The Crisis of Possession: Dionysus, the Bacchae and Dramatic Illusion

In this paper I argue for a new conception of the nature of dramatic illusion in Greek tragedy. I propose that the ancient sources describe the audience experience not as suspended disbelief and contemplation of dramatic illusion, but as a crisis of Dionysiac possession. This possession dominates Euripides’ Bacchae, appears as a central feature of tragedy in ancient commentators, and coincides with our current understanding of the attributes of Dionysus and his effect upon those who commune with him. 
Jean-Paul Vernant argued that, despite the “radical self-disorientation” Dionysus inspires, the audience member remained conscious of the dramatic fiction. Nevertheless, Vernant maintains that Dionysus is a metaphor for dramatic illusion (1990). His argument is dismissed by Richard Seaford, who argues that tragedy evolved from Dionysiac ritual, and its connection to the god ends there (1996). This conclusion opens the door for metatheatrical interpretations of dramatic illusion in Greek tragedy. Charles Segal argues that the audience “willingly and indeed eagerly” submits to a “conscious and intentional fiction” (1982), and James Barrett suggests that we read the Bacchae as a “prolonged reflection of theater itself” (2002). This metatheatrical conception of dramatic illusion—distant, often ruptured, and upon which the audience placidly reflects as the play unfolds—is at odds with ancient descriptions of the powerful impact that tragedy has on its viewers. 

For instance, Herodotus describes the entire theater weeping at Phrynichus’s Fall of Miletus (6.21). Gorgias says poetry induces tears and bewitches and transforms the listener (Fr. 82 B 11, 9 f. D.-K.). Plato so distrusts the tragedy’s power to deceive that he bans it from his ideal state (e.g. Rep. 398a-b). Aristotle makes the emotional catharsis that tragedy inspires a central feature of the art (Poet. 6.1449b28). The emotional and physical impact of tragedy upon the audience is nearly proverbial.
These descriptions of tragedy’s possession of the spectators also apply to Dionysus's possession of the characters of the Bacchae. He ‘stings’ the Bacchae into madness (33-4). They cannot see that the Stranger is Dionysus (605), nor that Pentheus is a man as they tear him to pieces (986-997). Pentheus, in turn, cannot see that the women of Thebes are truly possessed (219). He does not know why he is alive, what he is doing, or who he is (506). He sees two suns, two Thebes, and the Stranger turning into a bull before his eyes (919-923). Agave fails to see, tragically, that she carries her son’s head on her thyrsus (1140). 

In these examples, the characters cannot distinguish reality from unreality, a phenomenon which imitates the experience of a rapt theatrical audience. More significantly, those who submit to Dionysus’s deceptions are consistently described as wiser than those who do not. Tiresias and Cadmus are wise and thinking well (e.g. 179-180, 187, 196), but Pentheus wrongly thinks he is of sound mind (312-3). The Stranger notes three times that Pentheus lacks wisdom (480, 504, 642). The Bacchants are wise (687), but the daughters of Cadmus become wise too late (1342-4). The language and sentiment of these passages recalls Gorgias’s remark that, regarding tragedy, he who deceives is more just than he who does not, and he who lets himself be deceived is wiser than he who does not (fr. 82 B 23 D.-K.). It is the god who deceives, and the audience who is deceived.
Seaford suggested that tragedy began when the Dionysiac mysteries were opened to the whole polis, and that drama often represents processes that are imagined to be “caused by Dionysus” (2006). I take this suggestion to the following conclusion: the Stranger overpowers the dramatis personae in the same way that Dionysus overpowers the spectators, who, like initiates in his mystery cult, experience a realm beyond ordinary human experience due to the crisis of possession. The so-called metatheatrical elements of the play are reminders, not ruptures, of the power the god has over those who enter his presence: even as he is present, constructing the scene around those he possesses and directing their actions, he remains hidden. 
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