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After Dionysos declares his intent for the fate of the Kadmians and the Theban people,

Teiresias opens the first scene of Bacchae knocking on Kadmos’ gate, calling him oﬁt to

join him in the Bacchic revels. As they delay, deciding whether to go by chariot—since they.

seemgl to be too old and feeble to make the journey, after all'—or on foot, Pentheus appears,
and he makes a brazen mockery of the Bacchic rites, the Lydian stranger that Dionysos
disguises himself 3, and even Dionysos himself, until the Bacchae cry out in outrage. There,
Teiresias steps in with a lengthy. speech in defense of the god. With regard to this defense

as

speech, however, traditional scholarship has characterized him 8 sophist, especially in his

rationalization of the birth of Dionysos from Zeus that Pentheus mocks, and by implication, A

\ )
a hypocrite, since just before, he declared, “oudev copilopucobla réioL 6amoaw.”1 However,

the morals that he attempts to get across, as well as the textual evidence from elsewhere

in the pla.yJ supports the opposite conclusion, that Teiresias is not a sophist who advocates

14We do not use sophistry agair{@ the gods.” (line 200)—the translations that follow are mine, with help
from Dodds’ commentary and a faint memory of how we translated the passages in class 2 months ago. Line
references follow Murray's text as printed gm Dodds’ commentary.
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the weaker argument but in fact a prophet and messenger, mouthpiece for the god and his

54
(:] o followers.
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The first evidence that Teiresias is not, as Pentheus accuses, “@cAets Tov 6aLuou’o?u0pw'7/roww
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ETPEPWY VEOV TROTELY TTEPWTOUS Kaumupwy titafous gepery,”* is in the conclusion of the

Aplay. In what fragment‘“of the conclusiom %een handed down to us, we see a rather re-

@ markable, wide-ranging bﬁl}\(}i of judgment of Dionysos. Not only are Pentheus and Semele’s
sisters—who openly mocked the god’s birth, disbelieved in him and slandered his mother—

punished, but also Kadmos, who not only joined the Bacchic worship of h;:f':;e will, not

compeled as the sisters were, but also encouraged Pentheus to “orkes ued’ ﬁp&z\u,” 3 suffering
his.mockery of the “anevv\')u eov” 4 That is, Kadmos, who Dionysos praised in the prologuc

\’ for his honoring of Semele after her death, was also punished. While there are many external
explanations and conjectures® for the surprising turn of events, we can find one explanation

more likely than others from within the text itself: “o’zoejﬁeuxu aoKoOVT’ 3p‘yz,’ gx@ab/pea

fe0v.”® To the best evidence within the text, Kadmos did not sincerely believe in the god

[ until the death of Pentheus. Even when he is trying to persuade Pentheus, his reasoning,
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worldly ways. To Dionysos, this Kadmos is no different from Pentheus who asks, “2&5; &

4 ~ / Ry o .. ..
ovnow Totot Blovow Tivg)S® Teiresias is contrasted to Kadmos from the beginning—to

Kadmos’ question, “ODKODY c{xoww el 3pos wep(faopéu;”g he immediately replies “AA\’
odx Spolius By & Beds Tupmy &ou"1® Teiresias understands the “Bpopit wowov D
that the Bacchae singg. Because of this difference, because he .is “ﬂo’fnxwroq” 12 he emerges
from the play unscathed—and this is Dionysos’ recognition of his true heart.

Teiresias is also contrastedmf;::} other characters in his interaction with the Bacchae—
that is, the chorus. All the other characters in the play, that is, save for the messengers'3, can
only evoke outrage and forced pity from the Bacchae, who keep the unbelievers at Q arm'’s
length: At the living Pentheus, they can speak nothing better than “r7¢ Juaaeﬁecac” 1 of
him and his conduct, and at his death, their immediate reaction is rather, “Wvaf Bpo/;ue,
feos ¢atf/m p,e{yac,” 15 than that of grief and sympathy for the unfortunate man. With the
wretched Agaue after herr:e‘::i:'mg of Pentheus, they first feign acceptance, saying, “3p¢3
K.cu/ o€ Jggopac o¥yswpov,”'8 only to be repelled by the invitation to share the spoils: “n;/
ue're/xw, -r)\a,uou;” 17 Finally, even as Kadmos and Agaue suffer the worst punishment they

could have imagined, expression of sympathy by the Bacchae is limited by their repeated
Whad beneb it

it have am=teuefiy for those who sacrifice?" (line 473)

9%Then shall go into the mountain by chariots?” (line 191)

10«Byt the god would not have the honor the same way.” (line 192)

N«sweet toily for Bromios™ (line 66) -

12Contrast to “3ﬁ4nxevroc” in line 472.

13The guard and the two messengers, although they start out as notqbeheveg of the new god, by the end
of their non-fatal encounter$with the Bacchic elements they have become believers, as their speech and the
morals they preach clearly show.

4«What impiety!” (line 263)

15¢Lord Bromios, you are revealed as a great god” (line 1031)

164] see and accept you as a fellow reveler.” (line 1172)

17«What? I partake, oh wretched woman?” (line 1184)
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assertion that the punishment of Pentheus was just: “ro eV ooV &A’yﬁ, K oﬂf,ue o5 &
&a 8lrny mars Twoudos &ffau pe/v, (;A'yewr;v 8 col.18 However, in response to that
one speech Teiresias gives to Pentheus, the Bacchae gives unbridled praises, “@o’i}Gou T
) 4 / 19 oy - o 4 ) o s
ov katataxvves Aoyors.'? This is the Bacchae, 7o ¢gavAorepor’s recognition of Teiresias
character.
Not only is Teiresias’ character in line with the god and his followers, but so are his
arguments. Nearly every point that he makes is echoed by the god, the Bacchae, and the
ofe
messengers, the god’s converts. First his arguments regarding what is cogoc ¥ in agreement:
. . “ / \ > n C o ¥/, ~ w20 .
Teiresias answers, “povor yap ev ¢povovuey, oL §' aldor karws,”* to Kadmos asking
whether they would be the only ones joining the Bacchic revels. The god notes similarly
of PR
ex the non-Greeks worshiping him: “rad’ €U ve uailov.”?! And as we have seen before,
Teiresias places no stock in sophistry since “oud” €2 8¢’ &?cpwu 70 ao¢5u n{J/pm'm ¢pew3u”22
(ec.)
can it overpower the gods, and the Bacchae echoww the same sentiments in: b cogdv §' ov
~ J > \
aodn’a 6 Té m}; funra dpovéiv. Bpaxts ady - éni TovTwe 8¢ TS av pe'yaf)\a Sudrwy T
, ,
TapovT’ oUXD d)e’po&.” 23 And furthermore, his grasp of the nature of the god is confirmed:

3 - .
Teiresias humbly speaks, “ouk &v Jvua{pnu ue{yeﬂoc étandlv §ooc kab’ ‘EANES’ Gron," %

(pe)d _
and the Bacchae likewise defends Bromios, “Adyvoos rtﬂmwu ovlevos ey gfw.”z‘" And

184 feel your pain, Kadmos; but your grandson has deserving punishment, although it is grievous to you.”
(line 1327-1328)

19«You do not shame Phoebus with your words.” (line 328)

204For only we think well, but the others badly.” (line 196)

21«With respect to these things, they rather think well at least.” (line 484)

224n0t even if subtlety has been invented through utmost wits” (line 203) b

23«Byt, cleverness and to think of the not mortal things is not wisdom. Life is short; he who on g tenure
pursues great things would miss the things present.” (line 395-399)

2441 would not be able to explain however msis great he will be throughout Greece.” (line 273-274)

% «Dionysos is by nature less than none of the gods.” (line 777)
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where he asserts, “ov yap 5erft,pnx’ S 0eos. .. d0N e’f anbvrwy ﬁm{)\e'rab nuo?c %&ew KoLYOg,
) . \

Gmpcﬂu:w § o0&y m‘)’&aﬁac 06/1\61’,,”% the Bacchae resoundg with, Wav 8 & Te ToV

/ / ~ y .
7'o//\ﬁt.ou TOV Te XeLpova WK’ &ew Hvov Téppov wmov”?  And just as he counters

Pentheus’ charge of immorality with, “oUx o Awvaos owgpovely &va'ynofo'a, yuvatkas
& Ty Kdmpw, AN &v T4 ¢doe. Tovro oromety xmﬁ”” Dionysos answers Pentheus’
accusation of corruption of the women with vy ‘fme/pal, 0 v aiaxpc?u e’Eev/por, LS &{/,” 2
that it is up to each one to uphold &Imorality. Even with regard to Dionysos’ gift ,to men,
they are in complete agreement: Teiresias characterizes wine as a benign gift ) 1rm.{e1, TOVG
Ta/\acmf)pavq ﬂpm'm\zc z\u"lrnc,”"“’ and the first messenger from Kithairon calls @ wine not
only “rauotivmor” but also, “otvov 8¢ ;.mlce{r' oUTOS 00K o K Ompis 008’ dAXo 'repm/(;r/
01:56\11 &uﬂpts'n'oac Xoru,

Even with so many evidences to defend Teiresias—character witnesses, to borrow a mod-
ern legal term—perhaps he cannot avoid being found guilty of sophistry and hypocrisy in
his revision of the old myth. After all, the Bacchae, who sing the hymn of Dithyrambos

disagreed with him in their belief of Dionysos’ birth from Zeus’ male womb. Dodds makes

good points in his commentaryMagainst the old charges®? and perhaps I can add

264For the god does not discriminate...but he desires to have the common honor from all, drawing
distinction in no way he wishes to be magnified.” (line 206-209)

27«He gave the painless joy of wine equally to the happy and to the unlucky to have.” (line 420-423)

28«Djonysos will not force the women to be moderate[reEa.rd to sex, but this must be observed in their
nature.” (line 314-317) Wb

29«Even during the day someone may find indeed a shameful thing.” (line 488)

304which stops the miserable mortals from pain” (line 280)

31ugrief-stopping,”. . . “If wine were no longer, neither would be Aphrodite, nor would there still be another
pleasure for men.” (line 772-774)

32In his commentary on lines 286-297, Dodds brings up four points, among which is that this has a close
parallel in the Helena, where Helen does not accept her own myth of birth from an egg while her attendants
persist in the belief.

(1]



. one more point to absolve Telrwas of ét least the charge of hypocrisy—he is, if at all, using
é\ od sophistry for the god, not against thé god.3® He is espousing the stronger argument, not
— the weaker. We can find yet another close parallel in the prose tradition as well: Socrates
the philosopher, in his reasonings and arguments with éophists, Gorgias for example, shows

himself a master sophist. The only thing that sets him apart is that he does not play devil’s

Y advocate and rather defends the stronger argument against sophistry. In like manner, Teire-
sias the prophet is set apart in that he speaks for the god and not against him. F\erh;:rmore,
if we imagine Dionysos as representing the stagemaster side of Euripides the tragedian, then

éao d -

_ \p) Teiresias represents the storyteller side, for tragédy was traditionally based on old myth,3*
L'

T
N *f" .\ in fact, represents himself, as being blasphemous and dishonoring the gods?
bus 77
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Since the picture holds as such, would Euripides wish to represent the part of Teiresias that,
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33For this reason, I have translated the “rozoc 6m,7waw" with the dative of hostile action, although Dodds
has doubts with the sense on the account that “ao¢z’(w” does not have the hostile sense in usual usage.
34Until Agathon—asf comments, one thing new about Agathoh was that “he invented his own plots.”
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