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Euripides’ Bacchae

The Spectator in the Text

Visibility is a trap.
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish

If tragic messengers make claims such as those I have identified, not all
critics are seduced by them. In a study examining the various reports from
Mt. Cithaeron in Euripides’ Bacchae, Richard Buxton argues against read-
ing the narratives of Euripidean messengers as impartial or transparent
accounts of the events they describe. In concluding his careful analysis
of the messengers in this play Buxton claims that “these narrators too
stand firmly within the drama” (1991, 46).! From articulating what dis-
tinguishes the narratives of these figures, Buxton proceeds to include the

messengers with the other dramatis personae in a single category of those

I borrow the felicitous phrase “the spectator in the text” from Browne 1986.

1. Emphasis in the original. Buxton’s focus is on the two messengers, but
he includes the “narratives” of Dionysos (23—42), Pentheus (215-25), and
the servant (434-50) in his discussion. See also Bierl 1991, 193. When I
speak of “messengers” here I mean the herdsman who enters at 660 and the
servant who enters at 1024.
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«within the drama.” The narratives of the messengers, like everything
else said onstage, Buxton argues, are imbued with their own distinctive
emotion and rhetoric: “In no two cases is the relationship between con-
tent and narrator identical” (40). His argument directs itself precisely
against the not uncommon tendency silently to grant a distinct and priv-
jleged status to the narratives of tragic messengers.’

Complementing the work of de Jong (1991), Buxton rejects the use

of the term “messenger” in the singular as injuriously general and neg-

lectful of “the subtle divergences between the reports” (1991, 46). T will
argue that Buxton’s formulation, although laudable for the attention it
pays to rhetorical variation in the narratives it studies, simplifies the sta-
tus of the messengers in Euripides’ play. Rather than being “firmly within
the drama,” the messengers occupy a place on the stage very different
from that of the other dramatis personae. A reading founded on meta-
theatrical studies of the play will show that an important part of Bacchae’s
self-conscious interest is directed at the status of the messengers, partic-
ularly with respect to how they define and are defined by Pentheus. The
play produces messengers substantially “outside” the drama—virtual
i-‘spctators—in—the—text”— and in so doing expands our notion of what is
possible on the tragic stage while clarifying the status of the spectator
within the play’s metatheater. Although by means of a starkly different
route, this metatheater reveals a messenger very much akin to the one we
find in Aeschylus’s Persians. These two plays together are central texts
for the understanding of the tragic messenger, as they map out and com-
ment on this conventional figure’s privileged status.

The metatheatricality of the play has found extensive critical exposi-

2. Buxton (1991, 46 n. 14) cites Barlow 1971 as an example of this ten-
dency. He, like de Jong (1991, 63-64), ignores the qualification Barlow of-
fers in acknowledging that the status of the messenger is complex and that
the poet seeks to establish an unproblematic figure in the messenger against
the constraints of the tragic stage. See the introduction above, and Heath

1987, 44.
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tion in recent years.* The studies of Charles Segal (1982, 215-71) and
Helene Foley (1985, 205—58) remain central to any discussion of the play
as metatheater, while that of Anton Bierl (1991, 186 —217) pushes the fun-
damental insights of Segal and Foley close to their limits.* All of these
studies depart in principle from the fact that Dionysos is both the god
of theater and the focus of the play: with this as a foundation, the text
amply suggests that we read it as a prolonged reflection on theater itself,

Both Segal and Foley astutely discuss the play-within-the-play, Dio-
nysos as director and Pentheus as unwitting protagonist. Segal remarks;
“As an actor among actors, Dionysus stands on the same level as the
other characters in the orchestra. But he is also director, dressing and
instructing his ‘actors’ for the role they will have to play” (1982, 225).
Pentheus’s pilgrimage to Mt. Cithaeron to watch the Maenads and the
sparagmos that forms the climax of the play become under Dionysos’s di-
rection a performance akin to tragedy in the theater of Dionysos at Ath-
ens. Indeed, the play-within-the-play coincides largely with the play we
call Bacchae.

As Segal and Foley have shown, Pentheus’s status as would-be spec-
tator is central to the play’s metatheatricality: much of the elaborate
“drama” organized by Dionysos turns on Pentheus’s desire to watch the
Maenads in the mountains while remaining unseen himself. He wants to
be a spectator (Beatng, 829), like the audience in the theater. And like
the spectator in the theater, he is tempted by the offer Dionysos makes to
see the “performance” on the mountain. In fact, the persistent themati¢
importance of vision underlies much of the metatheater of the play: the
prospect of seeing the Bacchants marks a turning point for Pentheus.

Dionysos asks him at 811:

3. There has been some objection to the term “metatheater” and to the
validity of its use as an interpretive tool. For a good summary of views and
a reply to these objections see Segal 1997, 369—78. For a concise and lucid
exposition of what metatheater is see Falkner 1998, 29-33.

4. See also Goldhill 1986, 259-64, 267-86.
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BoOAT 6@’ &v OpeGL GLYXABNUEVAG 1BETV;

Do you want to see them sitting together in the mountains?

And if Dionysos’s taunt at 829 suggests the parallel with the audience, it

does so in terms of vision:
.y § , , .
oOxETL Beatg patvddmv medbupog £1;

Are you no longer eager to be a spectator of Maenads?

(Indeed, the word theates defines the audience in terms of vision.) Simi-
larly, Pentheus himself, so the messenger tells us, emphasizes his obses-

sion with seeing the Maenads (1058-62):

TTevleng & 6 TANueV OTALY oy OV OxAov

Ehele TO14S" TQ EEV, oD pév EcTapey,

obx &Eevodual pavadev dccotg vobuv:

&xBwv &' &', auPfag £¢ EAdTnv Dbadyeva,

8oy’ v 60aG povédev atsygovgytav.’

Pentheus, the wretch, not seeing the group of women, said such
things as these: “Stranger, from where we stand I cannot reach the
impostor Maenads with my eyes. Butif I climb the tall fir on the
hill, T could see the Maenads’ disgraceful behavior clearly.”

‘The text emphasizes Pentheus’s desire to pass through town unobserved

‘and to watch the Bacchants without being detected. To this end Diony-
80s garbs him with a full Dionysian costume, including wig, peplos, and
thyrsus (83 1-35).6 Once on the mountain, of course, Pentheus proposes,

in the passage cited above, to mount the fir tree. From above he should

‘not only have a good view but also remain undetected, as the vertical

movement implies a withdrawal from the horizontal field of action. In-
deed this is what Pentheus himself anticipates: £AdToig 8’ &pdvxbpo 84-

5- I follow here the text of Dodds 1960.
6. See Foley 1985, 224.
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poag (“I will conceal my body among the fir trees,” 954). To which Dio-
nysos pleonastically responds (955-56):

Q0T oL XQUYLY v o€ xELEBTval XEEDV,
EMOOvVTO SO0V patvadmv xaTAGHOTOV.

You will hide yourself in a hidden manner as you should be hidden
by secretly going to spy on the Maenads.

Here Dionysos repeats the word “spy” (xatdoxomov) from line 916,
where he applies this term to Pentheus for the first time. The god offers
not only a view, but a secretive one: Pentheus imagines being an invis-
ible spectator.

His hopes are dashed, or rather, inverted, as he becomes instead the

unseeing spectacle, as the messenger reports (1075):
0pOn 8 PEAAOV T} XOTELSE poLvadag.

He was seen more than he saw the Maenads.

On both counts of vision and visibility the events on the mountain re-

verse the plan of his desire.”

THE SERVANT

As Pentheus fails to become a spectator, however, Dionysos is not the
only one who “remains a spectator” (Foley 1985, 212). As invisible to
critics as Pentheus wants to be to the Maenads, the messenger is the true
spectator of Dionysos’s drama on the mountain. He sees the entirety of
what transpires, including Pentheus’s transformation from spectator to

spectacle. He alone remains unseen.?

7. Foley comments: “Pentheus, representing his city, goes to the moun-
tain intending to be a spectator. Instead, his sight changes, and he becomes
a spectacle and participant” (1985, 212).

8. Dionysos as the stranger, of course, vanishes; but this avenue is not
open to mere mortals. Or he goes unseen only by disappearing, while the
messenger remains at the scene and still goes unnoticed.
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The text, however, prepares us to overlook the messenger as the suc-
cessful spectator. The elaborate dressing scene preliminary to the trip to
the mountain emphatically distinguishes Pentheus the protagonist from

the messenger. When Pentheus says at g61—62:

Ouie dra péong pe OnPatag xOovoe:

LOVOG YOQ aUTEY elp’ Gviie ToAUdY TO8E.

Take me through the middle of the Theban land; for I am the only
man among them daring to do this.

we may readily acquiesce in his claim to uniqueness. And Dionysos’s
response at 963 with its emphatic repetition of povog, initial and final,

again encourages us to view Pentheus’s position as unique:

pdvog 60 moremg THoS LeQrAUvVELS, POvVOg:

Alone you struggle for this city, alone.

By the same token, the incomparability of Pentheus’s role as spectator-
become-spectacle constitutes the ambiguity both of the dressing scene
and of lines 961-63: the dressing of Pentheus, while ostensibly (in Pen-
theus’s eyes) designed to allow him to pass unobserved, really, of course,
marks Pentheus as the protagonist of the play-within-the-play. As he
thinks he is disguising himself so as to become an unseen spectator, he
places himself in the center of Dionysos’s play. These two scenes, then,
clearly work to distinguish Pentheus as unique in his role as would-be
spectator. He is unique, however, not in being a spectator, but rather in
failing to become one.

The messenger himself reveals the significance of his own role. As he
begins his narrative in the first-person plural, he enumerates the mem-
bers of the embassy (1043-47):

£mel Oednvag THicde OMBaiag xBovog
Mrdvreg £EEBNUeY Acarol Qodg,
Aerag KiBatlpdvetov icePdiiopsy
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IMevBedc te xayd (deomdTn Yo elmdunv)
Eévog 0' O¢ Muiv moumog v Ocoglag.

When we had left behind the dwellings of the Theban countryside
and the waters of Asopus, we entered the rocky scrub of Mt. Cithae-
ron, Pentheus and I—since I was following my master—and the
stranger who was our guide in the embassy for viewing the spectacle.

There were three, he says: Pentheus, the stranger, and himself. These
lines not only establish his claim to presence at the scene; they also place
him alone as the eyewitness on the mountain. Whereas the messenger’s
use of the term theoria at line 1047 underscores Pentheus’s desire (and
subsequent failure) to become a spectator, to watch unseen, it simulta-
neously signals the eventual success of the messenger on this score.
The messenger goes on to emphasize that the strategy of seeing un-

seen included him (1048-50):

TEATOV HEV 0LV TToLTQEOV TCOPEY varmog,
T T’ £x 0SBV GLyNAG xal YABoONG Ao
otlovTeg, B 6QBUEV OVY, OQBUEVOL.

First we sat down on a grassy glen and kept silent, not a word on our
tongues, so that we might see without being seen.

He alone accompanied Pentheus and the stranger, and he (too) watched
secretly.
Perhaps most telling is Agave’s instruction to the women while

Pentheus is up in the tree (1106-9):

Dége, meQLoTACOL XOXAD
nt6p080v AéBece, patvadeg, Tov auBatny
070’ ¢ Elopev und' drayyeiin Beod
XOQOUG XQUPALOUG.
Come on, grab a branch, Maenads, and form a circle so we can catch

the climbing beast, lest he report [arayyeiAn] the secret dances of
the god.
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In terms that invoke the role of the messenger, Agave here articulates the
motivation for the hunt that will bring Pentheus’s end : the final act of the
drama organized by Dionysos is announced by Agave as she warns that
Pentheus may do what the messenger—who relates all this, of course—
does. Until this moment Pentheus and the messenger lead parallel lives.
Although interested neither in parallels between Pentheus and the
messenger nor in the play’s metatheater, E. R. Dodds sees “several ap-
parent reminiscences” of the I/iad in the messenger’s account of Pen-
theus’s death (1960 ad 1061). And these “reminiscences” underscore the
metatheatrical presentation of Pentheus as a would-be spectator and as
a would-be messenger. The Iliadic passage describes the arrival of Hera
and Hypnos on Mt. Ida as they begin to carry out Hera’s plan to seduce
Zeus and to put him to sleep so as to distract him from the battle,
thereby enabling Poseidon to come to the aid of the Greeks. To this end,
Hera enlists the aid of Hypnos (along with that of Aphrodite). The lines
from lliad 14 referred to by Dodds describe Hypnos as he spies on Zeus,
and they occur in a passage as much structured by the theme of vision
perhaps as is Bacchae itself.
Hera asks Hypnos to put Zeus to sleep, drawing attention to his eyes
as the object of her concern: xoiuncdv pot Znvog O’ dpedoy dooe
pasvo (“Put to sleep Zeus’s eyes shining under his brow,” 14.236).
Hypnos does not agree immediately, negotiating the terms of his in-
volvement. Hera then agrees to give him Pasithea (one of the Graces) in
marriage, and he abandons his initial reluctance to scheme against Zeus.
After their bartering, the two arrive among the forests of Mt. Ida, where
-Hypnos remains behind before Zeus can see him: £v0' " Yrvoc pév uetve
Thgoc ALd Sooe 18é00at (“Hypnos stayed there before Zeus’s eyes could

 see him,” 14.286). Then follow the lines cited by Dodds (14.287-89),

which tell of Hypnos mounting the fir tree:

elg EMGTny Gvapag meguuixeTov, T TOT £ VI8
Moot TepuUia 8t iégog aifég' Txavey:

- 1 T 7 3 ’
&vO' floT' 8Loioty memuxacuévog sidativoioty
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[Hypnos] mounting the high fir, which, being the tallest one then on
Mt. Ida, reached the upper air. There he sat, hidden by the thick fir
branches.

From this vantage point Hypnos is not only invisible to Zeus, but he is
well-positioned to watch the ensuing seduction and slumber of Zeus,

The thematic centrality of vision in this entire episode is made yet
clearer by what follows. Zeus sees Hera approaching, and this act of see-
ing alone accomplishes the seduction (293-94):

i8¢ 8¢ vepeAnyepéta Zelc.
oG 8' 18ev, (g uv £QG TUXIVAC PREVAS GUMPEXGALYEY.

Cloud-Gathering Zeus saw her. And when he saw her, eros en-
veloped his mind.

When Zeus soon after asks Hera to delay her (pretended) visit to Okea-
nos and Tethys and to make love to him, she demurs on the grounds that
they would be seen (331-35):

el vDv v A0t TL MAaiear eovnOfjval

“I8ng £v xoQuefict, Ta 8¢ meomépavtal dravTar
7ig ' £ot £l TI¢ V@i Oedv aistyeveTdav

gbdovt' aBpnoele, Ooiot 88 Mot peTEABMV
TEpEaGdot;

If you want to go to bed now and make love here on top of Ida,
everything will be open to view. How would it be if one of the eter-
nal gods should see us sleeping together and tell it to all the gods?

Zeus then attempts to reassure her, saying that no one can see them, not
even Helios who has the sharpest vision of all (342—45):

“Hon, unre Bedv 16 ye 818101 unte T1v' dvSQav
SYecBal’ To10v ToL £y® vEQOC uELXaAd)e
xoVogoV: 003’ Gv vt Stadpdxol "HEAMOG neg,

o0 1e xal 6EvTatov méeTal @dog elcopdachar.
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Hera, have no fear that any of the gods or mortals will see us; I will
cover us with such a golden cloud. Even Helios will be unable to see
us through it, he whose brightness is the sharpest vision of all.

Hypnos, of course, is the one who does witness Zeus’s slumber from
high up in the fir tree. His ascent of the tree is recalled, suggests Dodds,
by the messenger’s account of Pentheus mounting the fir tree (105965,

1068-74):

@ EEV, 00 pev EoTopey,
oUx £E1xvoliat pavadey 6ocotg vobuy:
Sxbov &' ET', aupag £ EAATNV Dpavyeva,
180wy’ Gv 600G pavadav aioygovgylav.
TovvTeDOEY 1181 TOT EEvou Bavpasd’ dpd-
AaPoV YaQ EAGTNE 00QAVIOV axQOV XAGSOV
xatiyev fyev fyev £¢ pérav wédov [ . .
e xAGV' Spetov O EEvos xeQoiv dymv
Exopmtev 6 YTV, EoypHat’ ovYl BviTd Spdv.
Tevbéa &' 18pvoag Elativey Slav £mt,
6000V uedist d1a @V BracTNY Gve
GTéNa, PUAGCCOV UT) GVaYOLTIGELE VIV,
0p0M &' £¢ dpbOV ifEQ EotnpileTo
Exovoa vaToLg SESTTOTNV EPREVOV”
“Stranger, from where we stand I cannot reach the impostor Mae-
nads with my eyes. But if I climb the tall fir on the hill, I could see
the Maenads’ disgraceful behavior clearly.” And then I see the
stranger’s miracle: grabbing a branch at the peak of a towering fir,
he bent it down, down, down to the black earth [ . .. ] with his hands
the stranger bent the mountain tree to the ground, an act beyond
mere mortals, and putting Pentheus atop the fir, he smoothly re-
leased the tree straight up, taking care lest the tree throw him off;
it rose straight toward the sky with master sitting at the top.

Dodds compares the Iliadic

€lg EMdtny GvoPag (14.287)
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with
apPog &g Eratnv (1061)
and
&vl' ot 8Co1o1v memunacuévog eikativooy (14.289)
with
IMevbea &' 18gvoag erativav §Cav Em (1070)
and
81" NéQog aibég’ Txavev (14.288)
with
000m &' £¢ 0pbov aibéQ’ EotnileTo (1073).°

Just what Dodds intends by stating that these lines of Euripides’ play
contain “reminiscences” of the l/iad scene is unclear, and I see no need to
press the question. Whether the Iliad passage was a source consciously
used by Euripides or not, it stands as a suggestive parallel. The coinci-
dence of Hypnos’s invisibility and his privileged position as spectator
surely encourages reading the messenger’s account as (in part) a re-
working of the Iliadic passage. But the invisible eyewitness in the liad
here has even more to offer as a model for Pentheus and his efforts to be-
come a spectator.

In her mock resistance Hera suggests that the danger in being seen is
that the voyeur might tell the rest of the gods (Beoiot 6 ot peterbov
/ me@eddot, 334-35). This, of course, does not happen, because the two
are shrouded in a golden cloud. But this successful screening is only a
trick: Zeus’s satisfaction with the invisible lovemaking and the slumber
that ensues stand as the visible objects of Hypnos’s gaze. Hera’s decep-

9. Dodds 1960 #d 1070 and 1073.
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tion of Zeus is just that of Pentheus: in thinking himself hidden he be-
comes most visible and most vulnerable.
As Zeus falls asleep, Hypnos departs to tell Poseidon (354-55):

B7 8& Betv Eml vijag Axardv vidupog “Ymvog

&yyerMny £géov youndyw Evvostyale:

Sweet Sleep sped to the ships of the Achaians with a message [ayye-
Ainv] for the one who holds and shakes the earth.

Hypnos becomes the messenger. Here, as in Bacchae, we find that it is
the invisible spectator who is able to tell the story. Just as Agave alerts
us to the coincidence of invisible spectatorship and messenger status, so
does Hera, together with the chain of events of book 14, equate the two.
As parallel to, if not source of, the messenger’s account, the lliad pas-
sage stands as an illuminating commentary on the metatheatrical status
of Pentheus as would-be spectator and the success of the messenger on
this score.

That the role of spectator aimed at by Pentheus entails or creates the
possibility of reporting—as Agave makes explicit—is alluded to already
in the messenger’s opening words. At line 1047 (cited above) he calls the
journey to Mt. Cithaeron a fewgia. Beyond the mundane meaning of
“viewing,” this term often carries connotations of both responsibility
and authority. Those sent in an official capacity by the city—to ath-
letic games or to the oracle at Delphi—embark upon a fewgta. It is the
charge of such persons to report accurately what they “see.” Theognis

invokes this burden of accuracy (8o5-10):

T6EVoL %0l GTEOUNG ol YVOROVOG Gvda BemQov
£0BOTEQOV YoM F>pev Kbgve puraccipevoy,

GTwvi xev [TuBdEv1 Beod xonoac' 1épeta
Openyv onuivy mtiovog EE addTow

o¥te 11 yap meoobeig 008EV »' ETt dppaxov gbgotg,
008’ GEADV TTQEOG Bedv dumAaxiny mpogiyots.0

10. 1 give the text of West 1989.
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A theoros must be straighter than a straightedge or a plumb line,
Cyrnus, more reliable than a compass and very careful—he to
whom the priestess of the god at Pytho gives an oracular sign from
the sumpruous shrine; for you won’t find a solution by adding any-
thing and you won’t avoid offending the gods by omitting anything
either.

However we read the relationship between thedros and poet in Theog-
nis,'! the emphasis this passage places on the reliability of the one un-
dertaking a theoria is striking: nothing must be added to his report, and
nothing taken away. With the institution of theoria demanding such a
theoros (or at least the pretense of one), the messenger as he embarks
on his narrative quietly clothes himself with the mantle of one granted
a privileged, authoritative voice. He (along with Pentheus) goes not
merely to watch; he goes with the task of watching with special care. His
invocation of the theoria implies that his is no idle mission; it is as though
organized by the polis itself.!2

If the messenger succeeds where Pentheus fails, in that he brings a re-
port from the mountain to the city, he also, and as a precondition to be
sure, succeeds in passing unseen through the city as well as on the moun-
tain itself. Not only do we know from the fact of his survival and pres-
ence onstage toward the end of the drama that he was invisible to Agave
and the other women, but the text reveals something more at work than

Agave’s limited vision. In his angelia the messenger consistently remains

11. Nagy reads this passage as a moment of self-authorization on the
part of Theognis: “Just as the priestess . . . semainei ‘indicates’ the message
of the god, so also the poet speaks authoritatively, as if a lawgiver” (19gob,
165). See also Nagy 1985, 37, on the poet as thedros.

12. Massenzio (1969, 85-89) examines the failings of Pentheus’s vi-
sion—he who would be a thesros. De Jong comments: “On the level of ex-
ternal communication (between Euripides and the spectators), the words
[mopmog Bemplag] indicate a ritual procession, with Pentheus the victim
about to be sacrificed” (1991, 36). For a recent, far-reaching discussion of
the institution of thejria see Nightingale 2001, esp. 29-33.
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disengaged from the events. Only once after he situates himself at the
scene does he overtly refer to himself.!* But his invisibility as eyewitness
is marked by more than mere rhetorical self-effacement. Having estab-
lished that he was one of three in the party, he tells first of Pentheus
mounting the fir tree (1064—74) and then (1077) of the stranger disap-
pearing. The moment Dionysos dematerializes is the same moment Pen-

theus becomes visible atop the tree (1076-77):

Soov yap obna dfrog Nv Bacscwv ava,

»al TOV EEvov HEV 0UXET E1C0QAY TIaQTV.

He was just becoming visible sitting on high when the stranger was

no longer to be seen.!?

Just as Pentheus achieves the position that he hopes will fulfill his wish,
he becomes fatally visible to all. And at this same moment Dionysos van-
ishes from sight. This miraculous moment marks Pentheus as the center
of the spectacle and engages both the visible Pentheus and the invisible
Dionysos in a reciprocal relation that seems complete in its embrace: the
seen and the unseen simultaneously define one another. But in this mo-
ment, as the text works to establish this view of Dionysos and Pentheus

- as broad and comprehensive, the third member of the party performs a

different kind of disappearing act. He alone is unaccounted for, beheld
by none even as an absence. And his invisibility on the mountain finds a
parallel in the theater: not only does the messenger elude the women; he
escapes the attention of many critics as well. Indeed, the success of his
performance is indicated by the fact that even critics addressing the
play’s metatheatricality have not appreciated his status as invisible eye-
witness on Mt. Cithaeron.

13. 0pd at line 1063. Of course he speaks in the first-person again in con-
cluding, at 1148—52. De Jong (1992, 578) takes 60@ at 1063 as one of many
signs of this messenger’s focalization, in support of her claim that “le messa-
ger, comme tous les narrateurs, ne peut pas échapper  sa focalisation” (576).

14. My translation here follows Dodds (1960 ad loc.).
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A substantial amount of criticism of the play maintains that Pentheus’s
(failure in his) mission to Mt. Cithaeron and his death at the hands of
the Maenads bear witness to his alienation from and opposition to the
society of Dionysiac worshippers, as well as testifying to his disturbed

psychological state. Segal (1982, 263), for example, attributes Pentheus’s
failure to neurosis:

He [Pentheus] would be a spectator, theates (829), but not as a mem-
ber of an audience in a theatron. Instead, he is a voyeur, isolated in
his private neurotic world. . . . He is shut out of the participatory
community established by true theater or true belief in Dionysus."

Butin a drama so concerned with drama, this explanation may seem in-
complete. While it surely speaks to his position with respect to the so-
ciety of Dionysiac worshippers construed in its broadest sense and to his
state of mind, Pentheus’s failure is also metatheatrical in that it demon-
strates the condition of and the constraints upon the dramuatis personae.
Pentheus desires to become a spectator of the metatheatrical drama on
the mountain, and for him to do so would mean ceasing to be an actor
while gaining the ability to “authorize a view” (Browne 1986, 109). But it
is precisely this that he fails to do. The thrust of the metatheatrical com-
mentary here suggests that he simply cannot leave behind— even tem-
porarily—his position as a figure constituted and determined by his sta-
tus as actor in the drama; he can only remain “within the drama,” his
perceptions, understanding, and speech all bounded by the greater and
more comprehensive view of the real spectators, the invisible audience
in the theater. As Bierl comments concerning the moment that graphi-
cally marks the reversal of Pentheus’s status, turning spectator into ac-

15. Foley reads Pentheus’s demise as following on his status as “an en-
emy to festival” and his “attempt to exclude festival and its benefits from his
recently formed and crudely hierarchical city” (1985, 231 and 241). On Pen-
theus’s psychological state see, for example, Seidensticker 1972; Sale 1972;
LaRue 1968.
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tor: “The fall [from atop the fir tree] symbolizes the fact that Pentheus
isthrown down to the level of the stage where he must ‘performarole.’” 16
It is the privilege of the anonymous and unseen audience to watch, con-
template, and judge the dramatis personae, who are confined to their status
as actors onstage. The failure of Pentheus to become a spectator meta-
theatrically enacts and reaffirms this fundamental distinction.!”

If it seems tautologous to argue that the tragic protagonist cannot
abandon his position as actor to become a spectator, the significance of
this claim lies in what it says about the status of the messenger. That is,
if Pentheus’s failure to become a spectaror seems predetermined in meta-
theatrical terms, the success of the messenger might seem to be ruled out
on the same grounds. In fact, as we have seen, the messenger does suc-
ceed and in so doing threatens to expand our notion of what is possible
on the tragic stage: contrary to Buxton’s claim, this messenger occupies
a position substantially “outside” the drama in that he achieves specta-
tor status and remains invisible to the Maenads. (His success on these
counts, furthermore, has achieved a similar “invisibility” in criticism.)
Indeed, the play-within-the-play reveals that Pentheus’s desire to watch
unseen is not entirely off-limits to some of the dramatis personae. And the
case of the first messenger, the herdsman who reports the activities of
the Maenads on Mt. Cithaeron, reveals that the servant is not the only

16. “Der Sturz symbolisiert die Tatsache, dass Pentheus auf die Ebene
der Biihne geworfen wird, wo er ‘mitspielen’ muss” (1991, 213).

17. As he is about to meet his end Pentheus tries yet again to escape the
confines of his status by removing his mitra (1115-16): in metatheatrical
terms he attempts to remove his costume (Segal 1982, 228). Foley points out
that Pentheus’s opposition to festival “is expressed primarily as a failure of
sight, or a failure to benefit from thedria” (1985, 241). Theoria, as we have
seen, implies a privileged kind of viewing, such as that of the audience in
the theater. Vernant (1988b, 43) describes the relation of the audience to the
inhabitants of the fictional world in complementary terms. On Vernant’s
formulation, however, see now Gould 1996, 218—21, and Goldhill 1996,

244-46.
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messenger endowed with this privilege of spectatorship that is marked
by a virtual invisibility and disembodiment.

THE HERDSMAN

The herdsman arrives to tell of the marvels performed by the Bacchants,
and although he does not tell us explicitly where he was, we may infer
that he was with the cattle he mentions at 677-78. Such a position seems
evident a bit later when he and his fellow herdsmen hide (722-23). In-
directly, then, we get an idea of where he was as he saw the events that
make up his story.

This position remains virtually unchanged until 734 where we find
him (with the other herdsmen) fleeing the attacking women. Although
we do not hear where they go, Dodds (1960 2d 751-52) reasonably takes
them to flee toward Thebes.' After describing the sparagrmos at lines 735 -
47, the herdsman proceeds to tell of the “flight” of the women (748—54):

x0golco1 &' HoT' GoviBeg GpBeioon Spdpa
nedlov Uotdoels, of mag Acwmod dodic
ebxagmov £xBdriovst @nBaiog atdyuy,
Youdg v EQuBpdg 0, o Kibaipdvog Aémag
végBey xatoxpractiy, dote morépiol
Enecnecoboal VT’ dve Te XAl *GTo
Stépegov

Like birds aloft, they sped across the understretch of plain that bears
an abundant Theban crop by the river Asopus. And like enemies

in battle, they fell upon Hysia and Erythra in the lowlands of Mr.
Cithaeron and turned them all upside down.

Even if we take into account Dodds’s note (1960 ad 751~52) that the
herdsmen “would pass them [the towns of Hysia and Erythra] in their
flight,” it would be easy to show that the herdsman could not possibly

18. Seaford concurs (1996 2d 748-52).
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have witnessed all that he describes. He says, after all, that the women
flew “like birds.”!” Not only does he not say he accompanied them—
which is standard for a messenger to do when a change of location oc-
curs—but the context makes clear that even if he had tried, he would not
have succeeded: the special power of Dionysos was obviously the en-
abling force for the women.?°

His account of the women’s return to the spot where his narrative be-
gins is equally implausible, for he says not only that they returned there,

but that they went to the springs and washed themselves (765-68):

néAy &' Exdoouy Sbev Exivnoav éda
nofvag &n’ adtag g avipe' abtais Beds,
vipavto &' aipa, sToydva 8 £x Tagnidov
yAdoon Sodxovreg EEepaidpuvov xodg.

They turned back whence they had come, to the very springs the
god had made flow for them. They washed off the blood, and snakes
licked away the drippings from their cheeks.

If, as Dodds suggests, the herdsman fled to Thebes immediately after his
attempted ambush of Agave, he would not have been once again on the

mountain to witness this.
It would be easy to show that this messenger’s narrative clearly ex-

ceeds what he could realistically know.?! But my interest is not to prove

19. Roux (1970 ad loc.) remarks: “Il ne s’agit pas ici d’une simple figure
de style, mais d’un nouveau miracle.”

20. Verrall (1910, 86) takes a different view, rejecting the herdsman’s re-
port as unbelievable: “The man does not know what he saw, and is not mak-
Ing any attempt to consult his memory and reproduce the record.” Oranje,
however, dismisses Verrall’s argument, claiming that by means of “the mes-
senger speech the spectator comes face to face with events in the play which
are enacted off-stage. The level of reality cannot be tampered with” (1984,
74 1. 183).

21. Dodds (1960 ad 765-68) remarks: “The Herdsman is allowed to
round off his narrative by describing what he cannot well have seen.” And
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the messenger a liar. This would tell us little, if anything. The impor-
tance of the remarks above lies in what they tell us about the messenger’s
self-representation. Here we see him appropriating a freedom of move-
ment within the scene he describes that is clearly the province of one not
confined by the limits placed on a “real” eyewitness: indeed, as his com-
parison of the women’s flight to that of birds recalls certain Homeric
similes, so his freedom from the realistic constraints of the scene he de-
scribes and his virtually disembodied presence at that scene recall the
narrative practice of the epic bard. He claims a place within his narra-
tive that at once allows him to see and prevents us from seeing him.

The absence of any indication of his whereabouts after line 734 (where
he and the other herdsmen are pursued by the women) aids his project
greatly. He tells us only that he went away from the spot of the ambush,
without indicating a direction. Agave, it seems, has chased the messenger
not only out of his ambush, but out of the narrative altogether. For the
remainder of the narrative there are no first-persons, and indications of
what he saw are either implicit or indicated by oblique or impersonal
means. At 737-38, for example, he tells Pentheus:

xal TNV pev Gv mpoceideg ebBniov mooLY
Huxapévny Exovoav év xeQoiv 8lya.2?

And you would have beheld her holding the well-teated, mooing
heifer torn apart in her hands.

At 760 he employs an impersonal expression:

oLTTEQ TO SeLvov fiv Béay’ 18eiv, dvak.

Then there was a terrifying sight to behold, sir.

surely he is right to add that this “is not unusual, and does not authorize us
to regard him as a liar.”

22. Similarly at 740, £18eg 8 Gv. I depart here from Diggle in retaining
gyovoav of the manuscripts.
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These subtle forms of self-excision aid in his performance of his own
miracle of locomotion as he tracks with his narrative the miraculous
deeds of the Bacchants.??

These references to impersonal vision (760) and to what “you” would
have seen (737-38, 740) serve another function as well. This detach-
ment from his own point of view of what the messenger claims to have
seen seeks to normalize his privileged status. “You, too,” he tells Pen-
theus, “would have seen all this.” But as will become clear, Pentheus
would not (and in the end did not). Pentheus, most of all, would not have

seen. At 1060 he says:
o £E1evolpol poivadev dccolg vobov:

T am not able to reach the impostor Maenads with my eyes.

This invocation of Pentheus’s potential (safe) witnessing of what the
herdsman saw—the very witnessing that becomes the object of Pen-
theus’s desire, central to the metatheatrical manipulations of Dionysos
—makes clear the privilege inherent in the messenger’s vision and in his
status as spectator.

The narrative of the herdsman, however, also offers a stiff challenge
to my claims about the play’s messengers. He tells us that as he and his
comrades watched the miraculous activities of the Maenads, they hid in
ambush and attempted to catch Agave. In sharp contrast to the invisible
spectator, this messenger heads directly for the center of the action as
he leaps at Pentheus’s mother (728-30). Although this scene appears to

- confirm Buxton’s claim that the messengers, too, “stand firmly within

the drama,” it illustrates that the messenger in fact does not successfully
attain the role of actor at which he aims.

For the first 39 lines of his narrative (prior to line 714) we hear of only
one herdsman, namely, the messenger. He uses the singular when he

23. This is not to deny that these lines may serve other purposes as well.
For example, it is clear that the herdsman’s use of the second-person en-
courages and augments Pentheus’s desire to see the women himself.
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says, for example, that he saw (0p@, 680) three groups of Bacchants. Af-
ter describing in detail the remarkable doings of the women on the
mountain, he turns to speaking of himself and those with him. Suddenly
we find that he was not alone (714~16):

Euvnibopev 8¢ Bouxdrot xal molpéveg
xowvdiv Aoyev ddcovteg aAAnroig EQiv
og dewva Spdot Bavpdrov T Endia.*

We cowherds and shepherds assembled to compete with each other
in tales of their terrifying and amazing deeds.

At the moment when we first hear of their discussion and attempted am-
bush of the Bacchants, these intrusive elements—which call attention to
the action of the messenger rather than to his vision—seek to deflect our
attention from its focus on the messenger onto the group as a whole.
The quoted speech at 718-21 directs our attention to the herdsmen and
away from the women, but as it does so it somewhat obscures the mes-
senger himself by offering us the words of another member of the group.
We hear one of the herdsmen speak, but the narrator himself remains
“silent”: it is the urbane herdsman who speaks (717-18):

®al T1g TAGVNG xatT Aot %ol TeiBov Adyav
Erekev eic Gmavroc.

And someone who wanders through town and has a way with words
spoke to everyone.

The group, swayed by the slick talker, decide to hunt (thérasometha, 719)
the women, and they therefore lie in ambush.

As Jeanne Roux (1970 ad 719) remarks, the shepherd here employs
some of the vocabulary used earlier by Pentheus (his 8npacépeda echoes
Pentheus’s Onpdoopar at 228, for example), and this new hunt presages
to some extent the fate that awaits Pentheus.?’ Similarly, the shepherds

24. Diggle brackets line 716.
25. See also Buxton 1991, 42—43.
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mimic the act of observation on the part of the spectator in their self-

concealment (722-23):

Bduvev & EXoxilopev PoBaig
%xUDOVTEG ADTOVG'

We hid in the foliage of the bushes, concealing ourselves.

But the hiding and mere observation do not last. As the women begin
their ritual shaking of the thyrsoi and chanting (723-27), Agave comes
near the herdsman, and he springs forth. As he does so he calls attention
to the fact that he acts alone (xdy®, 729). Here for the first time since
the initial 6p® of line 680o—and also for the last time in the narrative

proper—he uses the first-person singular (728-30):

%VQEL 8" Ayau TAnciov Bpcxovs’ £1od,
x&yd ‘EemNdne' i svvagrdoat SEAwy,
Adxunv xevacag Ev' éxinTopey SENOG.

Agave came leaping near me, and I, wanting to grab her, sprang
forth from the thicket where we were hiding.

As he leaps out of the bushes, he ceases to be a mere witness and under-
scores this in distinguishing himself again from the group of herdsmen.
As he leaves behind the literal cover of the ambush he abandons the sta-
tus achieved by the messenger who reports the death of Pentheus: his at-
tempt to catch Agave marks his attempt to become an actor in his nar-
rative and the focus of our attention. The impact of this move toward
involvement in the action is augmented by the fact that this messenger’s
leap takes him from his place of hiding, where he is virtually invisible.

The herdsman’s role as near protagonist (of his narrative), however,
is short-lived and finds a telling end. At this charged moment, with the

messenger suspended in midair, his account turns to Agave (731-33):
N &' GvePonoev: "Q dpopddeg Enal »Ovegs,
OnEaped Gvopdv Tévs' Um' dAL EmecbE pot,
€neoBe B0Qootg S1a xeQdv dAlcuEvarl.
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And she howled: “My running dogs, we are being hunted by these
men. But follow me, follow, armed with your thyrsoi.”

The herdsman remains aloft “wanting to grab” (cuvapmdoar 0érmv)
Agave. Precisely at the moment when he attempts to realize his desire to
take part in the action he finds himself oddly frozen in midair. This leap
that never reaches its target, I suggest, succinctly expresses the status of
this (and the later) messenger as a figure endowed with a virtual disem-
bodiment that both makes possible the narrative feats T have described
and also denies him the ability to partake in the action he reports. In-
deed, one might with profit compare the Homeric account of Achilles’
frustrated attempt to embrace the likeness of Patroklos in his sleep
(Il 23.99~101) Or that of Odysseus’s similarly frustrated efforts to em-
brace the shade of his mother (Od. 11 .203-8). Just as these two reach to-
ward a realm that is off-limits to them, the herdsman attempts to leap
from his position as spectator into the realm of action.?¢ As the text shows
that this leap does not succeed, it suggests in fact that it cannot succeed:
notonly does the herdsman, as messenger, have access to the kind of priv-
ileged spectatorship that Pentheus desires, but this privilege marks him
as a figure confined to the role of eyewitness.

What next transpired we do not hear. This remarkable effort of the
herdsman gives way to a colorless “we escaped” immediately following
Agave’s remark (734-35):

THETG HEV 0LV PedyovTeg EEMAdEapey
Basxy®v omagayudv.

We fled and escaped the bacchic sparagrmos.

Given that the Bacchants possess remarkable powers, it may well not have

been a trivial affair for the herdsmen to escape. We need not question the

26. Cf. Antikleia’s explanation of the gap between the living and dead at
11.218 (“This is the way it is for mortals,” aiitn 8ixn 2ot Beotdv), under-
lining the impropriety, and impossibility, of bridging this gap.
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plausibility of their escape to notice that after so carefully setting the
stage for his attack and insinuating himself into the center of his story, the
herdsman suddenly ceases to be an actor in his narrative. The sudden and
dramatic appearance of the messenger as actor in the story—xayo ‘emnn-
dno'—calling attention as it does to his role in the narrative, vanishes as
quickly as it comes about. Having drawn our gaze upon the herdsman as
would-be actor in his story, the text leaves us to ponder the absence of any
interaction between herdsman and Maenads. And this absence repeats
and extends the effect of the herdsman’s leap: he fails to occupy the po-
sition of actor and instead resumes his role as eyewitness (and narrator).

That the two messengers together share the privilege of spectator-
ship and occupy a realm that is off-limits to Pentheus is made even
clearer by the journey of Pentheus from Thebes to Mt. Cithaeron, for it
is the first angelia that brings Pentheus to the site of the second. The first
messenger’s narrative not only introduces the role of the messenger as
hidden spectator; it also paints a picture of what it is Pentheus shortly af-
ter will so eagerly want to see. Or it offers an account of what Pentheus
(mis)takes for aiskhrourgia (1062). Upon receiving the first messenger’s
report, Pentheus immediately orders an attack on the women. But this
plan is short-lived. Dionysos intervenes, offering first to make a deal
that Pentheus suspects is a trick, and then to provide Pentheus with a
private viewing. It is, of course, this second offer that Pentheus latches

onto, revealing his profound curiosity (8r1-12):

4.  Boidno@' &v dpect cuyxabnuévag 18€Tv;
II.  pédhora, pogiov ye dodg xpvood GTadudy.

D. Do you want to see them sitting together in the mountains?
P Definitely. I'd give a lot of gold.

These lines have been much discussed, with attention paid to the verb
of seeing and its implications for a psychological study of Pentheus.?? If

27. Dodds remarks: “It is the answer, if not of a maniac, at least of a man
whose reactions are ceasing to be normal: the question has touched a hid-
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it is profitable to read Dionysos’s offer with emphasis on the final word
(idein), we should also remember that Pentheus has just been presented
with a lengthy and marvelous portrait of o' &v et cuyxabnuévac,
Pentheus’s fascination, well described by Dodds, seizes upon the possi-
bility of seeing what he has just heard.?

Pentheus’s desire to see for himself what the herdsman has already
seen confirms what becomes clear in the second angelia: namely, that the
status of spectator aimed at by Pentheus strongly resembles and is mod-
eled on the privileged position of the messenger(s). The first messen-
ger’s narrative, then, occurs as the anticipation of Pentheus’s desire; it
notonly gives rise and structure to his desire but makes it overwhelming:
he must see what occasions the narrative and thereby recover the origi-
nal moment witnessed by the herdsman. When we find, then, the sec-
ond messenger succeeding where Pentheus fails, we realize that we have
come full circle.”” It is the privilege that the two messengers—and they
alone—share that is the object of Pentheus’s desire.

Inasmuch as metatheater enacts a form of commentary on the institu-
tion of theater per se, it thereby invites the examination of theatrical per-
formance in the terms set forth by the metatheater. In this way we may
consider, for example, the theatrical audience in terms of Pentheus’s suf-
fering and ask whether their/our experience is in some sense a meta-
phorical sparagmos; *° or we may examine the festival context of the tragic
performances in terms of Bacchae’s complex metatheatrical exploitation

den spring in Pentheus’ mind, and his self-mastery vanishes” (1960 ad loc.).
See Segal, 1982, 225, and Gregory 1985, 23.

28. McDonald, (1992, 233) comments: “Penthée ne peut tirer un en-
seignement d'une parabole ou de la parole. Il ne croit que ce qu’il voit.”

29. As Foley (1985, 244) observes: “The first messenger-speech gives
Pentheus the precise scenario for his own death.” See also de Jong 1992, 574
and §79—8o.

30. As Segal suggests (1982, 218 and 225); cf. Foley 1985, 2:20.
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of festival and ritual themes.?! Similarly, the metatheater’s incorporation
of the familiar figure of the messenger invites us to examine the con-
ventional messenger as a tragic “institution” in terms of the play’s pre-
sentation of the servant (and the herdsman). In this way, the metatheater
here offers a model for how tragic messengers acquire the privilege of
spectatorship that is so crucial to their successful functioning in their
appointed role: the particular form of autopsy that makes the tragic

messenger-speech possible relies upon the very principles of spectator-

- ship evident in Bacchae’s metatheater. Specifically, the narrative strate-

gies as here analyzed —the implicit claim of a virtually disembodied sta-
tus; a comprehensive view of the events narrated; a position noticeably
“outside” the drama (i.e., extradiegetic status); and, as discussed above,
the borrowing of features of epic narrative—indicate the basis of the
tragic messenger’s claim to the privileged status of (invisible) spectator.
As such, elements constitutive of the tragic messenger-speech appear in
the metatheater underlined by the play’s sharp focus on spectatorship as
central to Dionysos’s manipulation of Pentheus. Furthermore, in pre-
senting a messenger outside the metatheater (the shepherd) who shares
essential traits with and who, as I have argued, functions in some senses
in tandem with the messenger within the metatheater (the servant), the
play as a whole suggests that its metatheatrical interest in the messenger
applies more broadly: the yoking of the two messengers to their shared
status of unseen spectator encourages us to consider this status as one
that goes beyond either of these figures as individuals.?

31. As Foley does so well (1985, 205—58).

32. Itis possible, of course, to point to moments of explicit self-reference
in tragic messenger-speeches, as it is possible to perform the kind of analy-
sis found in de Jong 1991, discerning traces of any given messenger’s focal-
ization. My claim is not that tragic messengers always unproblematically
achieve the status delineated in Euripides’ play. Rather, I would suggest that
one strategy of the tragic messenger is to clasm such a status in a variety of
ways, most of which remain implicit. (I hasten to add that this strategy is not
the only one employed by tragic messengers. They must also, for example,
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This analysis has limited itself to the status of the messengers in Ey-
ripides’ play. In claiming that the metatheatrical performance represents
the messenger as a “spectator-in-the-text,” however, this argument also
raises a question concerning what the play’s metatheater says about the
audience seated in the Theater of Dionysos: To what extent is the mes-
senger an enlightening model of the audience in the theater? Although
I have argued that within the metatheater of Euripides’ play Pentheus
stands out as a would-be or failed spectator, it remains true that in some
ways he is a more compelling model of the audience in the theater than
is the messenger. With respect to what the (first) IMESSENZET sees, we are
in the same position as Pentheus: we, too, are excluded from recovering
the original moment witnessed by the messenger; we, too, must remain
satisfied with his narrative. Additionally, as Segal has argued, Pentheus’s
status as spectator-become-spectacle and victim of the sparagmios sym-
bolically represents the experience of the audience in the theater: “In or-
der for the ‘sacrifice’ at the center of the rite-spectacle to work for them
[the audience], they too must relinquish some of their distance; they
must become participants” (Segal 198z, 225).33

But if it is fruitful to consider Pentheus as a model of the theatrical
audience, it is equally compelling to consider this group in terms of the
messenger’s status as spectator. The latter, that is, does contribute to the
metatheater’s construction of the audience’s role. And as this doubling
of metatheatrical spectators suggests, the audience in the theater experi=
ences more thana symbolic sparagmos. Just as the servant appropriates the
vocabulary of the theater (or pilgrimage) in order to buttress his claim of
privileged spectatorship (6swpia at 1047), so the metatheater reaffirms
the status of the audience members as thedroi endowed with the qualities

establish their status as eyewitnesses to the events reported, and this imper-
ative can conflict with the claim to the kind of spectatorship discussed here.)
Nonetheless, the history of criticism shows that these claims have been re-
markably successful.

33. Much the same might be said of the audience from an Aristotelian
point of view: experiencing pity and fear is a form of such “participation.”
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displayed by the messenger. The theater audience, the metatheater tells
us, is made up not only of a group of individuals succumbing to emo-
tional and psychological “sparagmos”; it consists also of those engaged in
a collective, tranquil contemplation of what is staged. That is, not only
are the spectators in one sense required, like Pentheus, to become “ac-
tors”; they also command a comprehensive, masterful view while they
are endowed with the invisibility and invulnerability of the messenger
on Mt. Cithaeron.**

The metatheater, then, posits an audience with the twofold role of
both participant and observer.’’ This double status reflects something
of the ambiguity of performance in the theater: as a fiction capable of
speaking truth; 3¢ as representation endowed with an immediacy; and as
the performance of actors that manages to elicit the audience’s “belief”
in the action’s reality.

If it seems unremarkable that the metatheater should present such

a view of the theatrical audience, it is important to appreciate the sig-

nificance of the inclusion of this twofold audience in the play-within-

the-play. By incorporating the messenger as spectator, the metatheater
extends its interest in the audience beyond the psychological and emo-
tional, as it exhibits a keen awareness of the audience’s civic role. Just as
theoria implies a civic purpose expressed in the eyewitness’s report, so
the messenger shows himself to be adept at turning spectatorship into
narrative. And as thedria is the distinctive mark of both messenger and

- audience, we may read the metatheater’s treatment of spectatorship as in-

cluding an indication of the civic charge inherent in such spectatorship:

the audience members, as theiroi, are granted a privileged, contempla-

34. Speaking of the messenger in Euripides’ Suppliants, Froma Zeitlin
remarks: “The messenger, as always in Greek tragedy, stands in for the spec-
tators, those both on and off the stage” (1994, 143).

35. This is perhaps appropriate for a drama so concerned with doubling.
See Segal 1982, 27-54; Foley 1985, 241—43; Goldhill 1988a.

36. Cf. Segal 1982, 232—40.
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tive view and are endowed with both the ability and the responsibility to
“report” what they have seen. As such, the metatheater pictures tragedy
both as an occasion of Dionysiac experience, however mediated in its the«
atrical form, and as the subject of contemplation and public discourse.3?

Assuch, the metatheatrical handling of spectatorship posits a continu-
ity between the experience of the audience in the theater and life in the
city. And this continuity bridges to some extent the “gap between the
power of illusion within the fiction and the power of the fiction to con-
vey truth,” which gap, Segal argues, “Bacchae refuses fully to close” (1982,
237). Segal sees this disjunction in Euripides’ metatheater:

Through his metatragic criss-crossing between actor and audience,
participant and spectator, fiction and reality, Euripides also opens
the distance between what can be lived and what can be said, what
can be grasped by the symbolic fictions of poetic representation and
what can be communicated in everyday language. How much of
what we experience in the theater (of Dionysus) can we bring into
the rest of our lives? Does the self that surrenders to the power of
the Dionysiac illusion overlap with the self that performs the daily
responsibilities of worker, citizen, spouse, parent, friend? Pentheus
and Agave’s experience does not leave us sanguine. (1982, 236-37)

But that of the messenger may. Having seen that the metatheater’s pre-
sentation of spectatorship is more complex than hitherto appreciated, we

37. The herdsman announces as much soon after entering: “I have come
because I must report both to you and to the city” (jxo pedcar cot xai 7é-
AeL yonlov, 666). Karen Bassi has argued that the spectators in the theater
“assume a passive subject position inimical to the elite masculine ethos”
(1998, 227-28). She speaks of Pentheus in Euripides’ Bacchae as epitomiz-
ing “the gender-specific prejudices that characterize the male as spectator in
Greek culture” (230). We can now redirect her comments to the messenger
as (successful) spectator: if Bacchae’s metatheater implies a discursive role for
the citizen-spectator, it also figures something of the complexity that con-
stitutes his citizen status, as Bassi suggests. Cf. Zeitlin’s analysis of Plato’s
critique of theater as a feminizing force (1996, 367-74).
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are able to narrow Segal’s “gap,” insofar as the metatheatrical repre-
sentation of the audience embraces both of the worlds separated by this
gap. As “victim” of a “sparagmos, ” the spectator “surrenders to the power
of Dionysiac illusion”; as thearos, the spectator turns spectatorship into
“parrative,” transforming “experience in the theater” into a subject of

public discourse, and brings it into the life of the city.
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