Henri Crouzel, Origen
(trans. A. S. Worrall; San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989); Ronald E. Heine, Origen: Scholarship in the
Service of the Church (Christian Theology in Context; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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undertook a detailed response.* He was apparently the first Christian to do s0.® His
own education made him distinctly qualified to take on such a task. He was deeply
immersed in Greek philosophy; indeed, as several scholars have observed, he worked
with a nearly identical philosophical framework to that of Celsus.*” Moreover, Origen
had an intimate knowledge of the classical literary tradition upon which Celsus placed so
much value. Having obtained both a secular and biblical education, he began his career
as an instructor in literature as well as a catechist (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.3).*® The
former came to a decisive end, however, according to Eusebius, when he sold his library
for an income of four obols per day (Hist. eccl. 6.3.9). As Henri Crouzel observes, “[t]his
gesture of selling his library marks a complete renunciation of secular studies.”*
Nevertheless, the influence of contemporary practices in the exegesis of classical
literature remained firmly impressed upon Origen’s own interpretive methods. Although

his exegetical works are primarily interested in biblical texts, they are deeply indebted to

his “pagan” education and teaching (Hist. eccl. 6.18.2-4).%°

%> On the date (246-48 CE), see Chadwick, Origen: Contra Celsum, xiv—xv. On Origen’s Contra
Celsum, in addition to the studies cited above in connection with Celsus’ Alethes Logos, see also Daniélou,
Origen, 97-127; de Lange, Origen and the Jews, 63—73; Michael Frede, “Origen’s Treatise Against
Celsus,” in Apologetics in the Roman Empire: Pagans, Jews, and Christians (ed. Mark Edwards, Martin
Goodman, and Simon Price; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 131-55; Michael Duncan, “The New
Christian Rhetoric of Origen,” Philosophy & Rhetoric 46 (2013): 88-104.

“® See Frede, “Origen’s Treatise Against Celsus,” 133.

*" See Labriolle, La réaction paienne, 154-60; Daniélou, Origen, 103; Frede, “Celsus Philosophus
Platonicus,” 5203. For a general discussion of Origen’s philosophy, see Daniélou, Origen, 73-98.

*8 See Crouzel, Origen, 4-8; Heine, Origen, 19-25.

“® Crouzel, Origen, 8. This renunciation is, however, not absolute. Origen’s later student in
Caesarea, Gregory Thaumaturgus, reports that Origen had his students read both ancient philosophers and
poets except for the works of atheists (Panegyric 13); see also Anthony Grafton and Megan Hale Williams,
Christianity and the Transformation of the Book: Origen, Eusebius, and the Library of Caesarea
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006), 67—68.

%0 See esp. the detailed study of Bernhard Neuschéfer, Origenes als Philologe (2 vols.;
Schweizerische Beitrdge zur Altertumswissenschaft 18; Basel: Reinhardt, 1987). Grafton and Williams
demonstrate the extent to which Origen’s literary and textual work reflects that of contemporary
philosophers (Christianity and the Transformation of the Book, 22—85). These observations, however,
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Origen’s knowledge of contemporary philology can be illustrated with two
examples from the Contra Celsum, both of which are also significant for his larger
approach to Euripides. First, in an effort to refute Christians’ anthropocentric view of the
cosmos, Celsus had disputed a line from Euripides, “the sun and night serve mortals,”
(Hhog pev vog te dovAevet Bpotoic, Phoen. 546), observing that on the contrary, they
serve “ants and flies” as much as humans (Cels. 4.77). Origen eagerly accepts Euripides
as an ally of Jews and Christians on this point, and praises the poet as “the philosopher of
the stage according to some and a hearer of Anaxagoras’ lectures on nature” (0 Katd
TIVOG GKNVIKOG PIAOGOQOG Kal LGLOA0YING THS AvaEaydpov YEVOUEVOG deoarﬁg).51 He
then provides an interpretation of this line, which Bernhard Neuschéfer argues, derives
from his experience as a teacher of secular literature.>* Origen argues by synecdoche
(cvvekdoykdg) that the line means that “the things organized in the universe” (tetaypéva
&v T@® mavti = iAo pev vog te) serve “all rational beings” (ndot t0ig Aoykoig = BpoToig).

A second example of Origen’s literary training relates to a category labeled by
Neuschéfer as 10 tpécmmov 10 Aéyov, that is, the importance of fitting words that are
appropriate to their speakers.>® This principle was important in ancient poetic criticism
and given classic expression in Aristotle’ Poetics (1454a 33-35). As Neuschéafer

demonstrates, Origen employs this elsewhere in his biblical exegesis. For my purposes

should be balanced by the analysis of de Lange, who finds extensive influence from rabbinic exegesis in
Origen derived from his interaction with Palestinian Jews during his Caesarean period (Origen and the
Jews, 103-32); see also Jacobs, Remains of the Jews, 60-67; Grafton and Williams, Christianity and the
Transformation of the Book, 82-85; Heine, Origen, 227-31.

> Clement of Alexandria similarly calls him, “the philosopher on the stage” (6 £mi Tiig oknVviic
@uocopoc, Strom. 5.11.70.2).

>2 Neuschafer, Origenes als Philologe, 224-25. He also provides examples of how Origen applies
this principle in his biblical exegesis.

> See ibid., 263-76.
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here, however, its application in the Contra Celsum is of particular interest. In several
places Origen complains that Celsus has attributed words to speakers that are out of
keeping with their character. Regarding Celsus’ Jewish interlocutor, Origen asserts,
“[Celsus] has not maintained what is entirely in character for the Jew in the things
spoken” (1o appdlov maven @ Tovdain Tpdommov &v Toic Aeyopévols Tethpnke, 1.28).>*
Elsewhere, Origen chastises Celsus for attributing statements of advanced philosophical
learning to Christians in spite of his characterization of them as barbarian and illiterate.
In this context, Origen compares Celsus to Euripides: whereas Homer “maintained the
characters of his heroes as they themselves were established from the beginning”
(tnpfioog o TV POV TPOcmTO, 0Tola avte VEdeto am’ apyic), “Euripides is
ridiculed by Aristophanes because he frequently attributes words of unfitting doctrines to
barbarian women or slaves, which he learned from Anaxagoras or some other wise man”
(Evpumidong 6€ 110 AplotoPavoug KOUMOETTOL MG AKALPOPPNU®V S10 TO TOANAKIG
neprrefeucévon Adyovg Soypdtav, dv ard Avataydpov 1§ Tivoc Enade TV Gopdv,
BapBapotc yovaukiv f oikétae, 7.36).>° Thus, Origen brings his training in poetic
criticism to bear both in his works of biblical exegesis and in his disputation with Celsus
over classical literature.

Even though Origen was eminently qualified to respond to Celsus, he claims not
to have done so on his own initiative but only at the request of his patron Ambrose: “O

Ambrose, beloved of God, | do not know why you have desired us to compose an

> As Blumell suggests, Origen’s perceived incongruity between the words Celsus attributes to the
Jew and his own conception of Judaism may arise because he was acquainted with Palestinian Judaism
whereas Celsus had encountered Hellenistic Judaism (“A Jew in Celsus’ True Doctrine,” 300).

% On this passage, see Neuschéfer, Origenes als Philologe, 269-70. See Aristophanes,
Acharnians 393-406.
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apology regarding the false testimonies against Christians in the treatise of Celsus and the
accusations against the faith of the churches in his book” (o0 §’, & P1A60se Apppodote,
oVK 018’ d1twg mpdg Tac KEAGov Kkatd XpioTioavdy £V GUYYPALOGT YELSOHAPTLPIaG Koi
¢ miotemg 1@V EkKANGL®V &v BiPAie katnyopiag EBovAnong uag droroyncacor, pref.
1). Origen’s hesitancy to produce an apology is an important rhetorical strategy that
frames the larger work.”® He reminds Ambrose that when Jesus was accused falsely, he
stood in silence and gave no reply. To give a defense, therefore, potentially detracts from
the power of Jesus (pref. 3). It is not true Christians, Origen maintains, but rather only
the weak in faith who need such a book (pref. 6). In Origen’s view, the Christian, like
Jesus, should willingly accept unjust trial and death; for this is a fundamental marker of
Christian virtue.>” Moreover, martyrdom was not merely a theoretical concept for
Origen; his own father had been beheaded for his faith and, according to Eusebius,
Origen would have similarly suffered had his mother not hidden his clothing to prevent
him (Hist. eccl. 6.2.5). Later, he would be arrested and tortured and although he survived
he never fully recovered. In keeping with several other prominent Christians, Origen
viewed martyrdom as an act of honor and triumph.®® Indeed, Origen sees martyrdom as a

means whereby Christians defeat demonic powers (Cels. 8.44; Mart. 42). Thus, the

% On the significance of Origen’s hesitancy to write the Contra Celsum, see Frede, “Origen’s
Treatise Against Celsus,” 141-44; Duncan, “The New Christian Rhetoric of Origen,” 94-96.

> See esp. Origen, An Exhortation to Martyrdom, passim; also the comments of Labriolle, La
réaction paienne, 141-42; W. H. C. Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution in the Early Church: A Study of a
Conflict from the Maccabees to Donatus (Oxford: Blackwell, 1965), 391-99; Oliver Nicholson,
“Preparation for Martyrdom in the Early Church,” in The Great Persecution: The Proceedings of the Fifth
Patristic Conference, Maynooth, 2003 (ed. Vincent Twomey and Mark Humphries; Irish Theological
Quarterly Monograph 4; Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 61-90, esp. 80-85.

%8 Nicholson demonstrates that Origen shares this view with, among others, Tertullian and
Lactantius (‘“Preparation for Martyrdom in the Early Church”).
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apologetic impulse is in Origen’s view at odds with the essence of Christian faith. In

spite of these objections, however, Origen produces the book that Ambrose requested.

7.3.2 ORIGEN ON DIONYsUs, NOBLE DEEDS, AND NOBLE DEATHS
Before exploring Origen’s reply to Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae in 2.33-
35, it will be useful briefly to survey his larger response to the Alethes Logos, with
particular attention to those points discussed in the foregoing sections. As we saw above,
in his comparisons of Jesus with Greek gods and heroes, Celsus employed a Euhemeristic
reading of the mythological tradition, while at the same time using these myths so as to
demonstrate the inferiority of Jesus.>® Origen accuses Celsus both of inconsistency and
cowardice:
Kol TPOG TaDTO O€ Prioopev 0Tl devdg 0 KéLcoc obte capdg mapéotnoe un
oéPetv To0ToVG Mg BE0VG (EVANPETTO Yap TNV dOEAV TV EvievEopéveV anTod Ti)
YPAPT, DVTOANYOUEVEVY aTOV 8Bgov, €1 Tt TG atvopévnc ot dAndsiog
énpéoPevev), obT’ o TpoceEmOMcaTo Kai odTdg anTodg Oeodg vouilew.
And against these things, we shall assert that Celsus was cleverly though not
openly disposed not to honor them as gods (for he was aware of the opinion of
those who would happen upon his writing and suspect him of atheism if he
represented any of the truth that appeared to him); at the same time, he did not
pretend that he regarded them as gods. (3.22)
As for Celsus’ argument that the Greek gods and heroes performed “many noble deeds
for humanity,” Origen responds by shifting the terms of comparison so as to focus on

questions of morality.?® In the case of Jesus, he asserts that “no licentiousness of his is

reported” (ovdepia Tovtov PépeTan drxoracia, 3.23). By contrast, the moral failings of

% For a discussion of Origen’s response to these arguments, see Gamble, “Euhemerism and
Christology in Origen,” 22-29.
% See Gallagher, Divine Man or Magician, 73, 105-06.
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Heracles, the Dioscuri, Asclepius, and Dionysus are widely known (3.22-23). Regarding
Dionysus, Origen asks, “what reverence does Dionysus have, maddened and clad in
women’s clothing, that he would be worshiped as a god?” (ti 8¢ cepvov €xet 0 povorag
Abvuoog ko yovaukeia mepefinpévoc, iv’ mc Oedc tpookuvnoi; 3.23).%1 In addition,
Origen observes that not only do these gods and heroes act licentiously themselves, they
produce no moral improvement in their devotees (3.42).

Origen also takes issue with Celsus’ selective use of allegory. As we saw above,
Celsus adopted allegorical readings of various myths, such as those of theomachy, in
order to reconcile them with his philosophical framework. Regarding the death of Jesus,
however, he would tolerate no such approach. Origen uses the myth of Dionysus’
dismemberment by the Titans in order to counter Celsus on this point.%? In 3.23, he
asserts, “if indeed those defending these things take refuge in allegories, one must
examine the allegories in each case as to whether they possess something useful and
whether those who are torn to shreds by the Titans are able to have existence and are
worthy of reverence and worship” (£av 0¢ kai ol mepl TOVT®V AITOA0YOVUEVOL ETL
aAANyoploc KatapeLymoty, idig pev &etactéov TOC AAANYOpiag, £l TO VY1EG Exovaty, idig
8¢, &l dHvavtar VosTACY EYEy Kod GEI0L Elval GEPAGUAY KAl TPOGKVVIGEDG

onaportopevol vro Titdvov). Later, in order to refute Celsus’ preclusion of the

81 Critique of the morality of Greek gods and heroes is of course not unique to Origen: it was a
well established philosophical trope that Justin had already employed in Christian interests (e.g., 1 Apol.
25).

%2 This myth, which derives from Orphism often in connection with the name Zagreus, became
common in Neoplatonic allegory; see Jean Pépin, Mythe et allégorie: les origines grecques et les
contestations judéo-chrétiennes (rev. and enl. ed.; Paris: Etudes augustiniennes, 1976), 202 n. 111. For a
discussion and reconstruction of the myth from the fragmentary evidence, see Ivan M. Linforth, The Arts of
Orpheus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1941), 30764 ; Carl Kerényi, Dionysos: Archetypal
Image of Indestructible Life (trans. Ralph Manheim; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), 240-45;
Radcliffe G. Edmonds, “Tearing Apart the Zagreus Myth: A Few Disparaging Remarks on Orphism and
Original Sin,” CIAnt 18 (1999): 35-73.
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incarnation on the grounds of a Platonic doctrine of immutability (see 4.14; 8 7.2.3
above), Origen asks regarding the biblical accounts of Jesus’ incarnation and other
“transformations” (petafoAai) whether these narratives “will not appear more holy than
those of Dionysus, who was deceived by the Titans, fell from the throne of Zeus, was
torn to shreds by them and afterward was reconstituted and, as though revived to life, also
re-ascended into heaven?” (cepvotepa poveitar Atovicov Vo tdv Titvev dnatowpévon
Kol EKTTinTovTog o 10D Atdg Opdvou Kal GTapacGoUEVOL DT ATV Kol LETO TODT
Ay cuvtifepévon kal olovel avafidokovtog Kai avapaivovtog gic ovpavov; 4.17)
Thus, in this myth of Dionysus, Origen finds that the Greek tradition does not pass the
criterion that Celsus applies to Jesus. He complains that whereas the Greeks are allowed
to allegorize these as referring to the soul, “for us the door is locked” (uiv 8’

amokéxkieiotol Bupa, 4.17).63

7.3.3 ORIGEN ON JESUS AND EURIPIDES’ BACCHAE

Let us now consider Origen’s response to Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae.
First, regarding Celsus’ claim that Jesus’ performed no noble deed in response to the
violence of his human foes (frag. 1 above), Origen points to several events recorded in
the Gospels in connection with Jesus’ death: tombs opening, the rending of the temple
veil, darkness in daytime, and earthquakes (2.33). For the latter two, Origen asserts that

there is independent corroboration.

% For a discussion of the function of the allegorical interpretation of scripture over against that of
Greek mythology in the Contra Celsum, see Duncan, “The New Christian Rhetoric of Origen,” 98—100.
He dubs this “[t]he ultimate accommodation in Origen’s rhetoric” (at 98).
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Next, Origen turns to Celsus’ quotation of Euripides’ Bacchae 498 (frag. 2
above). He begins by observing that Celsus attributes this quotation to his Jewish
speaker. As noted above (8 7.3.1), Origen often identifies places in the Alethes Logos
where Celsus attributes to his Jewish speaker opinions out of keeping with Judaism.
Here Origen takes this in a particularly tendentious direction, claiming that “Jews are
certainly not engaged in the philology of Greek literature” (o0 mévv pév odv Tovdoiot Té
‘EAMvov giohoyoboty, 2.34).%* All the same, Origen responds to the substance of the
argument. He refers to two stories from Acts (12:6-9; 16:24-26), where miraculous
deliverances similar to those in the Bacchae are recorded: “Peter was also bound in
prison when the angel released his bonds and he went out; and Paul together with Silas
was bound under a stock in Philippi of Macedonia and was released by divine power,
when also the doors of the guard were opened” (kai [Tétpog dedepévoc v PLAOKT]
ayyéhov AvcGovTog Tovg deopong EENADE, kol [TadAog petd Tod Xida év Dihinmolg tig
Moxkedoviag Vo ‘EOA0V’ dedepévoc EAvOn Bela duvapet, 6te kol “Bvpar’ THg PLAAKTC
‘nvoiydncav’ 2.34). These stories function as counter-evidence: as Dionysus had
delivered himself (Bacch. 576-646) and his maenads (442-48) amidst earthquakes and
miraculous openings of bonds and doors, so also Jesus delivered his disciples. Thus,
Origen is perhaps the first reader of Acts and Euripides’ Bacchae to identify and exploit

this narrative comparison.® He questions, however, whether Celsus had read Acts: “it is

% As de Lange notes, this statement is a blatant distortion: when “Origen says that Jews are not at
all well read in Greek literature, this must be read as an ‘aside’ in Origen’s reply to Celsus, and is not to be
taken as proof that in Origen’s day Jews did not read Greek writings” (Origen and the Jews, 6).

% On this point, see Detlev Dormeyer, “Bakchos in der Apostelgeschichte,” in Griechische
Mythologie und friihes Christentum (ed. Raban von Haehling; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 2005), 153-72, esp. 167—70. On the question of the relationship of Acts and the Bacchae
in connection to prison escape, see 8 6.3 above.
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likely either that Celsus mocks these things or in fact that he has never read the story”
(eidg &Tt TodTo YEAT 6 Kéhoog f kol ovdaude avéyve tiv totopiav, 2.34).°° Origen
theorizes that if Celsus did know these stories, he would have followed his usual
procedure of attributing them to sorcery.

Origen’s rebuttal to Celsus’ next argument from the Bacchae (frag. 3 above) is
troubling for its anti-Judaism. Quoting Matthew 27:18, which presents the Jews rather
than Pilate as ultimately responsible for Jesus’ death, Origen writes that it was “the nation
of the Jews” (10 Tovdaimv £0vog), “which was condemned by God, having been torn to
shreds and dispersed into all the world beyond the tearing of Pentheus” (6mep
Katadedikaotal VIO Beod omapaydev kai gic macav TV yijv vep Tov [evBémg
omopoyuov dwacmapéy, 2.34). For Origen, the proper analogy with Pentheus is not Pilate
but rather the Jewish nation.®” Presumably, he has in mind the events following the Bar
Kokhba revolt (132-36 CE), in which Hadrian banned all Jews from Jerusalem.®® Two

striking features emerge from Origen’s argument. First, he employs a word play, making

% Elsewhere, Origen makes similar observations about Celsus’ failure to read Acts. In 2.1, he
uses two passages from Acts (10:9-15; 21:26) as evidence that Christians were not apostates from Judaism
and then observes that Celsus must not have known these. In a different context, Celsus knows of a
Christian teaching about “gates opening spontaneously” (avtoudtmg dvoryouévag morag, 6.34) but not in
connection with prison escape.

%7 Christian concern over the fate of Pilate can be seen the development of various legends. In the
Acts of Pilate (Paradosis), for example, he was beheaded by Gaius, although he and his wife were first
converted. The later Latin work, Mors Pilati, has Pilate commit suicide at the instigation of the emperor
and his body cast into the Tiber. Eusebius also reports Pilate’s suicide (Hist. eccl. 2.7). Thanks are due to
Richard Pervo for bringing this connection to my attention. For a discussion of the historical and
legendary materials regarding Pilate’s death, see Paul L. Maier, “The Fate of Pontius Pilate,” Hermes 99
(1971): 362-71. He argues, based on Origen’s response to Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae in Cels.
2.34, that this tradition of Pilate’s death must have developed later than Origen (or been unknown to him)
(369-70).

% On this revolt, see E. Mary Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule: From Pompey to
Diocletian, a Study in Political Relations (2d ed.; SILA 20; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 428-66. The claim that
the Jews were punished by the Romans as divine judgment for their treatment of Jesus is found elsewhere
in the Contra Celsum in connection both with the First Jewish-Roman War and the destruction of the
temple (4.22; 8.42) and the Bar Kokhba revolt with the resulting banishment of Jews from Jerusalem (2.8);
see de Lange, Origen and the Jews, 75-80; Heine, Origen, 227-28.
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an etymological connection between the Dionysiac ritual of sparagmos and the Jewish
Diaspora by placing the two terms side by side (cmapayuov dworapév). The former
derives from the myth of Pentheus in which he was the victim of this act of ritualized
violence. The latter, diacmopd (here, in the cognate verb dwooneipw), was the common
term for Jews living outside the land of Israel (e.g., LXX Deut 28:25; 30:4; John 7:35;
James 1:1). By connecting them here in response to Celsus’ Jewish speaker, Origen aims
to underscore his claim that the Jewish Diaspora represents an act of divine sparagmos.
He is not the first author to use the language of sparagmos to describe the ill-treatment of
Jews. Third Maccabees narrates the results of Ptolemy IV Philopator’s decree that all
Jews living in Egypt be violently deported to Alexandria: young women were led off “as
though torn to shreds by foreign cruelties” (¢ éomapayuévar okvAuoic aliogdvéoty, 3
Macc 4:6).%° Second, Origen views Roman policy against the Jews as the fulfillment of
divine justice. Whatever other critical attitudes Origen may have held regarding the
Roman Empire, these do not preclude its role as an agent of God’s purposes in the world.
In 2.30, for example, he states that “God was preparing the nations for [Jesus’] teaching”
(evtpemilovtoc 10D Beod 1) ddaockaria avtod Ta £0vn) and that he did so through Caesar
Augustus who had unified “through one kingdom the majority of people on earth” (61
wac Pactieiog ToVC TOAAOVG TV £l YTiG).

In connection with this, Origen concludes his discussion of Celsus’ argument

from the Bacchae (in response to frag. 5 above) by taking recourse to divine providence:

% Elsewhere in 3 Maccabees, the imposition of Dionysiac religion upon the Jews is explicit.
Philopator’s own connection with Dionysus is well-known; in 2:29-30, he decrees that Jews in Alexandria
be branded with the ivy-leaf of Dionysus and initiated into the mysteries. J. R. C. Cousland has detected
several allusions in 3 Maccabees to Euripides’ Bacchae, which he argues the author employs so as to
satirize Philopator’s Dionysiac pretentions (“Dionysus Theomachos? Echoes of the Bacchae in 3
Maccabees,” Bib 82 [2001]: 539-48).
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Aektéov OTL 10 TopamAnclov 0Ty gineiv kol tpdg "EAANvoc, Tpovolay ei6ayovTog

Kai Ogoonpiog mapadeyouévoug yevésbat, Ti ON mote Tovg VPpilovtag T0 Oelov Kai

avarpodvtag tpdvolay oV KoAdLeL 6 BedG; (g yap €0V AmoloyomvTol Tpdg TodTO

"EAANVEG, kol fuelc ta dpota §j Kol Kpeittova EpoDLEY.

It must be stated that something similar can be said also against the Greeks who

introduce providence and accept the occurrence of divine portents: why then does

God never punish those who violate the divine nature and eliminate providence?

For however Greeks should defend against these things, we also shall say similar

or even better things. (2.35)

Here he asserts simply that, even if it were established that in the case of Jesus’ trial and
execution many individuals insulted God and were not punished for it, similar arguments
could be advanced against Greek gods. Celsus seems to have anticipated such an
argument, as seen for example in 8.41 (quoted above) in which he insists that while
Christians may escape punishment for reviling the images of Dionysus and Heracles, they
would not be so fortunate if they did so face to face (as Jesus’ opponents did).

Finally, as perhaps the most significant aspect of his response to Celsus’ argument
from the Bacchae, Origen holds death and martyrdom in a distinctly positive regard. He
asks whether the authors of the Gospels recorded Jesus’ death because they supposed that
“others would take as a model for despising those who laugh at and mock piety the one
who readily died because of it? (&ALot 8¢ mapdadetypo Ajyovtol Tod KaTopPPOVELY
yYeAOVTOV Kai yAevaldvimv Enl edoefeiq TOV O’ avTnVv toipwe dmobavovta; 2.34) Thus,
for Origen, Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae fails ultimately because it rests on the
assumption that death is a sign of weakness and defeat. As | observed above (§ 7.3.1), in

his preface Origen frames the entire Contra Celsum with the observation that Jesus was

silent before his prosecutors and suffered willingly. Celsus’ comparison of Dionysus in
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the Bacchae with Jesus’ trial and death does not recognize this central feature of God’s

final plan of victory over evil.

7.4 CONCLUSIONS

The Bacchae of Euripides represents Dionysus as a god whose arrival produces
religious and political upheaval. Celsus’ evocation of the struggle between a
conservative tyrant and a revolutionary deity highlights a range of salient features in the
ongoing disputations between Christians and “pagans.” If Jesus was a deity like
Dionysus, Pilate and the Roman Empire should have suffered the fate of Pentheus and
Thebes. Whereas Dionysus mocked his captor and inflicted him with madness and
ultimately dismemberment, Jesus was a powerless victim of Roman justice. This
application of the Bacchae illustrates Celsus’ view of the interdependence of religion and
empire. At the same time, his use of this myth highlights his own ambivalences toward
the mythological tradition. As is clear from his comments elsewhere, Celsus does not
take Dionysus to be divine in the manner suggested by the Bacchae but at most a man
who came to be regarded as a god due to his noble deeds, that is, his benefactions to
humanity. Thus, the entire juxtaposition of Dionysus and Jesus is for Celsus in some
sense a hypothetical exercise. The value of the Bacchae and the importance of asserting
Dionysus’ superiority to Jesus are rooted ultimately in their status within the Greek
literary and intellectual tradition. Origen’s rebuttal radically reframes the problem raised
by Celsus. Within his Christian framework, the willing deaths, both of Jesus and of the
martyrs, are ultimately acts of triumph not defeat, and consequently Dionysus in the

Bacchae cannot function as a paradigm by which to measure Jesus’ divine status.
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Nevertheless, Origen concurs with Celsus that divine vindication must ultimately be
achieved. This, however, is understood by Origen within a historical conception of
divine providence that places the ultimate blame for Jesus’ death on the Jews not the
Romans. He therefore takes the unfortunate history of the Jewish nation in the first and
second centuries, rather than Pilate and the Romans, as the appropriate analogy with
Pentheus. Thus, both Celsus and Origen employ the Bacchae as a literary vehicle for the
advancement of their own ideological programs—and Dionysus continues to function as

a symbol of political and religious struggle.

308



CHAPTER EIGHT
CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA ON PLEASURE AND DYING WITH EURIPIDES’

BACCHAE

8.1 INTRODUCTION

At the culmination of Stomateis 4, Clement (ca. 150-215 CE) quotes five lines
from Euripides’ Bacchae 470-72, 74, 76 (Strom. 4.25.162.3-4). In itself, such an
extensive quotation is not at all unusual for Clement. The content of the quotation and
the manner in which Clement alters the Euripidean material, however, are striking and
deserve further analysis. It is taken from a scene of the tragedy where the disguised
Dionysus plays upon Pentheus’ curiosity to see the maenadic rituals but warns him of the
dangers entailed for the uninitiated. In a surprising transformation, Clement attributes
Dionysus” words to Christ who is now a mystagogue, addressing the potential initiate into
Christian gnosis.

adTOG 0DV NUAC O OTAP ATEXVAS KT TNV TPoymdioy pucToyomys,

OpdV opdVTOC, Kol didmoty dpyia.

Kav oo
0 & Opyla €oti Tiv' 10éav Exovia oot

arxovon TaALY:
dppnt’ apakyevtolcy gidéval fpotdyv,

kv ToAvTTpay oV Tig Omoia £in, avdic dkovcato:
oV Béuig dkodoal og, €0t d” AEL idévar
acéPelav ackodvta dpyt” €xBaipet Beod.

The savior himself plainly initiates us according to the tragedy
Seeing those who see, he also gives the rites. (Bacch. 470)
Should you inquire:
These rites, what form do they have for you? (Bacch. 471)
You will hear again:
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They are unspeakable to mortals uninitiated in Bacchic rites. (Bacch. 472)
Should someone busy oneself about to learn what they are, again let him hear:
It is not lawful for you to hear; but they are worth knowing. (Bacch. 474)
The rites of God are hostile to one who practices impiety. (Bacch. 476)*
Clement’s use of the Bacchae elsewhere has received attention by scholars, most
notably, in Protrepticus 12.118-123 where he draws extensively on the tragedy in order
to transform the traditional language of Dionysiac cults for the context of Christian
mysteries.? His adaptation of the Dionysiac language of Euripides serves a variety of
literary aims in the Protrepticus, not least the demonstration of the futility of traditional
Greek religion. Scholars have noted that the quotation in Stromateis 4 reflects the same
literary and religious trope as Protrepticus 12. Yet to my knowledge no attempt has been
made to explore and analyze the distinctive features of this quotation from the Bacchae
and its significance for Clement’s larger argument in Stromateis 4, where his religious
and literary aims are very different than in the Protrepticus. The central themes in
Stromateis 4 are martyrdom and the perfection of the Christian gnostic (see § 8.4 below).

True gnostic perfection entails a repudiation of sensual pleasure, which can be achieved

only through the release of the soul from the bondage of the body (e.g., Strom. 4.3.12.5).

! Greek texts of Clement follow Otto Stahlin, Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der
ersten drei Jahrhunderte (4 vols.; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrich’s Buchhandlung, 1905-1939). Translations of all
ancient texts are mine throughout.

% See H. G. Marsh, “The Use of MYETHPION in the Writings of Clement of Alexandria with
Special Reference to His Sacramental Doctrine,” JTS 37 (1936): 64-80, esp. 65 n. 2, 76-77; Arthur Darby
Nock, “Hellenistic Mysteries and Christian Sacraments,” in Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (ed.
Zeph Stewart; 2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 2.791-820, esp. 814-16 (1952); H. Steneker,
IIEIOOYX AHMIOYPI'IA: observations sur la fonction du style dans le Protreptique de Clément
d’Alexandrie (Nijmegen: Dekker & van de Vegt, 1967), 147-69; Nicole Zeegers-vander Vorst, Les
citations des poetes grecs chez les apologistes chrétiens du lle siécle (Recueil de travaux d’histoire et de
philologie 4.27; Louvain: Bibliothéque de 1’Université, Bureau du recueil, 1972), 280-82; Christoph
Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie bei Platon, Philon und Klemens von Alexandrien (Untersuchungen zur
antiken Literatur und Geschichte 26; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1987), 148-58; Fabienne Jourdan, “Dionysos dans
le Protreptique de Clément d’ Alexandrie: initiations dionysiaques et mystéres chrétiens,” RHR 223 (2006):
265-82.
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In this context, therefore, a drama about the god of sensual pleasure that stresses the
necessity of embracing this god stands in sharp contrast with Clement’s own moral and
religious program. That Clement has Christ assume the role of the tragic Dionysus is
distinctly ironic.

This chapter aims to situate this appropriation of the Bacchae within Clement’s
larger literary and religious context. First, | make general observations regarding
Clement’s attitude toward Greek culture more generally and poetry in particular (§ 8.2).
Here it is demonstrated the Clement’s use and interpretation of poetry, including
Euripides’ Bacchae, are consistent with several of his contemporaries. The following
section, in anticipation of Clement’s emphasis on the repudiation of pleasure in
Stromateis 4, examines two related themes that are also central to the meaning of the
Bacchae, the pleasures afforded by poetry and by Dionysiac sensuality (8 8.3). Like
other ancient moralists, Clement was anxious of the dangers inherent to both and
consequently developed sophisticated means of regulating and transforming them. In the
last section (8 8.4), | analyze Clement’s use of the Bacchae in the context of Stromateis 4
and argue that its application to the ideal of Christian martyrdom reflects both an
understanding of the importance of ritualized death within the Dionysiac mysteries and
an interpretive tradition of the Bacchae common to other philosophical readers. At the
same time, by adapting the words of the Greek god of sensuality into his promotion of the

Stoic ideal of apatheia, Clement subverts the claims of this god upon human pleasure.
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8.2 CLEMENT, GREEK PAIDEIA, AND GREEK POETRY

As has been seen at several points throughout this larger study, the corpus of
classical literature was fundamental to Greek identity throughout antiquity; during the so-
called Second Sophistic (mid-first to mid-third centuries CE) the ideological and political
importance of classical texts was particularly strong.®> As Tim Whitmarsh describes it,
“literary writing was in this period inherently bound up with the process of negotiation of
an identity discrete from Rome.™ Greek cultural superiority was variously constructed
with reference to paideia, a fluid category that was “a means of constructing and reifying
idealized identities for Greeks and Romans, a privileged space of complex interaction.”
An important aim of literary activity was to situate oneself in relationship with a literary
past and to reanimate that tradition. This literary past became a “locus of conflict” upon
which various groups sought to stake their claim.®

Clement’s intellectual and religious project must be understood within this larger

social and political context. His relationship with Greek paideia is fascinating and

profoundly complex.” He ranges from ridicule and utter repudiation, on the one hand, to

® For a discussion of the Second Sophistic with bibliography, see § 2.4.1.

* Tim Whitmarsh, Greek Literature and the Roman Empire: The Politics of Imitation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 2.

> 1bid., 16.

® Ibid., 29. As Simon Goldhill similarly observes regarding the writings of the Second Sophistic,
“[t]he different needs of different Greek writers to articulate their position in the Empire and within a Greek
intellectual tradition—and others’ responses to this varied Greekness—are significant elements in this
heady cultural mix” (“Setting an Agenda: ‘Everything Is Greek to the Wise’,” in Being Greek under Rome:
Cultural Identity, the Second Sophistic and the Development of Empire [ed. Simon Goldhill; Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001], 1-25 [at 17]).

" For general discussions of various aspects of the work and thought of Clement, in addition to
those cited above, see Eric F. Osborn, The Philosophy of Clement of Alexandria (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1957); Henry Chadwick, Early Christian Thought and the Classical Tradition: Studies in
Justin, Clement, and Origen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), 31-65; Salvatore R. C. Lilla,
Clement of Alexandria: A Study in Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1971); Jean Daniélou, Gospel Message and Hellenistic Culture (trans. John A. Baker; Philadelphia:
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admiration and appropriation, on the other. This intellectual complexity, as Henry
Chadwick suggests, arose largely from pastoral concerns.® Clement sought to steer a
course between “obscurantist orthodoxy”— an anti-intellectual reaction against
Gnosticism because of its philosophical pretensions—and “heretical interpretations of the
faith.”® Platonic philosophy serves as a starting point for Clement; he found the
transcendent deity of Platonism to be compatible with the Christian God and Plato’s
rejection of traditional Greek theology to be conducive to his Christian sentiment.*
Along with his immersion in philosophy, his extensive use of classical poetry provides an
interesting perspective into his larger attitude toward Greek culture. He quotes Homer
most frequently (207 times); among the tragedians, Euripides is the most frequently

quoted (119), more than four times as often as either Sophocles (27) or Aeschylus (16)."

Westminster, 1973), 48—73; Joseph C. McLelland, God the Anonymous: A Study in Alexandrian
Philosophical Theology (Patristic Monograph Series 4; Cambridge, Mass.: Philadelphia Patristic
Foundation, 1976), 45-92; David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient
Alexandria (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 183-234; Harry O. Maier, “Clement of
Alexandria and the Care of the Self,” JAAR 62 (1994): 719-45; Carl-Martin Edsman, “Clement of
Alexandria and Greek Myths,” in Studia patristica XXXI (ed. E. A. Livingstone; Leuven: Peeters, 1997);
Denise Kimber Buell, Making Christians: Clement of Alexandria and the Rhetoric of Legitimacy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Judith L. Kovacs, “Divine Pedagogy and the Gnostic
Teacher According to Clement of Alexandria,” JECS 9 (2001): 3-25; Eric F. Osborn, Clement of
Alexandria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).

8 Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 33-36. On the relationship of Clement’s teaching career
with the official church in Alexandria, see also Robert Louis Wilken, “Alexandria: A School for Training
in Virtue,” in Schools of Thought in the Christian Tradition (ed. Patrick Henry; Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984), 15-30; Annewies van den Hoek, “The ‘Catechetical” School of Early Christian Alexandria and Its
Philonic Heritage,” HTR 90 (1997): 59-87.

® Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 33. A broader discussion of “Gnosticism” in early
Christianity is beyond the scope of this study. This category has been subjected to considerable
reevaluation in recent scholarship; see, e.g., Michael A. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”’: An Argument
for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); Karen L. King, What Is
Gnosticism? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003); David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth,
Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010).

10 Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 38-39. On Clement’s preference for Plato, see Lilla,
Clement of Alexandria, 41-45.

1 These numbers are tabulated from the indices of Otto Stihlin’s German translation in the
Bibliothek der Kirchenvater (1934 and 1938). In addition to Strom. 4.25.162.3-4, the Bacchae is used in
Clement’s writings on at least six occasions: Bacch. 918-19 in Protr. 12.118.5 and Paed. 2.2.24.1; Bacch. 6
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Although ancient poets propagated many unseemly myths, they could nevertheless be
found in significant ways to support the Christian faith. At various times they intuited the
divine nature. Comic poets, for example, were valuable because they ridiculed traditional

theology and ritual.*?

Thus, the aim of Clement’s reading of the poets and indeed the
aim of a Christian evangelist was “to penetrate through the hindrances of evil tradition
and idle opinion imposed by the binding force of custom and prejudice and to evoke the
latent faith beneath, which is gratitude to our creator.”*® Underlying this project is an
assumption, shared by Clement with other second-century Christians, such as Justin and
Tatian, that the Greeks (Plato, in particular) had learned many truths by plagiarizing the
Old Testament. While some, like Tatian, viewed this as a mark of inferiority, for
Clement it allowed for the positive appropriation of many elements in Greek culture.'*

Clement’s use of poetry (and other sources) has received considerable attention,
not least because he is a valuable source for many otherwise unknown works of

literature.® It has long been established that Clement employed florilegia, which can be

demonstrated by comparing the combinations within his poetic catena and other extant

and 26 in Protr. 12.119.1; Bacch. 735ff in Protr. 12.119.1-3; a general reference to the myth in Strom.
1.13.57.1; Bacch. 1388 in Strom. 6.2.14.1.

12 See Robert M. Grant, “Early Christianity and Greek Comic Poetry,” CP 60 (1965): 157—63
(161-63 on Clement). On Clement’s use of Menander, see also Steneker, IIEIOOYE AHMIOYPI'IA, 82.

3 Chadwick, Early Christian Thought, 39.

14 See Daniélou, Gospel Message and Hellenistic Culture, 48-68. Clement and other early
Christians drew on a Greek tradition that there was a true, primitive theology which originated in the east;
on this, see Robert M. Grant, The Letter and the Spirit (New York: Macmillan, 1957), 18-30.

1> On his use of Philo, see Annewies van den Hoek, Clement of Alexandria and His Use of Philo
in the Stromateis: An Early Christian Reshaping of a Jewish Model (Supplements to Vigiliae christianae 3;
Leiden: Brill, 1988). For surveys of his use of classical literature, see Steneker, ITEIOOYX AHMIOYPIIA,
77-93; see also the series of articles by Edouard des Places: “Les citations profanes de Clément
d’Alexandrie dans le Ille Stromate,” REG 99 (1986): 54-62; “Les citations profanes du Ve Stromate de
Clément d’ Alexandrie,” REA 90 (1988): 389-97; “Les citations profanes de Clément d’Alexandrie dans le
Vle Stromate,” REA 92 (1990): 109-19; “Les citations profanes de Clément d’Alexandrie dans le Vlle
Stromate,” REA 92 (1990): 297-303; and Annewies van den Hoek, “Techniques of Quotation in Clement
of Alexandria: A View of Ancient Literary Working Methods,” VC 50 (1996): 223-43.
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ancient anthologies.™® In addition to employing poetic anthologies common to his
contemporaries, Clement’s methods of interpreting poetry and mythology often reflect a
common interpretive tradition shared with other philosophical and religious readers.*’
Nicole Zeegers-vander Vorst, who analyzes Clement’s use of poetry in the Protrepticus,
identifies many poetic texts for which Clement offers interpretations and applications
strikingly similar to his contemporaries.'® For example, Clement quotes a line from
Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, in which Iphigenia laments the deceptive nature of her

~ 4

dreams (“farewell, false dreams, you were then nothing,” yevdeic dvelpot, yaipet - 00dEV
Nt &pa, 569). Clement gives this line a moralizing application, warning against the
dangers of vain opinion (Protr. 10.101.3). Plutarch had similarly employed the same line
to illustrate the importance of rejecting falsehood in the advancement of moral virtue
(Virt. prof. 75e). Thus, in the second century, this line of tragic poetry (like many others)
had become proverbial and was already embedded in a tradition of philosophical and

moral reflection.”® Clement’s use of poetry clearly reflects this larger context of

philosophical reading.

'8 Henry Chadwick, for example, identifies several poetic catenae that are nearly identical in
Clement and Stobaeus (“Florilegium,” RAC 7 [1969]: 1131-59 [1144-45 on Clement]). For general
discussions of poetic anthologies in antiquity, see also David Konstan, “Excerpting as a Reading Practice,”
in Deciding Culture: Stobaeus’ Collection of Excerpts of Ancient Greek Authors (ed. Gretchen Reydams-
Schils and Carlos Lévy; Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 9-22. Some of Clement’s poetic anthologies would also
have originated in the context of Hellenistic Judaism; see Emil Schirer, The History of the Jewish People
in the Age of Jesus Christ (ed. Geza Vermes, Fergus Millar, and Martin Goodman; 3 vols. in 4; rev. ed.;
Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1973-1987), 3.1.656-71.

170n this, see André Méhat, Etude sur les “Stromates” de Clément d’Alexandrie (Patristica
Sorbonensia 7; Paris: Seuil, 1966), 187-88; Zeegers-vander Vorst, Les citations des poétes grecs, 265-285;
Robert Lamberton, Homer the Theologian: Neoplatonist Allegorical Reading and the Growth of the Epic
Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 78—79; Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 198-206.

18 Zeegers-vander Vorst, Les citations des poétes grecs, 265-85.

9 1bid., 270. See also § 1.4.3 on Euripides’ Medea.
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This common tradition of interpretation in which Clement participates can also be
seen in his use of the Bacchae. In Protrepticus 12.118.5, for example, Clement quotes
the words of Pentheus, now dressed as a maenad, possessed by the god, and prepared to
go to the mountain to spy on the women of Thebes: “I seem truly to see two suns and two
Thebes” (kal punv 0pdv pot dvo pev HAiovg dokd / ditocdg & ®nPac, Bacch. 918-19).
Clement interprets Pentheus’ assertion as evidence of the effects of drunkenness,
although the play itself suggests nothing of the actual consumption of wine.”® As
Zeegers-vander Vorst notes, these particular lines were frequently quoted by Clement’s
contemporaries “indépendamment de leur contexte” and given a similar application to
physical drunkenness (Plut., Comm. not. 1083e; Luc., Pseudol. 19; Sext. Empr., Math.
7.192)." Yet, although in this case Clement’s use of the Bacchae reflects a larger
gnomic tradition of moralizing on drunkenness, elsewhere (esp. Protrepticus 12.119.1-2)
he employs a cluster of allusions to various passages throughout the Bacchae, indicating
a broad familiarity with the tragedy that extended beyond brief anthologized quotations.?

Clement should not be viewed, therefore, as a mere conduit of received
interpretive traditions. His use of poetic texts in fact evidences a high degree of creativity
and innovation, particularly in his ability to transform classical literature so as to
communicate a distinctly Christian message. Two examples of Clement’s adaptation of

Homer will sufficiently illustrate this and can be seen as paradigmatic for his larger

% See also Clement, Paed. 2.2.24.1, where he interprets these lines in the same way. On
Clement’s use of this passage, see also Steneker, [TEIOOYX AHMIOYPI'IA, 151-53; Riedweg,
Mysterienterminologie, 150-51.

21 Zeegers-vander Vorst, Les citations des poétes grecs, 281. Steneker similarly observes that
Clement interprets these lines “contrairement a I’intention d’Euripide” (IIEIOOYX AHMIOYPI'IA, at 152).

22 7Zeegers-vander \Vorst, Les citations des poétes grecs, 280-82. For an extensive and detailed list
of allusions, see Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie, 151 n. 104.
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methodology. First, in Protrepticus 1.9.1 Clement creates a conversation between
himself, his readers, and John the Baptist regarding the nature of the logos: “Let us [the
reader and himself] now inquire of him [John]” (rvbodueba Toivov avtod). The
discussion that follows is patterned after John 1:20-23, in which the priests and Levites
come from Jerusalem to interrogate John. But there is a twist: their question is
Homeric—*“who are you, from where” (tic m60gv £i¢ avdpdv, e.g., Od. 1.170). When it is
revealed that John is the “voice of the 10gos” (pwvr tod Adyov), the interlocutors ask,
“what are you crying out, O voice? ‘Tell it also to us’” (ti Podic, ® Pmv1}; eing oi HUiv),
again speaking with Homeric language (e.g., Od. 1.10). In this way, by rewriting the
questions put to John by the Jews in language from the Greeks’ own poetry, Clement has
placed the Homeric epics in conversation with the Gospels. The purpose, as David
Dawson argues, is to suggest “that the words of Homer belong with the language of
scripture at least as an equal partner,” which “illustrates [Clement’s] revisionary claim
that the divine logos in the form of philosophy was a pedagogue leading the Greeks to
Christ, just as the law led the Hebrews.”?

A second example, in which Clement creates a conversation between himself, his
readers, and Homer occurs in Protrepticus 3.45.5. In this section, where he is chastising
the Greeks for worshiping the dead, Clement inserts a line from Homer in which
Telemachus castigates the suitors for their behavior: “O wretches, what is this evil you
suffer? Your heads are enfolded in night” (& deloi, ti KooV T8 ThGKETE; VOKTL PHEV

oudv eilvatar keparai, Od. 20.351-52). As Zeegers-vander Vorst notes, the function of

this quotation is to give Clement’s text “€légance et vivacité” and at the same to save

% Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 200.
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Clement from having to engage directly in invective against his reader by putting Homer
between himself as apologist and the polytheistic reader whom he addresses.?*

These observations suggest that Clement is doing much more than merely taking
over poetic sources from Jewish or Greco-Roman anthologies and adopting received
interpretive traditions. He is in fact creatively transforming his poetic sources and often
filling them with new meaning. This process of reading classical poetry is an important
means by which he negotiates a complex relationship with Greek paideia and its central

poetic heritage.

8.3 DANGEROUS PLEASURES: POETRY AND DIONYSUS

Clement, as other contemporary moralists, both Christian and non-Christian, was
concerned with the regulation of sensual pleasure. As we shall see below, this is central
to his discussion of martyrdom and moral perfection in Stromateis 4. First, however, it
will be useful to explore Clement’s wider attitude toward pleasure as it relates to poetry
and Dionysus. These two themes come together distinctly in the Bacchae because it
features the patron deity of tragic poetry and of sensual pleasure. As a drama about the
reception of the god of sensuality into civilization, Charles Segal observes that it explores
the power that the drive for pleasure exerts on an individual and a society and the
paradoxical resistance to pleasure. For ancient Greek society, the danger of this conflict
was addressed in part by establishing official cults for Dionysus, including tragic

competitions which were performed in his honor. Yet his perceived danger to civilization

2 Zeegers-vander Vorst, Les citations des poétes grecs, 26971 (at 269).
% Charles Segal, Dionysiac Poetics and Euripides’ Bacchae (enl. ed.; Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1997), 8-14.
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was always present and one of the driving forces of Greek tragedy, illustrated vividly in
the destruction of Pentheus and his family. At the same time, as a drama about the arrival
of the god of the theater, the Bacchae explores the nature and limit of this artistic medium
and its ability to produce pleasure in its audiences.?®

Ancient literary critics understood that tragedy (and poetry in general) aimed at
pleasure. Aristotle, for example, in his analysis of the nature of tragedy, maintains that
“the [tragic] poet must furnish pleasure from pity and fear through imitation” (v amo
ELEOL KOl POPOV d1a L oemc Ol dovv Tapackevdley tov momty, Poet. 14.1453b
12-13). Aristotle’s view of the pleasure produced by tragic performance is debated, not
least due to its relationship with catharsis (1449b 27-28), a term that remains obscure and
undefined in the Poetics.?” A reader and critic of poetry closer to Clement in time and
one who belongs to a similar intellectual milieu is Plutarch.?® His attitude toward poetry
in the essay How a Young Man Should Listen to Poetry (Adol. poet. aud.) has remarkable
affinities to that of Clement.”® In this essay, Plutarch offers advice on the proper use of

poetry in educating the young. He was keenly aware both of the dangers and of the

% |bid., 15-16. For this interpretation of the Bacchae, see § 1.3.1.

2" For a discussion of Aristotle’s view of pleasure and tragedy, see § 1.3.1 above and Elizabeth S.
Belfiore, “Pleasure, Tragedy and Aristotelian Psychology,” CQ 35 (1985): 349-61; eadem, Tragic
Pleasures: Aristotle on Plot and Emotion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 337—60.

28 Note, for example, Clement’s and Plutarch’s common use of Euripides, Bacch. 918-19 and
Iphigenia in Tauris 596 cited above. For a discussion of their uses of Menander, see Grant, “Early
Christianity and Greek Comic Poetry,” 162—63. On Clement’s use of poetry in relation to Plutarch and
near contemporaries, see Méhat, Etude sur les “Stromates,” 187-88; Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 88-91.

% On this essay, see Donald A. Russell, Plutarch (New York: Scribner, 1973), 51-53; Whitmarsh,
Greek Literature and the Roman Empire, 47-57; Alexey Zadorojnyi, “Safe Drugs for Good Boys:
Platonism and Pedagogy in Plutarch’s De Audiendis Poetis,” in Sage and Emperor: Plutarch, Greek
Intellectuals, and Roman Power in the Time of Trajan (98-117 A.D.) (ed. Luc Van der Stockt and Philip A.
Stadter; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002), 297-314; David Konstan, “The Birth of the Reader:
Plutarch as a Literary Critic,” Scholia 13 (2004): 3-27; David Blank, “Reading between the Lies: Plutarch
and Chrysippus on the Uses of Poetry,” in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, Volume 40: Essays in
Memeory of Michael Frede (ed. James Allen et al.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 237-64;
Richard L. Hunter and Donald A. Russell, eds., Plutarch: How to Study Poetry (De Audiendis Poetis)
(Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
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potential pedagogical benefits of poetry’s power to produce pleasure in audiences. For
the young in particular, the pleasurable power of poetry made mythology more attractive
than philosophical discourse (Adol. poet. aud. 14e-f). The essay thus seeks to reclaim an

educational role for poetry from Plato’s censorship.®

While he is in basic agreement
with Plato’s assessment that poetry aims at pleasure not truth, he does not regard this as
an irredeemable quality.®" Indeed, Plutarch recognizes that the attempt to eliminate
pleasure is futile; thus, rather than forbidding the young to enjoy poetry, they should be
taught “to pursue the useful and salutary from [poetry]” (1o ypriotpov dn’ avtod Kol to
cotplov diwkety, 14f). To reject poetry entirely on the grounds that its mythologies
contain morally and theologically problematic doctrines, as Plato had sought to do, is as
ineffectual as Lycurgus’ attempt to eliminate Dionysus, the wine god, from Thrace (15e,
citing Hom., 1l. 6.130). The aim must rather be moderation: as one mixes wine with
water, so with poetry, “its mythological and theatrical element” (10 pvO®dec avTHG Kol
Beatpicov) must not be permitted to proceed unchecked by way of “unmixed pleasure”
(v’ ndoviic axpdrov) but must be tempered by philosophy (15e-f). Thus, for Plutarch,
like the sensual pleasures of Dionysus, those of poetry were to be properly moderated.

Clement similarly understood the distinct power of poetry: “for the masses, poetic

allurement is their veil” (mopométooua 6& aOTOIg TPOC TOVG TOAAOVG 1) TOUTIKT|

% As Zadorojnyi argues, however, Plutarch’s views of education in this essay are much more in
keeping with those of Plato than often recognized (“Safe Drugs for Good Boys,” 299-305). Blank
emphasizes that the more immediate philosophical context is Plutarch’s defense of Chrysippus’ view that
poetry was a source of philosophical wisdom over against the radical criticisms of Epicurus (“Reading
between the Lies,” 244-53).

* See Konstan, “The Birth of the Reader,” 7.
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yoxayoyia, Strom. 5.4.24.2).%% Moreover, like Plutarch, Clement’s pedagogical program
was aimed to train susceptible minds to resist such allurements and prepare them for
philosophical advancement.

Clement also knows Dionysus as god of sensuality and licentiousness; in his
view, these are the defining characteristics of the Dionysiac mysteries. In Protrepticus 2,
Clement devotes considerable effort to exposing all of the Greek mysteries as “concealed
trickery” (tnv yonteiav v ykekpoupévny, 2.12.1). Thus, for example, he famously
reveals the sacred formula of the Eleusinian Mysteries (2.21.2). Among all the mysteries,
those of Dionysus are especially offensive to Clement. He describes their activities thus:
“the Bacchic ones observe the rites of the maddened Dionysus, performing the sacred
madness with the eating of raw flesh and, crowned with serpents, they offer up the
distribution of the flesh of their murders” (Atovvoov pavoiny opyralovst Bakyot
opoeayig TV iepopoviay dyoviec kol TEAICKOVGL TAG KPEOVOUING T®V OVMV
aveoteppévol toic dpeotv, 2.12.2). He then offers an etymological interpretation of the
Dionysiac chant that connects it with the biblical account of the source of the world’s
evil: “They chant, ‘Eva,’ that ‘Eve’ through whom error arrived” (émroloAdblovtec Evav,
Ebav ékeivny, ot fjv 1| mhavn mapnkolovbnoev, 2.12.2). Later, he describes the origin of
the phallic processions that were set up in various cities (kata woAelc, 2.34.2-5). The
aition for these rituals according to Clement is an oath that Dionysus had taken to one

Prosymnus that, in return for guidance into the underworld, he would grant Prosymnus an

%2 For a discussion of Clement’s warnings in the Protrepticus against the dangers of pleasure both
in poetry and visual art, see Simon Goldhill, “The Erotic Eye: Visual Stimulation and Cultural Conflict,” in
Being Greek under Rome, 154-94, esp. 172-80. The connection between theatrical performances and
pleasure (voluptas) is central to Tertullian’s denunciation of it. Christians, he maintains, should not seek
such sensual pleasures in this world (e.g., De spect. 1.1-6; 28.1-29.5). On Tertullian’s view of the theater,
see § 6.1.2 above.
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“aphrodisiac favor” (appodicioc... 1 xapig). Before Dionysus could fulfill his oath,
however, Prosymnus died. Nevertheless, “fulfilling his obligation to his lover, Dionysus
rushed upon the tomb and indulged his unnatural lust” (dpociobuevoc T® £paotii O
A16vuGog €mtl 1O pvnueiov opud kol taoyntid, 2.34.4). Consequently, “the phallic
processions are established for Dionysus in various cities as a mystic memorial of this
passion” (bropuvnuo Tod Taove TOHVTOV HVGTIKOV POAAOL KOTO TOAELG GViGTAVTOL
Aovocw, 2.34.5). Finally, Clement adds, Greeks honor Dionysus, “not so much because
of the drunkenness of the body, | suppose, as because of the shameful initiation of
licentiousness” (o S0 THY HEOMV 10D GOUOTOC, BC &Y OTULOL, T0GODTOV dGOV 1L THV
gmoveidiotov ¢ doelyeiog iepopavtiav, 2.34.5).

It is a matter of some scholarly debate whether Clement had actual knowledge of
the mysteries (Dionysiac and others) that he describes. It is clear that his descriptions of
the Dionysiac mysteries are heavily influenced by his reading of Euripides’ Bacchae. As
we shall see below, in Protrepticus 12.118.5-119.2, where Clement borrows extensively
from the tragedy in his metaphorical description of Christian initiation over against the
mysteries of Dionysus, he explicitly mentions “tragedies” as his source. Yet, as
Christoph Riedweg shows in a comparison of the latter passage with Protrepticus 2
(where Clement aims to expose “actual” mystery cults), his knowledge of these cults was
significantly dependent on the tragedy.*® The influence of the Bacchae on Clement’s

discussion of contemporary Dionysiac religion, however, does not preclude more direct

% Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie, 152-54. He similarly doubts that Clement had direct
knowledge of the Eleusinian Mysteries (158). Jourdan also argues that Clement and his audience’s
knowledge of Dionysiac mysteries would have been informed entirely “de représentations théatrales des
Bacchantes” rather than first-hand knowledge (“Dionysos dans le Protreptique,” 272).
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knowledge.®* As has been seen frequently throughout this study, Dionysiac cults had
been prominent in Alexandria from the time of its founding (see § 2.2). In addition,
examples of prominent figures, such as Marc Antony, for whom Dionysiac religion
symbolized the gratification of sensual desires, were well-known in Alexandria and
throughout the Greco-Roman world.*> Moreover, some two hundred years after Clement,
in the fourth century, the Christian heresiologist Epiphanius describes the activities of
women at Memphis and Heliopolis in a manner that resembles maenads, illustrating the
persistence of such religion: they “perform ecstatic rites, with drum and flute, taking the
spell upon themselves” (0py<t>®ocag, TUUTAVE T€ Kal 0OAD TO OEAyN[c]TpoV €ig Eavtag
AopPovovcag, De fide 12.1).36 It is therefore not improbable that Clement had some direct
source of knowledge of the practice of these cults in addition to his literary knowledge.
Given Clement’s disdain for the Dionysiac mysteries and their attendant
sensuality in Protrepticus 2, his extended analogy and contrast between Christian and
Dionysiac initiations in 12.118.5-119.3 is all the more striking. Several features of this
passage are especially relevant for the present study.’ First, in his presentation of
Dionysiac religion as a foil for Christianity, he explicitly identifies his source as tragedy:

“there is a mountain loved by God, it does not exist within tragedies as Cithaeron but it is

% Compare the comment of Richard Seaford: “Clement had of course profound knowledge of the
pagan mysteries, and it is difficult to believe that he had not been initiated into the mysteries of Dionysos”
(“Dionysiac Drama and the Dionysiac Mysteries,” CQ 31 [1981]: 25275 [260]).

* On Antony, see § 3.2.

% Greek text follows Theodorus Hopfner, Fontes historiae religionis aegyptiacae, pars 1:
auctores ab Homero usque ad Diodorum continens (Bonn: A. Marci et E. Weberi, 1922), 608. As Albert
Henrichs suggests, these women “may have been maenads, or else adherents of indigenous Egyptian cults
seen through Greek spectacles” (“Greek Maenadism from Olympias to Messalina,” HSCP 82 [1978]: 121
60, 155 n. 106). The immediate context in fact points to a larger interest in Dionysiac worship. In De fide
10.5-6, Epiphanius describes mystery rituals performed by women and in 10.7 Greek maenadic rituals,
though curiously performed by men.

%" For detailed analysis Clement’s use of the Bacchae here, see esp. Steneker, IIEIQOYX
AHMIOYPI'IA, 147-69; Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie, 148-58.
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upheld by the dramas of truth, a sober mountain, shaded by sacred glens” (6pog €oTi
10070 0e® TEPUANUEVOV, 0V Tpay®diong ®g KiBaipav drokeipevov, aAld Tolg dAnOeiog
avokeipevov dpapactv, Hpog vneaiov, ayvaic YAaig ovokiov, 12.119.1). This assertion
signals Clement’s use of Euripides’ Bacchae to develop a series of contrasts between the
literary maenads and virtuous Christian women.*® He emphasizes that true spiritual
advancement is achieved through sobriety, which is supported by way of a contrast
between Mounts Cithaeron and Zion, a “sober mountain” (6pog vnediiov).*® Clement
notes that whereas the sisters of Semele are “maenads, initiated into an impious
distribution of flesh” (ai powvadec, ai dvoayvov kpeavopiov poovuevar) the “daughters of
god are beautiful lambs” (a1 tod 0g0d Ouyatépeg, ai uvadeg ai kaAai, 12.119.1),
employing a wordplay on “maenads” (pouvéadeg / auvadeg). At the same time, he wishes
to preserve elements of the maenadic experience for these daughters of God, at least
metaphorically. These Christian women “prophesy the sacred orgies of the logos,
assembling a chaste chorus” (ta cepva t0d Adyov Oeomilovoat Hpyia, xopov dysipovoal
ocoepova, 12.19.1). He adds regarding Christians generally, “they pursue the sacred band
by running, those who are called hasten on, desiring to receive the father” (dpouw tov
Olocov S1KOVGLY, GTEVAOVGLY 01 KEKANUEVOL TaTépa ToBodVTEG dmolaPeiv, 12.119.2).

In addition, Clement adapts specific terms from mystery cults to Christianity.*
Christ, for example, is identified as a hierophant (iepopavtel 6& kOprog, 12.120.1), a

distinctive functionary in mystery rituals. Philo had applied this same term to Moses

* This use of Euripides’ Bacchae to construct an image of maenads for rhetorical purposes is
similar to that of Dio Chrysostom discussed in § 2.4.3.

% On this, see Steneker, ITEIOOYE AHMIOYPIIA, 159. This discussion is reminiscent of Philo’s
sober inebriation in De ebrietate; see § 5.3 above.

“For a survey of Clement’s use and adaptation of the term pootnprov its cognates throughout his
writings, see Marsh, “The Use of MYZTHPION.”
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(iepopévtng opyimv, Gig. 54).** Similarly, the term Sgdodyog (torch-bearer), which had
specific application in the Eleusinian Mysteries, is used by Clement to describe Christian
enlightenment by way of a Platonic interpretation (dadovyoduar, 12.120.1). Philo had
already done this in the context of Judaism (cf. sadovyodoa mondeio in Ebr. 168). In
sum, Clement adapts the language of the Greek mysteries generally and of the Bacchae in
particular for Christianity so as to retain aspects of them for the Christian experience. In
so doing, however, he radically transforms them in keeping with his own distinctly
Christian conception of virtue.*

Thus, for Clement both poetry and Dionysiac religion are dangerous pleasures.
He is, however, unwilling to eliminate them entirely from the Christian experience; they
must rather be carefully regulated or transformed. In the case of poetry, for example,
when enjoyed within the appropriate context of Christian and philosophical education, its
excesses can be avoided and it can have a valuable propaedeutic function. As we shall
see below, this conviction underlies his methodology in the Stromateis. Similarly,
Dionysus is destructive of society’s morality. Nevertheless, rather than simply
repudiating the god, he radically reinterprets the Dionysiac experience, as Philo had done
for Judaism, in order to establish that true ecstatic vision of the divine is the property of

Christian virtue, not Dionysiac sensuality.

! Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie, 156.

* Ibid., 155-56.

*® This strategy is consistent with the opening of the Protrepticus where Clement had transformed
Orpheus into a singer who prefigures Christ. Building on this opening, Jourdan suggests that Clement is
primarily interested in the Orphic Dionysus, the infant Zagreus, who like Christ suffered an unjust death
and subsequently was revived to life (“Dionysos dans le Protreptique,” 277-79).

325



8.4 CHRIST AS DIONYSIAC MYSTAGOGUE IN STROMATEIS 4

The purpose and literary character of the Stromateis are considerably different
than the Protrepticus. Whereas the latter was concerned largely with addressing
educated, non-Christian Greeks, the former are intended for Christians, and in particular
those moving toward more advanced stages of Christian knowledge and piety.* The
literary form of the Stromateis makes clear that they were not intended as a free-standing
text but rather belonged within the context of oral instruction.*® Thus, an appropriate
interpretation must account for their function within Clement’s larger pedagogical
project.*® The difficulty of interpreting the Stromateis is well-known and their opacity is
at least in part intentional. At the outset of book 1, Clement in fact states explicitly that
the aim of the Stromateis is to obscure and conceal the work’s truths by having them
mixed up with philosophical doctrines: “The Stromateis encompass the truth, mixed with
the dogmas of philosophy, but more veiled and concealed as the edible part of the nut is
with the shell” (TTepié€ovot 8¢ ol Trpopateis avapepryuévny v aAndesiay toig
QA0GoPI0c SOYUACL, LOAAOV O 8YKEKOAVUUEVTV KOl ETIKEKPOUUEVNV, KOOATEP TG
AemOp® 1O E6MAIUOV TOD Kapvov, 1.1.18.1). The perplexities of Clement’s style in the
Stromateis arise from his preference for oral rather than written instruction, an approach

rooted in the Platonic tradition, and, as Loveday Alexander argues, one also consistent

4 See Méhat, Etude sur les “Stromates,” 115-47; Oshorn, Clement of Alexandria, 5-15.

*® For a recent survey of scholarly views of the literary character of the Stromateis, see Andrew C.
Itter, Esoteric Teaching in the Stromateis of Clement of Alexandria (Supplements to Vigiliae christianae 97;
Leiden: Brill, 2009), 15-32.

*® The nature of Christian education in Alexandria and Clement’s role as a teacher have been much
discussed by scholars; see, e.g., Méhat, Etude sur les “Stromates,” 54—70; Wilken, “Alexandria: A School
for Training in Virtue”; Hoek, “The ‘Catechetical’ School”; Itter, Esoteric Teaching in the Stromateis, 7—
15.
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with a variety of Hellenistic philosophical schools.*’ Central to Clement’s project in the
Stromateis was to provide an educational program that could bring advanced Christians
into the possession of gnosis.*® Yet, only those who were morally pure could be
entrusted with the highest truths; thus, Clement’s instruction at times entails concealment
and even deception, a method Clement claims to have adopted from Jesus’ own parables
(Strom. 1.1.13.2).*°

There is nevertheless a discernible structure to the Stromateis.> In book 4, for
example, which is the focus of the present study, Clement begins by explicitly identifying
the themes he intends to discuss: “concerning martyrdom and who is the perfect man”
(mepi e paptopiov [...] kai tig 6 éAetog, 4.1.1.1). After briefly outlining a preview of
what would follow in the subsequent books (books 5-8), he reiterates the literary strategy
of the Stromateis he had given in book 1. For those who happen upon the Stromateis “at
random, ignorantly,” (&védnv ameipwc) “let my notes be varied and scattered” ([€]otw &
AUV Té dmopvipata [...] mowciog [...] Seotpopéva, 4.2.4.1).>1 What follows would
provide truths to the one who “seeks with reason” ({nteiv peta Adyov, 4.2.4.3); however,

“it is necessary for us also in addition to these [i.e., the Stromateis] to make other efforts

" Loveday C. A. Alexander, “The Living Voice: Skepticism towards the Written Word in Early
Christian and in Graeco-Roman Texts,” in The Bible in Three Dimensions: Essays in Celebration of Forty
Years of Biblical Studies in the University of Sheffield (ed. David J. A. Clines, Stephen E. Fowl, and
Stanley E. Porter; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 221-47; see also Eric F. Osborn, “Teaching
and Writing in the First Chapter of the Stromateis of Clement of Alexandria,” JTS 10 (1959): 335-43; lItter,
Esoteric Teaching in the Stromateis, 115-21.

*® For a discussion of Clement’s conception of gnosis throughout the Stromateis, see Lilla,
Clement of Alexandria, 142-89.

* Kovacs, “Divine Pedagogy and the Gnostic Teacher” (esp. 17-20).

% See, e.g., the summary outline of the structure of the Stromateis in Méhat, Etude sur les
“Stromates,” 176-79.

> This is the most complete of the preambles in the Stromateis. Others are at 1.15.2; 2.1; 6.2.1;
see Annewies van den Hoek, ed., Clément d’Alexandrie, les Stromates, Stromate 1V: introduction, text
critique et notes (trans. Claude Mondésert; SC 463; Paris: Cerf, 2001), 9-14.
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and researches” (01 8¢ Kol MUAG TOVTOLG TPOGEKTOVELV KOl TPOGEPELPICKEWY ETEPQ,
4.2.4.4). Thus what one is to expect in Stromateis 4 is an exposition of Christian
martyrdom and moral perfection presented in a way that only becomes clear to those
willing to engage in it with extended effort and further study. And that is precisely what
one gets.

For Clement, martyrdom is the highest state of moral perfection.”® The martyr
above all has been trained by true philosophy to turn from the lusts of the body so that the
soul might ascend to God: “The separation, therefore, of the soul from the body practiced
for one’s entire life provides a gnostic desire for the philosopher to be able contentedly to
bear the death of nature, that is the dissolution of the bonds of the soul to the body” (6
TOiVOV GO TOD GMUOTOG THG YLYTG X®PIGHOG O Tap' dAOV TOV Plov peEAET®UEVOS TD
PULOGOO® TPobupioy KOTOoKEVALEL YVOOTIKTYV EDKOAMG duvacOatl gEpeLy TOV TG
QVoE®G Bavatov, dtiAvcty Gvta TOV TPOG TO MU THG Yuyilg deoudv, 4.3.12.5). To
undergo willingly such a release in martyrdom exemplifies most fully one’s love for God
and the rejection of pleasure (4.4.14.3). Of course, not every true gnostic will undergo
martyrdom. The reason Clement links martyrdom to the highest state of moral
advancement is that it represents the most complete repudiation of sensual pleasure,
which for Clement is the essence of sin: “scripture recognizes as slaves those who are
under sin and sold into sins, that is, lovers of pleasure and lovers of body” (6ovAovg 6¢
TOVG VIO ApOPTIOV KOl TOAC AUOPTIONG TETPAUEVOVS, TOVG PIANSOVOLE Kol PILOCHOUATOVS

oidev 1 ypoon, 4.3.12.4). Martyrdom achieves perfection both because it is the clearest

*2 For a discussion of Clement’s views on martyrdom in Stromateis 4, see Annewies van den
Hoek, “Clement of Alexandria on Martyrdom,” in Studia patristica Vol. XXVI (ed. E. A. Livingstone;
Leuven: Peeters, 1993), 324-41. On Christian martyrdom in relation to Origen, see § 7.3.1 above.
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rejection of pleasure and also because only with the separation from the body at death can
the soul attain perfection.>®

The appropriate use of pleasure for Christians was in fact a central concern in
Clement’s moral reflections and his views on the matter are rather complex. As Peter
Brown argues, in matters of ethics, Clement’s views are in keeping with those of
Stoicism; for example, he embraced the Stoic ideal of apatheia, a life free of passions.>
Yet, Clement’s goal was not simply the suspension of feeling or passion but rather, as a
literary man, he was interested in refining and polishing every area of life.”> Applied to
sexuality, Clement’s position was in fact moderate. Although he maintained that
“married intercourse should be approached in the Stoic manner, as a conscious action,
undertaken in the service of God,” he also opposed the extreme Encratite view that
sexuality was a symptom of the fall of humanity and must be rejected by Christians.*®
For Clement, even married Christians must learn to live “untouched by undisciplined
pleasure.”’ The martyr and the perfect Christian, therefore, have learned that “pleasure
is not a good” (16 ye un stvor TV HSoviy dyaddv, 4.5.22.2); rather, “the martyr chooses
pleasure that comes through hope amidst the present grief” (6 péptog ndoviy v o’

EATIS0G d1aL TG mapovong aAyndovog aipeitar, 4.5.23.1).

%% See Maier, “Clement of Alexandria and the Care of the Self,” esp. 733-34.

4 peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early
Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 128-30; see also Chadwick, Early Christian
Thought, 40-41; Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, 103-06; Michel Spanneut, “L’Apatheia chrétienne aux
quatre premiers siécles,” Proche-Orient chrétien 52 (2002): 165-302 (247-60 on Clement). Spanneut
observes, “Clément d’Alexandrie est sans doute, de tous les Péres de I’Eglise, celui qui insiste le plus sur
I’apatheia de I’lhomme et son couplage avec 1’apatheia divine dans la ligne platonici-stoicienne” (at 256).

> Brown, Body and Society, 130-31.

%% |bid., 131-33 (at 133); see also Buell, Making Christians, 81-83.

> Brown, Body and Society, 136. Maier argues that in Clement’s claim that Christians should
attain the ideal of apatheia even in married intercourse, Clement goes beyond his Stoic counterparts
(“Clement of Alexandria and the Care of the Self,” 737).
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Later in Stromateis 4 in his discussion of gnostic enlightenment, Clement
identifies an insight from the experience of the Greek mystery cults that are observed
during the night: at night “the soul, ceasing from physical perception, turns in upon itself
and has greater possession of intelligence” (1] yoyn TenawpéVN TOV 0icONoE®Y GLVVEDEL
TPOG AOTNV Kol LAALOV HETEXEL TG epovioemg, 4.22.140.1). According to Clement, the
reason mystery initiations (teletai) occur at night is that “in the night they indicate the
limit of the connection of the soul to the body” (onuaivovcat v €v vokrtl Thg Yoytg
GLGTOATNV Ao TO0D couatog, 4.22.140.2). Clement’s willingness to ascribe positive
spiritual insights to Greek mystery cults recalls his transformation of mystery
terminology in Protrepticus 12 and also anticipates his quotation from the Bacchae in
Stromateis 4.25.162.3-4.

Therefore, underlying Clement’s adaptation of the language of Greek mystery
cults for the context of his Christian ideals of martyrdom and the repudiation of pleasure
is his interpretation of mystic initiation as a form of ritual death, a separation of soul from
body. Indeed, the Dionysiac mysteries were particularly connected with death rituals
securing a happy post-mortem condition (see 88 1.3.1 and 1.3.2). In Celsus’ judgment,
Christianity and the Bacchic mysteries shared precisely this distinctive emphasis (Cels.
4.10; see 8§ 7.2.2). As discussed in detail above, one particular philosophical tradition of
interpretation of the Bacchae read it as an allegory for the virtuous death, a reading that
also coheres well with the Dionysiac mysteries in which the dramatized sufferings of
Pentheus reflect the experience of initiation.”® Thus, Horace finds in the scene of conflict

between Pentheus and the stranger and the latter’s prediction of own deliverance an

% For this reading of the Bacchae, see § 1.3.2 above and esp. Seaford, “Dionysiac Drama.”
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expression of the Stoic’s acceptance of death in the face of tyranny (8§ 3.4). Similarly, in
On Tranquility of Mind, Plutarch quotes the same line as Horace (‘Aboel 1’ 0 daipmv
avtog, dtav Eym 0élm, “The god himself will set me free whenever I wish it,” Bacch.
498) as a description of the sage’s fearlessness in the face of death (476b-c; § 3.5).
Elsewnhere, in his consolation to his wife he appeals to the hieros logos of the Dionysiac
mysteries as evidence of the soul’s immortality (Cons. ux. 611c).*

In view of the emphasis on ritualized death in the Dionysiac mysteries and given
that other philosophical readers of the Bacchae adapted it for discussions of virtuous
death, Clement’s quotation of Bacchae 470-76 in Stromateis 4.25.162.3-4 (quoted at the
start of this chapter) is fitting at the culmination of his discussion of Christian virtue and
martyrdom. As discussed above, Clement had already prepared his readers for this
Christianization of Dionysiac orgia in Stromateis 4.22.140.2. Thus, analogously to
Horace’s and Plutarch’s use of Bacchae 498, Clement applies Dionysus’ words to
Pentheus in Bacchae 470-76 to the attainment of Christian gnosticism, the highest
expression of which is the willing death of the martyr.

Several features of Clement’s use of Bacchae 470-76 here, however, are distinctly
ironic. First, in a book of the Stromateis devoted to promoting the repudiation of
pleasure, a quotation of the words of Dionysus, the god of sensual pleasure, in the service
of this program of morality is striking. Indeed, as discussed above, Clement elsewhere

denounces the Dionysiac mysteries as characterized by the worst sorts of debauchery

> For introductions and commentaries on these two works of Plutarch with special attention to
their connections to early Christian literature, see respectively Hans Dieter Betz, “De tranquillitate animi
(Moralia 464E-477F),” in Plutarch’s Ethical Writings and Early Christian Literature (ed. Hans Dieter
Betz; SCHNT; Leiden: Brill, 1978), 198-230; and Hubert Hubert, Jr. and Jane E. Phillips, “Consolatio ad
uxorem (Moralia 608E-612B),” in ibid., 394-441.
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(e.g., Protr. 2.34.5). His description of the debauchery of Dionysiac mysteries (and
mysteries in general) is a polemical conflation of mythology and actual ritual practice.
Indeed, throughout the Greco-Roman world, with a few noteworthy exceptions (e.g.,
Marc Antony), Dionysiac mysteries were largely innocuous and not at all the occasions
for licentiousness as Clement supposes. Clement’s idea of the Dionysiac mysteries,
therefore, is one that arises more from stereotypes than reality.®® This is precisely what is
at stake in the lines of the Bacchae that Clement quotes. At this point in the narrative
Pentheus believes the women of Thebes were engaged in acts of illicit sexuality.
Although he had initially wanted to halt their activities, hearing descriptions of them over

the course of the drama awakens his urge to view them for himself.**

Dionysus’
emphasis on seeing (opadvtac, 470), knowing (eidévar, 472), and hearing (dkodoot, 474)
is aimed at rousing Pentheus’ sensual desires that were masked under the pretense of
moral rigor. Thus, Clement’s transformation of the sensuality of the Dionysiac
experience embodied in this passage into a Christian context that valorizes the Stoic ideal
of apatheia with respect to sensual pleasure is a striking reversal of the very nature of
Dionysus.

The irony of this transformation is heightened by Clement’s introductory formula:
“The savior himself plainly initiates us according to the tragedy” (4.25.162.3). Here
Clement is emphatic that Christ himself (avtdc... 6 cwtp) has replaced Dionysus as

mystagogue, although he makes no attempt to mask whose rites were envisioned in the

original context (e.g., Bacch. 472). As has been seen over the course of this study,

% On this point with respect to maenadism, see Henrichs, “Greek Maenadism,” 136.
%1 For a discussion of the significance of Pentheus’ desire to see, see § 1.3.1 above.
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Clement’s attribution of Dionysus’ words from the tragedy to Christ is not the first
instance in history of someone else playing the role of Dionysus. Indeed, several
individuals aspired to be Dionysus. Among those identified with Dionysus include
Alexander, several Ptolemies, Marc Antony, and Emperor Gaius. Moreover, Dionysiac
miracles provided models the prison escapes in the Moses fragment of Artapanus and the
Acts of the Apostles. Thus, Clement’s positioning of Christ as a Dionysiac imitator is
consistent with this well-established trope. Whereas other powerful men, however, had
identified with Dionysus in order to flaunt their wealth and power or enjoy sensual
license, for Clement’s Christ the imitation of Dionysus moves in precisely the opposite
direction. With Christ as mystagogue, one is initiated into the life of the Christian
gnostic, which repudiates the pleasures that would have been associated with other
Dionysiac imitators. Whereas Antony, for example, preferred nocturnal rites because
they afforded him an occasion for debauchery, Clement interprets the significance of the
night differently, as a time when spiritual rather than physical sight is required (Strom.
4.22.140.2).

In sum: the irony produced by Clement’s quotation of Bacchae 470-76 results
from his transformation of the locus of the conflict. In the tragedy, these words of
Dionysus highlighted Pentheus’ internal struggle in his resistance to Dionysiac orgia and
his refusal to embrace the god’s sensuality. For Clement, these words are spoken by
Christ so as to highlight for the reader a general human resistance to Christian gnosis. By
employing the words of Dionysus and explicitly identifying his source as a well-known
tragedy (kata v tpaymdiav), Clement invites the reader to reexamine the power of
pleasure associated not only with the god but also the god’s artistic medium, tragic poetry
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itself. The effect of the citation, therefore, is the subversion of the claims of both
Dionysiac rites and tragic poetry upon human pleasure, which Clement achieves
paradoxically by employing the very words of the tragic poet and of the god in support of

his own program of Christian morality.

8.5 CONCLUSIONS

Clement’s engagement with Greek paideia is far reaching, creative, and dynamic.
Like many other literary Greeks in the Roman Empire, who were immersed in classical
poetry, Clement sought to negotiate a relationship between himself, his Christian
community, and the cultural ideals of Roman Alexandria. His transformation of
Euripides’ Bacchae in Stromateis 4 provides valuable insight into his larger literary and
religious project. It signals, along with his many other literary borrowings, his desire to
position himself among the educated elite. His attitudes toward poetry and Dionysus,
however, are far from straightforward. In the wake of Plato, many philosophers viewed
poetry as a dangerous pleasure; yet, Clement, like Plutarch and many others, maintained
that in the appropriate pedagogical regime, poetry might be redeemed for philosophical
purposes. Analogously, Dionysus represented in Clement’s mind a most extreme form of
debauchery in Greek religion. Nevertheless, he deploys Dionysiac language within
Christianity in describing, for example, the ecstatic divine vision, while at the same time
repudiating Dionysiac sensuality. Clement’s quotation from the Bacchae in his Christian
instruction on martyrdom and moral perfection in Stromateis 4 reflects the emphasis in
the Dionysiac mysteries on initiation as ritualized death and at the same time the wider

philosophical interpretive tradition as reflected in Horace and Plutarch. In view of the
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centrality of the repudiation of pleasure to the moral vision in Stromateis 4, however,
Clement’s insertion of Christ into the role of Dionysus subverts the claims of the
Dionysiac upon human pleasure and does so ironically with the words of the god himself

in the context of his own tragic medium.
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CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSIONS: GATHERING UP THE SCATTERED LIMBS

From antiquity to the present, the meaning and application of Euripides’ Bacchae
have been contested. Henk Versnel’s axiomatic assessment well captures the state of
modern scholarship on the Bacchae: “[e]very reader gets the Bacchae he deserves.™
This study has demonstrated that Versnel’s axiom applies equally well to the tragedy’s
ancient readers.

The exploration began in fifth-century Athens, where the Bacchae was first
performed in 405 BCE at the Great Dionysia after Euripides’ death in exile. Having
earned first prize, its popularity continued throughout antiquity. The ironies and
ambiguities in Euripides’ drama animate a wide range of divergent responses and
interpretations. By staging the patron god of theater in disguise, Euripides’ explores the
nature of the god’s powers of illusion and deception together with nature of Dionysiac
lusis. Throughout the narrative, divine epiphany is juxtaposed with divine concealment
as the god avenges himself on those who refused to acknowledge his divinity. Within
this metatragic interplay, Pentheus’ confrontation with the stranger foregrounds the
theatrical experience, by collapsing the distinction between spectator and spectacle.
Whereas he desired to view what was painful, Pentheus’ own destruction would
ultimately be put on display by the god.

The Bacchae also complicates the nature of Dionysiac religion. While the cults of

Dionysus are central to its subject matter, its representation in the drama contrasts sharply

! Henk S. Versnel, Inconsistencies in Greek and Roman Religion I: Ter Unus: Isis, Dionysos,
Hermes, Three Studies in Henotheism (Studies in Greek and Roman Religion 6; Leiden: Brill, 1990), 96.
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with its practice in fifth-century Athens. Dionysus was present in Greece from the
Bronze Age and his cults were prominent within the civic structures of Athens.
Moreover, his religious festivals were occasions for inclusive communal merriment. The
Bacchae, by contrast, presents the god as foreign and his cult as producing the destruction
of the royal house of Thebes. These conflicting conceptions of Dionysus arise in part
from Euripides’ exploration of the religious dynamics in the fifth century, in which
several ecstatic foreign cults were introduced into Athens. This tension persists in
antiquity where the ordinary routinized nature of Dionysiac religion occasionally gives
way to something more seditious, as for example in the Bacchanalia affair, in which the
cult was perceived as conspiratorial against the Roman state.

These interpretive questions create a space within which subsequent readers and
audiences of the tragedy explore new meanings and relevancies. The Bacchae extends
the scope of its influence throughout the Mediterranean world along the channels of
Hellenization; that is, its poetry belongs to the emerging corpus of “classical” literature
that embodies Greekness. At the same time, the expansion of Greek power and influence
produces contestations analogous to those in the tragedy between, for example, who is
foreign and who is indigenous, who is Greek and who is barbarian. Moreover, within the
Hellenistic world, Dionysus becomes a symbol of Greek power and imperial conquest of
the east, in contrast to the tragedy in which he was a barbarian whose arrival resulted in
the destruction of a Greek tyrant.

These shifting political and religious dynamics motivate various
reconceptualizations of Euripides’ myth. In Theocritus’ Idyll 26 Euripidean maenads are
transformed from disruptors of civilization into practitioners of state religion, and their
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enemy is no longer their rightful king, aiming to uphold traditional religion, but rather a
transgressor against this established cult. This conception of Dionysiac religion as
rational and fully Greek reflects Ptolemaic interests in Dionysus as an imperial patron. In
Dio Chrysostom’s Alexandrian Oration, the Euripidean maenads are evoked again, in
this case, however, emphasizing their irrational and subversive character. Dio chastises
the people of Alexandria for acting as meanads in their unruly mob, which, he argues, is
the cause of their repression under Roman rule. He contrasts the Alexandrians with
Euripides’ maenads, however; whereas the latter were abundantly provisioned by the
god, the Alexandrians had control of neither their bread nor their water supply.

At Rome, the tension between Dionysus/Bacchus as symbol of liberation and
destruction of political hierarchies, on the one hand, and supporter of conquest and
subjugation, on the other, is also seen in various ways. Whereas Antony had identified
with Bacchus, upon the rise to power of Octavian/Augustus, this god would be
rehabilitated into the wider scope of imperial propaganda. The conflict inherent in
Bacchus as imperial deity is illustrated vividly in the poetic career of Horace. Whereas in
his early odes, Horace employs the mythology of Dionysus to celebrate imperial conquest
along with poetic inspiration, later, in Epistles 1.16 his attitude toward Augustan Rome is
ambivalent. Consequently, he employs the Euripidean narrative of conflict between the
stranger and Pentheus as an expression of the challenges of maintaining poetic freedom
and moral virtue at Rome. He employs the stranger’s ambiguous identity as a
metaliterary exploration of the nature of true virtue. The stranger’s recourse to Dionysiac
lusis in this setting becomes a statement of the Stoic valorization of virtuous death in the
face of tyranny. Horace was not alone in applying this dramatic scene in this way.
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Plutarch, for example, shared Horace’s interpretive tradition and applied the tragic verse,
“the god himself will set me free,” to a release from the fear of death and a hope for a
better afterlife. His reading of the tragedy lacks the political subtext found in Horace and
is particularly influenced by his experience as a Dionysiac initiate. By contrast, Epictetus
employs the same scene to dramatize the conflict between Stoic sage and Roman tyrant in
connection with specific exempla taken from the Pisonian conspiracy.

Jews living in the Hellenistic world also encountered Dionysus and Greek tragedy
in the process of cultural negotiation. At various moments, this god became a prominent
symbol of political and religious struggles, especially in Roman Alexandria where
questions of citizenship and ethnicity were particularly urgent for the Jewish population.
In this context, responses to Dionysiac mythology in Jewish literature reflect critical
moments of crisis. The Wisdom of Solomon employs tragic language from the Bacchae
and other Attic dramas in its characterization of the “pagan” cults of the ancient
Canaanites as consisting of child sacrifice and cannibalism. This evocation of Greek
literature has a dual effect of rationalizing the biblical conquest narrative and also of
including contemporary Alexandrian Greeks within its religious criticism. Indeed,
Wisdom’s recreation of the biblical narrative calls for a reevaluation of the nature of
conquest and colonization and its relationship to the status of foreign and indigenous.
Artapanus’ presentation of the conflict between Moses and the pharaoh in the exodus also
evokes the Bacchae; he narrates an imprisonment of Moses and his miraculous escape in
a manner reminiscent of tragedy so as to present his Jewish hero as surpassing the deeds

of Dionysus.
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Philo also engages with Dionysiac themes in several ways. In his Legatio ad
Gaium he reflects upon the emperor’s Bacchic pretentions and observes that whereas the
god was a benefactor of wine and revelry to all humanity, both Greek and barbarian,
Gaius’ policies failed to provide for human happiness and discriminated against the Jews
as non-Greeks. Moreover, Gaius’ administration is a theatrical display in which Jews
were becoming the victims of his tragic plot. In his biblical exegesis in De ebrietate,
Philo employs an anti-Dionysiac hermeneutics in which the god and his cult function as
the other in contrast to which he constructs an ideal biblical piety. Thus, for example, the
incident of the golden calf in Exodus 32 is presented as an incursion of Dionysiac
religion and Hannah’s alleged drunkenness in 1 Samuel 1 is contrasted with maenadism.
At the same time, Philo describes the ascent of the soul to a divine vision with the
language of Bacchic ecstasy but emphasizes that this is through a “sober inebriation.” By
thus denying the traditional sensuality of Dionysiac religion in favor of a Platonic
mystical vision while at the same time employing the language of the Dionysiac
experience, Philo subverts the claims of Dionysus upon human pleasure.

As with Jews, Christians living in the Greco-Roman world encountered Dionysus
and the theater in various ways. Both are frequently and vigorously denounced by
Christians as inherently licentiousness and impious. There is, nevertheless, a rich and
complex interplay between Euripides’ Bacchae and early Christian literature. The Acts
of the Apostles has long been recognized as exhibiting narrative similarities with the
Bacchae: it presents Christianity as a cult arriving in Greece from the east amidst
persecution and imprisonment followed by miraculous deliverance. Even the proverbial
statement, ““it is difficult to kick against the goads,” spoken by Jesus to Paul in his

340



epiphanic conversion echoes the warning of Dionysus to Pentheus in the tragedy. Yet,
the importance of Dionysiac religion as a subtext in Acts against which Christian ideals
are constructed and represented has not been fully appreciated. Whereas the Bacchae
blurs the distinctions between madness (mania) and moderation (sophrosyne) and
suggests that inspired speech entails a divine madness, even drunkenness, Acts reasserts
their distinction and situates Christianity firmly on the side of rationality and sobriety. In
this way, the narrative of Acts reflects Paul’s worry that unregulated ecstatic speech in
the Corinthian church might be perceived by outsiders as divine madness.

In the second and third centuries, the Bacchae continues to play an important role
in Christian self-understanding. Celsus employed the Bacchae in his criticisms of the
Christian Gospels, arguing that if Jesus had been a true deity, then like Dionysus he
would have avenged himself on his human foe. Celsus’ argument from the Bacchae
reveals his own ambivalences toward the mythological tradition. Although he elsewhere
expresses skepticism, he nevertheless employs Greek mythological literature as a
superior model of truth and wisdom to that of Christianity. Origen responds by reframing
the debate such that Jesus’ death is construed as an act of power not weakness.
Moreover, Pilate is not the appropriate analogue to Pentheus but rather the Jewish nation
who, on Origen’s reading of the Gospels, ultimately instigated Jesus’ death. Finally,
Clement of Alexandria, who quotes or alludes to the Bacchae on at least seven occasions,
engages in a striking transformation of the tragedy for a Christian context. In Stromateis
4, he quotes five lines from Dionysus’ and Pentheus’ quarrel but radically alters the
identity of the characters so that the former is Christ and the latter is the potential
Christian initiate. Central to this scene in the tragedy, is the conflict between Pentheus’

341



desire to “see” the Dionysiac rites and his pretense of moral rigor. In view of Clement’s
explicit repudiation of Dionysiac sensuality elsewhere and of his rejection of bodily
pleasure in his own program of Christian morality, his adaptation of this passage is
distinctly ironic. It reflects a subversion of Dionysiac religion within contemporary
Alexandria while at the same time laying claim to its literary culture.

Thus, the identity of the stranger in the Bacchae, which powerfully drove the
tragedy’s narrative and explored the nature of theatrical illusion, persists throughout
antiquity as an open problem. Readers fill in this ambiguous dramatic space in the
service of their own literary and ideological programs. Moreover, the conflict staged in
the tragedy proves to be an enduring expression of problems confronting ancient society.
It represents the perennial tension between religion and absolute power, poetic freedom

and imperial patronage, and ethnic diversity and social cohesion.
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