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Foreword

Dionysus had to be omitted from my book on The Gods
of Greece (1929) because he does not belong to the circle
of the true Olympians to which it was dedicated. Now he
becomes the subject of a book of his own.

The way in which things are seen here diverges significantly
from the norm. Usually one expects a study of ancient beliefs
in deity to trace an evolution which starts with the crudity
of first beginnings and ends with the splendor and dignity of
the classical forms of deity. Here, on the contrary, the critical
moment of original genius is moved back to the beginning
which is prior to the activity of individual poets and artists.
In fact, their activity would be quite unthinkable without
this powerful impetus. Compared to this primal creation, the
more recent brush strokes applied to the picture, however
significant they may be in and of themselves, must appear
trifling. Whoever calls this way of thinking unhistorical
places strictures on the concept “historical” by presupposing
that wherever greatness exists, the most critical and most
remarkable phase is not inauguration and inception but the
developmental process which gradually causes the jejune, that
which has arisen out of pure need, to become significant and
alive. This assumption runs counter to the unanimous testi-
mony and transcendental apperception of all religions. But
that is not all: it is irreconcilable with the nature and destiny
of creativity in general—no matter where and how this may
make its appearance in the world. It is clear how great a need
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4 FOREWORD

there is for a new foundation for the study of the forms of
deity.

¥ Hence, this book begins with the problems of myth and
cultus in general and only then proceeds to a study of
Dionysus.

I am quite aware of the risk involved in talking about a
Greek god who has been a holy name and an eternal symbol
to our noblest minds. May these pages which I dedicate to
the memory of these great men not prove wholly unworthy
of their memory.

W. F. OTTO
Frankfurt am Main,
August, 1933

TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

The term Kultus, as Otto uses it throughout the book, is best
understood in the light of Joachim Wach’s definition: “All ac-
tions which flow from and are determined by religious experi-
ences are to be regarded as practical expressions or cultus. In a
narrower sense, however, we call cultus the act or acts of the
homo religiosus: worship” (J. Wach, Sociology of Religion [Chi-
cago, 1944], p.25). In any case, Kultus does not mean “ritual,”
which is only one of the acts of cultus.



I

&
Myth and Cultus






THE more recent efforts to understand ancient Greek reli-
gion are divided into two opposing schools of thought, the
first of which can be characterized as anthropological in na-
ture, the second philological. Both seek to work their way
back to the beginnings of religious belief in order to un-
derstand, in terms of these beginnings, the elements which
evolved later.

The followers of the anthropological approach are con-
vinced that the original content of this belief must be similar
to the naive ideas found today (or supposedly found today)
among primitive peoples and in remote rural areas of Europe.
There must have been a time, so the argument goes, when
the basic perspectives of all peoples, relatively speaking, must
have been determined by simple needs and good common
sense. The religious concepts of the Greeks are to be traced
back to this early period, the general nature of which can
supposedly be established by a study of the primitive cultures
we have with us today. Thus, what is “useful”—and “useful”
in its simplest state of being—becomes the area of investigation
into which a search is made for the original meaning of each
form in which deity appears, and complete satisfaction is
reached if one of these deities can be characterized asa “Vege-
tation deity.”

These theorists, who derive their principles from anthro-
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8 DIONYSUS

pology and ethno-psychology, are opposed by the philolo-
gists, who subscribe to the basic principle that one should:
“limit oneself to the Greeks and think ‘Greek’ about every-
thing Greek.” This is how it was expressed recently by Wila-
mowitz, who has become the philologists’ leading spokesman
with the publication of his remarkable final work, Der Glaube
der Hellenen. His attacks on the views and methods of the
“anthropologists” were so sharp and, indeed, frequently so
bitterly scornful that we had the right to expect to find in
his own presentation an entirely different answer to the basic
questions involved. But we were disappointed. It became clear
that the philological school, for which he could speak as a
legitimate representative, actually agrees completely—in all its
crucial points—with its opponents. Both apply the biological
concept of evolution in exactly the same way.

Just as biology thought it was justified in believing that a
line of constant development leads from the lowest to the
highest organisms, so these two schools also place so-called
“simple” concepts at the beginning of an evolution of reli-
gious thought out of which are to grow, through gradual
change, the forms which the great deities assume at their peak.
To be sure, in the course of time biology itself had to become
a little more modest and had to acknowledge sudden new
creations where it had formerly seen only continuous proc-
esses. Yet this is not the crucial objection to the methods used
in our study of religion. When biology talked of evolution, it
always put an organism at the beginning—an organism which
still had to have, in every instance, no matter how simple it
was thought to be, the main characteristic of an organism: it
had to be a self-established whole. Only that which is alive
is capable of developing. But in the dialectic advanced by the
study of religion, evolution does not proceed from a simple
form of life to a more complex and higher form but from the
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Lifeless to the Alive. For the elements of faith which this
study considers primal are nothing but conceptual systems
from which life is completely lacking.

This can be demonstrated quite clearly in the observations
which Wilamowitz devotes to the historical formation of the
gods. He indignantly rejects the opinions of scholars who
take their orientation from exotic cultures. But an examina-
tion of his own ideas of the nature of the primal forms of
religious concepts reveals that his conclusions are not really
so different. An example will make this evident. In origin, the
god Hermes! is supposed to have been nothing more than a
protector, and the stone pillars and heaps of stones in front
of farm houses and along roads point to his presence. But all
of the features which define his character: the paradox of his
guiding and his leading astray, the sudden giving and taking
away, the wisdom and cunning, the spirit of propitious love,
the witchery of twilight, the weirdness of night and death—
this diverse whole, which is inexhaustible and yet nowhere
denies the unity of its being, is supposed to be only a complex
of ideas which had gradually developed from the way of life
of the worshippers, from their wishes and inclinations, ideas
enriched by the love of story telling.

For the primal and solely true belief, there is left, accord-
ing to Wilamowitz, only the thought of a protecting and
helping god, in short, the idea of an X which lends assistance
but has no other properties—except, perhaps, the power nec-
essary for help.

At the beginning of the process called evolution there is,
then, a mere Nothingness, and the concept of evolution has,
consequently, lost its meaning. For a god like the one assumed
here has no real substance, and that which has no essence is
nothing. Wilamowitz’s precept, which he repeated so often
and with such earnestness: “The Gods are there” (i.e., belief
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must above all be sure of the gods’ existence before imagina-
tion can concern itself with then:), this basic principle, re-
mains an empty phrase. That which should be respected as
the most sacred object of belief turns out to be “not there”
the first time it is tested, and the objection which Wilamo-
witz himself justly raised against Usener’s theory—*“no man
prays to a concept”—applies to Wilamowitz's theory as well.
The protecting, helping god is nothing but an abstraction. It
would have occurred to no one had not the idea of “God,”
as the one almighty being whose Allness precludes form and
character, already been supplied to us by education and re-
ligion. It is only the dogmatic concept of a Being to which
all qualities accrue which has led to the mistaken idea that a
something which has only one quality (and that as abstract
a one as “protector”) can be not “The God” but at least a
god. That which is presented to us, then, as the substance of
primal belief is actually a later idea emptied of all content.
Wherever belief became directly and unquestionably aware
of a god, there it could only have thought of him as a living
being, not as a mere capability or a power.

If, however, the primal substance of belief was a Something
having a real existence, a living Whole, we may well ask with
surprise why the character which it had to have as a living
entity should not have been precisely that character which is
revealed to us in the various reflections of myth. This would
not in any sense preclude the idea of an evolution but, in-
stead, would return to it its logical meaning. Only where
there is a Being can there be an evolution or development.

These observations are directed against the work of a dis-
tinguished scholar only because he is the uncontested master
of the research which has been done up to this time; and
hence, the lack of clarity of its fundamentals manifests itself
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most in his work. For the mistake of those others, whose
views he fought so vehemently, is exactly the same as his.
As for the “Vegetation deity,” the “Death God,” and
similar generalities into which we now like to dissipate living
deities as if we had in them the primal concepts of religious
consciousness—these, too, are nothing but lifeless ideas. How
could they ever have fulfilled the demands of devotion, lifted
up the spirit, elicited the powerful forms of cultus? No life
proceeds from a concept, and if the great forms of the gods,
which could motivate the creative spirit of a culture of highest
genius, are to be understood historically, then there would be
no more unproductive application imaginable than this.
Cultus, itself, in whose evidence we place our greatest trust,
could teach us that fertility and death did not belong to two
separate realms in the belief of early antiquity. Further inves-
tigation would finally have to lead to those greater realms of
Being out of which godhead has spoken to living faith. Of
course, to do this we would have to broaden and elevate our
own thinking instead of resigning ourselves condescendingly
to banalities. For our fragmented, mechanistic thinking knows
nothing of such realms of Being, nothing of their unity. How,
then, should it understand their divinity? It examines belief in
deity with an astounding naiveté, dissipating its forms only to
place them together again artificially to fit the pattern of a
historical process. The assurance it needs it gets from ethno-
psychology, which assumes that it must be the poverty-
stricken concept of “the powerful” which plays the dominant
role in primitive world views under the name of Mana,
Orenda, etc. We shall leave this so-called primitive way of
thinking to the future judgments of anthropologists. That it
is suspiciously like our dynamic way of thought is a serious
charge against it, not to speak of other objections which could
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be raised. Still, whatever the anthropologists may some day
decide, no thoughtful person should be ignorant of the fact
that the road to the gods never starts from “powers,” whether
we call them “magical” or dress them up in theological termi-
nology. Whoever believes that ideas as abstract as these pre-
ceded the cult phase of deity has to acknowledge cultus as a
completely new creation and as a break with the past. To do
otherwise is to be guilty of applying the concept of evolution
in an entirely meaningless way. This rift is barely covered
over by a name as futile and yet as pretentious as “Vegetation
deity.” After all, what we describe by this name is nothing
else but a pretext to account for the fact of growth—some-
thing just as abstract and lifeless as the concept of growth
itself. This pretext we then merely disguise with a veil of
reverence in our imagination, which is accustomed to con-
ceive of God in this way.

Consequently, even though they seem to represent totally
different principles, both sides share the view that everything
which belongs to the living reality of a belief is a chance
product of a so-called evolution. As for the primary sub-
stance of the belief, nothing remains except anaemic thought
patterns.

Undoubtedly this is the reason why recent scholarship,
with all its learning and ingenuity, and despite its isolated
discoveries of considerable worth to the settlement of spe-
cific problems, always ends up with the same old empty
statements. The questions of meaning and origin are always
answered with vacuous formulations of religious viewpoints
or sentiments which are supposed to have validity for all
peoples and cultures. Because people have varied ways of life
and needs, these formulations became substanceless and end-
lessly subject to change. Nothing suggests a manifestation of
the divine which could be meaningfully characterized as
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Greek. Nothing bears witness to the spirit which was one
day to be imbued with the idea of Greek art and Greek wis-
dom, and which was to be chosen to become the teacher of a
new world. To be sure, the philologists have taken great pains
to fathom the religious thought-world of the poets and philos-
ophers. With Wilamowitz,? they criticize the “modern his-
torians of religion” for losing their interest with the emer-
gence of the great gods, and regaining it only “when the old
religion has started to decay and the repulsive superstition
of the magical papyri takes its place.” But their individualism
is capable of conceiving the creators of all that is significant
and profound only in the likeness of the great single person-
alities. Thus, for the period before these great gods appeared
(and that means the epoch when Greek religion began),
nothing is left but the unspiritual. So, the “history” of Greek
religion begins, not with revelations, but with a nothingness.

It is time to decide to pay more serious attention to the
sources and to put an end to our suppression, out of preju-
dice, of half of the awe-inspiring things they contain.

2

Both sides are in unanimous agreement that cultus is the
only true witness of religious belief, while myth is nothing
but poetry. Neither side believes that it has encountered any
insurmountable difficulties in deducing from religious rites
both the principles out of which these rites arise and the
essential nature of the powers for which the rites were in-
tended. Our own emotions, a little thought, the help we can
get from primitive cultures which supply us with the analo-
gies we need—these elements, it is believed, will let us arrive
rather easily at the primal meaning of ceremonies which must
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have been practical in their aims, in any case. “The purpose
of cultus and of all of its practices,” so says Wilamowitz,? “is
union and interaction with deity. This happens on two fronts:
winning the good will and grace of the god, or appeasing his
anger.” Others add that cult practices were originally meant
to force the god to do what was wished. In fact, these prac-
tices were imputed to have a magical efficacy in and of them-
selves. It was only at a later stage that the good will of the
god was considered necessary for their success. But I shall
say no more about this. At any rate, everyone agrees that
cult practices, in the beginning, could have had as their pur-
pose only the bringing of useful results to man.

In this way the modern mind has been able to make use of
an extremely naive premise to adapt to its own method of
thinking and its own way of life one of the most awe-inspiring
phenomena of man’s history. And yet, the religious rites
which still impinge upon our being should have served as a
warning. For no serious observer can avoid the impression
that cultus is the most alien of all the elements which seem
foreign to modern thought. Consequently, the concepts of
utility and self-interest may well be the least suited to explain
genuine cult practices.

Oddly enough, the proponents of the utility thesis never
notice the contradictions into which they have gotten them-
selves. “The gods are there!” is the cry of Wilamowitz. He
even goes on to speak of “visions” to which man has said,
“This is God.”* But he forgets what he has said at the very
moment when its complete meaning should be clear to him.
If men ever really spoke in this fashion—men from whom the
sound of the name “God” still evoked the electricity which
it later lost through usage and dogma—is it self-evident that
their first impulse was to solicit the good will of the great one
before whom they stood in awe? Why, we ask ourselves, is
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there such an expenditure of greatness in the economy of the
universe if we must believe that men who actually came face
to face with the great one remained just as small in this en-
counter as if they were dealing with patrons who are sus-
ceptible to “flattery, promises and gifts”? We must either
abandon the assertion that man once consciously believed in
a god worthy of the name, or we must confess that the first
manifestation, by whose vision man was overcome, must have
produced ecstasy, devotion, allegiance, and exaltation. Are
the beginnings of cultus absolutely without evidence of this?
Yet the moment we admit that cultus was not only meant for
obvious needs, we must, of course, give up our optimistic
statements that we can really know it, or that we can easily
arrive at the nature of the belief which stands behind it. Can
we, therefore, ever actually confine ourselves to an examina-
tion of cultus and expect to derive no enlightenment at all
from myth?

But myth, so we are told, is only poetry.

What have we said when we say that? Do we mean that it
rose out of an arbitrary act of the imagination? Nobody
seriously believes that. Genuine poetry is never arbitrary.
The philologist knows quite well that the poets of antiquity
asked the gods to fill them with the spirit of truth. But this
truth was supposedly not the truth of religious faith but an
artistic truth, as it were, and the great poets (with their own
ideas) were the first ones to give it its real meaning. I shall not
inquire into the term “artistic.” It is strangely obscure, and
this obscurity has long stood in the way of an understanding
of Greek myth. Whatever we may think about the nature of
poetic creativity, and no matter how demonstrable or prob-
able it is that many individual poets wrote and continued to
write poetry around myth, it should be quite clear that all of
this poetry from individuals has as its basic premise the exist-
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ence of the world of myth; and that this original myth can-
not, in turn, be explained away by that which we call “the
poetic process.” When Wilamowitz demands, and rightly so,
that our first premise must be “The gods are there,” then this
means, if we examine it more precisely, “The myth is there.”
For if the gods “are,” if they are real, then they cannot fail
to have distinctive characteristics. With this, however, we are
already in the world of myth. And who will dare to decide
beforehand how great a measure of diversity and emotion
can be ascribed to the forms of deity in their first manifesta-
tion?

But cultus, however it may have developed in individual
instances in response to the demands made of it, on the whole
presupposes myth, even though the myth may be latent. The
greatness which cultus was called upon to serve must have
existed as such: a holy reality, that is to say, a totality filled
with true existence. Again we must admit that it is not the
business of any general thesis or theory to decide beforehand
how complex and interrelated this reality can be thought
to be.

Many unquestionably old rituals are obviously connected
with mythical happenings. In Eleusis the fortunes of Demeter
and her daughter are acted out in public in the form of cult
celebrations. The women who serve Dionysus are wholly
similar, in their actions and their suffering, to the female at-
tendants who are inseparably bound to him in the myth. Just
as these last are hounded mercilessly in the story of Lycurgus,
which we know from the Iliad (and many other myths tell
us of their adversity and their suffering),{so there were in
the cults of Dionysus a hounding and maltreatment of
women. The religion of Dionysus to which this book is
dedicated offers many very remarkable examples of this kind
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of agreeme,nﬂ But in the provinces of the other gods, too,
cultus and myth are often so similar that one can look like
the mirror image of the other.

A naive interpretation, which we encounter even in an-
tiquity, sees cult practices of this type as a reflection, that is
to say, as an imitation of myth. More recent scholarship
emphatically rejects this thesis and interprets mythology, on
the contrary, as a product of the imagination evoked by cult
practices. When it comes into existence, moreover, its true
meaning has often long since been forgotten. This proposal
seems to be supported by a type of legendary story which
was obviously invented to explain names and customs which
had become unintelligible, and is, therefore, called aetiologi-
cal. One should think, however, that such inventions can
never completely conceal their premeditated purpose, and by
this very fact they are different from the old creations in
which the unbiased observer is unable to discover anything
tendentious. Actually no reasonable man believes that all
myths were produced in as rational a manner as this. Rather,
they are supposed to be a translation of the ritualistic prac-
tices into the form of sacred old events, a poetic meta-
morphosis of a cult act into a story in which gods and heroes
now assumed the roles which, in reality, man in his worship
had acted out. Still, one only has to imagine the way in which
this so-called transference came about to become certain that
no participant in cultus ever would have thought of it, if the
world of myth into whose theatre its practices were trans-
ferred had not already been in existence.

There is no doubt that both sides are both right as well as
wrong. Cultus was not called to life by myth, nor was myth
by cultus. Both presuppositions lead of necessity to absurdity,
if we try to think them through to their conclusions.
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3

The somewhat childish explanation of cultus which states
that it is an imitation of myth certainly does the significance
of cultus no justice. And yet modern theory has misunder-
stood and disparaged this explanation more than have all pre-
vious speculations and reveries. Completely dominated and
blinded by the self-confidence of the rational and technical
civilization of its time, modern theory has never recognized
the astonishing dimensions of cultus, grasping merely that
part of its living essence which a mind receptive only to what
is useful would grasp of the living essence of a cathedral.
Were the phenomenon of artistic creation completely lost to
us at some time, we would first have to approach it with
wonder before we would dare to penetrate to its meaning.
So, the phenomenon of cultus, which has, as a matter of fact,
been lost to us except for a few ancient remnants, should
awaken in us, above all, a deep sense of awe.

Cultus as a totality belongs to the monumental creations of
the human spirit. To get a proper perspective of it, we must
rank it with architecture, art, poetry, and music—all of which
once served religion. It is one of the great languages with
which mankind speaks to the Almighty, speaking to Him for
no other reason than that it must. The Almighty or “God”
did not earn these names of Almighty or God only by striking
fear into man and forcing him to win His good will by favors.
The proof of His greatness is the power it engenders. Man
owes the highest of which he is capable to the feeling of His
presence. And this highest is his power to speak, a power
which bears witness to the marvelous encounter through
which it is conceived and brought into being. Every mani-
festation also unlocks the soul of man, and this immediately
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results in creative activity. Man must give utterance to the
feeling of awe which has seized him. There was a time when
he did this by building temples, a form of expression which
the gigantic undertaking of cathedral construction has con-
tinued even into the centuries which lie before us. One can
call them the habitations of godhead, and yet this term ex-
presses only an insignificant part of their great meaning. They
are the mirror, the expression of the Divine, born of a spirit
which must express itself in plastic form when the splendor
of greatness has touched it.

The most sacred of these great languages is the language of
cultus. Its age lies far behind us, and it is really not surprising
that it is precisely its language which has become more alien
to us than all the others. It testifies that the Almighty was so
near that man had to offer his own being as the form in
which this proximity could be expressed—an expression that
the other languages were called upon to create, from a greater
distance, through the media of stone, color, tones, and words.
For this reason they have become more powerful as the prox-
imity of deity disappeared, while cultus slowly lost its vitality.
But it continued as the companion of other languages for
thousands of years, and many of its forms still had the power,
even in later ages, to evoke a deity whose presence they had
summoned up in time past.

None of this contradicts the fact that the deity is offered
something in cultus which will delight it, something which
should have value for it. None of it contradicts the fact that
this is accompanied by man’s natural wish to be blessed by
the good will of deity. Wherever men are united by awe and
love, the first impulse of reverence and giving is the need to
express great emotion. Yet if we suspect self-interest, we con-
sider the giver’s sentiments to be base or his piety unwar-
ranted. But must the vulgar intrigues and sentiments of
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mankind give us the model for man’s intercourse with the
gods? If so, let us stop using words as awe-inspiring as “faith”
and “worship.” Let us not speak of “Great Events,” and let
us not prostitute the name of religion by using it to describe
a superstitious delusion and its mercenary exploitation. The
man.who permits himself to speak of greatness should know
that its surest sign is that great emotions must respond to it.

The forms of cultus are determined by the proximity of
deity. Hence many of them have the characteristics of imme-
diate communion with it. Sacrifice makes its appearance as
a gift which deity is to receive, a repast in which it is to
participate. Prayer is a salutation, a eulogy, or a request. But
the position which the worshipper assumes, his physical acts,
are unquestionably older than his words and more primal ex-
pressions of his feeling that the god is present. Its force we
can no longer conceive of by considering the emotion of
which man in our experience is capable. That which he later
built out of stones to honor God (and his cathedrals still tell
us of this today ), that very thing be, himself, once was, with
his arms stretched out to heaven, standing upright like a
column or kneeling. And if, in the course of centuries, the
only element which remained generally undgrstood in the
infinite meaning of that act was the act of supplication, just
a tiny remnant of that meaning, then that is merely an example
of the same poverty of understanding from which other
forms of cultus also suffered in later ages.

The rite of the blood sacrifice is a creation whose greatness
we can still experience, even though its significance was, for
the most part, already lost in the time when it was still being
practiced. Recent theories—regardless of whether they resort
to the analogy of the “do ut des” thesis or more complex ways
of thought—only prove that the entire congeption of this rite
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could not have sprung from motives which stem from our
rational being. If we were in a position to feel once more what
it means for a god to be in our immediate presence, only an
experience of this imminence could open our eyes. Even to
hope for such an experience is presumptuous. But this should
not make us incapable of recognizing, in the powerful drama
of the animal which sheds its life-blood, the expression of a
state of mind, the sublimity of which can be found paralleled
only in the great works of art. Nothing makes less sense than
to confuse the element of expediency, which is never com-
pletely lacking in any genuine act of creation, with the spirit
which has produced the created whole. To do this is to take
the process of fossilization for the process of life. The more
the creative spirit is eclipsed, the more prominent interest and
utility always become.

If we were to adhere to the utility thesis, we would have
absolutely no way of dealing with those acts of cultus for
which the analogies of our own existence would no longer
permit us to divine a purpose. I think of dances, processions,
dramatic scenes of highly divergent types. Let us not be con-
fused any longer by the barren ideology with which the mem-
bers of retrograde cultures presume to explain their customs
which still survive but are no longer understood. The serious
observer cannot doubt that the dances and evolutions of
cultus were set into motion and given form by a contact with
the Divine. Eh_cy were so filled with its presence, so trans-
ported, that they often no longer expressed the human con-
dition but the reality and -activity—of the-god;-himself. Thus
later it was said that man was imitating the god and his history.
That is still by far the most logical explanation. The idea we
like so much today—that man wanted to be transformed into
a god—coincides, at best, with a late interpretation. If God
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were really there, what better thing could man have done
than become, in himself, the living monument of His pres-
ence?

But God had, as yet, no history which could be related and
imitated. His myth lived in cult activity, and the actions of
cultus expressed in plastic form what He was and what He
did. Before the faithful visualized the image of their God, and
gave verbal expression to His life and works, He was so close
to them that their spirit, touched by His breath, was aroused
to holy activity. With their own bodies they created His
image. His living reality was mirrored in the solemnity of
their actions long before this mute or inarticulate myth was
made eloquent and poetic.

The great era of this myth, strictly speaking, dawned only
after cultus began to lose its original freshness and creative
vitality and become fixed. At that time great sculptors drew
anew from the same divine abundance out of which practices
of cultus had arisen. In its emotion-filled richness they found
a diversity of Being and Becoming which cultus had not made
apparent. But the same reality which was expressed in cult
institutions was present in the singers, too, who_unquestion-
ably created song out of just that element of the existence,
effect, and fortunes of this reality which the sponsors of the
cult—that is to say, the community—had had to experience in
the consummation of the cult.

Living reality is always inexhaustible. Other people may
have received in the presence of godhead holy laws and most
secret wisdom, but the Greek genius was given the key to a
great theatre, whose scenes revealed the wonders of the
world of the gods with a clarity which is unparalleled. The
sacred Being, which, in the cult of every god, led irresistibly
to ritual, became clear, and was revealed in an abundance of
forms. The limitless meaning of godhead stepped into the
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light of living forms—comparable to that which occurred
later in a new form in the fine arts.

That is the way of the Greeks. Are we to call it less re-
ligious than others because here faith in God does not reveal
laws, penance, and the denial of the world, but the sacredness
of Him who is and the great circles of Being in which gods,
as eternal form, are active? This prejudice, of course, lies at
the heart of all research up to now, and for this reason every-
thing which myth created had to be interpreted as a product
of the poetic imagination, without the realization that our task
is understanding the religion of the Greek spirit.

For this religion, myth, as such, is no less of a witness than
cultus. Actually, it yields more information because the forms
of cultus are less well known to us and are, unfortunately, all
too often obscure. The language of myth, on the other hand,
is not only more mobile but also more distinct. To be sure,
it reached its point of perfection in those ages in which the
singers were no longer the spokesmen for the spirit of the
community but had received the revelation of deity as in-
dividuals. In the course of the years, moreover, man has used
his poetic imagination to subject myth to arbitrary and per-
sonal interpretations, meddlesome speculations, and the naive
desire he has always had to rationalize everything. Viewed
as a whole, however, it still remains the noblest phenomenon
of Greek religion.

Myths which concern themselves with heroes are collective
revelations of the manifestation of heroism, even though
many of these stories were given their form independently
by individual poets. Yet the manifestation of heroism cannot
be ascribed to poetic creation, as we understand it, but is
rather the presupposition behind all poetic creation. Such is
the case with myth, which takes its life from the primal forms
of deity, which must of necessity reveal their reality to the
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Greek spirit in an atmosphere of ever-increasing enlighten-
ment and awareness.

The true purpose of our critical analysis, however, is to
recognize the opinionated—the trivial—for what it is, and to
distinguish it from the great features by which the Divine
made itself visible to the Greek spirit, which was born to
observe.

4

Up to this point I have spoken constantly of the reality
of deity, even though it is the custom to speak only of re-
ligious concepts or religious belief.

The more recent scholarship in religion is surprisingly in-
different to the ontological content of this belief. As a matter
of fact, all of its methodology tacitly assumes that there
could not be an essence which would justify the cults and the
myths. As a basis for the cult practices of antiquity, it ac-
knowledges nothing objective with which we would not be
intimately acquainted in our everyday lives—nothing we
would not believe we could comprehend far more suitably
with our scientific and practical minds. Wilamowitz still says
too little when he remarks in the introduction of his book,
“The historians of religion too often give the impression that
history leads to the abolishment of religion.”®

Our new interpretation of cult as a creative act prepares
us best to state and to answer the question of ontology.

If myths and cults did not come into the world as idle
tales and as actions geared to a useful purpose but as creations
of a monumental nature like buildings and sculptures, then
we must criticize the process of their formation in the same
way in which creative processes must be criticized.

The creative ones have always known that the act of crea-
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tion has to be set into motion by something which man does
not have in his power. The greater their creative power was,
the surer their belief in an Existence which has reality and
the majesty of the One who set all into motion. Even the more
modest followers of the great masters could not dispense with
the idea of inspiration. Scholarship, unfortunately, has ne-
glected to appreciate the significance of this phenomenon. To
be sure, it has been struck by the greatness of the occurrence
in which living and life-creating elements were generated, but
it believes that it can judge the event itself without regard for
the experiences of those who were involved with their whole
being in an occurrence of this type. What is known about
man—man, as society shows him to be, who has the power to
manipulate to his own advantage certain attributes of thought
and action, and who allows himself, at times, to be edified by
cultural achievements which have long since been created—
this well-known fact, given its proper magnification, is all
scholarship needs, so it seems, to understand the most power-
ful thing that has ever been created. Modern man’s preoccu-
pation with primitive cultures has supposedly given this
narrow point of view a broader focus. But this is an illusion;
for it is sheer prejudice that the views and the capabilities
which are commonly met in all of these cultures could really
explain the structure of their ancient state institutions and
cults.

The creative phenomenon must be its own witness. And
its testimony has only one meaning: that the human mind can-
not become creative by itself, even under the most favorable
circumstances, but that it needs to be touched and inspired by
a wonderful Otherness; that the efficacy of this Otherness
forms the most important part of the total creative process, no
matter how gifted men are thought to be. This is what the
creative ones have told us in all ages when they appealed to an
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inspiration which emanated from a higher being. When
Homer invokes the Muse and asks her to instruct him; when
Hesiod tells us that he has heard the song of the Muses and
was ordained poet by them, themselves; then we are accus-
tomed to see in this no more than the necessary result of a
belief in the gods, which is no longer meaningful to us. But
if we listen to Goethe when he earnestly assures us that great
thoughts belong to no man but must be accepted thankfully
and reverently as a gift and a blessing, then we learn to see
the professions of a Homer, a Hesiod, and many others, in a
new light. Whether we believe in Apollo and the Muses or
not, we must acknowledge that the living consciousness of
the presence of a higher Being necussarily is part of creative
acts in the high style, and that our judgment can never do
justice to the phenomenon of this type of creation if it ignores
this fact. Even the lesser minds who produce new forms of a
more polished order in an area which has long since been
delineated are probably aware of the mysterious, marvelous
thing which is happening to them. But the closer we get to
the great, the primal, the epoch-making creations, the clearer
and more powerful this awareness becomes.

Cultus, more than all other creations, bears witness to an
encounter with the supernatural. In the beginning, however,
the distinction was not as great as it seems today. The many
different creations which we call the arts were formerly
much closer to cultus, in fact, belonged to its own particular
province. Even language was, without a doubt, created in the
commerce with the transcendent power which moves the
world. Before it could contribute to the mutual understand-
ing of mankind, it emerged with primal force in the form of
glorification and prayer. From the arts, we can still observe
how they freed themselves from their connection with cultus
and became secular. They were unquestionably called into
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life by a more powerful, a more deeply experienced afflatus
of the miraculous, whose presence is attested to by the emo-
tions of ecstasy and grace even today when the arts seem to
have a completely independent existence.

When we look, therefore, at origins, at fundamental forces,
we must characterize all of the creative activities of man,
without distinction, as cult practices. But among these there
is a more intimate nucleus which could never be secularized
because here man himself, as a being having body and mind,
is the substance in which the Almighty becomes form. These
are the cult forms, in a special sense of the word. They could
lose their resilience, they could disappear, but they could not
be secularized. The others are somewhat removed from the
mystery of the marvelous, and even if they could not exist
or continue to exist without receiving the spark of life from
the marvelous, still we cannot fail to think of this distance as
a part of them.

It is the special characteristic of the creation of cultus that
it lacks this distance. It is so closely associated with a com-
pelling awareness of the nearness of the supernatural that
man is drawn with his whole being into the creative act of
form-making. Sculptors and creators of every kind are aware
of inspiration and flashes of insight; and the greater they are,
the more reverence they show as they refer to the mystery
which guides them. Cultus, on the other hand, bears witness
to the manifestation of godhead. At the center of all religion
stands the appearance of God. That He has come, that He is
present—this gives meaning and life to all of religion’s primal
forms. With this we have arrived at a primary occurrence
which can no longer be understood as a product of man’s
thought, his constructs of knowledge, his everyday life, but
rather as a prerequisite for them. Hence, it also becomes
pointless to ask whether something has taken place in external
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reality or whether man has been seized by an “idea.” The
alternative has only surface validity. For even when we say
“idea,” we must insist that we are dealing with an irreducible
something, with an instigator and director of thought proc-
esses, not with one of their results.

The derivation of this primary “something” from the well-
known laws of thought and sense-perception has become the
main concern of scholars in recent years. When these laws
do not suffice, other categories of thought analogous to them
are assumed (so, for example, Ernst Cassirer). These, sup-
posedly, have made the same contribution to the establish-
ment of a mythic world view as our categories of thought
seem to be making to the establishment of our empirical
world. The remaining hypotheses, which are quite contrived,
at least in part, do not consider the basic phenomenon of the
religious element at all. In fact, they are there just to avoid
recognizing it, as far as they are able.

But what good does it do to refer to the laws of the intellect
if there is no recognition of that which has given rational
thought its direction and purpose? What is gained by refer-
ring to human needs, human wishes, and human forms of
reality when it is just these elements which need explaining
most? We really should understand that it is hopeless to
derive the main forms of religious belief from an already
completed store of ideas, necessities, and ideals. For these,
even if they seem to correspond to certain given conditions
in the external and internal world, still need something iden-
tifying them as a whole before they become what they are.
It is only our fragmentized way of looking at things which
deceives us in this matter. We focus on individual necessities
and needs, thought processes, wishes, goals, and ideals and do
not consider the whole. We neglect to see that all of these
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are actually only single forms of a collective life pattern
whose creation is a greater miracle than the accomplishments
of the most distinguished creators and inventors. And with
that we have returned to the great act of creation. Everything
refers back to it, and through it all forms—be they called
works, necessities, or convictions—are shown the way.

In the center of everything significant, in the center of
every final intention stands the image of man himself—the
form in which he wishes to see himself. It is asinine to say
that he lent this image to the Almighty, and thus the forms of
men’s gods came into being. It was in godhead that this image
first appeared to him. Before man was in the position to see
himself, God manifested Himself to him. His image preceded
the human image. What the form and nature of man could
and should be, man learned from the appearance of the
Divine.

The majestic epiphany, through the contemplation of
which man became aware of his own image, also radiated
that quickened whole which we called the total life-pattern.
At the beginning stands always the god. By Him first are
created the goal and the road to that goal; by Him, too, the
suffering He is supposed to alleviate. It was not because man
had wishes that a god appeared to man to grant him fulfill-
ment, but the needs and the wishes, like the granting of the
needs and wishes, flowed from the reality of godhead.

Too much time has been spent on the senseless task of de-
riving the efficacious from the impotent. There is nothing in
the world which has shown such productivity as the image
of deity. Let us finally be convinced that it is foolish to trace
what is most productive back to the unproductive: to wishes,
to anxieties, to yearnings; that it is foolish to trace living ideas,
which first made rational thought possible, back to rational
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processes; or the understanding of the essential, which first
gives purposeful aspirations their scope and direction, to a
concept of utility.

5

Whether we investigate the cultus and belief of a particu-
lar culture or human life as it is expressed in it, we always
arrive at a great act of creation, which cannot be explained by
any of the individual configurations of this culture but has
endowed them all with their intrinsic nature, and hence, their
being.

The total Gestalt of what we call culture rests upon a com-
manding myth which is inseparably bound to the myth of
godhead. With the creation of this myth, culture and a na-
tional ethos are established. Prior to this they are not there
at all. Of course, we do not mean by this that all of the varied
perspectives of myth had to enter the world at one moment.
The vitality which produced the great event could and had
to create constantly something new—constantly new, and yet
always the same.

If, thus, the experiencing of an almighty presence, of which
cult practices give us overwhelming evidence, is the first link
in every chain of vital evolution; if, in short, it cannot be
explained by any of the phenomena which succeed it but
rather is itself indispensable to the foundation of all future
creative activity, then we must label it as the primal phenome-
non and must recognize that the manifestation of godhead,
from which all religions take their point of departure, is not
only not a delusion but the most real of all realities. For its
manifestations include everything that we call “real,” from
the formation of human society and culture to the objects of
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experience, thought, sensation, and will. The road on which
all of them lie has been delineated by the primal phenomenon
of the myth—and not by human intentions and circumstances.

I suppose we do not want to base creativity, particularly
in those aspects in which it is most significant, totally on an
event which originates in godhead, separating it in the process
from all of the human powers, capabilities, and inclinations
we know from experience. We have the habit of looking at
the great spiritual processes with uncreative minds. Conse-
quently, this concept must seem paradoxical to the highest
degree. But paradox belongs to the nature of everything that
is creative. There is meaning here in the statement that man’s
most intimate activity is not his own, that an “otherness”
allies itself with him in all creation, and that this “otherness”
has far more significance than the sum total of everything he
instinctively experiences as his own intentions and faculties.
Anyone who investigates the cults and myths and does not
permit himself to be confused by the concept of theoretical
man (who never would have produced anything like this)
must see immediately that the paradoxical contradiction
which distinguishes all genuine acts of creation, is impera-
tively evident in cult and myth. In them we acknowledge the
greatest creations which give direction to all other creations;
for it is they which are supported by such a vital and power-
ful awareness of a higher presence that man’s activity no
longer just works together enigmatically with the godlike
but has become an out-and-out witness to the higher Being.

All religions bear witness to the experience that every great
instance of human efficacy is a revelation of divine efficacy.
And at the moment when the first forms of the whole form-
making process come into being, that is to say, at the moment
when cults and myths appear, this experience becomes an
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overwhelming event which we can do little else but recog-
nize. And we must admit that the doctrine of the manifesta-
tion of deity expresses adequately that which actually
occurred and continued to occur as long as cultus and myth
continued to give living testimony.

6

Rudolf Otto® also insists upon the objective nature of the
revelation of deity. But his idea of the “holy” is an objective-
ness which manifests itself only psychologically and can be
comprehended only by the methods of psychology. The
soul, we are told, reaches a state where the emotions of terror
and nothingness combine with those of rapture and adoration
to produce a miraculous experience—the experience of an un-
questionable reality. But this reality can be perceived only in
emotional seizures of this type. Before it can be related to
the objects of empirical knowledge, a special kind of mental
activity is needed vis-a-vis these objects, like that which Kant
considered necessary for “things in themselves.” In itself this
reality has no relationship to these objects—in fact, it is not
even possible to say anything about it by comparing the two.
Rather, it is the “wholly other,” something completely dif-
ferent from anything in our world. As such, it is revealed
directly only to the experience of the soul, that is to say, to
an entirely mystical experience.

There can be no question that this doctrine, too, places at
the beginning that which was to come later, even though it
does advocate emphatically the reality of revelation. Thus
the secret retreat of the soul which has become fearful and
confused and has been thrown back upon itself is placed be-
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fore the original creation of cultus and myth—even though
this soul could have found nothing without the myth, which
had long since been in existence. As for myth and cultus, they,
too, are supposed to have become alive only through a sec-
ondary intellectual activity.

The reality to which our observations have led us is far
different.

That which confronts mankind in epiphanies is not a reality
which is completely unrecognizable and imperceptible, af-
fecting only the soul which turns its back on the world, but
the world itself as a divine form, as a plenitude of divine
configurations. These are the primal appearances which stand
at the beginning of all of the more profound human activities
and endeavors. They transform the horde into the commu-
nity, the community into the nation, and go on to leave their
mark on the creations of all of the basic forms of human exist-
ence. Thus none of the institutions and practices which affect
the basic existence of a people is to be completely separated
from cult. Rather, all of them, in their periods of most vital
growth, no matter how practical and useful they may be, are
at the same time cult practices, that is to say, expressions or
imitations of the glories of being which appeared at the be-
ginning and established the culture through their appear-
ance.

“The greatest creative force is that which succeeds in giv-
ing form to human life itself.” The truth of this statement is
extended here to include the knowledge that the appearance
of the highest realities preceded this creation to stir it into
action and to make it fruitful. As for these realities, in their
totality they were nothing else but the divine vision of the
world, seen even as a particular people was called upon to
see it and be possessed by it.
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7

Current opinion to the contrary, therefore, it is not the
application of unusual means to the achievement of a thor-
oughly natural aim, but the absence of expediency which
makes cult practices so alien and strange to the modern mind.
The basic character of these acts is not determined by the
fact that the men who first participated in them wished to
bring about some desirable objective, but the fact that they
already possessed the most desirable of objectives—the immi-
nence of deity.

That a faith in future salvation should associate itself with
an activity which sprang from such plenitude is natural and
inevitable. From time immemorial man has considered it bene-
ficial to assimilate the great occurrences of the earth and the
universe. A profound sense taught him to adjust his own ac-
tions to their forms and movements: to the course of the sun
by turning toward the right; to the three- and four-fold
divisions of heaven’s and earth’s expanse and to the passage
of time by ordering his own existence, and so forth. But the
assumption that practical considerations impelled him to do
all of this, and not the necessity to pour out his heart and sur-
render himself to the great god, produces a prejudice whose
persistence is explained all too easily by modern man’s con-
victions.

To support this assumption, the intellect of ancient man
had to be credited with something completely absurd: the
notion that certain purely schematic practices affect objects
with which they have no contact at all. A circle drawn around
an endangered area was supposed to have been credited with
the power of protecting everything found within that circle.
The pouring of water out of a cask supposedly was expected
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to call forth the hoped-for rain, and so forth. And, in fact,
ancient man is supposed to have thought that these practices
had the power to force results even though they had only the
most superficial resemblance to that which was wished. Since,
however, every sensible man knows today that they really
have no power, we have the task of constructing a way of
thought or view of life in which such ideas are something
natural. This we call the world-view of magic. Its artificially
organized system has the virtue of being closely related to
modern man’s way of thinking. Of course, it is admittedly
composed of nothing but gross misconceptions, but here, too,
it amounts to a mechanism of isolated causes and isolated re-
sults, and here, too, its chief relationship to the world is the
will to master it. The modern theoretician would rather
credit his ancestors with the crudest blunders in their choice
of means than ascribe to them serious actions which did not
originate from some concept of utility. Otherwise he would
be forced to admit that his own viewpoint could not act as
the standard for the conduct of primitive peoples—in fact, it
might even be restricting man’s intellectual horizon to a
serious degree.

The problems which this point of view has forced upon us,
leading as they have to some very pretentious theories of evo-
lution, are nothing but sham problems. There is, to be sure, a
mental attitude which we are completely justified in calling
“magical.” It draws all of its power from subjectivity and is
aware that it can affect men and things in astonishing ways by
a mysterious concentration of the total faculties of the heart
and soul. Here, external occurrences are considered second-
ary and non-essential even though their help is gladly utilized.
This is what the true magicians of all ages and all regions tell
us—from the miracle workers in primitive tribes to Paracelsus
and his followers. It is obvious that this mental attitude pre-
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supposes a specific talent. But even though there may have
been communities which were dominated by this attitude,
this much is certain: those who were destined to live in the
world of cultus and myth could never have belonged to these
communities. Magic is dependent upon the formless world
to be found in the inner recesses of the soul—a realm of the
infinite, composed of the most mysterious powers. Myth and
cultus, on the other hand, are meant to serve the true reality
of the world of the earth and the stars.

This genuine magic, the significance of which we shall in
no way contest, had its name and prestige preempted by that
system of absurd practices which is supposedly earlier in
origin than myths and cults. If it had not been for this, we
would have been more suspicious of certain customs of primi-
tive peoples (and of the northern European peasants). We
would have been far more aware of the ways in which the
rituals failed to coincide with the ideas out of which they
supposedly arose—even though the participants themselves
may, on occasion, have accounted for the former in terms of
the latter. Anyone who examines the nature of these rituals
without prejudice must come away with the impression that
they could exist only thanks to a great emotion, a feeling of
passionate exaltation. And such exaltation can have been
aroused only by a mythic vision which had taken possession
of the human spirit. Whatever type of myth this was—
whether it revealed the essential form of the animal, or the
drama of an awakening procreative force, the story of the
course of the sun, the spirit of combat, etc.—it had to enter
reality as action. That was the form in which it existed among
men, whether it ever was presented as narrative or not. But
when the life of this myth is extinguished and the mechanical
action is passed on from generation to generation, phantom
ideas begin to inhabit the empty shell. Then the declining and
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impoverished culture might well believe that this artistic
structure was erected out of practical needs, the only thing
it still understands; and scholarship believes that it must in-
quire only how that mentality was created which could as-
cribe an effective force to empty forms.

How this relates at all to the customs of today’s primitive
man, to the fact that these customs are as non-mythic and as
mechanical as theory assumes, will not be investigated here.”
But there can be no question that the magical way of thinking
which is attributed today to the origins of civilization is
actually a product of decadence and impoverishment, regard-
less of where it still appears. It is only after the essential
greatness (whose myth had given cult its meaning) has dis-
appeared from man’s consciousness that the impoverished
followers of static traditions could become the victims of the
superstition that a mysterious power inhabited things done
per se. The essence of superstition, in spite of what Tylor tells
us, is not that it clings to something which has already been
discarded, even though its presupppositions have long since
lost their vitality, but that it adapts behavior which once arose
from a great idea to a barren and prosaic train of thought, and
makes it serve self-interest.

But the concept of utility, however early it may have at-
tached itself to the cult act, is always secondary and contrib-
utes nothing to the understanding of the origins of the act.
The more it moves into the foreground, the greater the dis-
tance becomes between ritual and the spirit in which it was
conceived. Wherever the concept of utility reigns supreme,
cult actions have become completely superficial. This natural
process has been reversed by scholars who have mistaken the
static end product for the beginning of life. The simple an-
cient traditions, which they ignore with haughty contempt,
deserve far greater respect. These traditions trace the cults
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back partly to direct interventions by exalted Beings who
once appeared in the flesh, and partly to occurrences of a
higher order whose memory the cult practices were to pre-
serve. They placed, therefore, a great event at the beginning,
and to this extent they are entirely consistent with the true
nature of the creation of cult. No matter what may have
happened to call a cult into life, it must necessarily have been
of such a nature that no configuration suited it better than the
story which we find in the tradition. Something great must
have occurred, a revelation of such miraculous force that the
community of men made a living monument for it out of
themselves, surrendering themselves completely to the holy
ecstasy of being, in themselves, an answer to, and an expres-
sion of, the transcendent.

What has been stated here in general terms could and
should be illustrated in detail by numerous examples. For the
time being, however, it may be enough to advance a few
instances which seemed unusually favorable to the modern
point of view, and then, finally, to make reference to a few
which openly contradict it.

There was a very old ritual of expiation and purification
which was widespread in the ancient world. This ritual stipu-
lated that one or two men were to be led through the entire
city; they were then to be killed outside the city; and their
bodies were to be completely destroyed.® The modern inter-
pretation of this terrible act proceeds from the assumption
that it must have been engendered by the same practical state
of mind which characterizes all the methods by which man,
even today, purges his body and his surroundings of the
unclean.

In other words, it was supposedly believed that the danger-
ous and the perilous clung to a man’s being as an external
defilement and could be removed by a very simple expedient
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much like the scrubbings we give our bodies. “The phar-
makos was led around throughout the entire city to absorb
every miasma. He was then killed and burned or taken over
the border of the country just as one wipes a dirty table off
with a sponge and then throws the sponge away. . . . That is
quite primitive and understandable.”® A ceremonial custom
of antiquity is thus “understandable” to the modern scholar
as soon as he thinks he sees in it the characteristics of the same
mode of thought which directs our everyday actions. In the
case we have before us, the disparity between the act itself
and the thought process foisted upon it is so great that the
naive self-assurance of the modern mind must astound us
almost more than the so-called superstition of “primitive”
man.

In spite of the fragmentary nature of the source material,
the grandeur of the original act still reveals itself clearly
enough. The chosen one was beaten with branches, as if he
were being blessed, and he was led around to the music of
the flute. As we are explicitly told once, he was clad in holy
garments and wreathed with sacred plants. Previously he had
also been fed at public expense on especially pure foods. The
entire celebration took place partly because of special cir-
cumstances when a pestilence raged in the land, partly at
regular intervals at the time when the fruits of the field were
approaching maturity. It would be foolhardy to wish to
interpret all of the particulars of the rite. They are not what
is significant here, moreover, and the scholars who have
fought over them have lost sight of the main point in the
process. A man is clad and garlanded with great ceremony, he
is led past every home to the accompaniment of music, and he
is finally killed, either by being thrown off a cliff or by
stoning. And all of this is done to purify and protect the
entire community. Filth was wiped off formerly, as it is
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today, with cheap cleaning agents. The horrifying pomp of
this tragedy, however, demands, as its counterpart, something
portentous—a sinister, lofty greatness to whose presence the
community responded with such terrible seriousness. There
is no name we can give to this dark Being whose giant shadow
fell over the habitations of mankind. His myth was the cult
practices themselves which created for the destroyer his
image in a gruesome drama. But this image would never have
been created if he had not been overwhelmingly revealed
from a position of immediate imminence. That which appears
to our dull, our unimaginative minds as a menace and poison
of a material nature endowed the great generations of an-
tiquity with a wealth of forms not because they thought about
these matters even more superficially and mechanistically
than we ourselves do, but rather because this image reared
itself up before them as a colossal form which was not to be
avoided, and forced them to express their emotion creatively
in an awful monumental act. More exactly expressed—their
ceremonial actions and the revelation of this colossal form
were one and the same thing. Nor would they have been
affected as deeply by the supernatural, as their creativity in-
timates, had the idea of utility been an integral part of their
cult practices. This only came second, as in all creativity, but
it made its appearance quite naturally and necessarily. Just as
the artist who gives expression and voice to the spirit of a
great destiny in an eloquent painting frees himself from that
spirit by this act and simultaneously saves everyone who is
affected by his work, so the dreadful was abolished after it
was given form in cult. The city was purged of its sins, and
freedom and health were regained. The nature of the devo-
tion, too, with which the mute chorus approached the sheet
lightning of the transcendent, must have been bound up with
a trust in grace—a trust, in fact, in the granting of specific
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prayers. But the greater the focus was on goals and intentions,
the more impoverished the essence of the ceremonial activity
became, and where they alone ruled, it had become com-
pletely static and lifeless. This latter situation the evolution-
ists, with rare misunderstanding, have taken to be the original
one. Their interpretation of the act of expiation proceeded
wholly from the concept of utility allied with it, as if it were
self-evident that the original meaning of the elements of this
act could be divulged only by this concept. That which
seemed “primitive” and “understandable” to the evolutionists
was that which was secondary in nature: the regard for mate-
rial well-being, which, it is true, soon had to be valued as the
most important element by the unoriginal thinkers of later
generations and was suited here, as elsewhere, to make
sacred rites into acts of good common sense. In the process,
of course, the ancient forms remained behind as highly para-
doxical remnants, and it was reserved for our age to be the
first to talk of them as evidence for a practical common-sense
point of view.

The sacrifice of men or animals on whom the burden of
sin of the whole community is loaded is something quite
different. We know of such acts from primitive cultures, too
(for example, in the detailed descriptions in G.T. Basden’s
book on the Ibos of Nigeria'®). They also have nothing to do
with the materialistic and mechanistic thinking which seems
so natural to us. That which distinguishes them from cult
practices per se is an idea which must seem just as absurd to
the scholarly mind of our day as all cultic matters do. This is
the stupendous idea of redemption through a life which has
taken upon itself the guilt of all.

Grim customs like these are offset by more cheerful ones
which give expression to the idea of divine assistance. It was
the custom in Tanagra for the handsomest young man to
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walk around the city in the Hermes festival with a ram draped
over his shoulders. The god himself, as the story goes, once
freed the city from a pestilence by making the rounds in this
way, and the ritual was established to commemorate this
event.’! Here, too, modern scholarship ignores not only the
myth but also the very nature of the cult practice, advancing
its own speculations as it confines itself to the apparent pur-
pose of the ritual, and to its self-made hypotheses of what
primitive man thinks. The ram was carried around the town
“to absorb the miasma.” “The meaning of the custom is,
therefore, clear. Like all such expiation rites, this one, too,
originally was an end in itself. It was associated with Hermes
in this instance because the young man who carried the ram
was the exact human likeness of the shepherd god who carried
the ram.”?2 If he was that, however, then the animal which
he carried cannot have had the function ascribed to it here.
Hermes certainly did not carry the ram on his shoulders to
absorb infectious germs. He, like everyone who carries the
animal in this way, picked it up to bring it to its destination
unharmed. That is what shepherds do. And that Hermes, the
shepherd, should walk around the city to protect it is really
a more sensible idea than the thesis that the animal, no matter
who carried it, had to absorb harmful substances like a sponge.
Even if we would seriously credit prehistoric man with this
nonsense, we would have to insist that the purpose which the
young man supposedly had in mind was expressed by his
attitude; that this shepherd, in short, was not that of the
solicitous shepherd. And finally, what sense would there have
been in choosing the handsomest young man for this ignoble
task? The only thing which does justice to this ceremonial
act is the cult tradition which associates the rite with the myth
of the god who walks around the town. If it had not survived,
we would have had to have invented something like it. There
is no doubt that once in a time of great adversity it was
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believed that the god, who lovingly watches over the flocks,
was seen walking around the city in this way, and that salva-
tion came, thanks to his protection. To acknowledge this
epiphany, there had to be a ritual. It was the living monument
of an overwhelming event. How could man who had been
touched by the Divine remain inert and motionless when all
genuine revelation awakens the power of creativity? The
vision which the people of Tanagra saw was far from an
hallucination. It was a mythic encounter which demanded
that man give it concrete form by using his own body in
ceremonial action. And with this the community came into
contact with the sphere of the Divine. It was inevitable that
man should feel that something salutary was being accom-
plished, just as the god himself had once brought salvation
with his walking. But the primary and actual motive for the
act was not usefulness. Even less are we to see in expediency
the meaning of the form in which the act was expressed.
Without the myth of Hermes, the walk around the city
would have been a futile undertaking. Let us not appeal to
the cases in which sacrificial animals were led around the com-
munity to bless it, as, for example, in the Italic Justrum and
amburbium. We are, after all, still far from understanding the
original meaning of these and related acts, and we should
finally have done with the process which subordinates the
intelligible to artificial hypotheses which the unintelligible
seemed to require.

How closely czltus is bound to myth, how many cult prac-
tices in their original nature are nothing but reflections of a
supernatural reality and occurrence—on this the religion of
Dionysus is singularly informative. At its center stands the
myth of Dionysus himself, with the divine women who reared
him and are his constant companions. Ali-of them suffer
adversity and persecution and must die, the same as he. And
the terrors which afflict them are unmistakably linked to the
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dreadful action to which their madness incites them. The
mother, the nurse, who murderously assault tender living
beings, are ever-recurrent forms of the myth whose profound
significance will be revealed to us later. A fragment of the
mythical story of Dionysus and his female attendants is al-
ready present in the Iliad.*® The mighty Lycurgus, the son of
Dryas, once hunted the nurses of the frenzied Dionysus over
the regions of Nysa. Struck by the terrible weapon of Lycur-
gus, they threw their holy zhrysi to the ground. But Diony-
sus, himself, fled to the depths of the sea, where Thetis took
the trembling god into her protection. What this old myth
tells us is acted out in cult in the festival of the Agrionia,
which will receive our close attention later. In Orchomenus
women were pursued by the priest of Dionysus with sword
drawn and those who did not escape him were struck down
without pity. It was said that they came from the family of
Minyas, whose daughters had once torn apart one of their
little boys in a fit of Dionysiac madness. The disappearance
of the god himself was also the subject of a cult activity. In
the festival of the Agrionia at Chaeronea, the women looked
for Dionysus until they finally returned with the news that
he had made his escape to the Muses.

Every attempt to explain these cult practices independently
of myth leads to idle speculation. The women who are cruelly
hunted down by the priests are nothing else but duplicates of
the frenzied women of the myth who attended Dionysus.! In
the cult of Dionysus, in general, the main role is played by the
women because in _the-myth _they are the inseparable com-
panions of the god. When the Thyiades, on the day of the
festime child Dionysus in the cradle, they are
doing nothing else but what is done by the divine nurses who
rear the young god and participate in his revels when he has
reached maturi? These cult practices are undoubtedly more
awe-inspiring than the mythic story which we learn from
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literature. But both are born of the same spirit. The women
who participate in the cult become, through the primal force
of divine revelation, accessories to a holy occurrence which
the myth was to express in words\jl"he myth was not created
for an ulterior purpose, any more than the cult practices
arose from a motive other than the necessity to give form to
the miraculous by which the mind had been transfixed. The
mediator was man himself, enraptured by the Divine, and on
him it had to work its effect. That this cultic realization of the
Divine could also be considered a source of blessing is, of
course, self-evident. After all, it served the divine presence.
But here, too, the natural order of events has been arbitrarily
reversed by modern scholarship.

In the course of the discussion which follows, we shall
meet still other examples of this significant conjunction of
cultus and myth.

Finally, let us only mention in passing that religious prac-
tices of the so-called primitives, which hitherto have usually
been cited as evidence for the rationalistic hypotheses, still
permit us to recognize often enough the nature of the genuine
mythic process. The solemn ceremony held during a storm,
which A. Talbot observed in Nigeria, is particularly impres-
sive and informative.’* Talbot tells us that each lightning
flash, at the moment when it occurred, was answered by a
mighty trumpet blast. The effect was tremendous, touching
on the sublime. He, himself, had felt as if the flashing light-
ning were a sword torn out of the scabbard. There the
lightning-god of heaven is considered to be the principal
deity. Along with him the divine earth mother is worshipped.
The cult practice is, as we see, the immediate response of en-
raptured mankind to his manifestation or revelation. It bears
the myth within itself, and in the imminence of deity estab-
lishes it as a living form.

The nature of such cult acts, which are one with myth, can
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be studied, especially, in the so-called sun dances of the
Indians.’® But all of this is only supposed to be a preliminary
reference.

Godhead has appeared to all peoples and has determined
the character not only of their cults but, simultaneously, of
their own existence and action; and it has left its imprint on
the national character. But because of its profundity and its
diversity, the godhead to which the belief of the Greeks bears
witness will always remain memorable.

8

If, then, the cults are not utilitarian in nature but are, in-
stead, mighty creations called into life by the divine afflatus
of a god who reveals himself; if the myths are no old wives’
tales but witnesses of this same encounter with the Sublime;
if then, it is valid to acknowledge primal phenomena and to
do justice to great realities; then the study of psychology and
logic, of which previously everything has been expected, can
benefit us no longer. Knowledge can come to us only from
the reality of the world itself; our chosen leaders must no
longer be the petty men of limited vision from whom we
have previously taken our orientation, but the greatest intel-
lects who have had the most profound views of the world
and have been seized most forcefully by that which is.

It is about time, again, to remember the words of Schelling:
“It is not a question here of how we must turn, twist, limit,
or curtail the phenomenon so that it can still be explained, if
need be, by principles which we once agreed not to exceed;
but it is a question rather of the direction in which we must
expand our ideas to come to terms with the phenomenon.”18
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1. Preface

ALL of antiquity extolled Dionysus as the god who gave man
wine. However, he was known also as the raving god whose
presence makes man mad and incites him to savagery and even
to lust for blood. He was the confidant and companion of
the spirits of thf; dead. Mysterious dedications called him the
Lord of Souls. (I\'o his worship belonged the drama-which has
enriched the world with a miracle of the spirit. The flowers
of spring bore witness to him, too. The ivy, the pine, the fig
tree were dear to him. Yet far above all of these blessings in
the natural world of vegetation stood the gift of the vine,
which has been blessed a thousandfold. Dionysus was the
god of the most blessed ecstasy and the most enraptured love.
But he was also the persecuted god, the suffering and dying
god, and all whom he loved, all who attended him, had to
share his tragic fate.

The most distinguished poets and thinkers sensed in this
diversity a reality of inexpressible depth. But modern schol-
ars are still completely baffled by it. No matter how often
they have attempted to trace the diverse back to the simple,
the meaning of the collective whole has always escaped them.

Lately they have been astonishingly unanimous in their
endorsement of an explanation which can probably be said to
be by far the least satisfactory of all such explanations. Diony-
sus is called “a god of vegetation.” Yet, it is obvious that he
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was known to reveal himself not in the plant world, as such,
but in the life of certain specific plants, among which the
vine is incomparably the most important. Is it not more likely,
rather, that it is the particular nature of precisely these plants
which bore witness to the efficacy of the god, and is it not
this which can give us an indication of his specific nature?
However, such clues are not pursued. Instead, one prefers to
believe that Dionysus, for unknown reasons, limited himself,
in the course of time, to a special area even though there is no
evidence in the sources for a more inclusive area. On the
contrary, this can be surmised only through hypotheses, and
this is done only because one wishes to derive the remarkable
belief, of which the Greek sources speak, from the simplest
of concepts. Hence, all of the great attributes which make up
the character of Dionysus are supposed to have come together
purely by accident, from the outside, and not to have arisen
out of an inner necessity because of what he was.

This attempted explanation actually renounces all under-
standing. It is based on a preconceived idea of nature deities,
and disregards everything which is peculiar to the Greek god.
In the terrible image of the frenzied god it sees only that
which we already know or believe we know from other
religions. The obsession of the women, the miracle of the
wine, the proximity of death, the tragic drama—these and
other essentials of the cult and the myth mean nothing to it.
But as long as it is not seen that the manifestation of the divine
reality which is called Dionysus is to be discerned in these
great forms in which he appears, the inquiry into the religion
of Dionysus has not even begun.

An intoxicated god, a mad god! Truly an idea which de-
mands our deepest thought. The ready hypotheses which
reduce everything significant to the level of the common-
place have only served to keep us from seeing the tremendous
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force of this idea. History, however, bears witness to its might
and its truth. It revealed to the Greeks such a great and exten-
sive insight into what intoxication meant that thousands of
years after the decline of Greek culture a Hélderlin and a
Nietzsche could still express their ultimate, their most pro-
found thoughts in the name of Dionysus. So, too, Hegel,! who
conceived truth in a Dionysiac image, saying it was “the
bacchanalian revel in which no member is not intoxicated.”



2. The Birthplace of the Cult
of Dionysus

Nowadays it is believed that research has conclusively proven
that Dionysus made his way into Greece as a foreigner, and
that he was able to receive recognition only after overcoming
powerful opposition. Thrace, and Phrygia, which was in:
habited by a related people are looked upon as his birthplace,,
It was thought at first that he migrated directly from Thrace
to Greece. More recently, however, it is held that compelling
reasons have been discovered for the idea that he came,
rather, over the sea, out of Phrygia or Lydia. Both views were
finally combined by Nilsson.! According to him, Dionysus
must have made his way into the Greek mainland from
Thrace as well as from Phr rygia, once in_ hns old-Thracmn
form, the other time in a form_ modlﬁcd by the influence of
nexghbormg religions in Asia Minor. But that is not all. Con-
trary to the opinion which has prcvalled up to now, the
mainland of Greece, itself, is designated as the third seat of
the Dionysiac movement, because the great excitement which
the arrival of Dionysus evoked there is supposed to have been
only a re-awakening of an age-old worship. Hence, one is
forced to assume that the concepts and rites attached to his
name had alrcady belongcd to the pre- G_re;kv PoPulatlon

" Tf we ask for the date when the foreigner supposedly made
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his way into the ranks of the Greek gods, Wilamowitz? ex-
plains that he arrived on the mainland, at the earliest, in the
eighth century, and that his victory over the orthodox believ-
ers may not be dated prior to the year 700. The Asiatic
Greeks supposedly came to know him “proportionately
earlier, but,” so he concludes, “the society in which and for
which Homer wrote his poetry wished to know as little of
Dionysus as did Hellas later on, until it had to yield to a
movement which came from below.”

Whatever judgments one might make about the origin and
the birthplace of the religion of Dionysus, it is unthinkable
that the Greeks could have become acquainted with it at so
late a time. How would it have been possible that absolutely
no feeling of strangeness and no remembrance of the violent
incursion had been preserved? For the often repeated asser-
tion that certain myths and cults give evidence of such a
remembrance rests, as we shall still see, on a confusion of cult
migration with epiphany. The Greeks themselves considered
their principal cults of Dionysus to be age-old. How right
they were in this is shown by the fact that the “old Dionysia,”
the name given to the Anthesteria by Thucydides,® were
common to the Ionic tribes, and, as the festival of Dionysus,
have to be older than the partition and migration of the
Ionians, as Deubner rightly notes.* In Delphi the worship of
Dionysus could be considered older than that of Apollo.® In
Smyrna, where the Anthesteria were celebrated by bringing
in Dionysus on a ship set on wheels,® there is evidence of a
festival of Dionysus already for the period when the city was
still Aeolic.” Homeric epic must be looked upon as the most
important witness for the great age of the Greek Dionysus.
It is intimately acquainted with his cult and his myths, and
it speaks of him in the same manner in which it speaks of the



54 DIONYSUS

deities who have been worshipped since time immemorial,
however the poet himself and his audience may feel about
him.

At the center of the cults and myths of Dionysus stand the
forms of th;_ _f[ggmed delty and the women, swept along by
‘his wgldness who have taken in the newborn child, have
reared him and are, therefore, called his nurses. At certain
festivals, rites of pursuit are performed which can have a
gory outcome, and the idea of tragic destruction emerges
extremely clearly in several of the legends and practices. This
essential of the Dionysiac religion is so well-known to the
lliad that it can be presented there in all of its details.

In Book 6 of the Iliad (130 ff.), Diomedes speaks of the
destiny which no man who fights gods can escape. And here
he mentions the mighty Lycurgus, who pursued the “nurses”
of the raging (pawdpevos) Dionysus in holy Nuvovjov, so that they
struck by his terrible weapon, let their 6io6ra fall to the
ground, and Dionysus, himself, fled into the sea, where Thetis
received the trembling god fondly. In this passage the women
who attend Dionysus are not characterized explicitly as
frenzied. But the verse which compares the terrified An-
dromache, as she rushes off wildly, to a maenad (pawdd: ion:
lliad 22, 461) betrays the familiarity the poet and his circle
had with the appearance and name of maenad. Did the poet
really want to say nothing else with this reference than that
Andromache was like an insane person, as Wilamowitz would
have us believe?® His comparison, after all, like all genuine
comparisons, has meaning only if it reminds one of a well-
known form. “The frenzied one,” however, whose image
must have been known to everyone, can be no other but the
Bacchante, even though she is characterized, as she is here,
with a noun like pawds, or, as in the Iliad 6. 389, with a verb-
form like [Jatvop.e’w’.‘;‘ he Hymmn to Demeter gives ample evi-
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Prate 1 Maenads in ecstasy dancing before a robed, masked
Dionysus column. Redrawn from the cup painted by Makron
(Frickenhaus, Lendenvasen, Pl. 11A and 11B; Beazley, ARFVP?,

p- 462, no. 48 [37]). From the collection of the Staatliche Museen,
Berlin. (Acc. No. 2290)



Prate 2 Maenads ladling out wine before a robed, masked
Dionysus column. Redrawn from stamnos painted by the Dinos
painter (Frickenhaus, Lendenvasen, Pl. 29A; P.E. Arias, A His-
tory of 1000 Years of Greek Vase Painting, pp. 372-375, PL. 206;
Beazley, ARFVP?, p. 1151, no. 2 [2]). From the collection of the
Museo Nazionale Archeologico, Naples. (Acc. No. 2419)

PLATE 3 Maenads dancing at the festival of Dionysus. Another
view of stamnos cited above (Frickenhaus, Pl. 29B).
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dence of what Homer wants to say here. In line 386 Demeter,
as she leaps to her feet, is compared to a maenad “who rushes
through the wooded mountains.” The relative clause pre-
cludes any misunderstanding on our part. Homer’s audience,
however, would not have misconstrued the word pawds even
without the clause.

The “frenzied” Dionysus and his “frenzied” women at-
tendants are, therefore, forms with which Homer is inti-
mately acquainted. And the wine-god? Is it really true that
Homer knows nothing of him as yet? Aristarchus in referring
to the Odyssey 9. 198, commented that the poet, who men-
tions wine so often in both epics, never characterizes Diony-
sus as the giver of wine. K.O. Miiller emphasized this point
in his review? of J.H. Voss’s Antisymbolik,'° and since that
time it is taken for granted that wine has nothing to do with
the original nature of Dionysus, but that it was only later
placed under his protection. No weight should now be given
to the story of the golden pitcher, which, according to
the Odyssey 24. 74, Dionysus gave to Thetis, even though
K.O. Miiller, himself, was of the opinion that it could be used
to object to the validity of his thesis. Let us not appeal either
to the fact that the father of the priest of Apollo, Maron, to
whom Odysseus is indebted for the wine with which he made
the Cyclops drunk,! is called Euanthes and has, in other
words, a name which we meet in Dionysus, himself, or in one
of his sons (Hesiod, for example,'? makes Maron into a de-
scendant of Dionysus, and Euripides'? actually calls him the
son of Dionysus). But the passage in the Iliad (called incon-
gruous, to be sure, by Aristophanes and Aristarchus), in which
the son of Zeus and Semele, the woman from Thebes, is called
“the delight of mortals” (xdppa Bporoiow: lliad 14. 325) is un-
questionably a reference to the giver of wine. Just as Herakles,
in the verse immediately preceding, is called “the strong-
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hearted” (kparepdgppwr), so these words are supposed to char-
acterize the son of Semele, and they cannot mean anything
else but what Hesiod is saying when he calls Dionysus, in ex-
actly the same frame of reference, the “joyful” (roAvynéis).'*
But this is the title which Hesiod, in another passage, ascribes
to Dionysus as the god of wine.!® K.O. Miiller considered it
conclusive that Homer went out of his way to call grain the
gift of Demeter and yet did not connect Dionysus anywhere
specifically with wine. And yet we cannot overlook the fact
that Demeter’s gift is not referred to in the verses which speak
of Demeter herself (lliad 14. 326; Odyssey 5. 125) and that
there are remarkably few passages in which the produce of
the fields is linked to her name. The epic poet is fundamentally
no more reserved toward Dionysus than he is toward Dem-
eter. Anyone who knows the gods who rule Homer’s world
knows also how significant this reserve is. He is silent about
much which is alien to the spirit of his world and often be-
trays his knowledge just with a word. What could have been
more alien to him than the frenzied god! The wine-god,
Dionysus, was surely no less known to him than the goddess
of grain, Demeter.

The Homeric epic shows that it has precise knowledge,
too, of the ties Dionysus had with the other gods—those ties
which we know from the history of the cult, or from the
mythic tradition. Of particular importance is his friendship
with Thetis. It is into her arms that he throws himself in his
flight from the fierce Lycurgus,'® and it is to her that he
presents the golden amphora in which the bones of Achilles
were later laid to rest.!” What so many cult practices and
legends give evidence of—namely, that Dionysus is at home
in the depths of the sea—is expressed clearly enough in this
Homeric myth. That the golden pitcher which he gave to
Thetis is called a work of Hephaestus may be considered a
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reference to his celebrated friendship with Hephaestus. In
Nonnus,'® Aphrodite gives him a crater which had been made
by Hephaestus. Finally, it is significant that the Nekyia of the
Odyssey (11. 325) shows him as associated with Ariadne, the
queen of the women of Dionysus. The beautiful daughter of
Minos, as we are told there, was snatched from Crete by
Theseus. He wished to spirit her off to Athens but Artemis
killed her first, at the order of Dionysus. The god must have
had a claim on Ariadne, for the story corresponds exactly
with the story of the death of Coronis,’® who was also shot
by Artemis, and this at Apollo’s instigation because she had
betrayed the god with a mortal lover. Artemis is well known
as the goddess who brings death to women in labor. Coronis
dies even before she gives birth to Asclepius, but Ariadne,
according to the legend of her Cyprian cult,? is said to have
died in childbirth.

After all this, we are willing to believe Pausanias®! when he
says that Panopeus in the Odyssey (11. 581) received the

designation “place_of beautiful dances” (xaAAixopos) in con-
sxderatnon of the fact that the Attic 'l"h“ylade:s,L on their way to

Parnassus, were in the hablt of holdmg their dances there.

" Homer, then, not only knows Dionysus, but he alludes to
almost everything which is characteristic of the myth and
cult of Dionysus. That is even more remarkable because Di-
onysus had absolutely no importance for the Homeric world.
Everythmg, therefore, which concerns him can be expressed
only in incidental references. And, in fact, it is the Iliad in
which he appears as the “frenzied” one, the one surrounded
by “nurses” and “maenads.” It is the Iliad which knows about
the b]oody pursuit of the god and his host of women, and his
disappearance in the depths of the sea. It is the Iliad, also,
which can refer to the god of wine, while the Odyssey associ-
ates him with Hephaestus, Artemis, and, above all, Ariadne.
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And nowhere is there the slightest trace that his cult was felt
to be something new, something which had forced its way in
from abroad.

This familiarity which Homeric epic has with the religion
of Dionysus leads us to the same conclusion we could have
drawn from the Tonic Anthesteria. Dionysus_must have al-
ready been indigenous to _Greek civilization toward the end
of the second millennium at least. / Whether he came to the
Greeks from the outside in an earlier perlod of which we
have no reliable information is one of those questions which
will probably never be answered with complete assurance.
This much, however, we can say with certainty{ Everything
which has been advanced recently and in time past to prove
his migration from Thrace or Phrygia is in no way convinc-
ing. In its older form this hypothesis was, as we know, repre-
sented by Erwin Rohde.?? He speaks of the “Thracian cult
_of ecstasy” which invaded Greece with frightening savagery
and was adopted only after serious opposition.

It is well known and has been stressed often enough how
ardently Dionysus was worshipped in Thrace. A. Rapp has
carefully collected what has come down to us from the an-
cient world.?® He also stressed that the cult of Dionysus was
at its most active in Greece in Erec1sely thgse areas in which
the knowledg; e of it had been preserved by prev1ous “Thracian

1nhab1tants namely, in Phocis and in Boeotia.2* Under these
circumstances one mlght ‘well think that the Thracians could
have brought this cult to central Greece. But it could just as
well have found its way from Grgece to Thrace and the well-
known orglastlc cults of Thrace, which are referred to again
and again to make it more believable that the god came from
there, could, conversely, be used to prove that it was pre-
cisely the Thracians who must have been very ready to accept
a Greek Dionysus. After all, they became notorious lovers
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of unmixed wine once the vine became known. It is remark-
able that Thrace plays such an extraordinarily small role in
the myth of Dionysus. It is for this reason that an expert like
K.O. Miiller ascribed.no significance to the vicinity of Thrace
in his deliberations on the grigins of the cult of Dionysus; and
a scholar as learned as O, Gruppe could come to the conclu-
sion more than a decade after the appearance of Rohde’s
Psyche that Greek colonists “unquestionably” transplanted
Dionysus_inte Thrace.?® To be sure, almost everyone®® now
believes that the Iliad, when it speaks of Nyscion. (Iliad 6.
133), the place where Lycurgus pursued the rout of Dionysus,

must have had in mind g locationin.Thrace. The reason given

is that Lycurgus later®” is called king of the Edonians, and the

site_ of his destruction is called Mr _Pangagus.?® where there
was, according to Hesychius, a place called Nysa, And so the

lliad scholia also talk about a Nysa in Thrace, K.O Miiller?

challgnged this thesis by saying that in_the entire
geography of Thrace (i,s_tjlere any reference to a placgactually
called Nysa.” Moreover, how would Antimachus® have been
able to have the fight of Lycurgus against Dionysus take place
in an_Arabic Nysa, if the original myth definitely had a
Thracian Nysa in mind?

Recently, as we have mentioned before, there is a general
acceptance of the interpretation that Dionysus did not come
to the Greeks directly from Thrace, but that he came over
mmﬁ_rygia, from the Thracians who had
Wmmamowitzal considers it unlikely
t‘HEE"Dionyﬁsus took the overland route from Thrace because
there are so few traces of the god to be found in Thessaly,
through which he first would have had to come. Wilamowitz
takes it as proven that the Greeks received their Dionysus
from Asia Minor. His arrival in a ship, to which the well-
known cult practice of the Anthesteria refers, supports this
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thesis. But all doubt is removed by the discovery that Semele
is the Phrygian name of the Earth Goddess, and that Bakchos
is the Lydian equivalent for Dionysus. This verifies perfectly
what the Lydian Bacchic chorus of Euripides and Tmolus,
as the mountain of Dionysus, had always suggested. What
value these observations have will be seen in the course of
our investigations. But, even at this stage, some of them can
be subjected to a more detailed analysis. In Lydian inscrip-
tions the stem “Baki-" (i.e., Bdkyos) is used to name the god
himself. It is further used to designate the month sacred to
him and finally—and this is of particular interest—it is used
to make up the personal name “Bakiva,” which becomes
AwwvvowAis when it is translated into Greek.?? The conclusion
that, according to this, Bakchos must have been a Lydian
word (or a Phrygian word taken into Lydian) is advanced
by Littman, himself, who is hesitant, and by Wilamowitz,?3
who, however, is quite positive.** But the argument cannot
be said to be convincing. At least, it is just as possible to think
that the name Bakchos had already made its way in very
early times from Greek into Phrygian and Lydian, and that
it remained behind solely in Lydian for reasons we do not
know. But it is more likely that the name belonged to the
pre-Greek inhabitants (of whose language the name Parnas-
sus, the mountain of the Dionysiac orgies, gives evidence),
and that it was precisely in Lydian that it was preserved as
the principal name of Dionysus. It would, therefore, be rash
to look upon the Lydian findings as unquestionable proof of
the origin of the cult of Dionysus in Asia Minor. As for the
hypothesis that the Phrygian Earth Goddess lies concealed
behind Semele—for the present it can only be said that most
of our available sources most emphatically contradict it.
Whether we derive the religion of Dionysus from Thrace
or from Asia Minor, it is difficult to reconcile either deriva-
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tion with the ancient observations about Nysa, where the
young g_od was supposedly born and raised.*® Nysa was, with-
out doubt, the name of a divine mountain country in a dis-
tant land of fantasy, similar to the land of the Hyperboreans.
In that land Persephone, as she was playing with the daughters
of Oceanus and picking flowers, was supposedly snatched
away by the god of death, who suddenly erupted from the
earth.” What was thought about this fairyland is particularly
Wq its name makes up, without question, the
main part of the name Dionysus. P. Kretschmer has made
the best comments on this.?8 Its dialectical variants Awwoos,
Awbvvoos, and Awvwoos go back to two basic types which com-
bine the word vicos, at one time, with the stem Acw-, and the
other time with the genitive of Zeus’s name. That this vicos,
as a Thracian word, corresponds to the Greek word wipgy
and means, in other words, “son,” as Kretschmer thought,
seems to me, in spite of the fact that it is without doubt
linguistically possible, not only undemonstrable but also im-
probable. We can no longer know its original meaning, but
we can know the province to which it belongs. The feminine
form appears in the name of that Nysa who was, according
to Terpander (fr. 8), the nurse of Dionysus. To honor her
he supposedly gave the name of Nysa to the city in India.
Diodorus (3. 70) calls her a daughter of Aristaius. On a vase
of Sophilos®* three Nysai receive the child Dionysus, and
later it becomes commonplace to speak of Nysiai and Ny-
siades in the plural as the nurses of the god. The fairyland
Nysa, therefore, got its name from its female inhabitants, the
Nysai, and Dio-nysos, “the divine Nysos” or “the Nysos of
Zeus,” is characterized as one of them by this name. Living
together with women is a part of his nature; and, just as he,
as Bakchos, is surrounded by Bakchai, so, as Nysos, he stands
in the middle of a zealous host of Nysai. The little boy Dio-
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nysus is brought to them in their divine mountain woodland,
and from there the god comes to men, as Apollo came from
the Hyperboreans.

This Nysa located in distant lands, but
places in the immediate vicinity were also linked with Dio-
nysus through its name. Thus Sophocles*® mentions a Nysa
in Euboea, and this is probably the same place referred to in
the Bacchae of Euripides.*! A locality on Helicon was called
Nysa, according to Strabo (9. 405), who adds that many saw
it as the Nysa of the Iliad 2. 508. On Parnassus, too, there was
supposedly at one time a Nysa.*> But neither in Thrace nor
in Phrygia, nor in Asia Minor, in general, do there seem to
have been any places with this name. All of the accounts of a
mmmk to the passage in Homer
discussed above, if they did not actually refer to a Thrace
near Helicon and Parnassus,*® as K.O. Miiller believed. For
Asia Minor there is only one mention of a Lydian Nysa in the
alphabetical inventory of Hesychius. The well-known Nysa
of Caria first got its name from a wife of Antiochus.** This
remarkablg__@_ckjs_gertainlx nQ;_fayggab_le,tQ the hypothesis

choral ode of Sophocles Antzgone,"s in narrung the favorite
haunts of the god, mentions only Italy in addition to those
in the homeland of Greece (Thebes, Eleusis, Delphi, Eu-
boea). The ancient sources tell us that antiquity preferred
to look in the far east and the south, that is to say, in the
Land of the Sun, for the Nysa in which Dionysus grew up
and from which he made his entry into the realms of men.
According to Herodotus (2. 146), it was believed that Zeus
brought the new- new-born little boy, who had been sewn in his
thlgh }Q_N,ysm‘Ethjgpm (és Nboqgv ™ vmép Alydmrov éovoav
év 1) Aiforiy).*®* Antimachus?’ transfers the encounter of
Dionysus with Lycurgus to an Arabic Nysa, and Diodorus
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(3. 66) is of the opinion that the Nysa mentioned in the
Homeric hymn 1.8 as the birthplace of the god*® was pre-
cisely the Arabic ope. Nonnus, Hesychius, and the scholia of
the Iliad also have knowledge of this. In addition to Hgsychiys,
Apollonius Rhodius*® also mentions an Egyptian Nysa. Xeno-
phon already knows of a Nysa situated in Syria,*® And finally,
let us at least mention the Nysa of India, which has been re-
ferred to so often since the Hellenistic Age.

Lastly, the ship procession of the Ionic festivals of Dionysus
is considered to be an unusually clear piece of evidence in
support of the theory that the cult of Dionysus came from
Asia Minor to Greece. In Athens, and in all probability on
the day of the Choes,?! the ceremonial entrance of the god in
a ship set on wheels occurred. It was thought, therefore, that
he came from the sea, as the famous cylix of Exekias pictures
him, sailing in a ship which was crowned with vine tendrils.*
From this it is concluded that his cult actually must have
come at one time to the Greeks of the Greek mainland from
over the sea, that is to say, from Asia Minor.>? It is surprising
that Wilamowitz was of the same opinion, t0o, although he
referred to the fact that Dionysus, in Homer’s story, plunged
into the sea, consequently “could also have come out of the
sea.” Wilamowitz reminds us, moreover, that, according to
the legend of Brasiai on the Laconian east coast,?* the child
Dionysus was supposedly washed up on the shore in a chest
together with Semele, and, since his mother was no longer
alive, he was reared in a grotto by Ino. It is, then, character-
istic of Dionysus that he appears from the sea. His relation-
ship with the element of water will be discussed in detail in
a later chapter. Just as he disappeared into the sea in his flight
from Lycurgus, so the Argives believed that he was swal-

* See Plate 10.
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lowed up by the lake of Lerna; for they regularly called him
up from the deep there for the festival of his appearance.® If,
therefore, he made his entry on the day of the festival on a
ship, that signifies nothing else but his epiphany from the
sea. In addition, we also know that the ship procession of the
general Tonic Anthesteria was held in Smyrna, too—in short,
it was held on the other side of the Aegean Sea on the coast
of Asia Minor.5¢ This was completely without meaning if
the rite intended to preserve the memory of an actual arrival
of the cult of Dionysus from Phrygia or Lydia. The com-
ments of Wilamowitz®" cannot detract from the value of this
important piece of evidence.

Now that we have completed our prefatory remarks, which
were only supposed to show how old was the familiarity of
the Greeks with the religion of Dionysus and how uncon-
vincing is the hypothesis that this religion came from Thrace
or Phrygia, we turn our attention to the form of the god
Dionysus, itself. Once this form has been made clear, let each
one ask himself whether it still makes sense to compare the
cult of Dionysus with the orgiastic worship of Asia Minor.



3. The Son of Zeus and Semele

Who is Dionysus?

The god of ecstasy and terror, of wildness and of the most
blessed deliverance—the mad god whose appearance_sends
mankind into madness—gives notice already, in his concep-
tion and birth, of his mysterious and paradoxical nature.

He was the child of Zeus and a mortal woman. But even
before she bore him, she was consumed in the holocaust of
the lightning of her heavenly bridegroom.

So fell, as poets say, on Semele’s hearth

The bolt of the god she longed to see

And the god-struck girl gave birth

To the fruit of the storm, holy Bacchus, to thee.
(HOLDERLIN)

The father did not let his son perish. Cooling ivy tendrils
protected him from the heat by which his mother was con-
sumed. The father himself assumed the role of mother. He
took up the fruit of the womb, not yet capable of life, and
placed it in his divine body. And when the number of months
was accomplished, he brought his son into the light.

Thus, the “twice-born one” has already, before his entry
into the world, outgrown everything that is mortal. He has
become a god, the god of intoxicated delight. And yet he,
the bringer of joy, was predestined for suffering and death—
the suffering and death of a god! And to the house of his
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mother, to which the glory of heaven had descended, he
brought not only blessedness but suffering, persecution, and
destruction. But his mother, Semele, who had suffered a
death in flames in her marriage with the god of the storm,
was given leave to ascend from her grave to the gods of
Olympus.

She was one of the four daughters of King Cadmus of
Thebes. “Peleus and Cadmus,” says Pindar,' “were the most
fortunate of all mankind; for at their weddings the muses
sang, the gods banqueted at their tables, they saw the kingly
sons of Kronos sitting on chairs of gold and received gifts
from them. . . . But there came a time when Cadmus was
made joyless by the bitter sufferings of his daughters—three
of them; but to the fourth, the beautiful Thyone, came father
Zeus, to lie with her on the bed of love.” And in another
passage: “Great misfortunes the daughters of Cadmus suf-
fered; but the weight of the sorrow sank before the excess
of the good. Felled by the lightning, Semele lives in the circle
of the Olympians, and Pallas loves her dearly, and father Zeus;
and her son loves her, who wears the ivy; and they say that
in the sea, too, among the daughters of Nereus, Ino was al-
lotted life imperishable for all time.”?

Of the four daughters of Cadmus,® only these two—Semele
and Ino—are of importance as figures for myth. The others—
Agave and Autonoe—appear only as the mothers of Pentheus
and Actaeon, whose terrible fate—both were torn apart like
wild beasts—is associated with the myth of Dionysus. And yet
all four, as the cultus demonstrates, belong to the genuine
ingredients of the ancient myth. Just as in Pindar,* Semele,
as the beloved of Zeus, is contrasted with the three other
daughters of Cadmus, so in the Lenai of Theocritus,® Ino,
Autonoe, and Agave each lead a thiasos into the mountains
to celebrate the festival of Dionysus, and erect there twelve
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altars—three for Semele, nine for Dionysus. The same three
thiasoi, led by Autonoe, Agave, and Ino, appear also in the
messenger speech of the Bacchae of Euripides.® According to
the well-known inscription from Magnesia on the Maeander,”
in former times three maenads from the house of Ino were
invited, at the suggestion of Delphi, to come there from
Thebes to institute the cult of Dionysus, and each one of them
assembled one of the three thiasoi. The cult of Semele, who is
associated with Dionysus, which the three women’s choruses
serve, corresponds exactly, therefore, with the myth of Se-
mele, the heavenly bride and her three sisters. On a dedicatory
inscription in Cologne,® her ‘“divine sisters” are still men-
tioned along with Semele.*

There are numerous testimonies which prove that Semele
was accorded cultic honors. What is true of the mother is
also true of Ino, the foster mother of the god. The demolished
home of Semele, the ruins of which the Euripidean Dionysus
still sees smoking on his return to his native city, Thebes,?
was still being shown to marveling foreigners in the late cen-
turies of antiquity.l® It was situated next to the shrine of
Dionysos Kadmeios, of whose great significance an inscrip-
tion of the third century B. c. from the treasury of the The-
bans in Delphi first made us properly aware.! In this inscrip-
tion the holy precinct of Semele is called oyxds, precisely as
it is in Euripides.!? Thus there had been a cult of the mother
of Dionysus there. But she was worshipped in other places,
too. Her principal cult days were the festival of the appear-
ance of Dionysus and the celebration of her resurrection by
her divine son, from the realms of the dead. When Dionysus
was ceremonially invoked at the Attic Lenaea, he was called
“Semele’s son” (Zepersjos).* On the island of Myconos, in

* See Plate 4.
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the same festival, Semele received a sacrifice on the eleventh
of the month, while sacrifices were made to Dionysus, him-
self, on the twelfth, the day sacred to him.!* Her worship in
the triennial festivals of Dionysus is explicitly emphasized in
an Orphic hymn.'® The celebrations of her ascent from the
underworld appear to have been even more important. Plu-
tarch'® informs us of a festival, which was celebrated every
eight years in Delphi, in which the Dionysiac thyiads partici-
pated. The dromena, which took place in public, suggested
that their subject was the resurrection of Semele. The festival
was called Herois. This referred to the central figure, ie.,
Semele, who was called #pwis, just as Dionysus, himself, in the
famous song of the women of Elis,'7 is called 7pws. This fes-
tival may also have been celebrated elsewhere. In Lerna one
said that Dionysus had descended there through the bottom-
less depths of the Alcyonian Sea to the land of the dead in
order to bring Semele back up;'® and in Troezen, also, one
pointed to the place where the god supposedly ascended from
Hades with his mother.1®

Semele’s cult and memory are associated throughout with
the memory of her great son. Pindar’s dithyramb?® at the
Athenian Dionysia says, “Now voices singing songs to the
accompaniment of flutes are heard, now the choruses of fil-
leted Semele.” The Lenai of Theocritus,?! in which the secret
Dionysus celebration of the three daughters of Cadmus and
the terrible fate of the inquisitive Pentheus are described, con-
clude with a salutation not only to Dionysus but also to
Semele and her sisters. In Magnesia a marble altar was dedi-
cated “to Dionysus and Semele.”%?

Thus the human mother of the divine son was crowned
with immortality and received her share of cultic honors.
That is the magnificent finale of the myth of the birth of the
son born of lightning from the womb of a mortal woman.



PrLate 4 An altar to Semele and her sisters in honor of their
sacred motherhood, CIL 13.2.8244. The first four lines read as
follows: DEAE SEMELAE ET/ SORORIBUS EITUS/ DEABUS OB HONOREM /
SACRI MATRATUS. Note the thyrsus, castanets, plakous (bread), and
shepherd’s crook. Photograph, courtesy of the Rhineland Photo
Archives. From the collection of The Museum of the City of
Cologne.
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Modern scholarship has dismembered this awe-inspiring
myth completely and has reversed its meaning. Semele, so it
explains, must have been a goddess from the beginning. She
was first made into the daughter of Cadmus by a poet who,
according to Wilamowitz, cannot have been active prior to
700 B. c. This poet, then, is supposed to have taken some real
event as his starting point and arbitrarily invented from it
this myth, whose deep significance any unprejudiced person
senses. In the process, however, he supposedly did not antici-
pate that the human nature of the mother of Dionysus could
eventually become significant.

Paul Kretschmer pointed out more than forty years ago in
a remarkable piece of research?? that there was a good prob-
ability that the name Semele could be understood linguisti-
cally as a Thracian-Phrygian word which was used to char-
acterize the Earth Goddess; that it was related to the Greek
words xfaov, xfapalds, etc.; and that this Thracian-Phrygian
Earth Goddess actually appeared as Sepeho, next to the Heaven
God Aws (or Acos), in the formulae of imprecation on Phry-
gian funerary inscriptions of the Empire. Although Kretsch-
mer’s derivation of the name Dionysus from the Thracian,
with the meaning “Son of Zeus,” appeared to be less convinc-
ing because there was no documentary proof for that, his
interpretation of the name Semele was accepted enthusiasti-
cally; and it has become most recently, in the work of Niis-
son?* and Wilamowitz,?® the basis for the proof that the cult
of Dionysus came from Thrace or, rather, Phrygia. Kretsch-
mer, himself, could point to the fact that in antiquity Apollo-
dorus, at least,?® had equated Semele with Ge. Diodorus®” also
knows of a theory which believed that the Earth Goddess
might be recognized in Thyone as well as in Semele. Thus the
mother of Dionysus appears in almost all of the new accounts
as “the Thracian-Phrygian Earth mother,” who was reduced
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at only a relatively late period by poetic license to the role
of mortal and the daughter of Cadmus.

But consider the unreasonable demands made of us by this
thesis! The Phrygian inscriptions inform us that this goddess
was still highly regarded there in 200 or 300 A.0. How much
greater her significance must have been a thousand years be-
fore! And at that time is someone in Boeotia, which is, after
all, only a short sea voyage away from Phrygia, supposed to
have arbitrarily transformed the great Phrygian Earth God-
dess into Cadmus’ daughter? And now is there supposedly
no trace, either in the myth or in the cultus, of a memory of
her original pre-eminence? This is difficult to imagine, nor
can the supposed analogies of other instances, which them-
selves first need elucidation, help us past this inconsistency.

But this is not all. The hypothesis does unheard-of violence
to the myth as it comes down to us in all of the sources. The
myth not only presents Semele as a mortal, but it lays the
greatest emphasis on the fact that she was not a goddess and
nevertheless gave birth to a god. Already in the lliad she is
called 2 woman of Thebes,?® and Hesiod?® is not satisfied
with calling her the daughter of Cadmus but adds expressly
that she bore an immortal son as a mortal woman (é&fdvarov
6vymy). And this idea of “the offspring of the highest father
and of the Cadmeian woman,” as Pindar (fr. 75) expresses it,
goes through the entire mythic tradition. The mortality of
the mother, therefore, must have been one of the essentials of
the myth of Dionysus. That the name Semele, which sup-
posedly originally referred to as a goddess, actually was al-
ways understood as a human name is proved by the second
name which the mother of Dionysus bears. She is also called
Thyone. The ancient sources do not leave us in the dark
about the real meaning of this honorary title. To be sure,
Pindar already names Semele, in one passage,®® Thyone, as
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the bride of Zeus. Where, however, both names are men-
tioned, Thyone refers to the new position of the mother
freed from the realm of death by her son and crowned with
immortality;3! (“Semele, who is called Thyone” is the read-
ing of the Homeric hymn of the Moscow MS.) Since we also
know Thyone as a name for Bacchantes, and Dionysus, him-
self, is called Thyonidas (Hesychius), there is no doubt that
the new name is supposed to give evidence of her admittance
to the circle of the divine female attendants of Dionysus. The
mother of Dionysus, then, was called Thyone insofar as she
had received the position of an immortal. She had to give up
the name Semele, or at least had to supplement it with a sec-
ond name, when she became a goddess. Is it conceivable that
a name so decisively felt as human had actually been divine,
notwithstanding? In Thebes, Semele was worshipped as one
who had died. The area dedicated to her in the holy precinct
of Dionysus on the Theban acropolis was a onxds.3* Orphic
Hymn 44, which speaks of the honors accorded her at the
festival of Dionysus, emphasizes that she owes these to Per-
sephone.

The modern hypothesis, therefore, not only disregards the
evidence of the ancient myth, but it has no scruples about
explaining the very item, which this myth promulgates as
its most amazing reality, as an arbitrary correction of the
original content of the myth. In so doing, it frivolously de-
stroys the entire myth of the birth of Dionysus, for the strange
story of his second birth really loses all of its meaning if his
mother was not mortal. When Semele was being consumed, so
the myth says, Zeus pulled the six-months-old child from the
flames and sewed it into his thigh so that it might mature in
his divine body and become a god.3? It has been maintained
that this myth must have resulted from a union of two com-
pletely different views. According to the one, Dionysus took
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his origin from the marriage of Semele with the god of heaven
while the other has him born of the father alone, as is told of
Athena. But this only exacts new absurdities of the myth. As
meaningful as is the image that portrays Athena (the goddess
of “Good Counsel” and victorious might, with the mind of a
man) springing from the head of the “Counselor,” Zeus, with-
out the participation of a woman, so meaningless must have
appeared the idea that Dionysus (the womanlike, he who is
always surrounded by women, who are his closest confidants)
should have been brought forth exclusively by a man. The
myth has meaning only as it has actually been told through-
out the ages. The tragic failure of the mother is a necessary
prerequisite to the birth from the father, and not until they
are associated with each other do the two events present a
genuine and complete myth. Semele was a child of man, who
had conceived a son in the arms of the god of heaven. But
the mortal mistress did not have the power to endure the
fulminating majesty of the god who loved her. In the blazing
storm which killed her she gave birth to a child who was to
become a great god. And thus, because as a mortal she was
too weak, the father had to take up his son into himself and
finish the work of the prostrate mother by means of a sec-
ond birth.

The idea of an Earth Goddess who is consumed by fire in
the arms of the god of heaven would be quite incomprehen-
sible, as O. Gruppe has already said.

Then what gives us the right at all to say that divinity was
the original nature of all the higher Beings who, according to
the testimony of the myth, were at one time human? Would
it not be better to examine first whether such myths could
not have had an important meaning, before we attribute their
origin to a so-called poet who resorted to cheap devices to
combine inconsonants? Ino, too, the foster mother of the
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god,®* many of whose cult shrines, particularly on the La-
conian coast,? are known to us, is in the myth a mortal who
became a goddess, and as a goddess—and, what is more, as one
of the sea-goddesses**—she received the name Leucothea. Just
as Semele’s former existence as a mortal is especially empha-
sized in Hesiod’s Theogony, so the Odyssey3" speaks of Ino
as “the daughter of Cadmus, Ino, Leucothea, who had once
been a mortal woman but now enjoys divine honors in the
waves of the sea.” The association of Ino with Dionysus, to
which the facts of the cult attest,?® is, without question, age-
old. As a goddess of the element of moisture, she was drawn
into his circle because she was related to him in the essence
of her nature. This will be shown by what we have to say
later. We also meet the other two sisters of Semele—Agave
and Autonoe—again among the Nereids.3® Thus Ino is in just
the same position as her sister Semele. Both were accorded
cultic honors. Both were once mortal women, according to
the myth. Both have a second name which distinguishes the
goddess from the mortal woman—even if the other name can
very well be used for both designations. We shall not deal,
at this point, with the artificial constructions of Wilamo-
witz.40

To return to Dionysus, himself: the myth of his birth,
which scholars have earnestly tried to reduce to nothing but
historical contingencies, is the most sublime expression of his
Being. Just as the amazing image of Athena’s ascent from the
head of her father can be conceived only in the spirit of the
genuine revelation of her Being, so beneath the lightning
flashes of Dionysus grew the certainty that the enigmatic god,
the spirit of a dual nature and of paradox, had a human mother

and, therefore, was already by—his—birth a native of two

realms.



4. The Myths of His Epiphany

The myths of his appearance among men, like the myth of
the birth of the god, have something unusual and strangely
thrilling about them. He entered the world differently from
the way in which we are told the other gods did, and he en-
counters man, too, in a very special way. In both instances his
appearance is startling, disquieting, violent. And, like every-
thing violent, it arouses opposition and agitation. Right at
his birth gods arise as his enemies. Terrible disturbances are
engendered in his vicinity. The destruction of his mother is
followed by suffering, bitter distress, and violent death for
all who interest themselves in the little boy, beginning with
his mother’s sister, Ino, who plunges into the sea, out of her
mind, with her own child in her arms. And in this way, even
the revelation of the god who has become a man creates wild
emotion, anger, and opposition among mankind. The daugh-
ters of Minyas refuse to follow his call and with good reason,
for he rips the ones he has affected out of their wifely decency
and morality and mates them with the mysteries and mad-
nesses of the chaos of night. They, however, wish to remain
true to their duties as housewives and attend their husbands—
until Dionysus incites them with the sharpest goad of his mad-
ness. King Pentheus becomes aroused and does not wish to
let the women tear their bonds of modesty asunder and dance
with the frenzied deity. Perseus in Argos rushes out to meet
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Dionysus with armed might. In shifting forms the myth re-
peats the same image over and over again.

The meaning of such stories, to which we must return later,
has been completely misunderstood in recent years. They
were considered to be echoes of historical events. They were
regularly appealed to when proof was needed that the cult
of Dionysus had forced its way into Greece from abréad and
had received recognition only after considerable opposition
had been overcome. To be sure, Welcker! wanted this inter-
pretation to apply only to one part of the legends in question,
and Rohde, too, advised caution when he wrote, “These are
stories which belong in the category of prefigurative myths
through which particular acts of worship are to acquire a
prototype and a qualifying explanation from an event in the
age of myth which was considered to be historically true.”?
He was, however, of the opinion that “a kernel of historical
truth was to be found in these stories,” for the idea that this
cult met strong resistance in many places (something which
is not, after all, said about any other cult) could not possibly
be based on “empty fantasies,” particularly because its basic
assumption that the cult of Dionysus forced its way into
Greece “from abroad and as something alien,” “obviously”
agreed with historical truths.

“Empty fantasies” these myths certainly are not. On the
contrary, they contain much more that is real than if they
were reporting that which had once occurred. They are not
witnesses of that which once was but of that which will al-
ways be, as Sallustius® says when he is speaking of the myths
of Attis: “This never happened but it always is” (raira 8¢
éyévero pév obdémore, éotu 8¢ del). They give a true reflection of
the violence, the horror, and the tragedy which are inherently
Dionysiac. They do not refer to events which happened in a
time when the god was still a stranger, but they refer to that
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which always occurs when he appears—in fact, to the tre-
mendous efficacy of his being and his epiphany. The more
impetuous his nature is, the more unconditional the demands
are which he makes on the souls of mankind, the more stub-
born the opposition and the resistance must be. The Sibyl,
too, struggles long and hard before the spirit of her god over-
powers her. This is not to say that the epiphany of Dionysus
always had to elicit resistance from man. But the god appeared
with such wildness and demanded such unheard-of things, so
much that mocked all human order, that he first had to over-
power the hearts of men before they could do him homage.
Thus the conception of his first arrival—that is to say, the
mythic image of a regular coming—became a story of strife
and conquest. It was inevitable, moreover, that the character
of the savage god and the dangerous wildness of his female
chorus found their expression in horrible images picturing
the fate of the arrogant and the inquisitive who had hit upon
the idea of eavesdropping on the mysterious rites, or breaking
in on them with violence. Such a story was told of the appall-
ing destruction of the adversary, Pentheus,* who, as an in-
quisitive young man, meets the fate of dismemberment in
the Lenai of Theocritus.?

But this catches only a smaller part of the meaning of the
myths. It is far more important to realize that they deal in
the last analysis with the fortunes of the god himself, and of
his divine attendants. They are the ones who are excited to
madness by him. They are the ones who in such a madness
tear their defenseless victims apart, and it is they who are
hounded, struck down, and who, like the god himself, perish.
That is the content of the awe-inspiring myth of Lycurgus,
who pursued and destroyed the “nurses” of the frenzied
Dionysus with a terrible weapon and forced the god himself
to seek the protection of Thetis in the depths of the sea.®
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Wherever the location of this skirmish may be sought, it is
agreed that it cannot be thought of as being in Greece proper.
Rather, it is supposed to have been situated in Thrace,” in
the country, therefore, which is considered to be the home
of the cult of Dionysus. The myth, consequently, can have
no memory of oppositions which Dionysus, as a stranger,
had to overcome. And yet it speaks of bloody pursuit in
which even Dionysus was vanquished and disappeared in
the sea—in the watery depths in which he is at home, and
from which he is called forth at regular intervals in cult.® The
story, then, arises from the idea of his Being and his fate, into
which his women attendants are inextricably drawn—not
from the history of his cult.

And should not this be true, also, of the thoroughly analo-
gous myth of Perseus, who opposed with the force of arms
the god and the “sea-women” who came with him,® and who,
according to one of the sources!® hurled him into the bottom-
less lake of Lerna? When, therefore, in the Agrionia the
women of Dionysus were pursued and even killed as part of
the cult practices, and when the disappearance of the god
was also announced during the course of the sacred rites,!
there can be no_doubt that the cult rites were so frighten-
mglv ‘s_eﬂous because they were c_oncerned with none other
thWn of thﬁ_supern;?ﬁr;l‘- ohccurrence which
the myth had expressed in words

In this way both—the myth ‘and the cult—present to view
the suffering and dying Dionysus. But this somber form is
eclipsed by that of the young victor. Dionysus entered the
world as a conqueror. With the strength of a lion he wrestles
with and defeats the giants. With the thyrsi of his maenads
he drives armed bands of men into wild flight. As conqueror
he forces his way into the most distant lands and becomes the
divine archetype of all triumphant heroes. This Dionysus,
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who strides along in tumult, is the god whose overpowering
nature and epiphany are reported by so many legends which
have been interpreted with strange misunderstanding as evi-
dence of actual skirmishes between the entering cult of
Dionysus and the guardians of the old religion. Welcker had
already made the appropriate remark!? that “there was no
historical probability that in some cities the authorities, in
opposition to the people, actually resisted this religion, or
that one tribe among the inhabitants opposed another. It
was more likely that it was modified or limited.”

Like the myth of his birth, therefore, the myths of the ap-
pearance of Dionysus also reveal much about his nature.

At his conception the earthly was touched by the splendor
of divine heaven. But in this union of the heavenly with the
earthly, which is expressed in the myth of the double birth,
man’s tear-filled lot was not dissolved but preserved, rather,
in sharp contrast to superhuman majesty. He who was born
in this way is not only the exultant god, the god who brings
man joy. He is the suffering and dying god, the god of tragic
contrast. And the inner force of this dual reality is so great
that he appears among men like a storm, he staggers them,
and he tames their opposition with the whip of madness. All
tradition, all order must be shattered. Life becomes suddenly
an ecstasy—an ecstasy of blessedness, but an ecstasy, no less,
of terror.



5. The God Who Comes

The cult forms give us the clearest evidence of the violence
with which he forces his way in—a violence which affects the
myth so passionately. These forms present him as the god
who comes, the god of epiphany, whose appearance is far
more urgent, far more compelling than that of any other god.

He had disappeared, and now he will suddenly be here
again.

Other gods, like Apollo, also go off into the distance and
return. But only Dionysus disappears in an incomprehensible
manner from the circle of his followers or is swallowed up in
the deep. As surprising as is his coming, so is his going away.
In the Agrionia festival in Chaeronea the women searched
for him and returned finally with the tidings that he had fled
to the Muses and lay concealed among them.? According to
the belief of the Argives, he had plunged into the lake of
Lerna. That signified, at the same time, his plunge into the
underworld; for a sacrifice was thrown down to the “guard-
ian of the door” of the underworld at the festival of Dionysus’
return from below. The story is also told that Perseus van-
quished the god and hurled him into the lake.? An Orphic
hymn?® says that he rested for two years in the sacred house
of Persephone after his departure.

And now the one who had disappeared was supposed to
reappear suddenly with his tipsy look and his dazed smile, or
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he was supposed to burst forth out of the darkness in the
form of a savage bull.

They were waiting for him—the choruses of women, true
images of those higher beings, who followed Dionysus every-
where. In Elis it was the dancing chorus of “the sixteen
women,”* who invoked the god with the words: ‘‘Come,

Lord Dionysus, attended by the Graces, into_the holy temple
of Elis, rushing i he temple with your bull’s hoof, vener-
able.ﬁm’;;;'mmg, in short, that the one
who -\;IGiﬂamappear would be a wild creature who would
bring, through his demonic violence, a breathtaking excite-
ment. In Athens he was invoked at the festival of the Lenaea,
which got its name from the Lenai, a chorus of frenzied
women worshippers of Dionysus, related to the Bacchae,
maenads, and whatever else they are called.® It must have
been they, above all the others, who called to the god to
come, similar to the “sixteen women” of Elis. “Summon the
god!” was the cry of the daduchos in the night celebration
and the assembled peoples cried out, “Semele’s son, Iakchos,
giver of riches!”® This is the way in which he may have been
solemnly invoked to appear,” by the fourteen Athenian
women,® who bore the title, gerarai, and had, under their care
at the Anthesteria, the secret worship in the sanctuary é&
Aipvais together with the wife of the Archon Basileus.® In
Argos trumpets which had been concealed under the leaves of
the thrysi were sounded when he was called up out of the
lake of Lerna, and a sheep was lowered into the mysterious
abyss for the warder of the gates (wvAdoxes) who was to
release him.1°

| In wintertime on the heights of Parnassus the choruses of
the Delphic and Attic thyiads employed an unusual method
to call Dionysus to rise up, to appear among them and lead
them madly over the mountain topjThey awakened him as
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Liknites, as a child in the cradle.* He had, therefore, just
been born and had not yet gained consciousness. That oc-
curred on the site where it was believed Dionysus danced
and reveled with the nymphs.ffYou were seen in the blaze of
smouldering torches up high on the two-peaked mountain

where the Corycian nymphs, thy Bacchantes, wander”—this
is the cry of the chorus in Sophocles’ Anti gone.’? The priest-
ess in the prologue to the Eumenides of Aeschylus also speaks
of these nymphs: “I worship the nymphs there in the Cory-
cian grotto, the abode of divine spirits. The place belongs to
Dionysus. . . .”*3 It was nymphs, the nymphs of Nysa—and
there was, supposedly, a Nysa on Parnassus'*—who suckled
the new-born Dionysus and took loving care of him. Homeric
Hymn 26 tells us this. And when it goes on to say that the
same goddesses, after they had reared him, made up his riot-
ous train of revelers and roamed through the forests with
him who was bedecked with the ivy and the laurel, then we
see that the foster mothers and the women who danced with
the god are one and the same—just as in Homer the female
attendants of the frenzied Dionysus are already called his
“nurses”—and it is clear that the choruses of the thyiads, who,
like them, concern themselves with the child Dionysus and,
like them, dance madly over the mountain tops, take on the
role of the divine women and depict in cult their actions,
which are partly maternal and partly instinctively ecstatic.
This is the way in which they call from his sleep the new-born
god, who, as an Orphic hymn says,'® had rested in the long
time between in the house of Persephone. And when he opens
his eyes, when he rouses himself, when he grows into glorious
maturity, he will fill their hearts with a heavenly terror, their
limbs with a maddening desire to dance; and he will go on
before them, as the Orphic hymn, which we have mentioned
before, says, as it speaks of his revel with the higher beings:
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“And when you rouse anew the yearning for the triennial
festival, you begin the song in the midst of your female
attendants, the beauteously girt ones, who give voice to the
shout of joy and excite the choruses to the dance.” Just as
the Elian women invoked Dionysus with a solemn song, so
there is no doubt that the thyiads, too, awakened the divine
child with the singing of hymns. We have still another bit
of evidence out of the period of the Empire for the part
played in a similar ritual. On an inscription from Rhodes,®
there is a mention of a musician, who “awakens the god with
the water organ” (7 98pavdy 7¢ émeyelpovre Tov fedv). Here
we see, too, how widespread, at least in later eras, the festival
of awakening was. “The one in the cradle” (Awvirys) is an
epithet which Hesychius cites for Dionysus (aro rav Aixvwy
& ols ta madla Koudvral). Ol'phic Hymn 46 invokes the
Awvitys Awvvoos.t?

“Oh, thou leader of the choral dance of the fire-breathing
stars, lord of the songs of night, child sprung from Zeus,
appear, sovereign, with the women who attend thee, the
thyiai, who dance the night through in ecstasy for thee, their
king Iakchos!” This is the cry of the chorus of Antigone®
at a moment of appalling tension.

But no matter when and where he may come from, whether
he sails over the sea in a wondrous ship, or rises up from the
depths of the sea, or as a new-born child suddenly opens his
divine eyes—his passion takes possession of the women_ who,
awaited hlm so that tﬁex throw thelr heads back _toss their
haxr and rave just as he himself is the one who raves

The unique 1mmedlacy of his appearance is expressed in
the general festivals by a series of special forms. Whereas the
other gods, however exciting the experience of their coming
may have been (and Callimachus’ hymn gives us a famous
example for Apollo), are invisible when they enter their
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temples on their feast days, Dionysus arrives in the flesh, i.e.,
in a plastic image.’® In Sicyon one was not permitted to see
the images of Dionysus Bakcheios and Lysios the whole year
through. Only on one holy night were they brought into
the temple from the so-called Kosmeterion, to the accom-
paniment of hymns and surrounded by torch light.? The
Ionic Katagogia, the festivals of the return of the god, whose
image was ceremoniously escorted by priests and priestesses,
are well known through inscriptions.?* These were the pro-
cessions which Antony had the audacity to imitate in Ephesus
in Alexandreia, where he made his entrance in a cart as a new
Dionysus with thyrsus and cothurnus.?? In Athens the image
of Dionysus was driven to his sanctuary in a ship on wheels,
most probably during the Anthesteria (on the day of the
Choes).?® Before the City Dionysia the image of Dionysus
Eleuthereus was brought to a little temple in the Academy?*
so that it could be escorted on the eve of the festival in a
ceremonial procession of epiphany to the temple of Dionysus.

The strongest proof for the might and triumph of his com-
ing is his marriage at Athens with the wife of the Archon
Basileus. This may have occurred on the same day of the
Anthesteria on which he appeared as one who had sailed over
the sea.?® Aristotle?® describes this act with words which
convey the meaning of an actual marital union (5 o¥ppéis kai
6 ydpos), while the author of the Neaera speech?” speaks only
of a wedding (éedofy ¢ Awwioe yury); cf. Hesychius, Awvicov
ydpos). We shall never ascertain what actually occurred here.
That the divine bridegroom was represented by the Basileus,
the rightful husband of the Basilinna,?® is not only unbeliev-
able in itself, but the wording of our texts eliminates this
possibility. There can be no doubt, however, that Dionysus
was thought and felt to be present with overwhelming cer-
tainty. He whom the women attend, he who always has a
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favorite at his side, stepped over the threshold of his earthly
home and took possession of the mistress of that house. The
house in which the holy marriage was consummated, the
Boukolion, was, according to Aristotle, formerly the official
residence of the Archon Basileus. Aristotle knew what he was
saying. Into the house, therefore, of the high official who had
fallen heir to the title of the kings of old, the god set foot to
claim the Archon’s wife for his own. That is something quite
different from the sacred nuptials of a god and a goddess
celebrated in cult. There is absolutely no comparison, more-
over, between this and that which Herodotus?® tells us about
the temple of Bel in Babylon, or of the temple of Zeus in
Egyptian Thebes, or of the oracle of Apollo in Lycian Patara
—Wilamowitz*® notwithstanding. The Babylonian and the
Egyptian god demand the companionship of a woman when
they rest in their temples. Their bedfellows are not allowed
to have any dealings with men. When oracles are given in
Patara, i.e., when Apollo is in his sanctuary, the priestess of
the oracle must spend her nights in the temple. The prophet-
ess unites herself with the god whose higher wisdom she is
called to impart.

The Athenian Basilinna, however, does not belong to Dio-
nysus in this way. She is not a woman whom the god has cho-
sen as his companion, as was the case in Babylon—according to
the express example of the Chaldeans in Herodotus. She is the
wife of the distinguished official who has the name of king.
Nor does she pay her respects to the god in his temple, but, on
the contrary, he presents himself to her in the house of her
husband, to make her his through his embrace. To say that
“to a certain extent the whole community has been placed
under the protection of her divine husband®! through this
act is to advance a hypothesis which is as arbitrary as it is
meaningless. It is no better when others are of the opinion



THE GOD WHO COMES 85

that this act was intended to bring fertility to the land.
Dionysus puts himself in the position of the king. He, the
confidant of women, he, whose majesty is complete in the
intoxicated gaze of the most beautiful of women, claims the
queen in Athens, when he comes. This event is of such impor-
tance that it had necessarily to be preceded by a great public
ceremony of the entry of the god; and if the procession with
the ship on wheels took place, as is probable, on the day of
the Choes, the next thing, of course, that comes to mind is
that the visit to the Boukolion and the marriage took place
on this very day.

Just as the appearances of Dionysus, in general, are differ-
ent from those of the other gods because of their physical
immediacy, so there is no precedent in the history of cult for
the rite of sexual intercourse with the queen. This visit truly
shows that he is the god who appears. In no other act of his
epiphany is his nearness revealed with such impetuousness
in taking possession.



6. The Symbol of the Mask

The galvanic entrance of the god and his inescapable presence
have found their expression in a symbol which is even more
expressive than the cult forms we have previously discussed.
It is an image out of which the perplexing riddle of his two-
fold nature stares—and with it, madness. This is the mask.

Dionysus was present in person in the form of a mask at
the ceremony of the mixing of the wine, which was per-
formed by the women attendants, probably on the day of
the Choes.! We have rather exact knowledge of this sacred
practice from a series of vase paintings which Frickenhaus
has assembled* and discussed.? The large mask of the god
hung on a wooden column, and the wine was not just mixed
and ladled up in front of it, but it was also presented with the
first draught.® A long robe (or a double robe) extends down
from beneath the bearded head, and this gives one the impres-
sion of a full-figured idol. Ivy sprigs are bushed up over the
mask much like the crown of a tree; and ivy twines around the
unobstructed parts of the wooden column or grows up from
its base, at times even growing out, like tree branches, from
the robes of the god himself.

Frickenhaus was wrong in believing that this copied the
ivy-clad column in the sanctuary of the Theban Cadmeia.*
This was the column whose leaves once supposedly protected

® See Plates 1-3 and 5.
86
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the new-born infant Dionysus from the fire. But our sources
tell us nothing about a mask on the Theban column. And
here the mask is the all-important object. At times it is pic-
tured to be of such a size that it covers most of the column.®
In fact, most black-figured paintings show only the mask—or
even two masks—without the robe.® Nor is it at all correct to
maintain, with references to May-poles and the like, that the
column was supposed to represent a tree because of the ten-
drils which grow out of or entwine themselves around the
unobstructed areas of the column, or because of the bushiness
at the top of the mask. It is true we know of a “tree-Dionysus”
(""Ev8evdpos, Aevdpitys), of whom Plutarch” says that he was
worshipped almost everywhere in Greece.® In this instance,
however, the column has been intentionally and distinctly
identified as such by its base and capital, and the ivy tendrils
which appear on it and form a sort of crown by being heaped
above the mask do not make the column into a tree but ac-
company the epiphany of the god present in the mask—a god
whose favorite is the ivy.

It was Dionysus, himself, then, who appeared in the mask.
There was no column made of stone, no primitively crude
carved image to bear witness to his sacred presence, but just
the external flat surface of a face, apparently suited for noth-
ing else except to be worn by a living face as a disguise. And
yet this—and this alone—is to represent the god. What is this
supposed to mean?

It is true we encounter the mask in other Greek cults. A
large number of masks, quite grotesque in part, have come
down to us from the sanctuary of Artemis Orthia in Sparta.
In Arcadian Pheneos a mask of Demeter Kidaria was stored
in a niche above the holy Petroma. On the so-called greater
festival of consecration the priest put the mask over his face
and beat “the infernal ones,” as they were called, with
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staves.” The masks of Gorgo, Silene, and Achelous are well
enough known.!® Dionysus, however, is the genuine mask
god. In Methymna on Lesbos an olivewood mask of Dionysus
Phallen was worshipped, the mask supposedly having been
pulled out of the sea by fishermen.!* On Naxos there were
masks of Dionysus Bakcheus and Meilichios made out of the
wood of grape vines and fig trees.’? There is mention that a
mask was known in Athens, too.13

Only in the case of the masks of Dionysus do we know that
they had to represent the god at his epiphany, all by them-
selves. They were large scale reproductions made out of
lasting materials, and a number of these masks are still ex-
tant.’* One of them, out of marble, more than life size, with
an ivy wreath, comes out of the second half of the sixth cen-
tury B.c. and belonged to the sanctuary of Dionysus of Attic
Icaria, which is still called Dionyso today. This mask was
obviously used in the cult practices which we have come to
know from the vase paintings.!> Because of their size, which
at times is colossal, these masks or those from which they may
have been copied, which were made out of lighter materials,
could never have been worn by humans in front of their
faces. They were thought of as representations of the god—
however strange that may seem to us. But it is just this strange-
ness which can show us the way to the mysteries of the
Dionysiac.

It is not every superhuman being who presents himself in
the mask, but only those who are elemental, the ones who
belong to the earth. In their honor, too, masked men danced
their many and varied dances. The mask remained especially
popular for the appearance of spirits and apparitions from
the depths, and as such it has come down to us through the
Middle Ages to modern times in Mardi Gras customs.'® But
how does the mask make its way into the sphere of earthly



Prate 5 Detail from vase showing maenad dancing in a grotto
before a large, bearded Dionysus mask. Oinochoe (Frickenhaus,
Lenienvasen, Pl. 1; Beazley, ABFVP, p. 573, no. 2). From the

collection of the Staatliche Museen, Berlin, Hauptverwaltung.
(Acc. No. 1930)
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spirits and deities? Moderns are quick to turn to magic for
their ultimate explanations, but anyone who has thought this
over seriously will see that magic does not help us much here.
What good is it, anyway, to say that in prehistoric times the
masks of earth spirits were put on to ward off evil or to pro-
mote vegetation, and that this was done so that man could
change himself into these spirits or gain control of their
powers? It is doubtful that this would have ever occurred
had not the mask, in itself, been thought to have within it the
mysterious might of such beings—even without a man wear-
ing it. The proof of this is to be found in the awe which
masks as such always inspired, and in the fact that masks were
kept in holy places.

It is characteristic of the age-old gods and spirits who
appear in the masks that they appear with exciting immediacy
before the faithful. In contrast to the Olympians, they are
always close at hand, and, as a consequence, they appear now
and then among men and live with them for longer or shorter
periods of time. It is for this reason—and only for this reason—
that men can appear in their role. And it is this miracle of
their breath-taking, unavoidable presence which must have
given the mask its meaning.

The modern, who has removed himself so far from these
origins, can see the importance of the mask only in the fact
that someone wears it. And when certain supernatural beings
are themselves impersonated in mask form, he sees himself
forced into the curious assumption that the artificial make-up
of the human imitator has been transferred to the original
image itself. Thus even the Gorgon is first supposed to have
received her well-known masklike image because people once
were in the habit of wearing her mask in apotropaic rituals.'?
Yet when we look at the mask, even we can still be so moved
by it that we understand in a flash why it—and it alone—con-
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veys the most compelling immediacy more than any complete
image and thus had to serve as the representation of those
spirits who appear in man’s immediate proximity, with Dio-
nysus, in particular, the most powerful of them all.

We have long since noticed that, in the procession of the
gods on the Frangois vase, Dionysus assumes a different pose
from the other gods. While the latter are shown in profile,
he is the only one who turns his terrible face with its large
eyes directly at the viewer. This remarkable beculiarity, how-
ever, is usually explained by the fact that primitive man and
his successors preferred to present Dionysus in the mask. It
would be much closer to the truth to say, vice versa, that
Dionysus was presented in the mask because he was known
as the god of confrontation. It is the god of the most imme-
diate presence who looks at us so penetratingly from the vase
painting. Because it is his nature to appear suddenly and with
overwhelming might before mankind, the mask serves as his
symbol and his incarnation in cult.

From earliest times man has experienced in the face with
the penetrating eyes the truest manifestation of anthropo-
morphic or theriomorphic beings. This manifestation is sus-
tained by the mask, which is that much more effective be-
cause it is nothing but surface. Because of this, it acts as the
strongest symbol of presence. Its eyes, which stare straight
ahead, cannot be avoided; its face, with its inexorable immo-
bility, is quite different from other images which seem ready
to move, to turn around, to step aside. Here there is nothing
but encounter, from which there is no withdrawal—an im-
movable, spell-binding antipode. This must be our point of
departure for understanding that the mask, which was always
a sacred object, could also be put on over a human face to
depict the god or spirit who appears.

And yet this explains the significance of only half of the
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phenomenon of the mask. The mask is pure confrontation—
an antipode, and nothing else. It has no reverse side—*“Spirits
have no back,” the people say. It has nothing which might
transcend this mighty moment of confrontation. It has, in
other words, no complete existence either. It is the symbol
and the manifestation of that which is simultaneously there
and not there: that which is excruciatingly near, that which
is completely absent—both in one reality.

Thus the mask tells us that the theophany of Dionysus,
which is different from that of the other gods because of its
stunning assault on the senses and its urgency, is linked with
the eternal enigmas of duality and paradox. This theophany
thrusts Dionysus violently and unavoidably into the here and
now—and sweeps him away at the same time into the inex-
pressible distance. It excites with a nearness which is at the
same time a remoteness. The final secrets of existence and
non-existence transfix mankind with monstrous eyes.

This spirit of duality which already distinguishes Dionysus
and his realm, in his epiphany, from everything which is
Olympian, returns over and over again in all the forms of his
activity, as we shall see. It is the source of the fascination and
the confusion which everything that is Dionysiac evokes, for
it is the spirit of a wild being. His coming brings madness.



7. Pandemonium and Silence

“Oh deathly quiet pandemonium!”
(NIETZSCHE,
Dionysosdithyramben)

The wild spirit of the dreadful, which mocks all laws and
institutions, reveals itself in the initial phenomena which ac-
company the approaching and imminent god. These are the
phenomena of pandemonium and its related counterpart:
deathly silence.

The pandemonium in which Dionysus, himself, and his di-
vine entourage* make their entry—that pandemonium which
the human horde, struck by his spirit, unleashes—is a genuine
symbol of religious ecstasy. With the horror which is at the
same time bewitchment, with the ecstasy which is like paral-
ysis, overpowering all natural and habitual sense perceptions,
The Dreadful suddenly springs into being. And, at its greatest
intensity, it is as if the insane din were in reality the pro-
foundest of silences.

There are other deities, too, who appear in the midst of
pandemonium. They are the ones who are by nature close to
Dionysus and are also associated with him in czltus and myth.
Above all, there is Artemis, who, of course, is called by
Homer the Lady of Clamours (KelaSewsj), Demeter, the
Great Mother. But none of them takes such joy in a stupefy-
ing din as does Dionysus.

* See Plates 1-3.
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His titles already mark him as the god of pandemonic wild-
ness. He is called “the roarer,” Bromios, a surname which
appeared early, all by itself, as the name of the god.? In a Ho-
meric hymn he introduces himself as Dionysus (épiBpopos).?
“A din (Bpdpos) filled the forest,” as the god who had just
come of age passed through with his female attendants.® He
is the “loud shouter.”* He, himself, is called Edwos from the
echoing shouts of joy (eboi), and the women of his rout are
called Edddes. Bellowing, shrill-sounding instruments accom-
pany him; we often see them pictured in sculpture. A series
of mythic stories and descriptions make us keenly aware of
the overpowering spirit of the Dionysiac din which makes its
violent entry as it captivates and inspires dread at one and
the same time. The daughters of Minyas, who reject Diony-
Wg@ehold duties, are tartled sud-
denly by invisible drums, flutes, and cymbals, and see the ivy ivy
of the god hangmg down mlraculously from their looms.> As
a prisoner of the Tyrrhenian pirates, Dionysus suddenly trans-
forms the mast and the oars into snakes. Flute music fills the
ship, and everything is overgrown with ivy.® As Philostratus’
describes it, Dionysus’ own ship is rocked by waves of bac-
chantic sound. On its exterior hang resounding bronze cym-
bals so that the god is not forced to continue his voyage in
silence even when his satyrs are deep in a drunken sleep. Ta
the astonishment of the inhabitants aof India the troops of the
militant Dionysus also advance to the sound-of flutes, drums,
plpes and crashing cymbals.?

"However, there is nothing which reveals the supernatural
meaning of the incredible noise-making, which announces
the god and accompanies him, so well as its counterpart of
deathlike silence into which it suddenly changes. A wild up-
roar and a numbed silence—these are only different forms of
the Nameless, of that which shatters all composure. The
maenad, whose shrill exultation we think we have just heard,
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frightens us with her rigid stare, in which we can see the
reflection of the horror which drives her mad. We see her
this way on the earlier vase paintings (the most impressive
example is that on the famous cylix from Munich [No.
2645]): her eyes stare wildly, a snake coils itself around her
windswept hair and lunges up with vibrating tongue over her
forehead.* In this picture and others like it the silent maenad
is in frenzied motion with her head slumped to one side.
And yet she holds herself bolt upright, sunk in a speechless
trance, like an image made of stone. Horace sees her in this
way? “when at night on the mountain tops she looks down
in wonder at the Hebrus river and the land of Thrace, glis-
tening with snow.”

The picture of the Bacchante who stands motionless and
stares into space must have been well known. Catullus is
thinking of her when he tells of the abandoned Ariadne,®
who follows her faithless lover with sorrowing eyes as she
stands on the reedy shore “like the picture of a maenad.”?
Indeed, melancholy silence becomes the sign of women who
are possessed by Dionysus. Silent melancholy characters were
said to behave like Bakchai because silence was a characteristic
of theirs.}2

Aeschylus, in the Edonians, has given us a picture of the
wild tumult of the Thracian orgy. According to him, the
sound of the flute excited madness.’® The presence of the
frenzied god, himself, was both felt and heard. This is quite
clear from the verses which we shall consider below. Mad-
ness dwells in the surge of clanging, shrieking, and pealing
sounds; it dwells also in silence. The women who follow
Dionysus get their name, 7aenades, from this madness. Pos-
sessed by it, they rush off, whirl madly in circles, or stand
still, as if turned into stone.

* See Plate 6.



Prate 6 Maenad carrying the thyrsus and brandishing a leopard
cub. Detail from inside of a cup painted (ca. 490 B.c.) by the
Brygos painter (Arias, A History of 1000 Years of Greek Vase
Painting, pp. 337-338, Pl. xxxiv; Beazley, ARFV P2, p. 371, no. 15).
From the collection of Staatliche Antikensammlungen, Munich.
(Acc. No. 2645)
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power, and even the dimensions of time and space are no
longer valid.

The ecstasy begins—in the mythical sphere—at the moment
when the god enters the world. The hymn which Philodamus
of Skarpheia composed for Delphi in the middle of the fourth
century tells us that all of the immortals danced at the birth
of Dionysus. Semele, herself, during her pregnancy, was sup-
posedly seized by an irrepressible desire to dance,! and when-
ever she heard the sound of a flute, she had to dance; and the
child in her womb danced, too.

“The earth flows with milk, flows with wine, flows with
the nectar of bees. And there is a vapor in the air as of Syrian

rankincense.”? The Bacchae of Euripides gives us the most
I'ital picture of the wonderful circumstance in which, as
Plato says in the Ion? the god-intoxicated celebrants draw
milk and honey froin the streams. They strike rocks with the
thyrsus, and water gushes forth. They lower the thyrsus to
the earth, and a spring of wine bubbles up. If they want milk,
they scratch up the ground with their fingers and draw up
the milky fluid. Honey trickles down from the thyrsus made
of the wood of the ivy.* They gird themselves with snakes
and give suck to fawns and wolf cubs as if they were infants
at the breast.® Fire does not burn them. No weapon of iron
can wound them, and the snakes harmlessly lick up the sweat
from their heated cheeks.® Fierce bulls fall to the ground,
victims to numberless, tearing female hands,” and sturdy trees
are torn up by the roots with their combined efforts.® Wine
suddenly streams forth on the ship of the pirates who take
Dionysus along with them. Vines with swelling grapes wind
themselves around the sails, ivy grows around the mast, and
wreaths hang down from the tholepins.® Miracles of this
type also announce the imminence of the god to the daugh-
ters of Minyas. The loom on which they are working is sud-
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denly overgrown with ivy and grape vines, and wine and milk
trickle down from the ceiling of their chamber.?®

The same miracle which calls forth nourishing streams
from the hard and the rigid also bursts chains asunder, causes
walls to fall in ruins, and lifts the age-old barriers which keep
the future and the remote concealed from the human mind.
Dionysus is, after all, given the highly significant name of
the “liberator” (Avouwos, Avaios). In the Bacchae of Euripides,
the maenads who have been thrown into prison at the king’s
command are suddenly free again. The chains dropped from
their feet of their own accord, and the locked doors swung
open untouched by any hand.!* The maenads who had been
seized and imprisoned by Lycurgus were said to have been
freed suddenly in the same manner.*? Still much more mirac-
ulous than the freeing of the women is the arrogance with
which Dionysus, himself, derides the deluded fool who dared
to throw him into chains only to see his captive suddenly
before him again without his bonds.*®

To open that which has been locked away is also to reveal
the invisible and the future. Dionysus, himself, “is a prophet,
and the bacchic revel is filled with the spirit of prophecy.”*
We shall say more about the holy places of his oracles later.
Plutarch makes the general assertion that the ancients credited
Dionysus with an important role in divination.’® According
to the myth, Semele, as she carried Dionysus in her womb,
was already filled with a divine spirit, and so, too, were the
women who touched her blessed body.

The public cult festivals were also witnesses of the marvels
of this transformed world. In many places the epiphany of
Dionysus was accompanied by wondrous streams of wine.
Grape vines bloomed and ripened on one and the same day.
The inhabitants of the island of Teos cited as proof of Diony-
sus’ having been born there the astonishing fact that a spring
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of wine with a lovely fragrance gushed from the earth regu-
larly at his festival.'” In Elis the miracle was confirmed by
eyewitness accounts: in the festival, which bore the name
Thyia and was celebrated in an area which was eight stades
away from the city, three empty basins were put into a room
in the presence of citizens and any foreigners who happened
to be present. The room was then locked and sealed, and any-
one who wanted to could bring his own seal to add to the seal
on the door. On the next day the seals remained unbroken,
but those entering the room found that the three basins had
been filled with wine. Pausanias, who was himself unable to
be present at the time of the festival, assures us that the citi-
zens and the foreigners had vouched under oath for the reli-
ability of this report.’® A similar miracle was reported on the
island of Andros, and here we also are told when the festival
usually took place. On the fifth of January, so Mucianus tells
us in Pliny,? a stream of wine flowed in the temple of Diony-
sus there, and for seven days, at that. Samples of it, whenever
they were taken out of the sanctuary, immediately turned to
water. Pausanias, who tells us of the same phenomenon,?®
adds that the festival was celebrated only every second year
and hence belonged to the “trieteric” class. Undoubtedly we
are to see, in this, one of the winter epiphany festivals of
Dionysus. And from it we learn what sort of miracles accom-
panied the coming god.

On Naxos wine gushed forth from a spring.?! This miracle,
which is mentioned by Propertius in his hymn to the god,?
supposedly took place for the first time at the marriage of
Dionysus and Ariadne.??

The most amazing miracle, however, was that of the so-
called “one-day vines” (égrjuepor dumerot). These flowered and
bore fruit in the course of a few hours during the festivals of
the epiphany of the god. Particularly famous was the miracu-
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lous vine of Parnassus, the holy site where the women danced
their wild dances for Dionysus in the wintertime and awak-
ened the divine little boy in his cradle. A choral song in
Euripides’ Phoenissae** reveals what this vine meant to Del-
phi. It sings of the twin peaks lit up by the fire of the Bacchic
festival and of the vine which “daily bears its yield of juicy
thick grape clusters.”?> As Sophocles tells us in his Thyes-
tes,?® on Euboea one could watch the holy vine grow green
in the early morning. By noon the grapes were already form-
ing, they grew heavy and dark in color, and by evening the
ripe fruit could be cut down, and the drink could be mixed.
We discover from the scholia of the Iliad?" that this occurred
in Aigai at the annual rite in honor of Dionysus, as the women
dedicated to the god performed the holy rites (épywafovoav
T6v pvoridwv yuvawav). And ﬁnally, Euphorion knew of a fes-
tival of Dionysus in Achaean Aigai in which the sacred vines
bloomed and ripened during the cult dances of the chorus so
that alrcady by evening considerable quantities of wine could
be pressed.?®

This was a miracle which commanded serious belief, a
miracle which Sophocles and Euripides considered worthy of
their praise. We do not intend to dismiss it with the flippant
remark that it was nothing but a hoax perpetrated by the
priests. For the faithful, it was a genuine sign of the presence
of the god, who appeared in person at his festival. At Eleusis
at the supreme moment of revelation was not a freshly reaped
ear of grain exhibited to the initiates (é& owmj reBepopévor
ordxw)?? The conjectures which have been recently ad-
vanced to explain this act®® are quite unsatisfactory. Fou-
cart,3! who, like most scholars today, construes the words é
Twmry In Hippolytus not with Tefepiopévov ardyvy, which would
be natural, but with that which went before, is quite right
when he says we would have to understand otherwise that
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the ear was cut off silently in the presence of the initiates and
was then shown to them. And yet that is undoubtedly what
happened. The ear of grain which grows miraculously suits
the mysteries of Demeter as well as the miraculous vine suits
those of Dionysus. It is not without interest to learn that the
so-called sun dance of the American Navajos has in it, among
other occurrences, the miracle of a plant which becomes
green, blooms, and bears fruit between midnight and dawn.32

However, wine itself—even if it does not appear as sud-
denly and in as astonishing a manner as this—enters the world
as a miracle. This is the way in which it is received and en-
joyed at the Anthesteria when Dionysus makes his ceremonial
entrance into the city. The vase paintings still show us clearly
the mood in which the god was honored, and his miraculous
gift received.?® Before the citizens drank it, the wine was
mixed for Dionysus, who was there in person in the mask.3*
Apparently a priestess, perhaps the wife of the Archon
Basileus himself, took over the mixing of the wine, and the
fourteen gerarai, whom she had to swear in,3® were probably
her assistants in this rite.*® The celebrants lined up and had
their pitchers filled by these priestesses. Then, to the accom-
paniment of trumpet blasts, began the famous drinking bout
in which the crowd joined together to honor the drunken
god.?" Finally, each celebrant placed his wreath around the
wine jar, handed the wreath—in the sanctuary of Dionysus—
to the priestess who had mixed the wine for him, and then
poured out the wine remaining in the jar as a libation to
the god.®®

The vase paintings, which Frickenhaus has assembled, show
the mixing and the initial tasting of the wine in front of the
mask of Dionysus.* Again, it is women who pay homage to the

¢ See Plates 2, 3,and 5.
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newly manifested god, no matter what we may wish to call
them. Those who are not immediately engaged in administer-
ing to Dionysus, himself, or to the holy wine ritual, are in a
visible state of ecstasy, which, in some of the pictures, has
reached the well-known form of maenadic frenzy. Of these
actions we can no longer determine which ones corresponded
exactly to the actual practice of the ritual. The forms of
Dionysiac frenzy which belong by nature to mountain for-
ests would hardly have been manifested in this way at the
Anthesteria festival in the precinct of Dionysus. There is no
question that the artists have inserted mythic elements into
their work. But none of that was in any sense foreign to the
subject. The women who served the god represented, after
all, the divine entourage spoken about in the myth, and the
painters did something quite significant when, in depicting
the women’s actions, they took up the reality into the myth.
It is out of such pictures that the emotions with which the god
was received address themselves vividly to us. He, the god
who appeared among men with his ripe intoxicating drink,
was the same as the frenzied one whose spirit drove the
women to madness in the loneliness of the mountains.

Wine has in it something of the spirit of infinity which
brings the primeval world to life again. It is doubly signifi-
cant, then, when in the transformed world not only milk and
honey but streams of wine spurt forth from the earth before
the eyes of the dancers, who are bewitched by the presence
of Dionysus and sport with the elements.

But they are so bewitched that their maternal instinct
knows no limits anymore, and they suckle even the young of
wild beasts. They are, after all, mothers and nurses—like the
nurses of Dionysus in the myth, who swarm around the
matured god in the forests and accompany him on his jour-
neys.®® We see these divine “nurses” (Awvioowo ifijvac)*® in
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many sculptures*! receiving the divine child from the hands
of Zeus or of his messenger, Hermes.* But there are other little
boys whom they rear, as mothers or as foster mothers; for
“many a nymph with whom Dionysus so loves to play upon
the mountain peaks delights him unexpectedly with a child.”*?
In the Bacchae of Euripides*? the maenads steal little children
from their homes. In Nonnus,** who elaborates on the Euripi-
dean scene, the maenad who stole the little boy offers him
her breast. And now in the forests where they live a life in
the wild with the beasts, they suckle the animal young as if
they were their own children. “The young mothers, who
had left a child behind in their homes, held fawns or young
wolves in their arms and suckled them with their white milk,”
so the messenger in the Bacchae of Euripides reports.*> Non-
nus’ poem even speaks of young lions,*® and the picture of
the maenad who gives suck to a beast of prey appears often
in works of art.

* For a vase painting of this scene, see Plate 7.
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Prate 7 Hermes bringing the new-born Dionysus to the nymphs
and Papposilenus at Nysa. White-ground calyx-krater painted by
the Phiale painter (Arias, A History of 1000 Years of Greek Vase
Painting, p. 367, Pl. xLiv; Beazley, ARFVP2, p. 1017, no. 54).
From the collection of the Museo Gregoriano Etrusco, Vatican
Museum. (Acc. No. 559)



9. The Somber Madness

But the splendor of the god, to whom all of the treasure rooms
of the world have been opened, is overcast suddenly by a pro-
found darkness. Behind the enraptured truth there looms an-
other truth which brings on horror and catches up the dancers
in a madness which is no longer sweet but somber.

This is represented in the myth, first of all, by the motif of
severe persecution. The first account which Greek poetry
gives us of the plight of the women of Dionysus speaks of
their horror-stricken flight from Lycurgus, who beats them
unmercifully.! In their fear they drop the holy objects and
think only of saving themselves. They have reason for their
despair. Dionysus, himself, is beaten and in his fright has to
take refuge in the depths of the sea. What this myth relates
was cult practice at the festival of the Agrionia. There the
priest of Dionysus in Orchomenus pursued a band of women
with the sword and struck down all whom he could reach.2

Thus death encroaches upon the realm of the god, who is
extolled as “the joyful one” (woAvynfis), and the “giver of
riches” (wAovrodérys). In fact, his realm actually becomes the
realm of death, for the Agrionia festival, like the Anthesteria,
the spring festival of Dionysus, was a festival of the dead (see
p-118). Dionysus, himself, is a suffering, dying god who must
succumb to the violence of terrible enemies in the midst of
the glory of his youthful greatness. His grave was in Delphi,

103
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in the Holy of Holies. Like him, the women who had raised
him and had played his ecstatic games with him all met violent
deaths as well. It was said that the “women of the sea” (“A\wa
ywvaixes), whom he had brought along with him from the
islands, lay buried in Argos, where Perseus had confronted
him.? And there, too, it was believed, were found the graves
of the three Theban maenads who were supposed to have
established the cult of Dionysus in Magnesia on the Mae-
ander.* Ariadne, the symbol of womanhood which gave itself
up to Dionysus in love, is at the same time the symbol of the
suffering and death of all those who are associated with him.
Her grave was exhibited in several places. She, too, was sup-
posed to have hanged herself like the daughter of Icarius,
the murdered friend of Dionysus, Erigone, who was com-
memorated on the day of the dead of the Feast of the Pots.?
In her cult not only days of joy were celebrated but also
days of sorrow, and it is highly significant that the corpse of
the murdered Hesiod was said to have been washed up on
the shore by the waves of the sea on the day of an Ariadne
festival in Locris.®

We have a report out of Arcadian Alea whose grimness
brings to mind the ritual of the Agrionia. At the biennial
festival of Dionysus celebrated there, called the Skiereia,
women were flogged.” It is futile to attempt to strip the
rite of its sinister nature by referring to fertility rites which
are apparently similar.® Pausanias, himself, to whom we owe
our knowledge of the ritual, compares it to the flogging of the
Spartan youths at the festival of Artemis Orthia, and the well-
known barbarity of this custom makes a mockery of all in-
nocent interpretations. Artemis Orthia is associated with Dio-
nysus through her epithets.

But the tragic destiny of which the myth is aware and to
which the ritual gives expression did not occur without warn-
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ing. It was generated with inexorable necessity out of a mad
act of violence. Only because Dionysus, himself, is not merely
the enraptured one but also the terrible one, has the terrible
demanded him as its victim. That sinister truth which creates
madness shows its horrible face in his actions no less than in
his sufferings. The most celebrated myth of his destruction
has him suffer as Zagreus, the “great hunter,” the same fate
inherent in his appalling actions. The “hunter” is himself
hunted; the “render of men” (dvpwmoppalorsys) is himself rent.
But the dark shadow of terrible deeds lies behind the persecu-
tion, suffering, and death of his female companions, also. In
the merciless assault on a band of women at the festival of the
Agrionia, the daughters of Minyas were commemorated—
they who once had consummated that mad, bloody act to-
ward which the sinister manifestation of the Dionysiac nature
is irresistibly pressing.

According to the myth,? they were the only ones who did
not wish to listen to the summons of Dionysus but remained
at home, modest and diligent women, awaiting the return of
their husbands. There suddenly the spirit of Dionysus came
upon them with marvels and terrors, and in the madness
which seized them they cast lots for their little boys. The
story goes that they had developed a violent lust for human
flesh. The lot fell on Leucippe’s little son, who was then torn
into pieces by the three. The gruesome savagery of these
women, who had been previously so virtuous and motherly,
appears here as a punishment inflicted upon them by a scorned
and neglected god. But this, as Welcker has already observed
correctly,'® does not explain the real significance of their ac-
tions. It was the wildest eruption of the destructive madness
which belongs to the reality of Dionysus as much as do the
ecstasy and abandon which accompany him. This same sav-
agery also re-occurs where there can no longer be a question
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of an affront to the god. It finds its expression also in the cult
sacrifices made to Dionysus. And as the counterpart of the
maternal instinct, it repeats itself even among the beasts of
the wilderness, whose young the maenads not only suckle at
their breasts but tear apart and devour—a representation of
those mothers who pounce upon their own infants with hid-
eous desire.

When Dionysus came to Argos, and the inhabitants there
did not wish to worship him, he drove the women mad so
that they stormed off to the mountains and devoured the flesh
of their own little children.’ Here, too, the implication seems
to be that the women were affected in this way because
they were being punished. But the god punishes by revealing
the absolute terror of his reality. And this terror attacks in-
nocent victims, too—in fact, it constantly threatens to make
a victim of the god himself. According to Nonnus,'? Aura,
too, the beloved of Dionysus, killed one of her new-born
children and devoured it. Like the mothers, so the foster-
mothers. It is already said of the daughters of Lamos, the
first foster-mothers of the new-born Dionysus, that they
would have torn the child into pieces in their madness had
he not been snatched away in time by Hermes and given
over to Ino.' Ino, herself, Dionysus’ mother’s sister, who
had reared the divine child, is said to have killed her own
infant son, Melikertes, in a fit of madness.’* This son of Ino’s
was worshipped on the island of Tenedos as Palaimon, and
since children were sacrificed to him, he was called the “child-
killer” (Bpepoxrovds).!®

Thus the same brutality speaks to us out of the cult as out
of the myth. We feel its presence clearly; the infinity which
the ecstasy of life inhabits threatens with the ecstasy of de-
struction everyone who approaches it. Happy that soul whose
madness is tempered by Dionysus as the “deliverer” (Adouwos)!
The appalling side of his own nature stands out clearly
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enough in several of the acts of worship offered him by man.
On the island of Chios, where the women, as we hear, were
seized by a Bacchic madness,'® a man was torn into pieces to
honor Dionysus Omadios, the bestial deity who feeds on raw
flesh.’” The same is said of Tenedos.’® From this island we
hear also that there the “render of men” (’Avfpwmoppaiorys),
Dionysus, received an unusual sacrifice.’® Buskins were put
on a new-born calf whose mother was given the treatment
of a woman who had just given birth to a child, and then it
was slaughtered with an axe. But the slaughterer who had
struck the fatal blow with the axe had to flee under a shower
of stones to the sea. The buskins make it plain who the victim
was really meant to be: Dionysus, himself, who, the myth
tells us, as a regal child was torn to pieces by the Titans. This
ritual, to which we must return later (pp.131-32 and 192), is
generally interpreted today as a so-called sacramental sacri-
fice, which was supposed to bestow upon its participants the
power of the god who had been killed and eaten.°

Yet, in everything which has come down to us about Dio-
nysus and his cults, we find nowhere the intimation that his
flesh might have been eaten by a society which wanted to
appropriate his divine power. Rather than give such a base-
less hypothesis credence, let us ask the cult itself for evidence.
And the cult tells us that it was the Dionysus who was the
“render of men” who was slaughtered here. What the myth
tells us of the god, namely, that the Titans overpowered him
as Zagreus, as the “great hunter,” was a cult act in Tenedos.
And just as the myth tells us that he was overpowered as a
regal child in the form of a bull, so a calf dressed in buskins
was slaughtered there. The meaning of the myth is this: the
god himself suffers the horror which he commits. That which
the myth tells in words, the cultus repeats in regular sacri-
ficial actions.

We recognize, then, in the suffering, persecutions, and
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destruction of the attendants of Dionysus and the god him-
self, the destiny which their own horror breeds. The memory
of their actions is still preserved in many other legends. Take,
for example, the story of Procne and Philomela.?! Procne,
together with her sister, kills her own little son and serves
him up to her father, whereupon the two are hunted down
with a sword or an axe.?? It is worth noting that this oc-
curs on the day when an orgiastic festival of Dionysus takes
place.?

Consider also the myth of the destruction of Pentheus in
which it is his own mother who tears her son to pieces. The
Lenai of Theocritus?* tells us that the three sisters, one of
them his mother, dismembered the unfortunate one who had
driven them mad with his prying curiosity.

Still, it is not just human children with which the women
of Dionysus concern themselves in good and in evil. The vital
spirit of the primeval world which has affected all of crea-
tion through Dionysus drives the young of the forest to their
embrace. We have seen how the women mothered fawns and
young wolves and gave them the milk from their breasts. But
here, too, the sweet madness of overflowing tenderness does
not continue long but suddenly reverses itself and becomes a
destructive frenzy.

Wherever poets or artists represent the madness of the
maenads at its height, there the dancers appear with young
animals in their hands, tear them into pieces, and swing the
bloody members through the air. In the Bacchae of Eu-
ripides® they pounce on a herd of cattle, fell the most power-
ful animals among them, and tear them limb from limb. The
same picture appears again in later authors.?® The true victims
of their gruesome hunt, however, are the animals of the forest,
the very ones they have mothered. In Euripides,?” Orestes
and Pylades, who have seized Hermione, are compared to
Bacchants who have in their hands a young animal. The verb
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veBpilew (from veBpds “fawn”) is used to describe the tearing
to pieces of a young deer by a maenad. Since, however, the
women also suckled the young of other animals, wolves and
bears are also mentioned as the victims of their murdering
lust.28

Thus the madness of these bloodthirsty huntresses has
evolved from the magic of a motherliness which has no
bounds. The revel rout, however, is only following the ex-
ample of its divine leader. Dionysus, himself, is a hunter.
“Like a hare” (Aeschylus, Eumenides [26]), he hunted down
Pentheus, a victim who is torn to pieces in a horrible man-
ner. Agave in Euripides? calls him “an experienced hunter”
(xvvayéras oopds), and the chorus answers, “Yes, our king is
a hunter!” (6 yap dva¢ dypeds). He hunts the blood of young
male goats.3® The maenads are compared to hunting dogs.?!
But they, too, are considered hunters,®? and so one of them
is given the eloquent name ®7ps.33

But what a hunt that is! Killing is dismemberment, and
with it, at the height of the frenzy, comes the devouring of
the raw flesh. “Dressed in the holy deer-skin, he hunts the
blood of dying goats with a ravenous lust for raw flesh
(dpopdyov xdpwv).” This is the song of the Euripidean chorus
of Dionysus.3¢ Like their master, the maenads, too, pounce on
their victims to devour their flesh raw.*® That no longer de-
scribes the hunter. That describes the beast of prey. And this
is just what the epithet dunomjs means to say, for it was to
the god as the “eater of raw flesh,” that is to say, as a beast
of prey that three Persian youths were sacrificed before the
battle of Salamis.?® Elsewhere this word épnorjs usually de-
scribes lions.®” But other beasts of prey (wolves, eagles, vul-
tures, and dogs) are characterized by it. When Hecuba in the
Iliad®® calls Achilles this, she is comparing him to a merciless
beast of prey.?® The same is true of auogdyos, an adjective
used with the maenads, and of éudoires. That the murderous
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and bloodthirsty actions of the maddened women were actu-
ally looked upon as those of beasts of prey is substantiated by
Oppian’s tale*® (which surely goes back to ancient accounts)
that Dionysus changed into panthers the women who were
to rend Pentheus. Dilthey has compared these passages with
a vase painting in which Pentheus, who is being seized by a
maenad, is at the same time pounced upon by a panther.*!

With this the god of magical grace has entered a state of
the most terrible contrasts.

His ability to transform himself into something else is often
stressed. He is the “god of two forms” (8{uopgos),*? the “god
of many forms” (molvedys kai moAvpopdos),*s “Appear as a
bull, or as a many-headed dragon, or as a lion breathing fire!”
This is the invocation of the chorus to Dionysus in Euripides’
Bacchae.** In the battle against the giants he was a lion.** To
the daughters of Minyas he appeared in the form of a young
girl and suddenly changed himself into a bull, a lion, a pan-
ther.*® In Nonnus (who also tells of the many transforma-
tions of Zagreus in his battle with the Titans*”), the Indian
Deriades complains of the impossibility of conquering him—
Dionysus—because the molvedys (the many-formed one) was
now a lion, a bull, a boar, a bear, a panther, a snake, and now
a tree, fire, water.48

More frightening and serious than the multiplicity, how-
ever, are the duality and contrast in Dionysus’ nature. Plu-
tarch, in his life of Antony, reminds us of this when he speaks
of Antony’s entrance into Ephesus as the new Dionysus who
isacclaimed by many as if he were Dionysus “the friendly god
who lavishes blessings” (xapLSérns‘ Kkal p.ﬂ)u.'ch), even though
he was for most “the bestial and wild one” (dpnorys xal
dypudvios). Similar distinctions are not uncommon in our
sources.*® Even the animals who accompany him and in
whose forms he himself appears from time to time stand in
sharp contrast to one another, with the one group (the bull,
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the goat, the ass) symbolizing fertility and sexual desire, and
the other (the lion, the panther, the lynx) representing the
most bloodthirsty desire to kill.

The panther, as is well known, appears in descriptions of
a later period as the favorite animal of Dionysus and is found
with him in countless works of art.* As Philostratus tells us,5°
the panther leaps as gracefully and lightly as a Bacchant, and
this is the reason the god loves him so. It was even main-
tained that he had a passionate love for wine.?* At the same
time, however, it was because of his intractable savagery that
he was compared with Dionysus.5? As the Gigantomachy can
illustrate, the lion was already associated with Dionysus very
early in history.5® In Homeric Hymm 7, Dionysus frightens
the pirates who had captured him by having a lion appear.
In Euripides, he himself is invoked to appear as a lion (see
above), and it is as such that he appears to the daughters of
Minyas, to their horror (see above). There are other refer-
ences which could be made here: there is, for example, Dio-
nysus Kexypvés on Samos, who is said to have received his shrine
there because of the gratitude and loyalty of a lion. Euphorion
wrote a poem on the incident.5

Usually it is said that the lion and the panther were not
originally associated with Dionysus but entered his retinue
by way of Asia Minor through contact with the cult of the
Great Mother.5® But there were lions on the Balkan peninsula
itself even in later eras,%® and even if the panther was not in-
digenous there, it need not have become a member of the
god’s retinue because of external borrowings. It is very doubt-
ful whether gods and cults were as ready to accommodate
themselves to one another as moderns—to whom they have no
serious import—like to imagine. As long as a god was still
thought to exist, what he actually was had to determine

* See Plate 8.
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whether he attracted or repelled this or that to his orbit.
Whenever or however the worshippers of Dionysus got to
know the panther, which was as beautiful as it was dangerous,
its nature told them immediately that it was akin to Dionysus
and had to belong to his realm. That is confirmed by the other
beasts of prey, similar to the panther, who were associated
with Dionysus earlier or later.

Ever since the Augustan Age, Roman writers, following,
of course, the Greek tradition, like to name the lynx as a
beast of Dionysus.®” This animal had been native to Greece
from a very early time and is still found there today.?® The
panther or leopard, and the lynx (the tiger, too, is added in
the references out of Roman literature) have that very thing
in common which justifies comparing them in more than one
respect with the nature and actions of the maenads. This
makes itself felt most in the panther, which was, after all, the
most loyal attendant of the god. Of all the cats devoted to
Dionysus, it was not only the most graceful and fascinating
but also the most savage and bloodthirsty. The lightning-fast
agility and perfect elegance of its movements, whose purpose
is murder, exhibit the same union of beauty and fatal danger
found in the mad women who accompany Dionysus. Their
savagery, too, fascinates those who watch them, and yet it
is the eruption of the dreadful impulse to pounce on the prey,
tear it into pieces, and devour its flesh raw. We are told that
the leopard and the lynx are the most murderous of all the
larger beasts of prey. Many more victims must bleed to death
under their teeth than would be needed for their sustenance.
And when one hears that a female leopard which is suckling
her young is the bloodthirstiest of all the carnivores, one
cannot help thinking of the maenads who were also nursing
mothers.

It is true that the worlds of the other gods are not without
paradox. But none of these worlds is as disrupted by it asis the
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Prate 8 The panther of Dionysus. Detail from the Roman (ca.
AD. 200) Dionysus-mosaic in the Rheinisches Museum, Cologne
(A-2200). Photograph, courtesy of the German Tourist Informa-
tion Office, Chicago.
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world of Dionysus. He, the nurturer and the god of rapture;
he, the god who is forever praised as the giver of wine which
removes all sorrow and care; he, the deliverer and healer
(Moos, Avaios, cwrip, latpds, etc.), “the delight of mortals”
(xdppa Bporoiow),’® “the gOd of many joys” (mwoAvynbis),5°
the dancer and ecstatic lover, the bestower of riches”
(mAovrodirys),®! the “benefactor” (edbepyérys)®?—this god who
is the most delightful of all the gods is at the same time the
most frightful. No single Greek god even approaches Dio-
nysus in the horror of his epithets, which bear witness to a
savagery that is absolutely without mercy. In fact, one must
evoke the memory of the monstrous horror of eternal dark-
ness to find anything at all comparable. He is called the
“render of men” (évfpwmoppaiorys),s® “the eater of raw flesh”
(dpnoris),% “who delights in the sword and bloodshed.”¢
Correspondingly we hear not only of human sacrifice in his
cult®® but also of the ghastly ritual in which a man is torn
to pieces.%®

Where does this put us? Surely there can be no further
doubt that this puts us into death’s sphere. The terrors of
destruction, which make all of life tremble, belong also, as
horrible desire, to the kingdom of Dionysus. The monster
whose supernatural duality speaks to us from the mask has
one side of his nature turned toward eternal night.

It is only among the monsters of the world of the dead
that we find the epithet of the beast of prey who “eats flesh
raw” éunoris, etc.) repeated. Hesiod®” uses it to describe
Cerberus and also®® Echidna. The latter had mated with Ty-
phon and had spawned, according to Hesiod, not only Cer-
berus, the Lernean Hydra, and the Chimaera, but also Orthus,
Geryon’s hound. By her own son, Orthus, she gave birth to
the Nemaean lion and the Theban Sphinx. The hound, Or-
thus, bears a name which is unquestionably connected with
the well-known epithet of Artemis: Orthia. Significantly
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enough, this name turns up again in the case of Dionysus
("OpBds).®® There is also a tradition that it was Dionysus who
sent the Sphinx to the Thebans.” There is no reason why we
should reject this evidence. Euripides, himself, says™ that the
Sphinx was sent from Hades to Thebes (6 kara xfovos “Addas).
This man-eating lion-woman reminds us vividly of Dionysus,
and not just of him but also of his maenads. According to one
tradition (see above, p.110), the bloodthirsty panthers are
supposed to be transformed maenads. As for the Sphinx,
among the references which tell of her origin™ there is also
the one which says that she was once a maenad, that is to say,
one of the Theban women whom Dionysus drove mad
However, the mad Dionysus and his women attendants are
also close enough to other spirits of the underworld. Take
the Erinyes, in particular, who also like him have a dual na-
ture. Dionysus is worshipped as Melanaigis;"® the Erinys is
similarly called peddvayis.™ The Erinyes are represented as
mad, as are those under the spell of Dionysus. In Aeschylus™
they call themselves pawddes,” and in the vicinity of Mega-
lopolis they were worshipped as Maniai.”” Lyssa (“canine
madness”) also belongs to the realm of Hades, and it is her
“dogs” which are to arouse the women in Euripides’ Bac-
chae™ so that they pounce upon Pentheus and tear him into
pieces. In Euripides’ Hercules Furens™ she is compared to a
Bacchant (Baxyevoe). The women who kill and dismember
the children of Polymestor are called “Bacchants of Hades”
in the Hecuba.® Dilthey, in a very learned article,® has called
our attention to numerous analogies which exist between the
participants in the revel rout of Dionysus and the spirits of
the underworld, even though the examples are not all equally
convincing. Certainly we cannot accept his conclusion that
“the god-intoxicated frenzy of Greek women at the festival
of Dionysus” is to be interpreted as “a mimetic presentation
of the riotous procession of the dead.” This is too one-sided.
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Still, it cannot be denied that the god and his maenads, in
their bloodthirsty ecstasy of madness, approximate the forms
of the world of the dead. The frozen silence which is char-
acteristic of the maenads makes this relationship particularly
clear. After all, the spirits of the dead are “the dumb ones,”
and it is well known that the Romans called the goddess of
death dea Tacita, and the spirits of the dead, in general, di
silentes.

Tradition has much to say about Dionysus the god who
visits or even lives in the world of the dead. The well-known
Horatian hymn (Car. 2. 19) closes with the picture of Cer-
berus, who quietly watches the god with the golden horn
enter, and licks his feet as he leaves. The god went below
to bring his mother, Semele, back.®? According to Orpbic
Hymmn 46, he himself grew up in Persephone’s home, and
Hymm 53 says that he sleeps in the house of Persephone in
the intervals before his reappearances—in fact, he is even
called X66vios Awdvvoos. His death and his grave have already
been mentioned, and more will be said about them in a later
chapter. The cry of the Lenai, “giver of riches,”® points in
the same direction. The dead of the Golden Age, who wander
over the earth as invisible guardian spirits, are called this by
Hesiod.®* One might also think of the “night festivals” of
the god (NuxréAa),® and that he himself was called “the noc-
turnal one” (Nukré\wos).8¢ He leads his nocturnal dances by
torchlight. How correct E. Rohde was when he declared that
the world of the dead, too, belonged to the kingdom of
Dionysus!87 :

But let us conclude our arguments with the evidence that
best supports our case. The similarity and relationship which
Dionysus has with the prince of the underworld (and this is
revealed by a large number of comparisons) is not only con-
firmed by an authority of the first rank, but he says the two
deities are actually the same.
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Heraclitus says,® “For if it were not Dionysus for whom
they held their processions and sang their songs, it would be a
completely shameful act to the reverent; Hades and Dionysus,
for whom they go mad and rage, are one and the same.”
(el uy yap Awvioce movmyy émowivro xai Uuveov dopa aiboloow
dvadéarara eipyacrar [elpyact’ dv Schleiermacher] . . . dvros
8¢ 'Aldns kal Awvvoos, 6rew palvovrar kal Ayvailovat).

These words have never been forgotten, to be sure, but
curiously enough they have had no great influence on the
critical evaluation of the religion of Dionysus. Scholars obvi-
ously hesitated to use the evidence of a philosopher, especially
when the context in which the words appeared had been lost.
It is unfortunate, moreover, that the first part of Heraclitus’
statement is unclear—in fact, one part of the text is undoubt-
edly corrupt although no one has as yet succeeded in restor-
ing a meaningful text. Heraclitus could not have written what
Diels has him say above, following Schleiermacher’s conjec-
tures.®® But the second part is intact and impossible to mis-
understand. And here Heraclitus says explicitly: “Hades and
Dionysus, for whom they go mad and rage, are one and the
same.” For Heraclitus, Dionysus is the god of insane wildness,
the god of what the Mawddes and their affiliates, the Asvai,
do.?° This god, he says, is the same god as Hades. What can
keep us from believing him? Is it his practice to indulge in
arbitrary interpretations? His aphorisms, however paradoxi-
cal they may sound, bear witness to the nature of things.
Should what he saw in Dionysus mean nothing to us? Con-
sider, too, how much he must have known about the Dio-
nysus of the sixth century which is lost to us today. Conse-
quently his comments must stand as one of the most important
bits of evidence that have come down to us.

We can now understand why the dead were honored at
several of the chief festivals of Dionysus.
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The festival of the Anthesteria was the most important
festival of the dead in Athens and among the Ionians. To it
belonged in all probability the entrance of Dionysus in a ship
followed by the mixing of the sacred wine and the subsequent
drinking contest and, perhaps too, the marriage of the god
with the Basilinna. It was believed that on these days the dead
came to visit the living and remained with them until a cere-
monial pronouncement was made which signified to them
that their time was up, and they had to take their leave. For
a distinguished account of this belief, which is found to re-
occur in the All Souls’ celebrations of other peoples, let us
turn to Erwin Rohde. Rohde called Dionysus, in whose reti-
nue the dead seem to come to the upper world, the “Lord
of the Souls”—in fact, Rohde believed that the meaning of
the Dionysiac religion, in general, was to be understood from
this vantage point. Today, on the contrary, one only asks
how Dionysus, who was originally, after all, nothing but a
fertility god, could have made his way into a festival of the
dead. The answers which, for example, Nilsson®! and Deub-
ner®? attempted to give to this question could just as well
have been used to support the thesis that Dionysus must have
been the god of the Anthesteria from the very beginning.
Folklore has given us much evidence for believing that the
pleasure man takes in the fruits and flowers of the earth, the
enjoyment he has in her intoxicating liquids—in fact, that
gaiety, in general, can be linked with those moments when
man salutes his dead. The words of Thucydides®® (as Deub-
ner, himself, noted) can lead to the conclusion that Dionysus
was already honored at the Anthesteria when the Ionians were
still together in their homeland. Whoever considers this as-
sociation (in spite of its great antiquity) as more or less
fictitious can be speaking only from preconceived notions of
the nature and origin of Dionysus. The modern hypothesis
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that he entered Greece as a foreigner relatively late has be-
come more than doubtful. Let us adhere, rather, to the facts
of the cult. They have that much more right to be considered
original and genuine since the Anthesteria is not the only
festival of the dead in which Dionysus took part.

The Agrionia (or Agriania, Agrania) were also clearly
days of the dead. Much has already been said about them.
Their great antiquity and wide diffusion are assured by the
name of the month Agrianos,® which is attested to in so
many places. Unfortunately we have detailed reports only
of the type of celebration held in Boeotia. In Orchomenus
the women were hounded ruthlessly by the priest of Dio-
nysus. They were supposedly descended from the house of
the daughters of Minyas, who were said to have cast lots for
their children in a fit of Dionysiac madness and to have dis-
membered the child upon whom the lot fell.®* In Chaeronea
it was the custom for the women in this festival to make a
search for Dionysus, who had fled. Finally they returned
with the explanation that he had fled to the Muses and had
concealed himself there.?®

We hear of the Agrionia in Argos, however, that they
were a festival of the dead.?” E. Rohde was right when he
thought the same was true of the Boeotian Agrionia. Conse-
quently we are again confronted by the fact of a festival
which combines the elements of both Dionysus and the dead.
To be sure, it is supposed here, too, that Dionysus came
later and forced himself on a festival which had previously
existed as a festival of the dead.?® But there is nothing to
recommend this supposition. Quite the contrary. The sources
show quite clearly that the two cults—that of Dionysus and
that of the dead—were inherently related and amounted basi-
cally to one cult. The Argive festival, which is characterized
as a festival of the dead by the above-mentioned gloss of
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Hesychius, was held in honor of a daughter of Proetus, ac-
cording to a second gloss of Hesychius. Thus women are
given a dominant position here, too, just as in the festivals
of Boeotia, and in both festivals it was the women belonging
to Dionysus’ circle who were in the foreground. But there is
more to it than this. When it is said that the Argive Agrionia
were celebrated in honor of a daughter of Proetus, we must
associate with this the myth in which the daughters of Proe-
tus, who were driven mad by Dionysus for the same reasons
as the daughters of Minyas, were hunted down, and the old-
est of them, Iphinoe, died as a result of this persecution.?®
Women were hunted down in this way in the ritual of the
Boeotian Agrionia, as we know, and this was not without its
element of tragedy either, for the women were threatened
with the sword, and when one of them could not save her-
self, she was killed. What happened here in the cult, the myth
of Lycurgus tells us. He fell upon the “nurses” of Dionysus
with a deadly weapon and forced the god himself to seek
refuge by leaping into the sea. Is not this feature repeated in
the ritual of the Agrionia when in Chaeronea the women
searched long for the god, who had escaped, and finally
brought back the news that he had fled to the Muses and had
concealed himself there?

Thus the Argive festival which the sources call a festival
of the dead was clearly the same as the Boeotian festival
which was intended for Dionysus. On the face of it, it is
obvious that a festival which called such tragic experiences
to mind and acted them out could very well be a festival
of the dead, too. Perhaps, too, the Agrionia were held also
at approximately the same time of year as the Anthesteria—
if, as is likely, they actually took place in Elaphebolion, that
is, one month after the Anthesteria.1%°



10. Modern Theories

It is in the nature of Greek myth to seize upon the basic
forms of that which has being. These forms appear in a clear
and distinct light with all of the freshness of the elemental.
All modifications which come from a soul that has been
moved, all of the excesses which come from a spirit that
breathes defiance remain at a distance. The primitive world
looks out from and breathes from the living form. Goethe,
as he examined the horse’s head on the pediment of the Par-
thenon, was overcome by the impression that here the artist
had created a primeval horse. This says something of unusual
importance about the perspective of the Greeks and their
forms. The primeval is that which is most alive—in fact, it
alone is truly alive. It is not the subjective talent of the artist
which gives the creations of Greek myth their incomparable
vitality, quickening man’s pulse as they have through the
ages; but it is the appearance of the primeval world, which
these creations have been able to evoke.

It is for this reason that the polarities of that which has
being appear here, too, in all their colossal proportions, in
mutual confrontation. No arbitrary concept, no desire for
salvation reconciles them. It is only in the opposite of all
agreement, in supreme tension, when the antitheses become
wild and infinite, that the great mystery of oneness is pro-
claimed from the very depths of being. Nor is it just pro-
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claimed. Oneness itself is revealed to Greek myth and cult as
the deity who is mad—as Dionysus.

‘His duality has manifested itself to us in the antitheses of
ecstasy and horror, infinite vitality and savage destruction;
in the pandemonium in which deathly silence is inherent; in
the immediate presence which is at the same time absolute
remoteness. All of his gifts and attendant phenomena give
evidence of the sheer madness of his dual essence: prophecy,
music, and finally wine, the flamelike herald of the god, which
has in it both bliss and brutality. At the height of ecstasy all
of these paradoxes suddenly unmask themselves and reveal
their names to be Life and Death.

Dionysus, who holds them together, must be the divine
spirit of a gigantic reality, an elemental first principle of being
in whose essence lies the reason why he, himself, is called a
madman, and why his appearance brings madness with it.
But before we follow this line of thought, we must test the
hypotheses which have been advanced recently to explain
Dionysiac madness. /

A generation ago it still sounded quite convincing to say
that the madness of the maenads took its origins from a ro-
mantic empathy with the fate which befell the year’s vegeta-
tion. “It was,” said L. Preller, “the excruciating grief of earth
and nature, the wildest despair of a soul alarmed by the
agonies of winter, illuminated, to be sure, by the ray of hope
that spring must surely return again, and with it the god of
youth, of joy, of the power of nature which wells forth
eternally in endless creation.” Recently, however, a valid
objection has been raised against this thesis. Nature in the
winters of the south does not evoke an image of dying, nor
does it give the human spirit any reason to take part in sym-
pathetic laments or even storms of despair. Besides, the cult
of Dionysus does not know of any alternation of outbursts
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of lamentation and joy which could have corresponded to
the growth and death cycle of vegetation.

Several decades before Preller’s Mythologie appeared, K.O.
Miiller had already recognized that there was something quite
mysterious about Dionysiac pavia.! He expressed his view-
point in sharp opposition to the opinion held by, among
others, J.H. Voss with his thesis of Antisymbolism. Dionysiac
pavia could not, he said, have been provokcd by outside forces,
particularly not by the drinking of wine, since it was prin-
cipally women who were seized by the madness of the god.
We must recognize in this madness the conduct which was
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words pomted the way for the research which fo]lowed
K.O. Miiller did not venture to give the required explanation
itself—even though he believed that he had found definite
parallels in Oriental priests. A few years later he expressed
himself somewhat differently in his Archiologie der Kunst.?
But his earlier thoughts bore fruit in Erwin Rohde, who re-
ferred specifically to Miiller’s precedent in the beginning of
his justly famous presentation of the religion of Dionysus.?
Even though Rohde’s artistry and perspicacity deserve
great praise, today we must no longer be deceived by the
fact that his conclusions were arrived at under the influence
of the psychological presuppositions of his day. Every inter-
pretation he made of religious phenomena had to start with
human subjectivity. Nietzsche, in his Birth of Tragedy, had
traced the Dionysiac orgies back to the “influences of the
narcotic potion of which all primitive men and peoples speak
in hymns” or to the emotions which awaken with “the power-
ful imminence of spring which permeates all of nature with
its joy. As the emotions are intensified, the subjective element
disappears completely into self-forgetfulness.” In this Rohde
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could no longer follow him. But now Rohde had lost the re-
lationship with the realities of the world in general. The only
thing left was the world of the mind within us with its own
characteristic experiences, and thus the explanation he gave
had to be completely psychological in nature. The most
amazing element about it, however, was the dialectic he em-
ployed. He believed he was proceeding with all necessary
vigor and, in his own words, “was keeping clear of all theories
which derived from patterns of thought alien to the subject
in hand,” when, to help him understand the phenomenon in
question, he permitted himself one assumption: “that the re-
sult evidenced in the participants in the celebratmy:
the state of “e ecstasy—was to be regarded as wrlled and de-
hberately ‘induced; and that it was to be looked upon as the
purpose, or’ at "Teast one of the purposes, of these amazing
observances.”

It is odd that Rohde could have thought this to have been
such a natural and unbiased assumption. With the one little
word “willed” he had imposed a theory on the facts to be
explamed—and a very audacious theory at that. Indeed, one
could say that with this assumption everything he wanted
to make plausible in the rest of the work was already pre-
sumed. According to Rohde, then, the mad ecstasy was in-
tentionally induced. The wild dancing, the shaking of the
head the shrleks Wthh pierce the darkness of the night were
not involuntary outbursts of unleashed wildness but devices
to arouse fanatical emotions which sought union with the
deity and bliss by losing themselves in ecstasy. It was no true
madness Nothmg supernatural which sends thMg
when it has been percelved had confronted them in their
rapture They only wished “to break loose from the narrow
prison of thé body, to embrace the god, and become one
with him.” If, however, we go on to ask how the god exer-
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cised this power of attraction, or what the nature of his es-
sence was that one wished to rush to him to become one
with him, we fail to get an answer. Obviously he is being
thought of as a god who follows the Oriental pattern, as the
Divine or the Infinite, in general, in whom the individual
soul would gladly like to lose itself. This is why it seems so
obvious to Rohde to compare the various methods which are
supposed to strengthen this desire. According to him, the
smoking of hashish and..other_similar methods used_in the
Orient to brmg on a state of bliss are “absolutely i 1dent1cal”
wnth the Dionysiac._

- How far these ideas are from what Dionysus actually is!
The > “Thracian ecstasy cult” is for Rohde the manifestation
of 2 rellglous impulse whxghxs found throughout the world,
an i _Pu]se ‘which must well stem from a profound need in
man’s nature, a condmon of his psychological and Ehysxcal
makeup.” He says, “In h_lS moments of greatest exalt_gqgn
man does not wish to face the more than human vital power
he feels surging around and over him by locking himself up
in his own private existence and following his normal prac-
tices of worshipping it timidly. Rather, he wishes at these
moments to throw all restraint to the winds and with pas-
sionate exuberance” achieve complete “oneness” with the god
—that “oneness” which we have just discussed above in
Rohde’s own words.

Rohde was very conscious of the fact that a self-hypnosis
which leads to complete illusion is not to everyone’s taste. It
presupposes, so he says, a morbid predisposition. Certainly
the hereditary morbidity of the Asiatic shamans and those
like them, whom Rohde likes to cite for comparison’s sake,
is well known. Nor does Rohde hesitate to remind his readers
of how religious epidemics, in more recent eras, have inun-
dated whole countries at times. A “religious epidemic,” simi-




MODERN THEORIES 125

lar to the dancmg epldemlc after the Black Death in Europe

“must have made people s minds receptive to the Thracian
Dionysus and his festivals of ecstasy.” He is even quite serious
in believing that there was a “severe disturbance in psychic
balance” as a result of the Doric migrations. But the most sur-
prising of all: “A morbid state of mind remained with the
Greek temperament as an after effect of the profound Bacchic
e_xc1tement which once had raged through Greece as an epi-
demic and still broke out again periodically at the nocturnal
celebrations of Dionysus.”

One can see from this how far-fetched the comparisons and
how forced the interpretation of historical phenomena had
to be to make Rohde’s psychological theory seem even
vaguely plausible. We would be hard put to understand the
cogency of his statements if we did not know how established
and widespread the idea was and still is that religious ecstasy
and passions can be explained only with the help of psychol-
ogy and, if need be, psychiatry. If, however, we adhere to
the Greek phenomenon itself, as it is presented to us in the
sources, then Rohde’s theory immediately loses all of its plau-
sibility. The well-known forms of the maenads do not at all
create the 1 1mEressmn of a Lthglgglgal state of mind and are
as far - removed .as_possible_from_the image of the ecstatic
shaman It is true that Nietzsche, also, cites the comparison
with the dancing epidemic of the waning Middle Ages, and
Rohde’s characterization of Dionysiac frenzy as an epidemic
disease had a decisive effect even on Wilamowitz’s presenta-

e

to believe that the Greeks J[l_the, centuries. durmg Whlch they
were at their prime could be seized by an ecstatic frenzy as
easily as the people of the Middle Ages who had been un<
hinged by a frightful disease and palsied by their fear of hell?
The shamans, the Angekoks, the medicine men, the dervishes,
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and whatever else they are called, to whom Rohde constantlr

ﬁfﬁfmﬁls or religious societies that have
learned how to induce a self-lmposed sort of madness by arti-
ficial means. Among the Greeks, however, the priest remained
completely in the background, and the orgies are an affair of
the community—above all, of the women, even though they
may be represented by sodalities.

I Now the fact that the women ‘Elay a dommgm;;;ole in the
cult of Dionysus is premsely what Rohde and his followers
have seized upon as best authenticating their opinions. Every-
one knows how excitable women are, how easily frightened
their imagination is, and how inclined they are to follow
without question. These frailities in the character of women
supposedly explain the unexplainable: that a people like the
Greeks could fall victim to a religious frenzy. “It is to them,
above all : ie the women, Rohde explains, “that it [the cult
of Dionysus] may well owe its introduction.” Wilamowitz
even says “that the women forced recognition of the alien
god.” In other words, of all of the characteristics of women,
who are the principal supporters,_of the Dionysiac religion,
only their credylity, and.their. fanaticism are. taken into, ac-
count. And just as there is no desire. to.understand tlL:Lt_ghe
enthusiasm came frorn the unique nature of the god himself,
there bemg the v1ew msteﬂd thatit.came only from the human
longmg for redemptlon so the role of the female element in
the rehglon of Dionysus serves only to explain its adoption
and diffusion. If, however, we stop dealing in generahtles and
focus our att attention on the WOTMEH of Dlonysus sus and their
clearly deﬁned role, then the p0551b111ty of comparing Dio-
nysiac practlces ‘with the ecstatlc _pageantry of alien rehg_lons
becomes more and more remote. Even the well-known or-

s iy

glastlc rites of A51a Minor, which MO _be_re-

lated to the rites of Dionysus, present in actuahty a.com-
pletely different picture. Dionysus is surrounded by ravmg
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women. These women are—and are called—foster mothers.
They nurse and take care of new-born male infants and suckle
the young animals of the wilderness. But they also hunt down
these animals, tear them into pieces, and devour the bleeding
flesh. The analogies drawn by Rohde do not apply in the
slightest to this whole existence and these actions which are
peculiar to the maenads, and his interpretations of them misses
the mark completely. How can this create the impression that
man wished in this way to transcend himself and throw him-
self into the arms of the god!

Still, there is no need to pursue this line of analysis any
further. The rug has already been pulled out from under
Rohde’s theory by an extremely important bit of evidence
which, sur lsmgly enough, has remained entirely ineffective
until now: The god, in whose honor the wild dance rages, is
himself mad! Whatever explanation_is_advanced must then
be applicable to him, first of all. T he oldest reference to him,
that of Tliad 6. 13z, m:.voycvoq, and a series of impor-
tant titles, descriptions, and presentations leaves no doubt that
almost everything which is said of the maenads also applies
to him—in fact, to him most of all. He, himself, is the mad
one; he himself, is the brandlsher of the thyrsus, the render,
the eater of raw ffesTx “The ease with which this unambiguous
ev1dence has prevxously been ignored is simply amazing. K.O..
Miiller* was already of the oplmon that “‘the epithet of ‘The
Mad One’” must have come “to the god through his worship
since in ancient religions the manner in which the god was
honored quite often gave the god his character 'And Rohde®
says, in referring to a grammatical reference in the scholia
of Homer, “Actually there is probably a mythological or a
sacral hypallage to be found here. The nature of the atmo-
sphere, which the god has produced, recoils upon the god
himself.” He adds, “This would not be without example.”
But then he contradicts himself with the example he cites:
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“Dionysus, who causes intoxication, is himself presented as
intoxicated.” It is as natural that a god himself partake of
the blessings which he imparts, as it would be absurd to con-
ceive of a god himself in the posture which god-inspired man
assumes toward him. If madness, as Rohde insists, is really
supposed to be a condition into which the believers de-
liberately transfer themselves so that they can thereby be
lifted up to godhead, then it is overdoing it a bit to want to
convince us that the same madness was transmitted to the
god himself, and that there is not even anything odd about
this procedure.

Rohde, therefore, has not succeeded in throwing any real
light on the phenomenon of madness, the understanding of
which is a prerequisite for any really deep insight into the
nature of the religion of Dionysus.

However, even today, in spite of its mistakes, his presenta-
tion deserves the respect it has received. For Rohde consid-
ered it essential to explore the most sacred areas of human
existence for the rationale for a movement which was as
momentous and great as the Dionysiac was. To a pupil of
Schopenhauer and a friend of Nietzsche it could not yet be
self-evident that primal religious ideas and procedures had
to be derived from a sphere of the crudest kind of practice
and an extremely materialistic or “common sense” way of
looking at things.

This manner of thinking became increasingly more com-
mon in the last decades of the past century and finally domi-
nated the scene. The interpretation now given to the Dio-
nysiac movement took its point of departure from Wilhelm
Mannhardt’s research, which basically has much to commend
it. From it came, however, a principle which emerged vic-
torious: that, insofar as they had anything to do with vegeta-
tive nature, the cults of ancient peoples could in the last
analysis have meant nothing more than or nothing different
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from what even today’s roughly corresponding practices of
northern European peasants mean or seem to mean.

Dionysia¢ madness, in which Rohde had found such a deep
and noble meaning, now is suEEosed to have been staged for
a ver matenahgmq_ggs_g._;ml_q; ed.completely to the needs
ana way of thmkmgr of simple peasants. With it one aimed to
mstlgate and encou mge growth in the fields. “Vegetation
maglc to use Li\/lannhardt s;term, for the rioting and caper-

1ng of 1 the _peasants, is the ultimate secret behind the enrap-
tured frenzy Wardlng off ev1l from the ﬁelds wresting a

is believed to dcpcnd—thls and, ng,t_h;gg; clsg was what thc
51mple country people of anthmty had in mind when they
held their riotous processions on sPec1ﬁc days of the year. In
these celebrations the shouts, the dancmg, the running, and
the brandishing of torches seemed to be excellently suited to
awaken the spirits of the field and _goadthem into action. Thus
the riddle of the raging of the ®ma8eq and the frenzy of the
MawdSes is solved. Voigt,® who adhered closely to Mannhardt,
spelled this theory out in detail a considerable period before
Rohde’s Psyche appeared. Rapp” continued it. Later it was
combined with Rohde’s thesis of redemptive ecstasy in a very
strange mixture,® and today it can be said to be the generally
accepted theory—in spite of a few modifications here and
there.

There is no reason why we have to waste time in criticizing
the basic viewpoint of this thesis. It clearly contradicts the
‘lf)ft'l_gortant facts of the cult which it Is supposed to ex-
plain. We do not know that the orgiastic elements in Dlonysus
and his rout were in any way related by the ancients to the
e\rﬁhty of the fields. Dionysus’ " theatre was also as far away
from the fields as it could possibly be. The followers of Dio-
nysus, as we know, left the areas where men worked and lived,
to revel_‘ _vylEh th}_ ggdmin_ _t_}_l_e’_!onelil}_ess of the mountain forests
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and on the peaks of the highest mountains. And is there the
—sTi-g'htest parallel to draw between the maternal association
with wild animals, the tearing to pieces of fawns, and the
devouring of their raw flesh and that which we hear about
the northern European peasants? Do actions like this make us
think of vegetation magic? And dare we forget that the
maenads were, first of all, mythical and divine beings and
that the mortal women, when they rave as Bacchants, were
only imitating them? Dare we forget that Dionysus, himself,
was mad? Folklorists, however, dispose of this evidence, too.
They dernanZl, namely, nothing less than that we believe that
all the actions and practices performed by humans, which
supposedly forced the spirits to help them by means of a
vegetation magic, were transferred to these spirits themselves
together with all of the regalia which went along with them.
We can ignore the conjectures which Rapp® advanced in
order to make such an unnatural hypothesis plausible. We
can ignore, too, related viewpoints!® which vary in their
particulars from the one we have mentioned above but, on
the whole, give rise to the same reservations.

One further interpretation which has become unusilally
popular still needs to be discussed briefly. This concerns one
individual practice. No satisfactory explanation could be
found in the framework of Rohde’s view for tearing animals
into pieces and devouring them. Voigt,'* on the contrary,
noted that this occurred generally to just those animals which
could be considered to be personifications of vegetation spirits
because of their vitality and sexual potency, inasmuch as
Dionysus, himself, often appeared in their forms—that is to
say, in the forms of the bull and the goat. This led to the
thought that raw meat dripping with blood must have been
devoured so that “the actual sap of life” could be absorbed
into the self, and thus the conclusion followed that the raging
women wanted to appropriate “the power and blessings of
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creative nature” to themselves and “at the same time dedicate
this power to the earth, to nature which conceives and gives
birth.” But_if Dionysus, himself, was a spirit or god of fer-
tility, the worshippers who devoured the flesh and blood —f
amimals they had torn into bits must haye believed they were

R

devouring him and incorporating his power of fertility into

themselves The myth of Zagreus does say, after all, that he
Mr_l_gpgr_t_hy_t.hg_ﬁmns, and in the guise of a bull, at
that. And Orpheus, who was intimately connected with him,
suffered precisely this fate at the hands of the maenads.
Therefore, one must see in the wild actions of the maenads
a form of what people, following a theory which has enjoyed
such great popularity for some time, call “sacramental sac-
rifice.”

Thus the solemn moments when the god who appears with
such overpowering force is invoked and welcomed are en-
dowed with a basic meaning which leaves little to be desired
as far as brutality goes. The women of Elis, who called upon
him in a song'? we have already discussed, saw him appearing
as a bull, but he came only “to be killed and butchered by
the mad Thyiads so that they could appropriate the power
of the god to themselves.”3

This is not the place to test the theory of the “sacramental
sacrifice.” Whatever one may think of it, it cannot be applied
to the rites of Dionysus unless one uses the most artificial
hypotheses and the most daring jumps of logic. In the myth
in which Orpheus is torn apart by the maenads, nothing is said
about any eating of flesh. The same is true of the rending of
Pentheus. In both cases this terrible vengeance fell upon men
who despised the god and were his enemies. Dionysus, how-
ever, or Zagreus, is not cut into pieces by his own people, but
by his bitterest enemies. And even though it is true that they
consumed his flesh, the mythic tradition is in complete agree-
ment that this flesh was not eaten raw but cooked.'* We have
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already referred in a previous chapter to the meaning which
the portrayal of the violent death of Dionysus had. There is
no question that it served as a basis for certain cult practices,
and we shall have more to say about it later. At the same time
it will also become self-evident what is meant by the state-
ment that the rending of the fawns reproduces the sufferings
of Dionysus.'® It takes a good deal of courage to think of
“transference” in the case of the rites at Tenedos, where a
calf dressed in the cothurnus is sacrificed for the “render of
men,” Dionysus. To do this (and Voigt'® does it) suggests
that the act of violence perpetrated on the god had been
charged to him. Nowhere in all the sources does the idea
appear that the devout partook of the flesh of the god for
their own benefit. To be sure, we do hear of initiates who,
in mentioning the rites of consecration through which they
became Bdxyot, also name the “meal of raw flesh.”'? There is
nothing, however, in the sources which suggests that the
body of the god is meant here. Consequently Wilamowitz,
too, with his respect for the Greek sources, ridicules this
presumptuous hypothesis: “That they [the frenzied women]
thought they were eating the god or divine food is only a
modern assumption. They also suckle fawns.”18

But the first premise of this bizarre doctrine is already in
error. In the famous account which Euripides gives us in the
Bacchae, it is true that the band of raging women pounces
upon a herd of cattle and tears even bulls into pieces. Yet in
the scenes, both literary and artistic, in which this motif
re-occurs at regular intervals, the victims of this savagery are,
as we know, specifically not those animals which conjure
up thoughts of the abundance of fertility in nature and which
have served as the forms in which Dionysus made his appear-
ances. Instead, they are the inhabitants of the wilderness—
above all, young does and stags, but bears and wolves, too.



11. The Mad God

Thus previous attempts to explain the madness of the Dio-
nysiac orgies in terms of human needs, whether spiritual or
material, have ended in complete failure. Their conclusions
are not only unbelievable in themselves, but they are intoler-
ably contradictory of the most important and the most ex-
plicit sources.

We must return again to K.O. Miiller’s point of view. Mad-
ness is a cult form which belongs to the religion of Dionysus.
The god who sends the mind reeling, the god who appears
to mankind in the most urgent immediacy is welcomed and
feted by the women in an absolute ecstasy and excess of rap-
ture. They respond to his coming with the behavior of the
insane, The myth tells again and again how his furx r12£ ed
them loose from their peaceful domesucnty, from the hum-
dmmm of their day lives for the purpose “of
mimgTHem into dancersin the wnldemess and the loneliness
of the mountains, where they find h1m and rage through the
mght as members of his revel rout.

“Soon the whole world will dance when Bromios leads his
throngs into the mountains. Into the mountains where the
women flock, driven from the shuttle and the loom by the
goad of Dionysus.”! Thus the daughters of Minyas, who
wished to remain faithful to their household duties and at-
tend their husbands,> were driven out by Dionysus with
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miracles and portents of horror. The Argive women, too,
are said to have been seized with Dionysiac madness and to
have left their homes.? In Nonnus we find again and again*
the picture of the woman who runs away from domestic life
and the handiwork of Athena to rush with hair dishevelled to
the choral dances of Dionysus.

But the wild actions of mortal ‘women had their proto-
type® in the actions of a higher being. Dionysus was pictured
as being surrounded by goddesses,® by nymphs who had
reared him as a child and raged through the woods with him
when he had become a man.” Whatever their name, these
were the true maenads, and the art works—when they depict
the revel rout of Dionysus—are thinking of them far more
often than they are of human scenes. But, for all of that, there
is no question that the human choruses of maenads, thyiads,
and whatever else they are called, rushed about with a similar
wildness. Among other things, a story, such as the one in
Plutarch,® can give us some idea of this (even Rohde, inci-
dentally, used this episode to combat Rapp’s excessive scepti-
cism). If, however, the human followers of the god, copied
the behavior of the divine followers, the god, in turn, is re-
flected in the behavior of the latter. We hear of the Aaydoriar,
a type of Bdxyai, that they wore horns in imitation of Dio-
nysus.®. Dionysus, himself, is a wild and boisterous spirit. He is
invoked _By_tE§~~_\xqr_nerl_ _qi_’__@l»i_s_'qg_ a raging bull,’® The Rho-
‘dians knew him as @vwvidas,!* and his mother as ®vovy. In his
pictures and in the description of him, he has the same bear-
ing and the same attributes as the maenads. The prologue of
Euripides’ Hypsipyle talks of “Dionysus, who bounds
through the pine forests of Parnassus with thyrsus and deer-
skin.”*? The chorus of the Bacchae'? sings, “With the smoul-
dering torch on his fennel wand Bacchus frolics as he runs, as



PLATE 9 A maenad dancing. Skyphos (ca. 490-480 B.c.) attrib-
uted to the Brygos painter (Beazley, ARFVP2, no. 176 [132]).
From the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Fletcher Fund, 1929. (Acc. No. 29.131.4)
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he dances, inciting the stragglers as he stirs them with shouts.
His hair streams in the wind.”*

The bloodthirstiness of the maenads is the bloodthirstiness
of the god himself. In the same tragedy, in a passage imme-
diately preceding the one cited above, it is said that the god
“storms down from the raging choral dance, dressed in the
holy deerskin, hunting down the blood of goats he has killed,
greedily lusting for raw flesh to devour.” According to Op-
pian,® he already delighted, as a child, in tearing kids into
pieces and bringing them back to life again. In a red-figured
vase painting,’” like a maenad he has torn a fawn into pieces,
and dances in wild excitement, swinging the two halves in
the air. He is explicitly characterized as “the raging one,”
“the mad one”; the nature of the maenads, from which they
get their name, is, therefore, his nature. The Iliad knows him
as pawduevos Awrvoos. 18 According to Clemens Alexandri-
nus,'® it is the pawdrys Awvwoos whom the Bacchae worship in
the orgies in which raw flesh is eaten.?® He dances with the
nymphs.?! It was supposedly the goddess Hera who had
driven him mad.?* This characterization cannot be pushed
aside by skillful interpretation, however embarrassing it may
have proven to have been to scholars in the past. They have
overlooked the most important element, the central concept
from which all research must, by rights, proceed.

_Dionysus is thg_gg_d,yvha is.mad. For his sake the maenads
are mad. We must not inquire into the reasons why they are
dlstraught and wild, but we must ask, rather, what dwme
madness means.

¥ AT - ————

It is the nature of the finite to have within its essence the
seeds of extinction; the hour of its birth is the hour of its
death. (HEGEL, Logic)
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Dionysus: sensuality and cruelty. Transitoriness could be
? interpreted as the enjoyment of the power to generate and
the power to destroy, as continual creation.
(NieTzscHE, The Will to Power)

A god who is mad! A god, part of whose nature it is to be
insane! What did they experience or see—these men on whom
the horror of this concept must have forced itself?

The visage of every true god is the visage of a world. There
can be a god who is mad only if there is a mad world which
reveals itself through him. Where is this world? Can we still
find it?> Can we appreciate its nature? For this no one can
help us but the god himself.

We know him as the wild spirit of antithesis and paradox,
of immediate presence and complete remoteness, of bliss and
horror, of infinite vitality and the cruelest destruction. The
element of bliss in his nature, the creative, enraptured, and
blessed elements all share, too, in his wildness and his madness.
Are they not, then, mad just because they, too, already carry
within themselves a duality, because they stand on the thresh-
old where one step beyond leads to dismemberment and
darkness? Here we have hit upon a cosmic enigma—the mys-
tery of life which is self-generating, self-creating. The love
which races toward the miracle of procreation is touched by
madness. So is the mind when it is staggered by the impulse
to create. Plato recognizes the madness of the philosopher
(pavia xai Baxxeia).?® But Schelling says, “Ever since Aristotle
it has become a commonplace to say that no one ever creates
anything great without a dash of madness. We would rather
say: without a constant solicitation to madness” (Die Welt-
alter).

He who begets something which is alive must dive down
into the primeval depths in which the forces of life dwell.
And when he rises to the surface, there is a gleam of madness
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in his eyes because in those depths death lives cheek by jowl
with life. The primal mystery is itself mad—the matrix of the
duality and the unity of disunity. We do not have to appeal
to the philosophers for this, although much could be quoted
from Schelling here. All peoples and ages testify to it through
their life experiences and their cult practices.

Man’s experience tells him that wherever there are signs of
life, death is in the offing. The more alive this life becomes,
the nearer death draws, until the supreme moment—the en-
chanted moment when something new is created—when death
and life meet in an embrace of mad ecstasy. The rapture and
Terror of life are so profound because they are intoxicated
with death. As often as life engenders itself anew, the wall
which separates it from death is momentarily destroyed.
Death comes to the old and the sick from the outside, bring-
ing fear or comfort. They think of it because they feel that
life is waning. But for the young the intimation of death rises
up out of the full maturity of each individual life and intoxi-
cates them so that their ecstasy becomes infinite. Life which
has become sterile totters to meet its end, but love and death
have welcomed and clung to one another passionately from
the beginning.

This eternal bond of existence is the reason for the note-
worthy fact that peoples from time immemorial have been
aware that the dead and the powers of the underworld are
present at life’s central moments and festivities—that is to say,
at birth and puberty. Recent research, which rarely has the
courage to penetrate deeply, prefers to look for the meaning
of the significant cults and myths in the idea world of a popu-
lar belief which has become petty and timid, rather than in
the seriousness of existence itself. As a result, it has traced
these customs and attitudes back to man’s fear of harmful
spirits and ghosts. But there is no progress to be made if we
constantly assume an attitude of superiority and think only
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of convincing the founders of venerable institutions of their
mistakes and their superstitions. They knew more about life
than we do. At its great moments of change they looked death
in the eye—because it was really there. At every type of birth,
life is shaken to its foundations, not by sickness nor by some
external menace but by its most important function. It is just
in this circumstance that its association with death becomes
clearest. The peoples who celebrate festivals like this are not
just thinking of dangers. They firmly believe that the pres-
ence of the nether world is absolutely indispensable to the
great miracle which takes place at birth. Is that an empty
illusion? Does not each one of us have the face of one who has
died? Does not each one live the death of those who came
before him? Does he not reproduce their features, their move-
ments, their thoughts and emotions—yes, the expression of
the entire world of the past? In the new-born child the an-
cestor rises up out of the darkness of death. This is the reason
why the divinities of birth and fertility are so close to the
divinities of death. Indeed, this is the reason why they often
merge completely.

The puberty rites still celebrated today among primitive
peoples bear witness to the same thing. Here where prepara-
tions are made and celebrations are held for the thrilling life’s
miracle of newly emerging virility, the symbols and the
spirits of death are always present with their anguish—yes,
even with their most terrible dangers. Interpretations, some
of them rational, some of them mystical, have been proposed
for these customs, too. They could even refer to eyewitness
accounts, at least in part. But the future will undoubtedly
show that in this case, too, it was the stirring up of life’s depths
which summoned Death’s dancing choruses and called his
spirits and his horror to attend the primordial process of a
change in life’s rhythm.

The festivals of the dead which coincide with the begin-
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ning of spring show us how forcibly life at the height of its
vitality has always spoken this language. Recent interpreta-
tions of this phenomenon look like child’s play beside the
high seriousness of the primal concept that the spirits of the
realm of the dead are present at the awakening of nature.
Like all primal concepts, this, too, is eternal. Generation after
generation must constantly rediscover that the most un-
inhibited growth and fertility are shrouded in the exhalations
of death. This is not to be taken as a warning or an admoni-
tion, but it symbolizes the most profound never-ending na-
ture of desire.

Philosophy, the heir of myth, when it first emerged, already
expressed the realization that death was based on and enclosed
within the nature of being, itself. In the oldest statements
which have come down to us the mortality of existing things
is characterized as a penance which they must pay one an-
other.?* The same idea reappears often later. Schelling says,
“Nothing which is and becomes can be or become without
the simultaneous being and becoming of something else;
and even the death of one product of nature is nothing but
penance for an obligation which it has assumed towards all
the rest of nature. Consequently, within nature there is noth-
ing primal, nothing absolute, nothing which exists by itself.”
And a poet with the eminence of Calderon dared to say:

For man’s greatest sin

Is that he was born.

(Life Is a Dream)

Here the inextricable association of life with death—not in
spite of, but precisely because it is alive—is invested with an
unusual meaning. However, an idea remains which is held in
common with the primitive beliefs of mankind testified to by
the myths and cults. This is that death is not to be sought first
at the end of life but at its beginning, and that it attends all
of life’s creations.
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All intoxication arises from the depths of life which haye

become fathomless because of death. From these depths
comes music—Dionysiac 1 musnc—whlch transforms the world
in which life had become a habit and a ccrtamty, and death a
threatening evil. This world it obliterates with the melody of
the uncommon which mocks all attempts at reassurance.
“Richard Wagner says of civilization that it is neutralized by
music as lamp light is neutralized by the light of day.”?¢ From
this abyss come also_ecstasy and _inspired prophecy. These
are no baseless “risings outside of one’s self” nor clairvoyance.
How could ecstasy be creative if it arose from an msuﬁi-
Cierey, “from a ﬁot-havmg coupIed wnth a aesu'e to have’
The elemental dept’hs gape open and out of them a mon-
strous creature raises its head before which all the limits that
the normal day has set must disappear. There man stands on
the threshold of madness—in fact, he is already part of it even
if his wildness which wishes to pass on into destructiveness
still remains mercifully hidden. He has already been thrust
out of everything secure, everything settled, out of every
haven of thought and feeling, and has been flung into the
primeval cosmic turmoil in which life, surrounded and in-
toxicated with death, undergoes eternal change and renewal.
But the god himself is not merely touched and seized by
the ghostly spirit of the abyss. He, himself, is the monstrous
creature which lives in the depths. From its mask it looks out
at man and sends him reeling with the ambiguity of nearness
and remoteness, of life and death in one. Its divine intelligence
holds the contradictions together. For it is the spirit of excita-
tion and wildness; and everything alive, which seethes and
glows, resolves the schism between itself and its opposite and
has already absorbed this spirit in its desire. Thus all earthly
powers are united in the god: the generating, nourishing, in-
toxicating rapture; the life-giving inexhaustibility; and the
tearing pain, the deathly pallor, the speechless night of having
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been. He is the mad ecstasy which hovers over every con-
ception and birth and whose wildness is always ready to
move on to destruction and death. He is life which, when it
overflows, grows mad and in its profoundest passion is in-
timately associated with death. This unfathomable world of
Dionysus is called mad with good reason. It is the world of
which Schelling was thinking when he spoke of the “self-
destroying madness” which “still remains the heart of all
things. Controlled only by the light of a higher intelligence
and calmed by it, as it were, it is the true power of nature
and everything she produces” (Die Weltalter).

The fullness of life and the violence of death both are
equally terrible in Dionysus. Nothing has been mitigated, but
neither has anything been distorted and changed into some-
thing fantastic, as would be the case in the Orient. Every-
thing follows the Greek way of looking at things and is seen
as clear and structured. The Greek endured this reality in its
total dimensions and worshipped it as divine. Other peoples
were touched by the same entity, so that they had to respond
to it with a variety of representations and practices. This is
made clear by their birth celebrations, puberty initiations,
and many other customs. But to the Greeks this entity ap-
peared as a god in the form of a god. And the mad god who
appeared with a host of raving female attendants summoned
mortal women to share his madness with him. He brought the
primeval world along with him.'_This is the reason why his
onslaught stripped mortals of all of their conventions, of
everything that made them “civilized,” and hurled them into
life which is intoxicated by death at those moments when it
glows with its greatest vitality, when it loves, procreates,
gives birth, and celebrates the rites of spring. There the most
remote is near, the past is present, all ages are mirrored in the
moment of the now. All that is lies locked in a close embrace.
Man and animal breathe in the same maternal warmth. Cries
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of joy fill the air everywhere at the miracle of the springs
which flow forth from an earth unlocked—until madness be-
comes a lowering storm and lets the frenzy of horror and
destruction burst forth from the frenzy of ecstasX

 We should never f(_)__get that the Dlonysmc world is, above
all, a world 1 of women. Women awaken Dlonysus and brmg
him up. "Women accompany him wherever he is. Women
await him and are the first ones to be overcome by his mad-
ness. And this explains why the genﬁfnely erotic is found
only on the periphery of the passion and wantonness which
make their appearance with such boldness on the well-known
sculptures. Much more important than the sexual act are the
act of birth and the feeding of the child. But more will be said
about this later. The terrible trauma of childbirth, the wild-
ness which belongs to motherliness in its Prlmal form, a wild-
ness which can break loose in an alarming way not only in
animals—all these reveal the innermost nature of the Dionysiac
madness: the churning up of the essence of life surrounded
.by the storms of death. Since such tumult lies waiting in the
bottom-most depths and makes itself known, all of life’s ec-
stasy is stirred up by Dionysiac madness and is ready to go
beyond the bounds of rapture into a dangerous wildness. The
Dionysiac condmon isa Erxmal El_'nenomenon of life in which

even man must Parucxpate m all of the ‘moments of birth in
his creative existence.

This feminine world is confronted by the radically differ-
ent masculine world of Apollo. In his world not the life
mystery of blood and of the powers of earth but the clarity
and the breadth of the mind hold sway. However, the
Apollonic world cannot exist without the other. This is why
it has never denied it recognition. This is a point to which
we will return at the conclusion of this book.




12. The Vine

The divine essence of Dionysus, the basic characteristic ‘(_)_f
his nature, has now been discovered. It is madness. But this
word has infinitely more meaning here than the temporary or
lasting disturbance which can affect a mortal and is depicted
in Greek thought as a demonic force called Lyssa or Erinys.
The madness which is called Dionysus is no sickness, no de-
bility in life, but a companion of life at its healthiest. It is the
tumult which erupts from its innermost recesses when they
matu_r_e__gg_{l_ _fprce thelr way to the surface It is the madness
inherent in the womb of the mother. Thls attends all mo-
ments of creation, constantly changes diexﬁdﬁ&smncc_lm;o
chaos and ushers in pnmal salvation and primal pain—and in
both, the pnmal w1ldness of being. For this reason Dionysus,
in spite of his association with the spirits of the underworld,
with the Erinyes, Sphinx, and Hades, is a great god, a true
god; that is, the unity and totality of an infinitely varied
world which encompasses everything that lives.

The deep emotnon thh ..‘.‘fh.lfh. th1§ “rnadness announces
itself finds its expressxon in music._and dance.! What these
mean to the followers of Dionysus can be seen in innumerable
works of art. Dionysus, himself, is called MeAwdperos®> and
Xopeios. In Argos the grave of a maenad with the name of
Xopeia was exhibited.> We come across maenads making music
on vase paintings and in the poetry of Nonnus.* Bacchus
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teaches the nymphs songs.® He is said to have danced already
as a child in his mother’s womb. There are numerous refer-
ences to his connection with the Muses. In the legend of Ly-
curgus when he sought refuge in the depths of the sea, he
escaped to the Muses, according to the belief of the women
who celebrate the Agrionia in Chaeronea.® On the island of
Naxos he is called Movoayérs.” In the hymn of Philodamus of
Skarpheia,® it says that he went from Thebes to Pieria, where
the Muses received him, decked with ivy, with festive songs.?
There were altars to Dionysus and the Charites at the Pelo-
pion in Olympia and between them were altars to the Muses
and the nymphs.1®
In the art of rp_phecy, madness is represented as secret
knowledge Plutarch!? explxcntly says that in the opinion of
“the ancients” Dionysus played a large part in prophecy.!?
In the process he also recalls the passage in Euripides’ Bacchae
where the god is called pdvris, and this is followed by the
added explanation that the madness and the nature of the
Bacchants are filled with prophecy.’® As for the Bacchanalia
which were transferred to Rome, we hear still that_men
prophcsxed there when they were in a state of ecstasy.’* Ac-
cording to Herodotus,'® there was an oracle of Dionysus in
Thrace with a prophetess, as in Delphi.’® Euripides calls
Dionysus point-blank the “prophet of the Thracians.”!” He
supposedly gave oracles in Delphi even previous to Apollo.*®
In Greece itself, of course, we know of only one Dionysiac
oracle, that in Phocean Amphicleia.?®
We have, unfortunately, too little information about the
nature of Dionysiac prophecy. In one of the works ascribed
to Aristotle there was an interesting statement that the proph-
ets belonging to a Thracian oracle of Dionysus prophesied
after they had imbibed a good deal of wine, while the Apol-
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lonian seers in Claros gained their inspiration by drinking
holy water.2°

Like the glories which arise from a primal world renewed,
music, dance, and prophecy—these three paragons—emerge
like blessed miracles from Dionysiac madness. But there is a
sacred plant in which this madness itself rises out of the earth
in the form of an elixir which intoxicates. This is the vine.

Strangely enough, scholars have maintained that Dionysus
could not have been the god of wine from the beginning.
K.O. Miiller was convinced of this by the fact that Homer
never mentioned wine as the gift of Dionysus. But Miiller,
at least, added that it was “consistent with the character of
the cult” when the consecration of the wine was later associ-
ated with it.2! Scholars of more recent times think that wine
was part of the cult of Dionysus even at an early age, but it
was used only as a.means to_produce ecstasy.?? “Only?” Did
the age in which the cults and myths came into existence look
at things in the same way we do? For us things have this or
that use and mean very little in themselves. But is it conceiv-
able that the ancients could have assigned to wine the miracu-
lous power to lead man to the divine, without, at the same
time, worshipping the spirit of the divine within it? The
significance which one believed had to be ascribed to wine in
the earlier cult of Dionysus is proof enough in itself of the
antiquity of the belief in the wine god, Dionysus. Admittedly,
the element which distinguishes the grape from all other
plants is precisely that which has always assured it its place
in the cult of Dionysus. This is its intrinsic power to enchant,
to inspire, to raise up the spirit. And this is the power whose
effect brings even us in contact with the ancient belief that a
god reveals himself in wine.

However, we do not have to confine ourselves to general
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considerations. The facts in the sources themselves make it
certain that wine was always looked upon as the gift of
Dionysus. Homer, in whose world this god means little, still
is aware of all of the basic characteristics of his cult and
myth and knows him quite well as the wine god. This we
have already shown on p.s55 above. But still more significant
is the evidence which comes from the festivals of his epiphany
in which a miracle caused the wine to flow or vines to bloom
and bear fruit in a few hours (see above, p.g8). A belief
which expresses itself in forms like these is unquestionably
age-old. The tremendous significance which the vine has had
in historical times as a plant of Dionysus should also have
made scholars wary of the thesis that this was an accidental
innovation, relatively speaking. For only that which is part of
the basic structure can spread with such force. The next
chapter will show how incorrect it is to see in Dionysus a
general vegetation deity who becomes a god specifically con-
cerned with wine only in the course of time.

Wine, which, as Aeschylus*® says, “the wild mother”
brought into existence, “the fiery drink of the black mother,”
as Euripides calls it,2* is a metaphor for the god himself. Like
him, it, too, is complete only through the miracle of a second
birth. Dionysus, who was ripped out of the burning womb
of his mother, had flames of lightning for his nurses (as
Nonnus so often says). He is called “the one who is born of
fire” (mvpiyerijs),? the “fiery one” (mvpdes).2® Wine, too, has
a fiery nature. Some thought they might explain the myth of
the fiery birth of the god from this fact.?” Archilochus begins
his hymn to Dionysus with the words “struck by wine’s
lightning bolt.”28 Posidonius ascertained that the fire-contain-
ing soil in volcanic areas produced the best wine.?* Some?°
tried to use this as a basis for the idea found in the words
mupyevis Awvvoos. Plato® wishes to deny adolescents wine so
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that fire is not poured into their fire. The ethics of Posidonius
make allowances for wine’s fiery content.3?

The mysterious process of the fermentation and ripening
of wine still has the power today of evoking a way of think-
ing in vintners and connoisseurs which reminds us vaguely
of mythopoeic thought. They regard wine as a living being
which evolves step by step from the chaotic boisterousness
of youth to a lucid clarity and strength. In the process, when
the ripening is over and the highest degree of excellence seems
to have been achieved, the chaotic movement starts again,
like a person who might relapse into puberty in order to pass
through this stage of development once again to rise to an
even nobler refinement. Some even believe that a mysterious
sympathy exists among wines approaching maturity, and
consider it rash to bring them into contact with one another
indiscriminately, because the development of ¢ach wine can
be furthered or deterred by the company it keeps. Through
its transformation wine seems to bring out again the heat of
the sun which the grape received outside in nature, and an old
folk belief is of the opinion that it remains associated with
the life of nature. This supposedly explains the renewed ac-
tion of the ripening wine in spring when the vines bloom.

When the vines bloom anew,

The wine moves in the keg;

When the roses glow anew,

I don’t know what is the matter with me.
(GOETHE)

This miraculous plant, which has been the inspiration for
thousands of profound thoughts, has been considered in all
ages the loveliest gift of Dionysus and his epiphany in nature.
Even if we did not know it, we would be forced to see that
wine carries within it the wonders and secrets, the boundless
wild nature of the god. The moment the belief in Dionysus
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became alive, the devout could learn from wine and could
get an ever deeper awareness of who he really was. After all,
pleasure and pain and all the antitheses of Dionysus are locked
up in the deep excitation with which he seizes the soul.
“Whether you bear in yourself complaints or laughter, or
whether you contain strife and mad love or friendly sleep,
O faithful cask.”® This is the way in which the touching
hymn of Horace addresses the forty-year-old wine born in
his own birth year. All the world praises wine because it
brings joy; but its pleasure is unspeakably deep because there
is something which flows in it that is related to tears. Accord-
ing to the beautiful story which we read in Nonnus, it is
supposed to have sprung from the body of Ampelos, the dead
favorite for whom Dionysus shed hot tears. So the joy of men
flows forth from the tears of a god.

“Bacchus, the lord, wept to still the tears of mortals.”3*
And when the sorrowing god himself drank in, in the fruit
of the vine, all of the splendor and grace of the dead youth,
his heart was glad within him.

Even though this myth appears late in the literature of
Dionysus, it can direct us to the dark mystery out of which
rises the sacred madness which transfigures existence with
such suddenness. Semele bore Dionysus as a “joy to man-
kind” (xdppa Bporoiow),to use the phrase in the Iliad 14. 325.In
Nonnus,?® Zeus says to his love after he has embraced her,
“Blessed are you who will give birth to intense joy for gods
and men, for you have conceived a son who brings forgetful-
ness to the sorrows of mortals.” This is Dionysus, who is
“filled with joy” (moAvynfijs), to use Hesiod’s epithet for
him.?¢ No plant should be planted in preference to the vine,
says Alcaeus®” and following him Horace,®® who calls the
vine “sacred,” as does Ennius?® A drink from the divine
spring suddenly transcends grief and misery, the poor man
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feels himself rich, the slave free, the weak strong and power-
ful—to quote numerous passages of poetry full of reverent
praise.*® But there is no more beautiful nor profound a passage
than that which appears in the hymn of Horace (3. 21): “You
move with soft compulsion the mind that is often so dull; you
restore hope to hearts distressed, give strength and horns to
the poor man. Filled with you he trembles not at the trucu-
lence of kings or the soldiers’ weapons.”

In this way all violent bonds and orders are cancelled as
if the freedom of the primal world had been restored with one
blow. Man, too, is made open and true by this freedom. Wine,
as Plutarch says so nicely,*' frees the soul of subservience,
fear, and insincerity; it teaches men how to be truthful and
candid with one another. It reveals that which was hidden.#?
Wine and truth have long been associated in proverbs.*? It is
a good thing, so it is said, to search for the truth in earnest
conversation while one drinks wine, and agreements arrived
at over a wine glass were at one time considered to be the
most sacred and inviolable agreements.**

Indeed, it must have been a god who was familiar with suf-
fering who endowed man with such a comforter and de-
liverer. It is said that wine was given to mankind after the
great flood as divine assistance. As Nonnus*® tells the story,
Aion complained to Zeus about the laborious care-ridden life
of the new men and begged him to grant them the divine nec-
tar as a solace. But Zeus declared that he would beget a son
who was to bring to the human race another dispeller of cares
and messenger of joy, the vine. The ancient Israelites had
similar thoughts when they told how a Noah appeared among
the wicked, and at his birth his father cried, “He shall com-
fort us in our work and in the toil of our hands with the very
ground which Jehovah hath cursed.”#¢ After the flood, it was
this Noah who planted the first vineyard.*” Thus, out of the
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same soil which let man earn his bread only after much toil
and trouble grew the miracle of solace, deliverance, and joy—
the drink which was offered, in accordance with an Israelite
custom of mourning, to those burdened with sorrow.*8 Prov-
erbs 31.6 says of it, “Give strong drink unto him that is perish-
ing, and wine unto the distressed in soul: Let him drink and
forget his misery and remember his sorrow no more!”#

But wine is also a conqueror. It reveals to the strongest and
to the most headstrong the greatness of the tender-eyed,
dancing, and exultant god who is at the same time the most
powerful conqueror and the hero with the greatest triumphs.
Countless myths tell of these wonders. Dionysus alone has
the power, with wine’s magic, to bend the will of the im-
placable Hephaestus, against whom even Ares cannot prevail.
Wine even has the ability to dispel the restlessness of Fate’s
goddesses when Apollo, out of love for Admetus, used it to
dupe them.*® Wine overcame “even the centaurs,” to quote a
famous line in the Odyssey.®* With its help Midas masters
Silenus, who then has to reveal hidden knowledge to him. As
many myths known to us from the poetry of later eras re-
port, Dionysus, himself, overcame the opposition of his
strongest enemies and his coyest lovers with the help of this
confederate. Odysseus takes it along as his companion for this
reason when he makes up his mind to confront the gigantic
Cyclops, who will have nothing of law and custom.5?

And finally, in the same drink which has within it the
power to free, to comfort, and to bring bliss, there slumbers
also the madness of the god of horror. Wine so disturbed the
mind of the centaur, Eurytion, that he commited crimes in
his madness (pawdpevos) which plunged him into ruin.®® Not
many references are needed to substantiate the terrible pro-
gression of immoderate drinking. Frequently, the growing
intensity of the effects of wine is described in successive
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steps:® from well-being, love, desire, and sleep, to wanton-
ness, cries, deeds of violence, and finally madness (uavia).
Plutarch says that in Egypt the terrible effect of the drunk-
enness which transports men into madness is explained by
the fact that wine is the blood of enemies of the gods
from whose bodies the earth, which covers them, brought
forth the vine.5®

Thus, of all that earth produces, the vine mirrors best the
god’s two faces and reveals most clearly his miraculous na-
ture—both his endearing and his terrible wildness. It was
doubtless always recognized as such, ever since one knew
of him and of wine. We, on the other hand, are accustomed
to use the gifts of nature to suit ourselves without being
amazed by its secrets, and whenever there is talk of wine, we
think of geniality, high spirits, and, perhaps, also of the dan-
gers to health and morals. But the Greek of antiquity was,
caught up by the total seriousness of the truth that here
pleasure and pain, enlightenment and destruction, the lovable
and the horrible lived in close intimacy. It is this unity of the
paradoxical which appeared in Dionysiac ecstasy with stag-
gering force.



13. Dionysus Revealed in
Vegetative Nature

The madness of Dionysus is engendered in the vine and is
shared by everyone who imbibes its miraculous elixir. This is
why it is the principal symbol of the god and the best guar-
anty of his presence.

But he does not live in it alone. As a genuine god, he must
pervade a great realm of natural phenomena with his spirit.
He must be actively manifest in them in a thousand ways,
and yet always remain the same. This realm must be a whole,
and not just a part or a section of the world, but, instead, one
of the eternal forms of its totality.

There is no way to express the essence which holds this
Dionysiac realm together. We recognize it, however, by its
spirit of madness which is so tangibly present in wine. All of
the many other creatures of nature in which the god prin-
cipally reveals himself are, therefore, related to the vine in
their way; and the nature of the vine can teach us that it
enjoys a special function in relation to those who belong with
Dionysus. His theatre of operation is not vegetation in gen-
eral, as is said currently, but a mysteriously aroused element
of life which appears in an unusually clear focus in certain
plants but also can be perceived in numerous aspects of the
human and animal world.

Along with the vine, the ivy is the favorite plant of Diony-
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sus.! As the laurel adorns Apollo and distinguishes him, so the
ivy, Dionysus. This is the reason why he is called “the ivy-
crowned” (kwooxduns).?2 The more than life-size mask of the
god in Icaria is wreathed with ivy.? In the Acharnian deme
he was specifically invoked as Kiwods, and the first ivy sup-
posedly grew there.* Allegedly in the past there had been
none in all of Asia, and it was to be found only in Nysa in
India and on Mt. Meros as a token that the god had been
there.? Thus the ivy wreath was worn in the cult of Diony-
sus;® ivy vines twined themselves around the thyrsus, and
from the Hellenistic period we even hear that initiates had
themselves tattooed with the mark of the ivy leaf.” The myth
says that the ivy appeared simultaneously with the birth of
Dionysus in order to protect the little boy from the flames of
lightning which consumed his mother.® In the house of Cad-
mus it is supposed to have wrapped itself around everything
and to have checked the shocks of the earthquakes which
accompanied the lightning bolts.? This is why the Thebans
considered an ivy-twined column sacred to the god!? and, in
fact, called Dionysus, himself, the “one who is entwined
around pillars” (Atdwaoe HGpLKLO’W,OG).ll The spring at Thebes
in which the nymphs supposedly bathed the child Dionysus
after his birth was called Kissusa after the ivy.!2

It was not hard to understand why the grapevine belongs
to Dionysus. But the ivy, too, has peculiar properties which
suggest the god, and this relationship becomes particularly
illuminating when we compare and contrast it with the grape-
vine,

The vine and the ivy are like siblings who have developed
in opposite directions and yet cannot deny their relation-
ship. Both undergo an amazing metamorphosis. In the cool
season of the year the vine lies as though dead and in its dry-
_ness resembles a useless stump until the moment when it feels
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the renewed heat of the sun and blossoms forth in a riot of
green and with a fiery elixir without compare.

What happens to the ivy is no less remarkable. Its cycle of
growth gives evidence of a duality which is quite capable of
suggesting the two-fold nature of Dionysus. First it puts out
the so-called shade-seeking shoots, the scandent tendrils with
the well-known lobed leaves. Later, however, a second kind
of shoot appears which grows upright and turns toward the
light. The leaves are formed completely differently, and now
the plant produces flowers and berries. Like Dionysus, it
could well be called the “twice-born.” But the way in which
it produces its flowers and fruit is both strikingly similar to
and yet startlingly different from that found in the vine. It
blooms, namely, in the autumn, when the grapes of the vine
are harvested. And it produces its fruit in spring. Between its
blooming and its fruiting lies the time of Dionysus’ epiphany
in the winter months. Thus, after its shoots have opened out
and up, it shows its reverence, as it were, to the god of the
ecstatic winter festivals as a plant transformed with a new
spring growth. But even without this metamorphosis it is
an adornment of winter.

While the vine of Dionysus needs as much light and heat
from the sun as it can get, the ivy of Dionysus has surpris-
ingly little need for light and warmth, and grows green and
fresh in the shade and in the cold, too. In the middle of winter
when the riotous festivals are celebrated, it spreads its jagged
leaves out boldly over the forest floor or climbs up the tree
trunks precisely as if it wished to welcome the god and dance
around him as the maenads do. It has been compared to the
snake, and the cold nature ascribed both to it and to the
snake has been advanced as a reason for their belonging to
Dionysus.!® The way in which it creeps over the ground or
winds itself around trees can really suggest the snakes which



VEGETATIVE NATURE 155

the wild women accompanying Dionysus wind around their
hair or hold in their hands. There is an episode in Nonnus'*
which tells of snakes, hurled by maenads against tree trunks,
twining themselves around the trunks and becoming ivy
plants. In fact, the ivy, whose slender vines glide so easily
over the ground and climb into the air, seems also to reveal a
mysterious relationship with the lither animals like the pan-
ther, the kid, and even the dolphin, the favorite animals of
Dionysus,* which, because of their agility, were compared
with the maenads.

Thus these two plants sacred to Dionysus face each other
in an expressive counterplay. The vine intoxicated with light
is a child of warmth and gives birth to the fiery stream which
sets body and soul aglow when it is drunk. The ivy, on the
other hand, seemed to be cool in nature—in fact, the sterility
and uselessness of its shade-seeking stems suggested night and
death, and it had to be kept at a distance from many sanctu-
aries.’® After all, it was used to decorate graves. Its nature
was contrasted with that of fire, to which wine seemed to be
related. This is the reason why it supposedly protected the
new-born Dionysus from the flames. Its coolness had the
power, so one said, of extinguishing the heat of the wine,
and for this reason Dionysus was said to have told his fellow
celebrants to wreath themselves with it.1® Nor did it seem
without significance that the ivy, in contrast to the enliven-
ing and invigorating grape, produces a poison which, it was
believed, caused sterility or worked as a medicine which
cooled and purified.'” The story is told of the companions of
Alexander the Great!® that when, on the Indian mountain of
Meros, they wreathed themselves with the ivy which, to their
astonishment, they found growing there, they were imme-

* See Plates 6 and r10.
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diately seized by the spirit of the god and were transported
into a wild state of joyous ecstasy. According to Plutarch,'®
the women who were possessed by Dionysus pounced on the
ivy to tear it to pieces and devour it. One might well believe,
he says, that it possesses the power to excite madness and can
produce a state of intoxication, much like wine. Some of
these ideas are confirmed by more recent observations.?
The vine and the ivy, the two plants closest to Dionysus,
which we see as interrelated because of the amazing manner
in which they agree and differ, are also classified by modern
botany as near relatives. In their botanical family tree, the ivy
is close to the vine. For the worshipper of Dionysus the rela-
tionship of the two is based on the dual-formed god whose
nature is born out of the earth through them. Light and dark,
warmth and cold, the ecstasy of life and the sobering exhala-
tion of death, the contrasting and yet related plurality of the
Dionysiac state, are revealed here as plant life; they enter into
conflict with one another, and are transformed, to our amaze-
ment, from one into the other. But if we ask what the material
element is which acts as the carrier of the Dionysiac power
and thus permeates plant life, then Plutarch gives us the
answer that Dionysus, according to Greek belief, was the
lord and bearer of all moist nature.?! Proclus, in his account
of the teachings of Philolaus, follows the same frame of refer-
ence when he establishes that Dionysus held sway over moist
and warm creation (v bypav xai feppny yéveow), whose sym-
bol also was wine, it being a moist and warm element.?? The
warmth has been intensified in wine to a white heat, to the
fiery drink which inflames body and soul and subdues all.
Moist warmth, however, is the opposite of moist cold, which
Proclus, in the passage above, following Philolaus, assigns to
Cronus (mv typav xai Yuxpav odoiav). As a Dionysiac element
this is revealed in the ivy, the snake-like plant, which grows



Prate 10 Dionysus as seafarer. Inside of a cup painted by
Exekias (Arias, A History of 1000 Years of Greek Vase Painting,
pp- 301-302, Pl xvi; Beazley, ABFVP, p. 146, no. 21). From the
collection of the Staatliche Antikensammlungen, Munich. (Acc.
No. 2044)
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green even in winter and recalls the mysteries of darkness
and death in spite of its exuberantly growing tendrils.

It is conceivable that Dionysus must exercise the same
power in nature over the growth of trees that is so miracu-
lously manifest in the vine. This should be true especially of
trees which produce succulent fruit. To corroborate his in-
terpretation of the Dionysiac nature, Plutarch, in the pre-
viously mentioned passage, acquaints us with a fragment out
of Pindar?® in which the following wish is expressed: “May
Dionysus, rich in joys, make the trees to prosper with the
holy splendor of ripe fruit.” Thus Dionysus, to quote an-
other passage of Plutarch,?* is worshipped “almost every-
where in Greece” as “ the tree god” (Aev8pims). In Boeotia he
is called “he who lives and works in the tree.”?% According to
Diodorus, the care of fruit, in general, is ascribed to him.28
In the cult legend from Magnesia on the Maeander it is said
that the likeness of Dionysus was once found in a plane tree
which had been split asunder,?” and the myth of Icarius, to
whom Dionysus gave the vine, ends, as we know, with
Icarius’ daughter, Erigone, hanging herself from the tree un-
der which her murdered father was buried.

But actually among trees, as among creeping and climbing
plants, there are unusual ways in which the spirit of the god
is revealed. And it is immediately clear that in them, too, the
element of moisture plays a prominent role.

First of all, let us mention the pine tree, which, like the
ivy, also grows green in the winter. In the cult and the myth
it is considered a tree sacred to Dionysus. In the wild night
celebrations of the god its wood flames as a torch.2® Its cones
crown the thyrsus. The unfortunate Pentheus supposedly sat
on a pine, and the Corinthians received an oracular order
from Delphi to worship the tree “as the god,” whereupon
they had a statue of Dionysus carved out of its wood.?® A
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mysterious relationship seemed to connect the pine with the
vine. It grows, so it was said, in warm earth, in those places
where the vine prospered best also.3° Its resin was much used
to conserve wine and refine it.3!

The rich sap which oozed from its trunk seemed to point
to a mysterious abundance within it which could be com-
pared with the contents of the vine. As Plutarch said, it was
just because Dionysus was the lord of the moist and the pro-
creative that the pine belonged to him (and also to Poseidon).

The elements of moisture and procreation were revealed
with unusual clarity in the fig tree, which was also sacred to
Dionysus. After all, Priapus claimed it likewise. It is well
known and certainly understandable enough that it should
stand as the symbol for sexual intercourse.3? Phalli were
carved out of fig wood, and an epithet of Dionysus,
@uovida, was used to describe them.3® Dionysus, himself, was
called Sukirys, Svxedrns.>* The swollen fruits with their juicy
blood-red pulp must always have conjured up thoughts of
secret significance, and it is, therefore, unnecessary to cite
further Greek sources.

The scholium to line 330 of Aristophanes’ Frogs lists the
myrtle, in addition to the ivy and the vine, as the third favor-
ite plant of Dionysus. In it, again, the other dark side of the
two-fold god seems to reveal itself. Dionysus supposedly
turned it over to Hades, at Hades’ wish, as a surrogate for
Semele, whom he carried away from the dead. This is the
basis for the belief that the myrtle belonged both to Dionysus
and to the dead.3s

Even though it sounds at times as if the promotion of plant
life were quite generally connected with Dionysus, we must
learn from his cult and myth that his efficacy in the plant
world is of an unusual nature, and this makes plants with very
specific qualities symbols of his nature. Such general names
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as KaAAikapmos or Avéims, etc. cannot change this in any way.
The epithets which characterize him as the god of flowers,
" AvBios,%¢ *Avfels,>” Edavbis,*® probably do not refer to flowers
or blossoms in general but to those of the Dionysiac plants—
above all, the vine blossoms. And when the “Festival of Blos-
soms” of the Anthesteria is held in his honor, when Pindar, in
his dithyramb written for the City Dionysia at Athens (fr.
75), alludes to roses and violets with special affection, when
it is said quite specifically, in fact, that “Bacchus loves flow-
ers,”% there is nothing more in all of this than that he happens
to make his marvelous appearance in the beginning of spring,
and the lovely progeny of earth’s floor announce his coming
and adorn his path.

It is the life-giving element of moisture, therefore, to
which the plants sacred to Dionysus bear witness. The next
chapter will give us a closer understanding of the deep and
wide, indeed, the infinite significance of this bearer of the
Dionysiac mysteries.



14. Dionysus and the Element
of Moisture

HomuNcuLUs: This holy moisture damp,
Which gleams here 'neath my lamp,
Is all so passing fair.

proTEUS: Within this vital damp
Now light shines from your lamp
In tones without compare.

This is how Goethe, in the classical Walpurgisnacht, has that
flickering creature which is just on the threshold of becoming
speak with the old master of transmutation. It is the moment
when Galatea, glory of the waters, rides over the the sea in
a conch chariot. Thales calls out in rapture:

Hail again, all Hail!

What joys I feel prevail

Within my soul, with truth and grace possessed. . . .
| All things have water as their source confirmed!
; It nurtures all, each living thing!

Forever, Ocean, be thou our king!

With this, Homunculus is disintegrated and is incinerated
at Galatea’s feet in order to enter Becoming through the ele-
ment of the waves and of love.

These words and these images, which transmit the most
amazing knowledge, have their origins in the same vital depths
out of which myth appeared thousands of years ago. But this

160
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is genuine myth, which has nothing to do with little stories
and even less with allegorical or symbolic word camouflage
for all sorts of cheap knowledge. Rather, this is the myth
which deals with living images of reality as it presented itself
to mortals who had not yet wilfully severed their connections
with the world and set themselves up in opposition to it. Our
modern way of thinking has made this alienation complete.
But the poet is a diver who constantly re-enters the eternal
depths. And Goethe, who even as scholar and scientist could
remain true to these depths, received from them such mighty
visions that the gigantic chasm dug by the passage of time
seems to be closed just for an instant.

To the mythopoeie mind, water is the element in which
thc prlmal mysteries of all life dwell. Birth and death, past,
present, and future intertwine their dances here. Ww
sources of Becoming are, there too is prophecy. This is why
the water Spirits have the power of pi"opfiéé‘y'.'And beauty
omnipotent, the enchantment for whom all the treasure-
houses of Becoming fling wide their gates—Aphrodite—rose
out of the sea, begotten in the middle of the waves from the
seed of Uranus. With water come vitality, re-invigoration,
and nourishment to‘ﬂ6’6’through all creation. The daughters
of m01§_tﬁr_e, the nymphs of myth, nourish and care for the
newly-born. Oceanus in the lliad is called the father of the
gods, yes, the universal father.! These fundamental coneepts
of the myth are continued in philosophical doctrines. Thales
declares that water is the origin of all things and of all beings,
and Arlstotle conjectures? that he was persuaded by obser-
vation to_believe that_everything nourishing is moist, that
warmth arises out of moisture, and that the seeds of all living
things have a moist nature. Aristotle also suggests that some
people believe that the more profound meaning of that fa-
mous Homeric passage® was precisely this.
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Water is, then, the element in which Dionysus is at home.
Like him, it betrays a dual nature: a bright, joyous, and vital
side; and one that is dark, mysterious, dangerous, deathly. The
spirits which rise up and out of it are, like the Dionysiac
spirit, not only bearers of prophecy but also bearers of mad-
ness. An insane person is called “one who has been seized
by the nymphs” (vuuyéymros, lymphatus). Myths tell us that
Dionysus had the ability to change his form, and this, too,
makes him like the forms to be found in moving water: Pro-
teus, Thetis, and the others.

The cults and myths are as explicit as they can be about
the fact that Dionysus comes out of the water and returns to
it, and that he has his place of refuge and home in the watery
depths. At the festival of his epiphany, the Argives called
Dionysus Bovyevis out of the lake of Lerna with trumpet
blasts and plunged a lamb into the bottomless depths as a
sacrifice to the “guardian of the gates.”* Once Perseus is sup-
posed to have thrown Dionysus into the lake after he had
vanquished the god and the “sea women” who had accom-
panied him.® The same idea lies behind the myth in the sixth
book of the Iliad (130 ff.): the god makes his escape into the
depths of the sea, where Thetis receives him as he runs from
Lycurgus, who gives the women of Dionysus a savage and
bloody beating. In Nonnus, who tells the story of Lycurgus
in detail,® Dionysus remains on the bottom of the sea for a
considerable period and does not reveal himself to his devo-
tees until later.

According to a legend which comes from Brasiai in La-
conia, the child Dionysus was washed ashore in a chest.
Cadmus, so the story goes, was enraged by his daughter’s
love affair and had had her and the boy thrown into the sea.”
Dionysus’ mother’s sister, Ino, who took care of the child
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after Semele’s death, is also supposed to have thrown herself
into the sea. The next chapter will show how important water
is in the legends which concern the women associated with
Dionysus. In Methymna on Lesbos people thought they
owned a statue of the god which had been fished out of the
sea.?

In spring, then, he comes riding over the sea to celebrate
his epiphany in the Ionian city states.® Hermippus'® speaks
of the many good things he brings with him in his black ship
ever since he has been sailing the wine-dark sea. The famous
cylix of Exekias shows him on the high seas in a ship equipped
with sails and overgrown with a mighty vine. The ship-car
in which he makes his entrance at the Anthesteria still carries
memories of his journey over the sea. In this representation
of Dionysus as seafarer, there is surely something more than
just the idea that he came from a great distance—that is to
say, from across the sea. The evidence already cited clearly
indicates how close his association with the sea and with
water, in general, was thought to be. There is other evidence,
too. In Pagasae he was worshipped as the “god of the sea”
(IeAdywos); in Chios, as the “god of the seacoast” (’Axraios).
In Athens his oldest sanctuary was situated év Aiuvass. So, too,
in Sparta'! and possibly also in Sicyon.'? He, himself, is called
Awpvaios™ or Awvayevis.'* Wrede'® has already given us a fine
description of the damp forest valley in Attic Icaria where
his old cult site lay. The grotto, too (dvrpov), which shows
up so often in his cults and myths, points to his predilection
for the element of moisture. On Euboea there was a “grotto
of Dionysus” (Awwoov omjrawv).'® In Laconian Brasiai the
grotto was exhibited in which Ino was said to have brought
up the child Dionysus after he was washed ashore in a chest.!”
Homeric Hymn 26 also has the god grow up in a grotto as
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a protegé of the nymphs. And a Berlin vase painting?’® shows
the huge mask of the god mounted in a grotto.*

Dionysus, himself, dispenses the water which enlivens and
invigorates. In Cyparission in Messenia there was exhibited
near the sea a spring which his thyrsus supposedly struck out
of the earth. The name given to it was, therefore, Awowouds.’?
On the Phineus bowl in Wiirzburg we see him riding with
Ariadne in a fantastic chariot on his way to a wine fountain
while three nymphs wash their naked bodies in a bubbling
spring. The Charites from Orchomenus who bathe in the
Acidalian spring are called his (and Aphrodite’s) daughters.2°

Inherent in the Dionysiac element of moisture is not only
theNpo"'Wer which maintains life but also the power which
creates it. Thus it flows through the entire human and animal
world as a fertilizing, generative substance. The learned
Varro was very well informed when he declared that the
sovereignty of Dionysus was not only to be recognized in
the juice of fruits whose crowning glory was wine but also
in the sperms of living creatures.?* From this sphere of the
god’s activity he traced the origin of the custom in which
a phallus was crowned with wreaths and carried around in
the god’s cult. We certainly know how great a role this sym-
bol of procreative power played in his festivals. “A wine jar,
a vine, a goat, a basket of figs, and then the phallus”—this
is the description Plutarch gives us of the original simplicity
of the Dionysiac celebration.?? A song was sung to the phal-
lus.22 We have inscriptional evidence for the use of a large
wooden phallus in the processions of the Dionysia in Delos.>
Each colony sent a phallus regularly to the Athenian Dio-
nysia.?®

There is no need to pile up more evidence. We see that the

¢ See Plate 5.
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phallus enjoyed a high position as the attendant and an-
nouncer of the god. The phallus out of fig wood was called
by the Rhodians ®veridas,2® as was Dionysus, himself, and in
Methymna the god, whose statue was reputed to have been
fished out of the sea, carried the epithet of ®airiy.2” Dionysus
could even be identified with Priapus,?® who was otherwise
considered to be his and Aphrodite’s (or one of the nymphs’)
son.?® However, the phallus is, after all, only an attendant of
Dionysus, a potency which looms absurdly large in his circle
but betrays in the process how far it is separated from the
majestic reality of the god. The animal-like power and drive
of sex is certainly not the least of the life miracles of his realm,
and it bursts forth wildly and impetuously from the element
in which he reveals himself. But his divine nature stands aloof
from this in the dignified and majestic manner in which the
god appears on the vase paintings whenever he is depicted
in the company of his lustful satyrs.?® In Aristophanes’ Achar-
nians, the phallus celebrated in the rural Dionysia festival is
expressly addressed as the “friend” of the god (®ais éraipe
Baxyiov),* and the other references are of the same type.

There was, however, a mighty beast, in whose bodily form
the river gods generally appeared when they emerged from
their element, who was so close to Dionysus that he revealed
himself to the devout in its form above all others. This is the
bull.

It is well known that the bull was looked upon by ancient
peoples as a symbol of fertility and prolific generation, and
it was just for this reason that the spirits of nurturing and
fertilizing streams had to be depicted in its image. In the lliad
it is said of the wildly boiling Scamandrus that it roared “like
a bull.”32 This comparison would hardly have appeared if
the poet had not been familiar with the viewpoint that the
river god was a bull.3® Thus the bull form of Dionysus again
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suggests the element of water, which we have perceived to
be the carrier and agent of his divine power in nature. Like
Dionysus, Achelous is also represented by the mask.?* More-
over, this association of bull and water is explicitly established
by the cult, for in Argos the Bull Dionysus (Bovyenis Awwuoos)
was summoned out of the deep with trumpet blasts.?®

But it is not only the vitality and generative powers of the
bull which make it one of the forms in which Dionysus re-
veals himself, but there are also its frenzy and its dangerous-
ness. Like all the genuine revelations of the god, it, too, ex-
hibits the duality of the giver of life and the destroyer. In it
the life element boils up into a truly Dionysiac wildness and
horror which are discharged in a storm far more violent than
the fury of the panther and the lynx, the bloodthirsty fa-
vorites of Dionysus. According to a passage in Athenaeus,*®
Dionysus was compared to the bull because of the wildness
which intoxication by wine evokes.

It is precisely the wild and raging bull whose image the
devout have before their eyes when they summon Dionysus.
The women of Elis®” cry for “Lord Dionysus,” “Noble Bull”
(dée raipe), “raging with the bull’s hoof” (7é Boéw modi Giwv)
to come. This is certainly also what was meant when Aeschy-
lus said in the Edoni®® of the Thracian orgies that “frighten-
ing apparitions roared from somewhere out of the darkness
with the voice of the bull” (ravpépfoyyor 8’ dmopvkdvral wobev é
aavois pofepol pipor). In the Bacchae of Euripides the chorus
calls to the god to appear in bull form.*® Pentheus sees him
as a bull when he is on his way to the destruction which the
god is preparing for him.*® Dionysus is called the “bull-horned
one.”#! Bull statues were not rare in Greece, according to
Plutarch,? and Athenaeus*? bears witness to the fact that Dio-
nysus was depicted with horns** and was called “bull” by
many poets. In Cyzicus his statue was set up in bull form.
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Zagreus is overpowered and torn to pieces by the Titans after
he has undergone numerous transformations and has appeared
in the form of a bull.#> The ritualistic rending of a living bull
on the island of Crete supposedly recalls this incident.® The
Laphystian maenads wore horns to be like their god.*" It
would be easy to cite many other sources for the bull form.
The bull is also the prey of Dionysus, and his sacrificial ani-
mal. Sophocles*® calls Dionysus the “devourer of the bull”
(ravpodyos). In Arcadian Cynaitha, at the winter festival of
Dionysus, a number of men, after they had been filled with
the spirit of the god, seized a bull out of the herd and carried
it in their arms to the sanctuary.*® And, in conclusion, refer-
ence should be made to the fact that Dirce (according to
Euripides’ Antiope) came to a Dionysiac festival on Cithaeron
and was dragged to her death by a wild bull.

In the case of the other domestic animals sacred to Dio-
nysus, the most productive sexual desire and fertility are also
combined with a characteristic trait which was felt to be
sinister.

- The he-goat is one of the most loyal associates of the god.
In the simple celebrations to Dionysus held in earlier times,
as Plutarch describes them,® the wine jar came first, then a
vine stock, a he-goat, a basket of figs, and finally the phallus.
Its highly touted lecherousness is what reputedly made the
goat into one of the members of the Dionysiac circle.5* As
we know, it was believed that the she-goat in her nature had
a mysterious relationship to the sexual life of women.2 When
the voices of adolescent boys changed, it was said that the
boys “were playing the goat.”?* How vitally this relationship
between the god and the animal was felt to be can be gauged
from the fact that the lush plants which he especially loved
have received some of their names from the he-goat. For ex-
ample, the wild fig tree is called épwess in Greek,5* after him,
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caprificus in Latin.5 In the dialect used in Messenia the tree
was actually called 7pdyos.’® The same picture recurs i the
case of the vine. When one referred to the wild shoots of the
vine, one said that it was producing “goat shoots.”s” The
oracular response which told the founders of Tarentum to
search for a site where a goat dipped his beard into the sea
seemed to be fulfilled when they saw a wild fig tree on the
sea shore and a vine spread over it, one of whose shoots
(émirpayor) touched the surface of the sea.’® It was considered
significant that goats like to eat vine shoots (which they un-
questionably do). It was supposedly a goat’s regular depar-
tures from the herd and its later returns in the best of spirits
which once made Staphylus, the herdsman of Oineus, aware
of the vine.?®

But the clearest expression of the close association of the
animal with the god is found in the names used for the god
himself in ritual. He was invoked as the “young kid” in
Metapontum.®® Possibly the name Eipagubrys®! was also meant
to be taken in this way.%* In myth, too, Dionysus appears in
goat form at times. There is the story, for example, that Zeus
changed the child Dionysus into a kid (épgos) in order to
protect him from Hera’s persecutions.®® In his flight from
the terrible Typhon when the other gods also concealed
themselves in animal bodies, he himself supposedly assumed
the form of a goat.%

The he-goat was also favored as a sacrificial victim to Dio-
nysus. It was said that this was his punishment for damaging
the vine plants.®® In Rhodes a kid was sacrificed to Dionysus
at the end of the month, Agrianios.®® In Myconos it was a
“kid without blemish” on the twelfth day of Bacchion.®” In
Boeotian Potniai it was believed that the goat sacrificed to the
“goat killer” (AiyoBdAos) Dionysus was a surrogate for a sacri-
ficial offering of a child in the past.®®

However, the dark and eerie character of the animal also
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leaves its mark in the cult and myth of Dionysus, and it is
this duality in its nature which first makes it into a genuine
symbol of the two-fold god. Dionysus “of the black goat-
skin” (MeAdvaryis) has an epithet here which is used again in
the case of the Erinyes (see above, p.114). Plutarch® men-
tions it together with “the nocturnal one” (Nuxrepwds). To his
cult, which in Attica was associated with the Apaturia, be-
longed a legend which obviously referred to the spirit realm
beneath the earth.” He was also worshipped in Hermione.™
A figure who was undoubtedly connected with Dionysus
Melanaigis was Dionysus Morychos (“the dark one”) in Syra-
cuse.” The spirit of horror which, according to the myth-
making mind, lives in the goatskin is well known to us from
the figure of Zeus, who shakes the aegis. The same concept
recurs in the Italic cult of Mars.™ It is precisely out of Italy,
moreover, that we get our most explicit evidence for the
viewpoint that the he-goat and the she-goat belong to the
subterranean world, and to death’s realm. The goddess of
women, Juno, dresses herself in a goatskin. Thongs from the
skin of a sacrificial he-goat serve in the Lupercalia to produce
fertility in women. But these animals are so incompatible with
the god of heaven, Jupiter, that his priest is not even allowed
to speak their names. The Middle Ages, as we know, had a
fondness for depicting the spirits of hell in their image. And
we must admit that the sensation of the uncanny is not only
brought home through their forms, but their movements, too,
seem to have something spectral about them—particularly the
strange leaps very young kids make. With that we have come
back again to the dark and dangerous mystery of the Dio-
nysiac, which also reveals itself in the leaping animals of the
god in other ways.

. Finally there is the ass, the third of the herbivorous animals
which are the favorites of Dionysus. It is not as close to him
as the bull and the goat, for none of Dionysus’ epithets calls
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the ass to mind, and Dionysus, himself, never assumed its
form. But it does belong to the Bacchic revel rout, as the well-
known representations show. On a Berlin cup, an illustration
of which appears in Nilsson,” the ship of Dionysus has on
its bow an ass’s head.* The ass appears as the animal the god
rides, in the story of how the ass became one of the stars in
the constellation of the crab.?™ It was said that it had taught
man vine-pruning because of its habit of browsing on vine
shoots, and for this reason its image could be seen in Nauplia
on a cliff.7® It was also said to have a fondness for the narthex
(which is dear to Dionysus) and ate it without ill effects.” It
seemed natural for the ass to appear in the circle of Dionysus
because of the wild lecherousness for which it was famous,™®
and the vase paintings do not fail to emphasize this character-
istic. But the ass was also included in the realm of darkness.
The Egyptians, who saw the evil Typhon in it, loathed and
feared it intensely.™ Its irritating, ear-splitting bray probably
makes us easily understand why. There is no question that it
is more than just a joke when one hears that Dionysus and
his attendants appeared in the battle of the giants, mounted
on asses, and that the brays of these animals frightened the
enemy so that they fled.®” The Ambracians’ dedication of a
bronze ass in Delphi was supposedly due to a similar reason.!

Thus the same element appears repeatedly in a series of
forms which are always new. The spirit of generative mois-
ture and warmth, which reveals itself in the vine and in other
plants, also makes a number of animals into attendants and
symbols of the god. But these same creations bear witness to
the wildness, the unearthliness, and the horror of the Dio-
nysiac life element and remind us that the bloodthirstiest
beasts of prey are part of the god’s most intimate surround-
ings.

* See Plate 11.



Prate 11 Dionysus sailing in a ship with the bow shaped like an
ass’s head. Detail from a cup (Beazley, ABFVP, p. 369, no. 100).
From the collection of the Staatliche Museen, Berlin, Antikenab-
teilung. (Acc. No. 2961)



15. Dionysus and the Women

Procreation takes place in moisture. But birth also arises from
it. Water has always been felt to be the element of women:
Aqua femina.* Goethe, in Part Two of his Faust, with his
genuine feeling for primitive ways of thought, has the ma-
jestic hymn to water and ocean begin at the moment when
Galatea approaches in her conch chariot. Aphrodite rose out
of the sea. Hera was brought up in secret by Oceanus and
Tethys.

To be sure, the mighty sea has its masculine ruler, and the
streams, which flow along full of power, have their male
gods. But in the depths of the ocean and on its surface the
mermaids and the sea goddesses are more important than the
masculine spirits, and Nereus is not surrounded with sons, but
with daughters. The springs, the lakes, and the marshy low-
lands, however, belong exclusively to female spirits. There,
too, lives Artemis, the beautiful maiden, who assists at all
births or lets women die in bitter labor. She watches out for
the children. And all of the maidens of moisture, to whom
the name of nymzpbhs, that is, young women or brides, is given,
are nurses (the word “nymph” being used in Italy in the
form lympha to mean “water”).

Nymphs also nurture and rear the child Dionysus and ac-
company the god in his maturity.? The women who partici-
pate in his mad dances are called “nurses.”® Certain women
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are particularly prominent as his foster mothers. Above all,
there is Ino, the sister of his mother who died in childbirth,
for it is a characteristic of the spirit of this sphere that the
mother disappears behind the figure of the foster mother.

Dionysus is always surrounded by women. The nurse be-
comes the loved one on whose beauty his glances are fixed in
drunken rapture. The ideal personification of her is Ariadne.

The divine women of moisture always appear in sister-
hoods, and an important myth, whose subsequent influence
we encounter in a variety of forms in ancient Italy also,*
makes them into the nurses of a divinely begotten little boy.
Likewise we find sisterhoods in Dionysus’ circle, too, and
despite the diversity with which the myth speaks of them,
we can still clearly see the unity of the basic view. There are
almost always three sisters with whom the god comes into
contact, and the remarkable story of a little boy who is en-
trusted to them and is subject to a tragic fate appears again
and again in a variety of forms. Semele, herself, has three
sisters—Ino, Agave, and Autonoe—who, after her death, take
care of the motherless child. In the Lenai of Theocritus (26),
they appear as the archetypes of the attendants of Dionysus,
and the son of Agave falls victim to their madness. Analogous
to them are the three daughters of Minyas, who were over-
come by the madness of the god in spite of everything they
could do to resist it. They, too, have a little boy in their midst,
who suffers the most lamentable of deaths.

Much like this is the myth of the three daughters of Proetus,
who similarly resisted the god and were driven by him into a
state of bacchantic madness.? However, there is also a story
that it was Hera who had made them mad as a punishment
for their want of respect for her divinity.® According to Bac-
chylides, they dared to say that their father far surpassed the
queen of heaven in splendor and riches.” According to Acu-
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silaus, they made fun of the ancient wooden statue of the god-
dess.® But, current opinion to the contrary,? this is by no
means an independent form of the myth which has so little
to do with the idea of Dionysus that one would have to ask
which of the two stories was the older and genuine one. Both
have basically the same content. Is not the source of the mad-
ness of Dionysus, himself, actually to be traced back to Hera?
The goddess of marriage, Hera, more than any other divinity,
detests the wild actions of the god and his female band because
these actions make a mockery of her entire realm. There
is a profound reason, therefore, for the hostility which the
women of Dionysus feel toward Hera, and Nonnus hits upon
the true sense of the myth when he tells the following story
about the maenad, Alcimacheia, which definitely brings the
daughters of Proetus to mind: Alcimacheia entered the sanc-
tuary of Hera with the ivy which the goddess hated and
struck her statue with the thyrsus.1

There are also other legends concerning the adoption of
the mysterious god in which we meet this circle of sisters
again and again. Thus in the cult of Dionysus Melanaigis the
story is told of the daughters of Eleuther that they rejected
the god when he appeared to them in his black goatskin, and
they were driven mad by him as a consequence.!! The daugh-
ters of Semachus, on the other hand, were said to have been
immediately friendly to the god when he came.’? We will
have more to say later of the daughters of Erechtheus, whose
cult was related to that of Dionysus.’® But immediately after-
ward, we will discuss the famous pair of sisters, Procne and
Philomela, who also were closely connected with the circle
of Dionysus.

Their names already tell us that these groups of sisters who
are inseparably connected with the myth of Dionysus are
closely related to the bands of sisters found among the spirits
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of moisture. To the reader of the Odyssey, Ino is the well-
known sea goddess; Agave and Autonoe show up again in the
circle of the Nereids,’* and much the same is true of others.

The women of the myth are, however, the prototypes of
the associations of women who served the cult of Dionysus.
Similarly, we see also in the six vestal virgins of Rome the
reflection of a mythic band of sisters,’® and we are all the
more justified in thinking of them here particularly because
their virginal appearance suggests the nature and the name
of the nymphs, and the worship of the phallus is one of the
obligations of their service.’® The legend which deals with
the establishment of the Dionysiac women choruses in Mag-
nesia on the Maeander?” tells how three maenads, who be-
longed to the lineage of Semele’s sister, Ino, had come out of
Thebes for this purpose. Just as three women choruses were
established in Magnesia, so in a poem by Theocritus (26),
Ino, Agave, and Autonoe led three holy bands into the moun-
tains to the festival of Dionysus.’® The poem, moreover, is
called “Lenai,” which we recognize as the term used for the
orgiastic women of the cult, and, as we know, this is the term
which gives its name to the Dionysiac festival of the Lenaea.’®
In addition to the Lenai we know of a large number of other
women’s societies which had as their function the perform-
ance of all sorts of cult practices and the organization of
ecstatic dances in the service of the god. On the day of his
appearance they evoke the god, who has vanished into the
depths or the distance, or they wake up the baby Dionysus,
who is sleeping in his cradle. They welcome the wondrous
god and are seized and carried away by his passion. In other
words, in the cultus they take the place of the nymphs, or
whatever other name the Dionysiac women have in the myth.

So it is with the thyiads who move to Parnassus for the
winter festival. We can get some idea of the wildness of their
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dances when we hear that they once arrived at Amphissa in
complete bewilderment and sank down there in the market
place exhausted. At this, the women of the town formed a
circle around them as they slept so that the soldiers who were
present in the town would not molest them.?® The group of
sixteen women in Elis, who summoned Dionysus with a song
whose text we have, is of the same type. Or take the fourteen
gerarai in Athens, sworn in by the queen who was given in
marriage to Dionysus. Perhaps we can recognize them, too,
in the Bacchants who mix and ladle out the holy wine before
the statue of the god on the so-called Lenaea vases.?! From
occasional references®? we know the names of other such as-
sociations of women whom we characterize, in general, as
maenads, although their names change with the places and
countries concerned. There are, for example, the Laphystiai,
the Dionysiades, the Leucippides, the Bassarai, the Dysmainai,
the Klodones, the Mimallones, etc.

Whereas all of the other divinities are accompanied by at-
tendants who are of the same sex as they, women make up the
intimate surroundings and retinue of Dionysus. He, himself,
has something feminine in his nature. To be sure, he is in no
way a weakling but a warrior and a hero who triumphs; and
we shall have something to say about that later. But his man-
hood celebrates its sublimest victory in the arms of the perfect
woman. This is why heroism per se is foreign to him in spite
of his warlike character. In this he is like Paris, the never-to-
be-forgotten image of the man who is illuminated by the
spirit of Aphrodite. Paris, too, is a virile warrior and yet must
of necessity succumb to Menelaus, “the friend of Ares.” Like-
wise Dionysus also is overthrown when he is confronted by
tough masculinity. This we already know from the story in
the lliad of his encounter with Lycurgus. Moreover, even if he
does gain a victory over strong enemies, this occurs charac-
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teristically when he has assumed some other form. Thus he
overcame the giants as a lion. Or he brings about the fall
of a superior opponent with the magic potency of his wine,
with which he can overcome even shy huntresses. There
are many stories to this effect in Nonnus. Just as the Iliad calls
Paris yuvaparis, so a Hemeric hymn uses the same term for
Dionysus.

In Aeschylus® he is called contemptuously “the womanly
one” (6 yiwns); in Euripides,* “the womanly stranger”
(BpA\ipopdos). At times he is also called “man-womanish”
(époevdfnrvs). The Christians sneer at his effeminacy, to which
the strange story of his encounter with Prosymnus can also
bear witness.?® Indeed, there is a tale that Hermes gave the
infant Dionysus to Ino with the stipulation that she rear him
as a girl.2¢

The feminine aspect of his nature is also revealed in his
manner of loving. His whole existence is illuminated and
crowned by the love of women. Anacreon’s song®” to him
already makes it clear how close Eros and Aphrodite are to
him. In it the prayer for love’s fulfillment begins with the
words “O Lord, whose playfellows are the mighty Eros, and
the dark-eyed nymphs and violet Aphrodite!” The goddess
of love is called his consort,® and she supposedly became the
mother of the Charites in Orchomenus by him.?® Thus many
of the nymphs with whom he revels become his mistresses
and surprise him one day with a new-born infant boy.*
However, he is far from being a wanton profligate, and even
if he occasionally receives an epithet which sounds obscene to
us (like XowpoydAas), the high nobility of his spirit is revealed
that much more in all representations of him, and the impres-
sion they give is emphasized even more by the way in which
his actions are contrasted with those of the satyrs, of whose
naked lust the god seems to take no notice.®' Indeed, the
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one thing which sets him off from all of the truly masculine
gods, whose passions are cooled by transient moments of
possession, is the fact that his love is ecstatic and binds him
to the loved one forever. We see this at its best in the vase
paintings.*? There is good reason for our calling Ariadne the
chosen one, for it is quite remarkable how little the myth
speaks of any other true love affairs.
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