Tempered Wine:
The Invocation of Bacchus and Virgil’s Poetic Control

The invocation of Bacchus in Georgics 2 seems intrusive, especially in the light of Mark
Antony’s reclamation of the deity at the beginning of the first century AD, which poisoned
Rome’s image of the god (Mac Gorain Fiachra 2014). Virgil, however, refashions the darker
aspects of Bacchus that Mark Antony capitalized on, and he presents an Augustan defection of
the god from irrational behavior to a largely positive deity that encapsulates fertility and the
bounty of cultivation. This “rehabilitation of Bacchus,” allows the god to take on a more settling
role, presenting the benefits of civilized life over the Bacchic capacity for destruction and violent
passion (Riggs Alden Smith 2007). Book 2 of the Georgics represents a high note in the greater
work, and it is widely regarded as one of the most optimistic passages in the Georgics (Eleanor
Windsor Leach 1981). Beginning with book 2, Bacchus illustrates humanity’s role in the
landscape, and he—Ilinked explicitly to Augustus himself—is set to usher in a new golden age
(J.L.L. Smolenaars 1987). This Augustan Golden Age seeks to replicate life as it was in the
tenuous crux at the beginning of civilization, where the peace of the agricultural golden age
exists in tandem with the excitement of the post-Jupiterian innovations but before urbanization
takes hold of man. Virgil celebrates the rustic life, but in book 2, beginning with the invocation
of Bacchus, he observes an extra layer of the ‘good life,” shifting the focus to human partnership
with nature specifically through viticulture and arboriculture, which Virgil provides as examples
in which man copes with the oncoming rule of Jupiter, civilization, and the inception of joyful
toil (Richard F. Thomas 1987). The fulcrum on which the balance of human nature and human
civilization rests belongs to two of Bacchus’ domains—wine and poetic composition. In this

exploration of the first lines of Georgics 2, I seek to elucidate Bacchus’ relationship to Virgil’s



poetic vision and his inclusion in the production of the “new must” of the Georgic age and how
Virgil controls the tragic identity of Bacchus and his inseparable “unroman” attributes as a
literary character (Fiachra 2014). This article will undergo discussion of the Roman
apprehension of Greek gods as well as their modification tactics for specific Greek gods such as
Bacchus into the Roman pantheon. Furthermore, this article will include close readings of
Virgil’s Georgics, understanding how Virgil modifies Bacchus to better represent the new

Augustan empire metapoetically.
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