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An Introduction to Dionysiac Ritual 

Approximately 1400 BC is the earliest appearance of Dionysus.1 As Greece established itself, evidence for Dionysiac ritual appeared through local calendar names within cities. Each month was named for a festival. The names varied with location, i.e., the Ionic (a Greek region) winter and spring festivals called the Lenaia and Anthesteria, coinciding with the growth and maturing of wine crops (Dionysus was the god of wine and fertility). Through wine transmission, the cult of Dionysus grew in popularity. By the 5th Century BC: “Dionysus was one of the chief gods in every Greek city, worshipped at seasonal festivals with elaborate public rites.”2 Worship took place through different forms – masks, costumes, miracle plays, music, and dance.3 The mask of Dionysus confirmed his presence. Otto (1965) notes that during ceremonial wine mixing, a mask was hung on a wooden column, with a long flowing gown. “Ivy sprigs were placed over the mask much like the crown of a tree”.4   

As the cult spread, forms of divine expression changed. Whereas in Greece and Asia Minor (now largely Turkey) agricultural festivals were practiced, in the Roman Empire, smaller and exclusive rituals were common.5 Athenian drama played a large part, and plays were often performed at annual feasts. Satyr plays were closely linked to the cult, their drunken activities were said to imitate the drama of the suffering god.6 Satyrs were male (half man, half animal) followers of Dionysus, and female followers were Maenads. Dionysus’ worship to Thebes (in Greece) was dramatised by Euripides in his play ‘Bacchae’. The title refers to Bacchus, the Latin name of Dionysus. ‘Bacchae’ means ‘female worshippers of the god Bacchus’.7 In the play, Dionysus takes revenge on his mother’s sisters, a “divinely induced madness”8, resulting in the murder of Pentheus, the son of one of the sisters. It is not fully clear if the activities do reflect ritual process, but it is useful in indicating cultic growth within Greece. In a meeting between Pentheus and Dionysus, Pentheus asks if Thebes is the first place to adopt these rites, Dionysus replies that they are ‘danced in every foreign land’. Can we use this as evidence that Euripides was aware of rites conducted in Dionysus’ name?

Euripides provides a strong description of ritual activity, as do hymns by Homer, in which Dionysus’ epithet (descriptive name) is mentioned, ‘gynaimanes’: ‘he who drives women insane.’9 However, it is difficult to accurately date these hymns. Women played a significant role in the ritual process (some rituals were initially exclusive only to women). Female participation should not, in my opinion, be underestimated. Especially, when considering the position of women within Greece. Kishlansky (1993) argues that male control over women stemmed from fear due to their links with the forces of nature. He further explains that they were linked with “chaotic irrationality …. which threatened civilisation”.10 Connecting women to the forces of nature is an established thought, but I feel he focuses quite heavily on the ‘folkloric’ nature of gender relations. I feel ‘chaotic irrationally’ is a poor phrase, and the notion that civilisation could be ‘threatened’ is exaggerated. Later, he explains that Maenads, involved in a large deal of rituals, were largely out of ‘state control’11, which I think is far more apt. There was a rapid surge in Dionysiac ritual during the 3rd Century BC, especially within Italy. Evidence for changing attitudes towards Dionysiac rituals is assessed by Finley (1968). “The Roman aristocracy had long been suspicious of the various new cults. A great wave of orgiastic Dionysiac religion had spread in Italy after the wars with Hannibal, soon to be suppressed by the Senate in 186 BC.”12

Dionysus became equated with Osiris (both having similar roles, noted by Greek authors such as Plutarch and Herodotus). Greek residents in Egypt recognised in Osiris one of their own gods. Devotional methods used in Greece were now observed across the Mediterranean world; i.e. long-handled ladles (kyathos in Greek, simpulum in Latin) concerned with offering drinks to gods.13 In the site of Thonis-Heracleion (North-East Alexandria), they were the most common ritual instruments discovered along the Grand Canal on which sacred navigations were often conducted during festivals. The Ptolemaic rulers promoted the Osirian and Dionysian cults, along with other royal cults.14 
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Cast bronze mask of Dionysus, originally one of two handles for a situla, (a bucket or pail) containing wine, as part of the Dionysiac ritual. The grapes and ivy berries resemble the wreaths as described by Otto. Ivy symbolised fertility offered in the context of offspring and fruitful crops. (The British Museum)

To conclude, Dionysiac ritual was broad in geography and demography. Its outreach was greatly enhanced by the trade of wine, a widely consumed commodity. Clear demonstrations of cross-cultural deity-motivated ritual participation are found in the Thonis-Heracleion artefacts. It was not simply confined to Greece. Their ideals translated across borders. Unlike daily activities in polis life, deity worship was genderless, united by a common goal of appeasement. 
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Situla-fitting Dionysus Mask https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/G_1989-0130-1 [accessed. 15/11/20] 
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