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Dramatis Personae:
Pentheus, King of Thebes (Tenor)

Agave, The Queen Mother (Mezzo)

Priest of Dionysus (Baritone)

Maenad 1 / "Persephone" (Soprano)

Maenad 2 / "Hera" (Alto) 

Maenad 3 / "Zeus" (Alto)

Maenads 4-7 (2 Sops, 2 Mezzos)

Soldier 1(Tenor)

Soldier 2 (Soprano)

Scene 1 – The Palace at Thebes, Afternoon.

(PENTHEUS and AGAVE are in the throne room. Soldiers 1 & 2  stand at attention to either side)

CHORUS (offstage or behind a scrim): Euhoi!

Hoson zes phainou 

Meden holos sy lypou 

Pros oligon esti tozzen 

To telos ho chronos apaitei
(While you live, shine forth

Don’t be sad at all

We only have a little while to live

Time demands the end in repayment)

PENTHEUS

What disgusting things have gone on

Here in Thebes while I’ve been away?

Women sneaking out at nite 

To drink wine and dance in the mountain’s shade!

Leaving their spinning wheels behind 

Acting licentiously, all in the guise 

Of worshipping some upstart god! 

AGAVE (drily):

Methinks they rank Aphrodite

Above their new diety

CHORUS (offstage): Euhoi!

(Agave is entranced by the sounds, then shakes herself awake)
AGAVE: How eerie are their cries!

PENTHEUS:

They neglect the proper gods of Thebes

And flaunt our values of modesty and restraint 

I’ll soon put an end to these perversions

Once I've clamped them all in chains

AGAVE:

No my son, you must not take them all,

Noble women of Thebes have joined their ranks,

Though they neglect their duty and their place,

We must not bring them down in disgrace.

PENTHEUS:

Fine, then.

I’ll send a detail to arrest their leader:

This androgynous “priest” who seduces women and girls

With his wine-dark eyes and golden curls. 

(Barking orders to Soldier:)

Go to the forest and scour it

Capture this effeminate foreigner,

Who corrupts our women, 

and infects our beds.  

SOLDIER 1: 

Yes, my Lord.

(exit Solider 1)
AGAVE: 

(Somewhat dreamily:)

They say he brought us liquor from the grape, 

To wash down Demeter’s bread.

He gave us wine  to free us from our pain,

To grant us sleep and respite from daily strife.

They say his rites unleash prophetic powers.

When by their god their bodies are possessed,

His Maenads see into the time to come.

(Marshalling her courage:)
As queen it is my duty 

To save my sisters’ souls

I’ll dress up as a Maenad

And infiltrate their ranks

I’ll bring them to their senses

And lead them all home again.

PENTHEUS: 
Go, then.

AGAVE: 

Yes, my son.

(Exit Agave.)

PENTHEUS (To Solderi 2): Follow her.

SOLDIER 2: Yes, my lord.
Scene 2 – The Forest, Evening.

(CHORUS dances in a circle in a clearing.)

MAENAD 1: From far off Asia, we have come to dance, 

MAENAD 2: And sing for Bacchus, sweet and easy task, 

MAENAD 3: To cry out, hailing our great god Bromius

MAENAD 4: The son of Mother Earth and Father Sky

MAENAD 5: Who died a violent death when just a babe 

MAENAD 6: And born a second time from a mortal maid

ALL: 

The land flows with milk and honey

The rivers run with blood and wine, 

On Bacchae! Bacchae, move!

Bring home the God of Joy!

MAENAD 7: O blessed is the man whose spirit joins 

MAENAD 1: With our frenzied purifying dance

MAENAD 2: The mountain forest’s sacred mysteries

MAENAD 3: Hail Cybele, our great and ancient Mother, 

MAENAD 4: Who crowned with ivy, waved the sacred thyrsus

MAENAD 5: And taught us all to worship Dionysus. 

ALL:

The land flows with milk and honey

The rivers run with blood and wine, 

On Bacchae! Bacchae, move!

Bring home the God of Joy!

Scene 3 – The Palace at Thebes, Evening.

(The Priest is brought in, in chains, by the Soldier.)

SOLDIER 1:

My king, here is the fiend. 

We found him right outside

As though waiting to be taken

Tarted-up just like a bride

He laughed while we chained him

(disgustedly) He seemed to be enjoying  it 

(Priest leers flirtatiously at Soldier 1)

PENTHEUS: (Moving up close to Priest, inspecting him carefully, with just the faintest hint of repressed attraction)

Well, young man, I see your form is well defined.

Your  flowing hair is most voluptuous. 

You’ve taken good care of your white skin (Stroking his arm gently)
No doubt that’s how you’ve managed to seduce our women. (Turning away, angry and disgusted.)
(Priest bows, sarcastically)
PENTHEUS (suddenly accusing): Why do you bring this perversion to Greece? 

PRIEST: I am sent by Dionysus, son of Zeus. 

PENTHEUS (derisively, lewdly): Did this “god” overpower you at night, 

Or were your eyes wide open? 

PRIEST: I saw him-he saw me. He revealed to me his sacred rites. 

PENTHEUS: What are they like,  these so-called rituals of yours?

PRIEST: That is a mystery – known only to initiates.

PENTHEUS (chuckling patronizingly): I plainly see your foolish ruse, to entice me with your secrets.

PRIEST: A man can seem a fool, trying to reason with a fool.  

PENTHEUS (confounded by this and changing the subject): Is Thebes the first land you've invaded with your cult? 

PRIEST: All the people of the East worship him by dancing.

PENTHEUS: I am not surprised. They are fools compared to Greeks. 

PRIEST: In this they are much wiser. 

PENTHEUS: And why do you  dance only at night? Are you ashamed? 

PRIEST: The shadows confer solemnity. 

PENTHEUS (growing ever more agitated): You corrupt our women with your evil games! I must lock you up to protect them.

PRIEST: The god will set me free, when I ask him. 

PENTHEUS: Where is he now then? I don't see him. 

PRIEST: He is right where I stand. You can not see him, because you don't believe. 

PENTHEUS: (To Soldier, sputtering with anger) Seize him! His insanity offends my presence!

PRIEST: (Angrily) I have got my wits about me… (suddenly gentle, stroking Pentheus’ cheek)… but you are losing yours.  

PENTHEUS: I I am the one in c-control here! 

(enter Soldier 2)


SOLDIER 2: My lord… (seeing that Pentheus is in a rage, hesitates)

PENTHEUS: Speak

SOLDIER 2 (afraid to deliver bad news): M-m-my Lord, the Bacchae…

PENTHEUS: What of them?

SOLDIER 2: 

They have gone completely mad

Wearing leopard skins and snakes

Their unbound hair on fire

But they aren’t burnt by the flames

They used their thyrsus wands

To bring forth milk and wine

Straight from the mountain’s rocks

Then they attacked a farm

And ripped the cattle to shreds with their bare hands

Then licked their bloody fingers

Howling like wild creatures 

(mystified by the terrible miracle): And all the forest danced and howled with them.

CHORUS (offstage): Euhoi!
PENTHEUS (quietly, tense with supressed rage): And, what of my mother?

SOLDIER 2: 

The Queen Mother watches

From the edge of the glade,

She has not fully joined them

But pretends to learn their ways

PENTHEUS: 

This Dionysian madness is spreading like a fire

I can no longer wait for my mother’s subtle scheme

(To Soldier 2):
Muster the troops and cavalry! They’ll make short work of this. 

PRIEST: 

Pentheus you are not listening, 

You can not make war against a god. 

Bromius will not let you move

His Bacchae from their mountain. 

PENTHEUS (To Soldier 1): Why is he still here?!

(Soldier 1 starts to lead Priest away)
PRIEST (calling back to Pentheus):

There's still a chance to end this calmly.  

How would you like to gaze on those women 

Frolicking together half-naked in the woods?

PENTHEUS: For that I would pay a very large sum of gold.

PRIEST: And why is that? 

PENTHEUS: I would laugh at them in pity, to see the women drunk. 

PRIEST: But surely they would discover you and rip you to shreds

PENTHEUS: So how then can I do this?

PRIEST: You must disguise yourself – as a Maenad.

PENTHEUS: (half resistant, half enticed) Dress like a woman? I would be ashamed.

PRIEST: (Crooning to Pentheus as though hypnotizing him with his voice): Sometimes, to conquer evil, it is necessary to embrace it.

PENTHEUS (in a trance now): Very well, have your way with me. But when we’re done you still must go to prison.    

PRIEST: Sometimes, to make your vine grow, it is necessary to cut it back.

PENTHEUS: Very well, have your way with me. But when we’re done you still must go to prison.    

PRIEST (Fawning over Pentheus, taking him by the arm):
I will fix up your long hair  

A gown down to your feet

(leading him offstage)

I’ll give you a thyrsus and a dappled fawn skin
And teach you to walk like a lady

(Exit Soldier 2 following). 
Scene 4 – The Forest, Night.

(Maenads 1-7 process solemnly into the forest clearing, carrying thyrsoi. Agave, dressed as a Maenad emerges after them, hiding on the edge of the clearing. As the Maenads are assembled in a circle, Maenad 5 notices Agave and leads her into the center).
MAENAD 5 (presenting Agave to the group):

Bacchae,  Bacchae, rejoice!

We have an initiate tonight

Welcome her into our circle 

And gently teach her our rites

ALL (Circling Agave): 

Embrace your inner darkness

Drunken madness

Unconcious, dangerous

Bloodthirsty, carniverous 

Dionysus!

MAENAD 6 (to Agave):
Tonight we act the sacred drama  

Of our great god’s life

To witness his passion and re-birth

And the miracle of wine

MAENAD 7 (to Agave, as the others put on her Semele mask) :

You will play his mortal mother, 

Have no fear, my sister

You’ll know what to do

His Orphic hymn sings inside you.

ALL (donning their own god masks): 

Become your shadow’s likeness

Wreckless fearless

Unconcious, dangerous

Bloodthirsty, carniverous 

Ektasis!

MAENAD 3 (wearing Zeus mask):
I am Zeus! The SkyFather

ALL: Hail Cloud-gatherer!

MAENAD 3:

Thundrous, electric fire

Doombringer, lawgiver

Lord of Kings, GodSire

(she mimics having intercourse with Maenad 1/”Persephone”, then recedes to the back line)
MAENAD 1 (wearing Persephone mask):

I am Persephone, Queen of the Dead

ALL: Persephone, eleison!

MAENAD 1/Persephone:

Daughter of Demeter, re-born in Spring

Blessed is the fruit of my womb, Dionysus 

(she produces a wheat husk doll, as though giving birth)

Behold the god-child of the vine!

(Spotlight on the doll as though it is glowing.)

MAENAD 2 (wearing Hera mask, angry):

I am Hera, Queen of all Gods

ALL: Hail, ox-eyed Lady of Heaven!

MAENAD 2/Hera:

Once more Zeus has betrayed me

Titans! Titans! Come hither and feed!

Devour the fruit of adultery!

(Grabbing doll from Persephone)

MAENADS 4-7 (wearing Titan masks -  surrounding the doll, menacingly): Euhoi!

(Titans rip the doll to shreds, after this they recede to shadows and remove Titan masks)

MAENAD 1/Persephone:

Oh no!  No, my precious child

All that’s left is your bleeding heart

(picking up a bloody heart from the remains of the doll)
Bu-Bu-But look! 

ALL: But look!

MAENAD 1/Persephone: His heart!

ALL: It still beats

MAENAD 1/Persephone:

Your unquenchable spirit lives yet

I’ll find you a beautiful, new mother

To resurrect your flesh

(she approaches Agave/Semele and strokes her lovingly)

Take this and eat it

Flesh and blood of my beloved son

You will be the holy vessel

That brings him life again

(She feeds Agave/Semele the bleeding heart)

AGAVE (dressed as Semele – in a trance, as though posessed):

I am ….

I am – I am  (looks questioningly at other maenads)

ALL (whispered): Semele!

AGAVE/SEMELE (more confidently):
Semele, mortals’ daughter, 

Earth, Moon, Virgin mother

ALL: Chaire, kecharitomene!
AGAVE/SEMELE:

Our holy child’s re-birth-giver

Our sacred son I now deliver!

ALL (Mimicing birth pains, in sympathy with Agave/Semele): Ah, Ah, Ah, Aaaaah!

(Priest crawls out from between Semele’s legs, wearing Dionysus mask)
MAENAD 4: Lo! Our God!

MAENAD 5: In  the flesh!

MAENAD 6: O miraculous night!

MAENAD 7: Truly we are blessed!

MAENADS (circling round Priest/Dionysus, crowning him with ivy and decorating him with grape vines):

Zagreus - torn into pieces

Dithyrambos of the double door

Golden-Haired son of the sky god

Ivy-crowned, covered in grapes

Priapus – pinecone and fennel

Bromios - thunderer, oat-beer

Bassareus - ward against foxes

Dendrites - guardian of trees

Eleutherios - liberator 

Euios - the loud shout

Oeneus - the wine-press 

Enorches - the thigh-sewn

Thyoneus - the raging

Lyaeus - who releases

Sabazios - the shatterer 

Iacchus!

The lion, the tiger, the panther, the dolphin

The bull, the ass, the goat, the snake

The thyrsus!

(Priest/Dionysus pulls Pentheus from the shrubbery and leads him into the circle).
PRIEST: (presenting Pentheus to the group):

Bacchae,  Bacchae, rejoice!

We have an initiate tonight  

Welcome her into our circle 

And gently teach her our rites

ALL (circling Priest/Dionysus, Agave joins them, completely overcome): 

Embrace your Inner Darkness

Drunken Madness

Unconcious, dangerous

Bloodthirsty, carniverous 

Dionysus!

PRIEST: Me!

Now we’ll act the vintage revel

The story of my youth

When I tasted the first fruit of love 

And the cruelty of life

(Maenads begin to dress Pentheus up as a satyr – horns and a tail) 

You will play my hapless lover

Ampelos, the Satyr

You’ll know what to do

Soon you’ll feel my power in you
(Lights out. Animated scene on projection screen where Priest and Pentheus frolic about. Lights up. Pentheus briefly comes to his senses and realizes what is happening to him. The mood shifts from  comic to horrific.)

PENTHEUS: My gods, where am I? What’s going on?

I’ve had some horrible dream

Dressed up as a woman, then as some kind of goat-thing

Is this really happening?

I think he means to kill me!

(Maenads, mimicing  bulls, approach threateningly, Priest romps about with Pentheus, a bit roughly)
PRIEST: You will lie there on the atlar

Ampelos, the satyr

You should’ve taken more care

There’s many wild bulls ‘round here

(The Maenads surround him, trampling him and ripping him to shreds.)

MAENADS: Euhoi!

(circling Pentheus’ body) :

Now you lie dead, 

and now you are born

on this very day, thrice blessed. 

Tell Persephone, Dionysus

Himself has redeemed you.

PRIEST: 

Oh no!  No, my sweet beloved

You did not heed my warning

Are you not immortal like me - 

But a mere beast, crushed on the ground, bleeding?
(Priest/Dionysus in the middle of the circle cries on Pentheus’ body, causing a vine to sprout from his blood...)

MAENAD 1: Lo, his tears!

MAENAD 2: Mix with the blood!

MAENAD 3: Grow, miraculous vine! 

MAENAD 4: Truly he is divine!

(Agave picks up Pentheus’ severed head and parades around the circle with it, pouring the blood into a wine bowl. The Maenads pass it around, drinking, growing ever more drunk and wild.)

PREIST: 

Dance. Dance dance, Bacchae. 

Drink. 

MAENADS+PRIEST: 

Drink drink, Bacchae.

Dance. Dance dance, Bacchae dance.
(Their revelry dies down as they succumb to the wine. Agave & Maenads fall into a drunken sleep around Pentheus’ body. The Priest snickers over the passed out women, wiping his hands, "job well done". Lights out. )

Interlude – The forrest, just before dawn.

(Agave slowly wakes up, nursing a raging hangover…the Maenads passed out around her. Agave gets up, holding Pentheus’ head in her hand without looking at it, not realizing what it is.. and exits)

MAENADS: oo-oh-ah
Scene 5 – Ruins of the palace at Thebes, morning.

(Agave stumbles into the ruined palace in a hung-over stupor. She is carrying the head of Pentheus, though she doesn’t realize it yet. She encounters Soldier’s 1 & 2, retrieving themselves from the rubble.)

AGAVE: What… What has happened here?

SOLDIER 1:   

Last night the earth shook

Fiery lightning struck

The palace columns split and crumbled

SOLDIER 2: 

The fountains ran red with blood

The prison walls cracked open

The Priest escaped 

SOLDEIR 1 & 2:

His chains just fell away

His God has set him free 

AGAVE: 

But that’s impossible.

I met him in the woods last eve.

He took us Maenads hunting

We sacrificed a proud bull 

(she raises the head to the Soldiers triumphantly)

SOLDIER 1: Bu-but  m-my lady. That is no bull.

SOLDIER 2 (falling on the ground in despair): Oh gods what have you done?

(Agave looks at the head and horror gradually comes over her face.)  

AGAVE:

Oh no, oh no! No, my beloved son

All that’s left is your stricken face

In my madness, I thought you a sacrifice

How could my god make me do such things?

(The Priest appears and reveals himself to be the actual god Dionysus, taller than life, horned (but not masked) and backlit by a terrible glow.)

DIONYSUS: 

Agave, Agave hear me. Behold your god!

CHORUS (off-stage) and Soldiers (half-whispered):

Zagreus - torn into pieces

Dithyrambos of the double door

Lyaeus - who releases

DIONYSUS:

As you sew, so will you reap

As in springtime fruit and leaf

As you die, so will you be

Born again in fire, through me

CHORUS: Iacchus.
(Lights out.)

