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The Story of The Bacchae

Kadmos founds Thebes by slaying a dragon and sowing
its teeth in the ground. From the teeth springs a race
of warriors, who marry his daughters Semele, Agave,
Ino and Autonoe. Semele is seduced by the king of the
gods, Zeus, and boasts to her sisters that she is preg-
nant with the son of god; but they deride her, and
their disbelief seems to be proved right when Semele is
killed by a lightning bolt. But the lightning bolt was
cast by Hera, the jealous wife of Zeus, not the god
himself; and Zeus rescues the unborn child and has it
sewn into his thigh. Months later the child is born—
Dionysos, a new god, but disowned by his family and
spurned by the other immortal Olympians.

Dionysos is raised in Phrygia (in modern Turkey) and
recruits a band of female followers, who dress in fawn
skins and worship him with ecstatic devotion;

he rewards them with the blessings of wine and super-
human strength, with which they hunt wild animals
and tear them apart bare-handed. Dionysos then trav-
els to Greece, recruiting followers and spreading his
dance in all the cities, until he comes at last to Thebes,
the city of his birth. There he punishes the women
who doubted his divinity by possessing them with a
violent and destructive ecstasy; and Pentheus, son of
Agave, now ruler of Thebes and his chief enemy, is
eventually torn to pieces in the mountains by his own
mother, convinced she has hunted down a lion cub.
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A Communion Rite

The Bacchae is both one of the most modern and one of
the most timeless plays of the ancient Greek theatre. This
free version by the Nigerian playwright, Wole Soyinka,
was commissioned for performance by the National
Theatre at the Old Vic in the summer of 1973.

Soyinka's text displays abundant evidence of a poet’s ear
for the cadences and rhythms of chorus and solo verse, as
well as commanding dramatic use of the central social and
religious myth.

The author writes: ‘The legacy of Euripides is enshrined
today in many forms, but most conspicuously in the pagan
alliance of labour with the Spring mysticism of May Day... |
see The Bacchae, finally, as a prodigious, barbaric banquet,
an insightful manifestation of the universal need of man to
match himself against Nature. The more than hinted-at
cannibalism corresponds to the periodic needs of humans
to swill, gorge and copulate on a scale as huge as Nature’s
on her monstrous cycle of regeneration. The ritual, subli-
mated or expressive, is both social therapy and reaffirma-
tion of group soldarity, a hankering back to the origins and
formation of guilds and phratries. Man re-affirms his
indebtedness to earth, dedicates himself to the demands of
continuity and invokes the energies of productivity.
Reabsorbed within the communal psyche he provokes the
resources of Nature; in turn he is replenished for the cyclic
drain in his fragile individual potency.’
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